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Introduction

Montague Rhodes James (1862-1936) was a scholar and antiquarian who
lived almost entirely within the halls of Eton College and King’s College,
Cambridge. Although prolific in his chosen academic fields of medieval history
and literature, theology and architecture, today he is known to horror fans as
the Master of the English ghost story, celebrated for tales such as ‘O
Whistle, and I’ll Come to You, My Lad’ and ‘A Warning to the Curious’.

For five years we’ve been presenting ‘A Podcast to the Curious’, in which
we've chronicled - arguably in exhaustive or even tedious detail - our personal
exploration of Monty’s stories. We've also been privileged to speak with
artists, writers and other incredibly creative people who have been inspired by
Monty, as well as experts who have helped us to understand the themes and
context that shaped his work. Yet on reaching his final story ‘A Vignette’,
earlier this year, we felt that we’d barely begun to look at those stories that
had influenced him, or which he felt to be most terrifyingly effective. Taking our
lead from the wonderful HPPodcraft, there was little doubt that a dark
pilgrimage into these stories would deepen our appreciation of Monty’s own,
while giving us more opportunity for chat, digression and (perhaps) edification.

Fortunately for us, Monty was in later life often prevailed upon to set out
his personal feelings about ghost stories, which he classed as those tales
having the “sole object of inspiring terror in the reader”. This included his
essays ‘Some Remarks On Ghost Stories’ (1929) and ‘Ghosts - Treat them
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Gently!’ (1931), his introduction to an anthology called ‘Ghosts and Marvels’
(1924), and his lovingly curated compilation of JS Le Fanu’s stories ‘Madame
Crowl’s Ghost and Other Tales of Mystery’ (1923). In these he demonstrates a
formidable knowledge of what was, he modestly said, a relatively minor genre,
drawing from early folk tales but growing explosively through Victorian
periodicals and contemporary ghost stories of the turn of the 20th century
onwards. As regards the latter he was highly selective in his taste,
complaining that some writers were obsessed with gore and even (shudder)
sex, with the aim of nauseating rather than terrifying their readers. In private
Monty was less circumspect, and we are lucky to have a candid letter from
him commenting on HP Lovecraft’s essay ‘Supernatural Horror in Literature’,
in which R.W. Chambers is branded “horrid and nasty”, Arthur Machen “a foul
mind” and poor Lovecraft's tortured prose “offensive”.

Given Monty’s assumed distaste for or disinterest in modernity, it would be
easy to assume that the writers of earlier years are accorded greater respect
and appreciation. Not so. Horrace Walpole (‘Castle of Otranto’) and Bram
Stoker are gently ridiculed (of Dracula, Monty wrote that he liked some of the
ideas, but that “the Butter is spread far too thick”), and Monty presents an
even-handed assessment of his beloved Dickens. He prized a particular
formulation of haunted tale, in which a malevolent force gradually imposes
itself on a familiar setting before the “final stab of horror” - or, as we have
fondly put it, the infamous ‘Jamesian wallop’. Reticence was key: “Blood”, he
wrote, “should be shed with deliberation and carefully husbanded”. Few
authors fully measured up to his ideal, but he was generous to those who,
like E.F. Benson, occasionally “stepped over the line of legitimate horridness”.

In this volume we have collected the stories we intend to discuss in what
will be our first attempt at chronicling the history of the ghost story seen
through the delicate spectacles of MR James. Limiting ourselves to a mere
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Will and Mike, October 2016

dozen of the hundred or so tales he mentions in his essays and letters has
been tough. Length and accessibility online influenced our choices, as did our
desire for diversity in style and age. We have made some decisions many will
find unconventional, not least our use of Google Translate and our GCSE
French to create an English language version of Erckmann-Chatrian's story
‘The Black and the White’. But our ultimate aspiration is to bring you twelve
great episodes of ‘A Podcast to the Curious’, in which we can try and convey
the richness of Monty’s own appreciation for ghost stories and, maybe, offer
up some less well-known tales for your “pleasing terror”. Only you can judge
whether we have succeeded.
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A True Relation of the Apparition of Mrs. Veal

by Daniel Defoe

“Defoe's ‘Mrs. Veal’ (1706), we are told by Sir Walter Scott, was a successful
device for sell ing off an edition of Drelincourt on Death which threatened to be a drug

in the market. There is no question but that Defoe was perfectly capable of writing
such a narrative as this without anything to base it on. But in this case doubts have

been expressed, not of the truth but of the untruth of this particular tale, and, though I
cannot point to any investigation of it, I remember that Mr. Andrew Lang refers to ‘Mrs.

Veal’ as being no imposture, but an attempt to record an occurrence believed to be
real. Whether imagined or reported, it is an admirable piece of narrative.”

M.R. James (Introduction to Ghosts and Marvels)

The Preface

This relation is matter of fact, and attended with such circumstances, as
may induce any reasonable man to believe it. It was sent by a gentleman, a
justice of peace, at Maidstone, in Kent, and a very intelligent person, to his
friend in London, as it is here worded; which discourse is attested by a very
sober and understanding gentlewoman, a kinswoman of the said gentleman's,
who lives in Canterbury, within a few doors of the house in which the within-
named Mrs. Bargrave lives; who believes his kinswoman to be of so
discerning a spirit, as not to be put upon by any fallacy; and who positively
assured him that the whole matter, as it is related and laid down, is really
true; and what she herself had in the same words, as near as may be, from
Mrs. Bargrave's own mouth, who, she knows, had no reason to invent and
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publish such a story, or any design to forge and tell a lie, being a woman of
much honesty and virtue, and her whole life a course, as it were, of piety. The
use which we ought to make of it, is to consider, that there is a life to come
after this, and a just God, who will retribute to every one according to the
deeds done in the body; and therefore to reflect upon our past course of life
we have led in the world; that our time is short and uncertain; and that if we
would escape the punishment of the ungodly, and receive the reward of the
righteous, which is the laying hold of eternal life, we ought, for the time to
come, to return to God by a speedy repentance, ceasing to do evil, and
learning to do well: to seek after God early, if happily he may be found of us,
and lead such lives for the future, as may be well pleasing in his sight.

A Relation of the Apparition of Mrs. Veal

This thing is so rare in all its circumstances, and on so good authority,
that my reading and conversation has not given me anything like it: it is fit to
gratify the most ingenious and serious inquirer. Mrs. Bargrave is the person to
whom Mrs. Veal appeared after her death; she is my intimate friend, and I can
avouch for her reputation, for these last fifteen or sixteen years, on my own
knowledge; and I can confirm the good character she had from her youth, to
the time of my acquaintance. Though, since this relation, she is calumniated
by some people, that are friends to the brother of this Mrs. Veal, who
appeared; who think the relation of this appearance to be a reflection, and
endeavour what they can to blast Mrs. Bargrave's reputation, and to laugh the
story out of countenance. But by the circumstances thereof, and the cheerful
disposition of Mrs. Bargrave, notwithstanding the ill-usage of a very wicked
husband, there is not yet the least sign of dejection in her face; nor did I ever
hear her let fall a desponding or murmuring expression; nay, not when
actually under her husband's barbarity; which I have been witness to, and
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several other persons of undoubted reputation.

Now you must know, Mrs. Veal was a maiden gentlewoman of about thirty
years of age, and for some years last past had been troubled with fits; which
were perceived coming on her, by her going off from her discourse very
abruptly to some impertinence. She was maintained by an only brother, and
kept his house in Dover. She was a very pious woman, and her brother a very
sober man to all appearance; but now he does all he can to null or quash the
story. Mrs. Veal was intimately acquainted with Mrs. Bargrave from her
childhood. Mrs. Veal's circumstances were then mean; her father did not take
care of his children as he ought, so that they were exposed to hardships; and
Mrs. Bargrave, in those days, had as unkind a father, though she wanted
neither for food nor clothing, whilst Mrs. Veal wanted for both; insomuch that
she would often say, Mrs. Bargrave, you are not only the best, but the only
friend I have in the world, and no circumstance of life shall ever dissolve my
friendship. They would often condole each other's adverse fortunes, and read
together Drelincourt upon Death, and other good books; and so, like two
Christian friends, they comforted each other under their sorrow.

Some time after, Mr. Veal's friends got him a place in the custom-house at
Dover, which occasioned Mrs. Veal, by little and little, to fall off from her
intimacy with Mrs. Bargrave, though there was never any such thing as a
quarrel; but an indifference came on by degrees, till at last Mrs. Bargrave had
not seen her in two years and a half; though above a twelvemonth of the time
Mrs. Bargrave hath been absent from Dover, and this last half year has been
in Canterbury about two months of the time, dwelling in a house of her own.

In this house, on the 8th of September, 1705, she was sitting alone in the
forenoon, thinking over her unfortunate life, and arguing herself into a due
resignation to providence, though her condition seemed hard. And, said she, I
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have been provided for hitherto, and doubt not but I shall be still; and am well
satisfied that my afflictions shall end when it is most fit for me: and then took
up her sewing-work, which she had no sooner done, but she hears a knocking
at the door. She went to see who was there, and this proved to be Mrs. Veal,
her old friend, who was in a riding-habit. At that moment of time the clock
struck twelve at noon.

Madam, says Mrs. Bargrave, I am surprised to see you, you have been so
long a stranger; but told her, she was glad to see her, and offered to salute
her; which Mrs. Veal complied with, till their lips almost touched; and then
Mrs. Veal drew her hand across her own eyes, and said, I am not very well,
and so waived it. She told Mrs. Bargrave, she was going a journey, and had a
great mind to see her first. But, says Mrs. Bargrave, how came you to take a
journey alone? I am amazed at it, because I know you have a fond brother.
Oh! says Mrs. Veal, I gave my brother the slip, and came away because I had
so great a desire to see you before I took my journey. So Mrs. Bargrave went
in with her, into another room within the first, and Mrs. Veal sat her down in an
elbow-chair, in which Mrs. Bargrave was sitting when she heard Mrs. Veal
knock. Then says Mrs. Veal, My dear friend, I am come to renew our old
friendship again, and beg your pardon for my breach of it; and if you can
forgive me, you are the best of women. O, says Mrs. Bargrave, do not
mention such a thing; I have not had an uneasy thought about it; I can easily
forgive it. What did you think of me? said Mrs. Veal. Says Mrs. Bargrave, I
thought you were like the rest of the world, and that prosperity had made you
forget yourself and me. Then Mrs. Veal reminded Mrs. Bargrave of the many
friendly offices she did her in former days, and much of the conversation they
had with each other in the times of their adversity; what books they read, and
what comfort, in particular, they received from Drelincourt's Book of Death,
which was the best, she said, on that subject ever written. She also
mentioned Dr. Sherlock, the two Dutch books which were translated, written
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upon death, and several others. But Drelincourt, she said, had the clearest
notions of death, and of the future state, of any who had handled that subject.
Then she asked Mrs. Bargrave, whether she had Drelincourt. She said, Yes.
Says Mrs. Veal, Fetch it. And so Mrs. Bargrave goes up stairs and brings it
down. Says Mrs. Veal, Dear Mrs. Bargrave, if the eyes of our faith were as
open as the eyes of our body, we should see numbers of angels about us for
our guard. The notions we have of heaven now, are nothing like what it is, as
Drelincourt says; therefore be comforted under your afflictions, and believe
that the Almighty has a particular regard to you; and that your afflictions are
marks of God's favour; and when they have done the business they are sent
for, they shall be removed from you. And, believe me, my dear friend, believe
what I say to you, one minute of future happiness will infinitely reward you for
all your sufferings. For, I can never believe, (and claps her hand upon her knee
with great earnestness, which indeed ran through most of her discourse,) that
ever God will suffer you to spend all your days in this afflicted state; but be
assured, that your afflictions shall leave you, or you them, in a short time.
She spake in that pathetical and heavenly manner, that Mrs. Bargrave wept
several times, she was so deeply affected with it.

Then Mrs. Veal mentioned Dr. Kenrick's Ascetick, at the end of which he
gives an account of the lives of the primitive Christians. Their pattern she
recommended to our imitation, and said, their conversation was not like this
of our age: For now, says she, there is nothing but frothy, vain discourse,
which is far different from theirs. Theirs was to edification, and to build one
another up in faith; so that they were not as we are, nor are we as they were:
but, says she, we ought to do as they did. There was an hearty friendship
among them; hut where is it now to be found? Says Mrs. Bargrave, It is hard
indeed to find a true friend in these days. Says Mrs. Veal, Mr. Norris has a
fine copy of verses, called Friendship in Perfection, which I wonderfully
admire. Have you seen the book? says Mrs. Veal. No, says Mrs. Bargrave,
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but I have the verses of my own writing out. Have you? says Mrs. Veal, then
fetch them. Which she did from above stairs, and offered them to Mrs. Veal to
read, who refused, and waived the thing, saying, holding down her head would
make it ache; and then desired Mrs. Bargrave to read them to her, which she
did. As they were admiring friendship, Mrs. Veal said, Dear Mrs. Bargrave, I
shall love you for ever. In these verses there is twice used the word Elysian,
Ah! says Mrs. Veal, these poets have such names for heaven. She would
often draw her hand across her own eyes, and say, Mrs. Bargrave, do not you
think I am mightily impaired by my fits? No, says Mrs. Bargrave, I think you
look as well as ever I knew you. After all this discourse, which the apparition
put in much finer words than Mrs. Bargrave she could pretend to, and as
much more than she can remember, (for it cannot be thought, that an hour
and three quarters' conversation could all be retained, though the main of it
she thinks she does,) she said to Mrs. Bargrave, she would have her write a
letter to her brother, and tell him, she would have him give rings to such and
such; and that there was a purse of gold in her cabinet, and that she would
have two broad pieces given to her cousin Watson.

Talking at this rate, Mrs. Bargrave thought that a fit was coming upon her,
and so placed herself in a chair just before her knees, to keep her from falling
to the ground, if her fits should occasion it: for the elbow-chair, she thought,
would keep her from falling on either side. And to divert Mrs. Veal, as she
thought, took hold of her gown-sleeve several times, and commended it. Mrs.
Veal told her, it was a scowered silk, and newly made up. But for all this, Mrs.
Veal persisted in her request, and told Mrs. Bargrave, she must not deny her:
and she would have her tell her brother all their conversation, when she had
opportunity. Dear Mrs. Veal, says Mrs. Bargrave, this seems so impertinent,
that I cannot tell how to comply with it; and what a mortifying story will our
conversation be to a young gentleman? Why, says Mrs. Bargrave, it is much
better, methinks to do it yourself. No, says Mrs. Veal, though it seems
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impertinent to you now, you will see more reason for it hereafter. Mrs.
Bargrave then, to satisfy her importunity, was going to fetch a pen and ink;
but Mrs. Veal said, Let it alone now, but do it when I am gone; but you must
be sure to do it: which was one of the last things she enjoined her at parting;
and so she promised her.

Then Mrs. Veal asked for Mrs. Bargrave's daughter; she said, she was not
at home: But if you have a mind to see her, says Mrs. Bargrave, I'll send for
her. Do, says Mrs. Veal. On which she left her, and went to a neighbour's to
see for her; and by the time Mrs. Bargrave was returning, Mrs. Veal was got
without the door in the street, in the face of the beast-market, on a Saturday,
which is market-day, and stood ready to part, as soon as Mrs. Bargrave came
to her. She asked her, why she was in such haste. She said she must be
going, though perhaps she might not go her journey till Monday; and told Mrs.
Bargrave, she hoped she should see her again at her cousin Watson's, before
she went whither she was going. Then she said, she would take her leave of
her, and walked from Mrs. Bargrave in her view, till a turning interrupted the
sight of her, which was three quarters after one in the afternoon.

Mrs. Veal died the 7th of September, at twelve o'clock at noon, of her fits,
and had not above four hours' senses before her death, in which time she
received the sacrament. The next day after Mrs. Veal's appearing, being
Sunday, Mrs. Bargrave was mightily indisposed with a cold, and a sore throat,
that she could not go out that day; but on Monday morning she sent a person
to captain Watson's, to know if Mrs. Veal was there. They wondered at Mrs.
Bargrave's inquiry; and sent her word, that she was not there, nor was
expected. At this answer Mrs. Bargrave told the maid she had certainly
mistook the name, or made some blunder. And though she was ill, she put on
her hood, and went herself to captain Watson's though she knew none of the
family, to see if Mrs. Veal was there or not. They said, they wondered at her
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asking, for that she had not been in town; they were sure, if she had, she
would have been there. Says Mrs. Bargrave, I am sure she was with me on
Saturday almost two hours: They said, it was impossible; for they must have
seen her if she had. In comes Capt. Watson, while they were in dispute, and
said, that Mrs. Veal was certainly dead, and her escutcheons were making.
This strangely surprised Mrs. Bargrave, when she sent to the person
immediately who had the care of them, and found it true. Then she related the
whole story to captain Watson's family, and what gown she had on, and how
striped; and that Mrs. Veal told her, it was scowered. Then Mrs. Watson cried
out, You have seen her indeed, for none knew, but Mrs. Veal and myself, that
the gown was scowered. And Mrs. Watson owned, that she described the
gown exactly: For, said she, I helped her to make it up. This Mrs. Watson
blazed all about the town, and avouched the demonstration of the truth of Mrs.
Bargrave's seeing Mrs. Veal's apparition. And captain Watson carried two
gentlemen immediately to Mrs. Bargrave's house, to hear the relation of her
own mouth. And when it spread so fast, that gentlemen and persons of
quality, the judicious and sceptical part of the world, flocked in upon her, it at
last became such a task, that she was forced to go out of the way. For they
were, in general, extremely satisfied of the truth of the thing, and plainly saw
that Mrs. Bargrave was no hypocondriac; for she always appears with such a
cheerful air, and pleasing mien, that she has gained the favour and esteem of
all the gentry; and it is thought a great favour, if they can but get the relation
from her own mouth. I should have told you before, that Mrs. Veal told Mrs.
Bargrave, that her sister and brother-in-law were just come down from London
to see her. Says Mrs. Bargrave, How came you to order matters so
strangely? It could not be helped, says Mrs. Veal. And her brother and sister
did come to see her, and entered the town of Dover just as Mrs. Veal was
expiring. Mrs. Bargrave, asked her, whether she would drink some tea. Says
Mrs. Veal, I do not care if I do; but I'll warrant you, this mad fellow, (meaning
Mrs. Bargrave's husband,) has broke all your trinkets. But, says Mrs.
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Bargrave, I'll get something to drink in for all that; but Mrs. Veal waived it, and
said, It is no matter, let it alone; and so it passed.

All the time I sat with Mrs. Bargrave, which was some hours, she
recollected fresh sayings of Mrs. Veal. And one material thing more she told
Mrs. Bargrave, that old Mr. Breton allowed Mrs. Veal ten pounds a year;
which was a secret, and unknown to Mrs. Bargrave, till Mrs. Veal told it her.

Mrs. Bargrave never varies in her story; which puzzles those who doubt of
the truth, or are unwilling to believe it. A servant in the neighbour's yard,
adjoining to Mrs. Bargrave's house, heard her talking to somebody an hour of
the time Mrs. Veal was with her. Mrs. Bargrave went out to her next
neighbour's the very moment she parted with Mrs. Veal, and told her what
ravishing conversation she had with an old friend, and told the whole of it.
Drelincourt's Book of Death is, since this happened, bought up strangely. And
it is to be observed, that notwithstanding all the trouble and fatigue Mrs.
Bargrave has undergone upon this account, she never took the value of a
farthing, nor suffered her daughter to take anything of anybody, and therefore
can have no interest in telling the story.

But Mr. Veal does what he can to stifle the matter, and said, he would see
Mrs. Bargrave; but yet it is certain matter of fact that he has been at captain
Watson's since the death of his sister, and yet never went near Mrs. Bargrave;
and some of his friends report her to be a liar, and that she knew of Mr.
Breton's ten pounds a year. But the person who pretends to say so, has the
reputation of a notorious liar, among persons whom I know to be of undoubted
credit. Now Mr. Veal is more of a gentleman than to say she lies; but says, a
bad husband has crazed her. But she needs only present herself, and it will
effectually confute that pretense. Mr. Veal says, he asked his sister on her
death-bed, whether she had a mind to dispose of anything? And she said, No.
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Now, the things which Mrs. Veal's apparition would have disposed of, were so
trifling, and nothing of justice aimed at in their disposal, that the design of it
appears to me to be only in order to make Mrs. Bargrave so to demonstrate
the truth of her appearance, as to satisfy the world of the reality thereof, as to
what she had seen and heard; and to secure her reputation among the
reasonable and understanding part of mankind. And then again, Mr. Veal
owns, that there was a purse of gold; but it was not found in her cabinet, but
in a comb-box. This looks improbable; for that Mrs. Watson owned, that Mrs.
Veal was so very careful of the key of the cabinet, that she would trust
nobody with it. And if so, no doubt she would not trust her gold out of it. And
Mrs. Veal's often drawing her hand over her eyes, and asking Mrs. Bargrave
whether her fits had not impaired her, looks to me as if she did it on purpose
to remind Mrs. Bargrave of her fits, to prepare her not to think it strange that
she should put her upon writing to her brother to dispose of rings and gold,
which looked so much like a dying person's request; and it took accordingly
with Mrs. Bargrave, as the effects of her fits coming upon her; and was one of
the many instances of her wonderful love to her, and care of her, that she
should not be affrighted; which indeed appears in her whole management,
particularly in her coming to her in the day-time, waiving the salutation, and
when she was alone; and then the manner of her parting, to prevent a second
attempt to salute her.

Now, why Mr. Veal should think this relation a reflection, as it is plain he
does, by his endeavouring to stifle it, I cannot imagine; because the generality
believe her to be a good spirit, her discourse was so heavenly. Her two great
errands were to comfort Mrs. Bargrave in her affliction, and to ask her
forgiveness for the breach of friendship, and with a pious discourse to
encourage her. So that, after all, to suppose that Mrs. Bargrave could hatch
such an invention as this from Friday noon till Saturday noon, supposing that
she knew of Mrs. Veal's death the very first moment, without jumbling
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circumstances, and without any interest too; she must be more witty,
fortunate, and wicked too, than any indifferent person, I dare say, will allow. I
asked Mrs. Bargrave several times, if she was sure she felt the gown? She
answered modestly, If my senses be to be relied on, I am sure of it. I asked
her, if she heard a sound when she clapped her hand upon her knee? She
said, she did not remember she did; but said she appeared to be as much a
substance as I did, who talked with her. And I may, said she, be as soon
persuaded, that your apparition is talking to me now, as that I did not really
see her: for I was under no manner of fear, and received her as a friend, and
parted with her as such. I would not, says she, give one farthing to make
anyone believe it: I have no interest in it; nothing but trouble is entailed upon
me for a long time, for aught I know; and had it not come to light by accident,
it would never have been made public. But now, she says, she will make her
own private use of it, and keep herself out of the way as much as she can;
and so she has done since. She says, She had a gentleman who came thirty
miles to her to hear the relation; and that she had told it to a room full of
people at a time. Several particular gentlemen have had the story from Mrs.
Bargrave's own mouth.

This thing has very much affected me. and I am as well satisfied, as I am
of the best-grounded matter of fact. And why we should dispute matter of fact,
because we cannot solve things of which we can have no certain or
demonstrative notions, seems strange to me. Mrs. Bargrave's authority and
sincerity alone, would have been undoubted in any other case.
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The White and the Black

by Erckmann-Chatrian

“I should feel myself ungrateful if I did not pay a tribute to the supernatural tales of
Erckmann–Chatrian. The blend of French with German in them, comparable to the

French–Irish blend in Le. Fanu, has produced some quite first-class romance of this
kind. Among longer stories, ‘La Maison Forestière’ (and, if you will, ‘Hugues le Loup’);
among shorter ones ‘Le Blanc et le Noir’, ‘Le Rêvedu Cousin Elof’ and L’Oeil Invisible’

have for years delighted and alarmed me. It is high time that they were made more
accessible than they are.” 

M.R. James (Some Remarks on Ghost Stories)

1

Back then, we usually spent our evenings at the Brauer brewery, which
opens on the Place du Vieux-Brisach.

In the hours after 8pm our party typically consisted of Frederick Schultz
the scrivener, Frantz Martin the burgomaster, Christophel Ulmett the
magistrate, Klers the counselor, Rothan the engineer, the young organist
Theodore Blitz and several other honorable citizen of the town. We would all
sit at the same table and sipping sparkling Bokbier together.

Theodore Blitz, who had recently arrived from Jena with a letter of
recommendation from Harmosius, had black eyes, brown tousled hair, a thin
pale face, and with his sharp speech and his mystical ideas, he often caused
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no little disorder among us. We were frequently astonished to see him get up
abruptly, do three or four laps of the room, all the while gesticulating and
making fun of the Swiss landscapes which hung on the walls, with their
indigo-blue lakes, apple-green mountains and red trails. He would then sit
back down, swallow his beer in one gulp, and immediately start a discussion
on the music of Palestrina, on the lute of the Hebrews, on the introduction of
the organ in our basilicas, the Sepher on sabbatical periods, etc…; before
finally lowering his eyebrows, planting his sharp elbows on the edge of the
table, and becoming lost in deep meditation.

Yes, it surprised us, being serious people, accustomed to methodical
ideas and not yet used to his behavior. Even Rothan the engineer, himself
also of a mocking disposition, eventually calmed down, and gave up
contradicting the young choirmasters wild statements, even when he was
right.

Obviously Theodore Blitz was one of those nervous souls that suffer from
all the variations in weather; and truly this year had been extremely hot. We
had already suffered the effects of several large storms, and we feared for the
harvest.

One night, our whole world was gathered as usual around the same old
table, except the old Judge Ulmett and the choirmaster. Mr. burgomaster
talked about the hail, and about his planned large hydraulic works; I listened
to the wind howl outside and the water drops whipping the windows.
Occasionally we heard a tile roll off the rooftops, a door slam with force and
the immense clamor of the hurricane howling, whistling and groaning away
outside; as if all the invisible beings of the world were hunting and calling out
to each other in the darkness, while we, the living, hid and huddled in a corner
to avoid their fatal encounter.
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The church of Saint-Etienne had struck nine when Theodore Blitz came
suddenly in, shaking his felt hat like a man possessed, crying out in his
hissing voice:

“Now the devil is on the loose; the white and the black become one ... The
nine times nine thousand nine hundred ninety 'envies' are struggling and
tearing at each other ... - Go, Ahriman! Leave ... wreak havoc ... the
Amschaspands are on the run ... Oromazes is hide his face! ... What a time!
What a time!”

So saying, he ran around the room, stretching his legs and laughing his
dry jerky laugh.

We were all amazed at this, and, for a few seconds, no one said a word;
but finally Rothan the engineer, in his usual caustic humor, exclaimed:

“What nonsense do you sing to us, Sir organist? What do these
Amschaspands mean? These nine times nine thousand nine hundred ninety
'Envies'? Ha ha ha! It's really too funny. Where the devil are you going with
this strange language?”

Theodore Blitz had stopped short, closing one eye, while the other, wide
open, glittered with a diabolical irony.

And when Rothan had finished, “Oh, Engineer! Oh, sublime spirit, master
of the trowel and mortar,” he says, “Rubble director, organiser of the right
angle, the acute angle and the obtuse angle, you are right, a hundred times!”

And he bowed mockingly: “Nothing exists except matter, level, ruler and
compass. The revelations of Zoroaster, Moses, Pythagoras, Odin, of Christ;
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harmony, melody, art, feelings, dreams are all unworthy of a bright mind such
as yours. It is solely your truth, eternal truth. Ha ha ha! I bow to you, I salute
you, I prostrate myself before your glory, imperishable as that of Nineveh and
Babylon!”

Having said this, he made two spins on his heels, and burst into a laugh
so piercing, he looked like a crowing rooster greeting the dawn.

Rothan looked likely to become angry; but at that moment the old Judge
Ulmett entered, his head buried in his big fur hat, his shoulders covered by his
bottle-green coat with fox fur edgings, dangling sleeves, rounded back, half-
closed eyelids, his big red nose and muscular cheeks all dripping with rain.
He was soaked like a duck.

Outside, the water fell in torrents, gutters splashed, gargoyles disgorged,
and ditches swelled like rivers.

"Ah! Lord!” said the good man, “I must be crazy to come out in such
weather, and especially after so much hard work: two official reports ...
interrogations! But the prospect of Bokbier and old friends could make me
swim across the Rhine!”

And while muttering these confused words, he removed his fur cap,
opened his coat and took out his long pipe of Ulm, his tobacco pouch and his
lighter, and carefully deposited them on the table. Then he hung his coat and
cap onto the rod by the window, crying:

"Brauer!”

“What do you want, sir Judge?”
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“You'd better go out and close the shutters. Believe me, this downpour
could end in thunder.”

The brewer immediately went out, and soon the shutters were closed. The
old Judge sat in his corner exhaling a sigh:

"You know what has happened, burgomaster?” he said with a sad tone.

“No. What's happened, friend Christophel?”

Before answering, Mr. Ulmett paused and looked carefully around the
room.

"We are alone, my friends,” he said, “so I may tell you this: about three
this afternoon, we found poor Gredal Dick under the lock at Holderloch."

“Under the lock at Holderloch!” we cried.

“Yes ... a rope around her neck ... ”

To understand how these words affected us, you must know that Gredal
Dick was one of the prettiest girls in Breisach, a tall brunette with blue eyes
and rosy cheeks. She was the only daughter of the Anabaptist Pétrus Dick,
who rented an estate in the Schlossgarten. For some time we had noticed her
to be sad and serious. She once seemed cheerful from morning to evenings,
washing at the fountain or laughing in the middle of her friends. But of late
many had seen her cry, and blamed her sorrow on Saphéri Mutz, the son of
the postmaster. He was a burly, dry, nervous young man with an aquiline nose
and curly black hair, who followed her like a shadow and did not let go of her
arm on Sundays at the dance.
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There had even been talk of their marriage, but Mutz’s father and mother,
Karl Bremer his son-in-law, and his daughter Soffayel had opposed this union
on the grounds that they could not allow a 'pagan' to enter the family.

Gredal had been missing for three days. No one knew what had become of
her. Imagine now the thousand thoughts that crossed our minds on learning
that she was dead! No one thought of discussing invisible spirits with
Theodore Blitz and Rothan the engineer; all eyes were on Mr. Christophel
Ulmett, who, with his broad bald head tilted and thick white eyebrows
contracted severely, dreamily filled his pipe.

“And of Saphéri Mutz” asked the burgomaster, “What has happened to
him?”

A slight pink tinge colored the cheeks of the old man, who answered after
a few seconds of reflection:

“Saphéri Mutz ... he has fled away across the fields!”

“Fled into the fields!” cried the little Klers; “Then he admits his guilt?”

“It seems so,” said the old Judge, “People do not run away for nothing.
Besides, we have raided the home of his father, and found it a troubled home.
His people seemed greatly dismayed; his mother stammered and tore her
hair; his sister had put on her Sunday clothes and was dancing like crazy, it
was impossible to get any sense from them. The father of Gredal, poor man,
is in indescribable despair. Doesn't want to compromise the honor of his child,
but it seems certain that Gredal Dick voluntarily left the farm to follow Saphéri
on Tuesday. It was witnessed by all the neighbors. Finally, the gendarmerie is
on the hunt; so we shall see, we shall see!”
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Then there was a long silence; outside the rain was pouring.

“It is abominable!” exclaimed the burgomaster suddenly, “Abominable! And
to think that all fathers, though they raise their children in the fear of God,
may be exposed to such misfortunes!”

“Yes”, replied Judge Ulmett lighting his pipe, “That's true. We can say that
everything works according to the orders of the Lord God, but I myself believe
that the spirits of darkness meddle in our affairs much more than we realise.
For every good man, is there not also a poor, lawless beggar? And for every
honest gift, how many bad tricks are played? I ask you, my friends, if the devil
wanted to count his flock ...”

He did not have time to finish, because at that second a triple flash
illuminated the cracks in the shutters and dimmed the lamps, and was almost
immediately followed by a terrible crack of thunder, loud enough to make your
hair stand on end: it was as if the very earth had cracked.

St. Stephen's Church was just sounding the half, and the slow vibrations of
the bronze bell seemed to us not far away, but in the distance, a plaintive
voiced seemed to come to us, shouting: “Help! Help!”

“They cry for help!” stammered the burgomaster.

“Yes!” said the others, and all paled as they listened.

And as we all were so dismayed, Rothan, extending the lip mockingly
cried: "Ha ha ha! It's Miss Roesel's pussycat, who sings her love to M. Roller,
the young tenor on the first floor!"
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Then, bulging his voice and raising his hand in a tragic gesture, he added:
“Midnight struck the belfry of the castle!”

This mocking raised widespread indignation.

“Woe to those who laugh at such things!” cried old Christophel, rising.

He moved toward the door with a solemn step, and we all felt we should
follow, even the big brewer, holding his cotton cap in hand and murmured a
prayer, as if he were to appear before God. Only Rothan did not stir from his
place. I stood behind the others, craning my neck to see over their shoulders.

The door had opened just a crack when there was another flash of
lightning, and the street, suddenly paved with white and washed by the rain,
its leaping ditches, its thousand windows, its decrepit gables, signs, rushed
suddenly out of the night and into view, then stepped back and disappeared
into the darkness.

This glance was enough for us to see the spire of St. Stephen with its
countless statues draped in the white light of the flash, the underside of the
bells attached to the black beams, their ropes plunging in the nave. Inside the
bell-tower we glimpsed the family of storks who nested there, half torn apart
by the storm, small beaks in the air, the frightened mother, wings
outstretched, with bulging chest and neck unfolded, her long legs thrown back
as if to defy the zigzags of lightning.

It was a weird vision, a real Chinese painting, small, thin, light, something
strange and terrible against the black clouds cracked with gold.

We all stood gaping in the doorway of the brew-house, asking: “What have
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we heard, Mr. Ulmett ... - What do you see, Sir Klers?”

Right now, a mournful meow went above us, and a whole army of cats ran
along the eaves and leap through the gutters. At the same time, a laugh rang
through the room.

“Well, well!” shouted the engineer, “Do you hear? Was I wrong?”

“It was nothing”, murmured the old Judge, “Thank God, it was nothing.
Let's go.”

And, going back to take his seat, he said: “Should we be surprised, Mr
Rothan, that the imagination of a poor old man like me rambles, when heaven
and earth merge and love and hate marry, to show us unknown crimes in our
country this day? Should we be surprised?”

We all took our seats with feelings of spite towards the engineer, who
alone had remained calm and laughed to watch us tremble. We turned our
backs, emptying our mugs in quick succession without saying a word. The
engineer, his elbows on the edge of the window, whistled between his teeth an
indescribable military march, and gently beat his fingers on the glass, without
deigning to notice our bad mood.

This lasted for a few minutes before Theodore Blitz said, laughing: “Mr.
Rothan triumphs! He does not believe in invisible spirits; and is not in the
least disordered. He, with equally good eyes and ears! What more does it
take to convince us of ignorance and folly?”

“Ha!” Rothan replied, “I would not dare say it, but you set things out so
well, Mr. organist. There is no way to disagree with you, especially with
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regard to you personally; because, for my old friends Schultz, Ulmett, Klers
and others it is different, very different. Everyone can have a bad dream not
and again, as long as it does not degenerate into a habit.”

Instead of responding to this attack, Blitz had cocked his head, seemingly
to listen to some sound outside:

“Shh!” he said, looking at us, “hush!”

He raised his finger, and his expression was so striking that all we listened
with a feeling of indescribable fear.

At the same time, heavy splashes were heard in the overflowing stream
outside. Hands sought the latch of the door, and the choirmaster said in a
trembling voice: “Be quiet ... listen and see! ... May the Lord help us!”

The door opened, and Saphéri Mutz appeared.

If I live for a thousand years, the figure of this man will always be lodged in
my memory. There he was, he stumbled into the room, pale hair on his
cheeks, his eyes dull and vitreous, his shirt stuck to his chest, a big stick in
his hand. He looked at us seemingly without seeing us, as in a dream. The
winds wailed behind him. He stopped, coughed and whispered, as if speaking
to himself: “Here I am! They can arrest me, cut my throat, I'd almost prefer
that!”

Then, waking up and looking at us one after the other with an expression
of terror: “I spoke! What did I say? Ah! The burgomaster, the Judge, Ulmett!”

He jumped to escape, but, lunging for the door, an indescribable horror

28



seemed to seize him as he stared out into the night, rejecting in him the idea
of flight.

Theodore Blitz had also risen, and after shooting us a warning glance, he
approached Mutz and with a confidential air. He asked softly, pointing to the
dark street: “He's there?”

“Yes!” replied the assassin in the same mysterious tone.

“He follows you?”

“From the Fischbach.”

“Behind you?”

“Yes, behind.”

“That's it, that's it”, said the choirmaster, throwing us a look, “It's always
like that! Well, here Saphéri rest, sit there by the fireplace. Brauer, get the
police!”

At this mention of the gendarmes, the wretch turned deadly pale and again
turned to the door to escape, but the same horror repulsed him, and he sunk
to the corner of a table, his head in his hands:

“Oh! If I had known, if I had known!” he said.

We were all more dead than alive. The Brewer had just left. Not a breath
could be heard in the room: the old Judge had put out his pipe, the
burgomaster looked at me in consternation, not a whistle came from Rothan.
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Theodore Blitz, sitting at the end of a bench, legs crossed, watched the rain
scratch the darkness.

We waited for a quarter of an hour, always fearing that the assassin would
finally resolve to flee. But he did not move, his long hair hanging between his
fingers, and the water flowing from his clothes like a stream onto the floor.

Finally the rattling of weapons was heard outside, and Werner and Keltz
the gendarmes appeared on the threshold. Keltz, throwing a sidelong glance
at the killer, raised his hat, saying: “Good evening, Mr. Justice”.

Then he entered and quietly slipped handcuffs over the wrists of Saphéri,
as he remained sitting with his face in his hands.

“Come, follow me, my boy,” he said, “Werner, walk closely.”

A third policeman, short and fat, appeared from the darkness, and
presently the whole troop went out.

The unfortunate man had put up not the slightest resistance.

We looked at each other with pale faces.

“Good night, gentlemen,” said the organist, and he slipped away.

And each of us, lost in his own thoughts, arose and returned to our homes
in silence.

As for me, more than twenty times I glanced behind me before arriving at
my door, thinking I heard the other, the one who followed behind Saphéri
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Mutz, following also upon my own heels.

And when at last, thank God, I was in my room, shortly before turning off
my light and going to sleep, I felt it was a wise precaution to look under my
bed, to convince myself that this person was not there. It seems I even
recited a prayer, to prevent something choking me in my sleep.

What do you want? It is not every day that I turn philosopher.

2

Until then I had considered Theodore Blitz to be a mystical sort of
madman. His claim to maintain correspondence with the invisible spirits,
using music composed of all the sounds of nature: the rustling of leaves, the
murmur wind, the insects buzzing, seemed very ridiculous to me and I was
not alone in my opinion.

Sometimes he claimed that if the solemn music of the church organ
awakens in us religious feelings, if the rousing drum leads us into battle and if
a rustic tune can soothe us into contemplation, it is surely because these
songs are invocations of the spirits of the earth, which, appearing suddenly
among us, act on our bodies and make us appreciate their essences. It all
seemed dark to me, and I sometimes had reason to wonder if the organist
had not an injured brain.

But in time my opinions changed towards him, and I began to think that,
after all, man is not a purely material, that we are composed of both body and
soul. Even attempts to explain the workings of the human body do not always
seem rational; the nervous fluid, agitated by the undulations of the air, is just
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as difficult to understand as the direct action of occult powers. We cannot
conceive how a simple tickling in our ears, exercised according to the rules of
counterpoint, provokes in us thousands of pleasant or terrible emotions,
elevates our souls to God, puts it in the presence of nothingness or wakes in
us the fire of life, enthusiasm, love, fear, pity. No, I found Blitz’s a most
satisfactory explanation. The ideas of the choirmaster seemed to me much
larger, stronger, fairer and more acceptable in all respects.

Besides, how can we explain the state of our nerves when Saphéri Mutz
arrived at the brewery? How to explain the terrors of the unfortunate man,
which forced him to surrender himself, and the wonderful insight of Blitz when
he said: "Hush! Listen, it happens, may the Lord protect us!"

In summary, all my prejudices against the unseen world had vanished, and
new facts were shortly to come that would confirm my view.

About a fortnight after the scene I mentioned above, Saphéri Mutz had
been transferred by the gendarmerie in the prisons at Stuttgart. The thousand
rumours aroused by the death of Gredal Dick began to doze; the poor girl was
sleeping peacefully behind the hill of Trois-Fontaines, and peoples thoughts
became more concerned with the coming harvest.

One evening, at about five o'clock, I had been in the great customs
warehouse tasting some wine on behalf of Brauer, who trusts me greatly in
this respect. Eventually, my head a little heavy, I left him and headed across
the road to the long avenue of plane trees, behind St. Stephen's church.

The azure waters of the Rhine were to my right, where a few fishermen
were casting their nets; to my left stood the ancient city walls.
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The air began to cool, the river was singing its eternal hymn and the
breezes stirred the waving foliage of the Black Forest. As I was going along,
thinking of nothing, suddenly the sound of a violin struck my ear.

I listened.

That sound! The blackcap does not put more grace, delicacy in the
execution of its rapid trills or more enthusiasm in the stream of his inspiration.

But this was like nothing I had heard before; it had neither rest nor
measure: it was a delirious cascade of notes, played with admirable
precision, but with a complete lack of order or method.

And then, through the impetus of inspiration, some particular notes stuck
me, penetrating me to the marrow of my bones.

“Theodore Blitz is here,” I said to myself. Pulling apart the high branches
of an elder hedge at the foot of the slope, I looked in the direction from which
the music came.

I saw that I was thirty feet from the post office, near the duckweed covered
pond, where huge frogs showed their flat nose. A little further along stood a
large stable block, and next to them the decrepit house. In the courtyard of
the house, which was surrounded by a high wall and visible through a worm-
eaten gate, walked five or six hens, and I could see rabbits running, rumps in
the air, tails trumpeting. They saw me and disappeared like shadows under
the door of the barn.

Not a sound but the murmur of the river and the strange sound of the violin
could be heard.
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How the devil did Theodore Blitz come to be here?

It occurred to me that he must trying out his strange music on the Mutz
family, and curiosity pushed me onwards. I slipped behind the short wall, to
see what was happening on the farm.

The windows were wide open, and in a low, deep, brown beamed room that
was level with the courtyard, I saw a long table filled with all the
sumptuousness of a village festival. The table was set for thirty but I was
amazed to see only five people in front of this great feast. The old father Mutz,
dark and dreamy, dressed in black velvet with metal buttons, his wide bony
head grizzled, sat sunk in thought, his eyes fixed before him. The son-in-law
with his dry, insignificant features, the collar of his shirt rising up to the top of
his ears. The mother was in a large lace cap, and had a bewildered air. The
daughter, a very pretty brunette, was wearing a black taffeta dress which
glittered with gold and silver, wrapped in a silk scarf of many colors. Finally,
Theodore Blitz, his cocked hat on his ear, the violin tight between shoulder
and chin, his little eyes twinkling, his music reaching a crescendo, and his
elbows coming and going like a cicada scraped his shrill aria in the heather.

The shadows cast by the setting sun, the old grandfather clock with its
earthenware dial of red and blue flowers, the corner of a harrow showing
beneath the grey and white curtain of the alcove, and especially the music,
increasingly discordant, produced in me an indefinable impression: I was
seized with a real panic.

Was it the effects of the wine I had sampled? Was it the pale shades of
the evening coming in? I do not know, but without looking further, I was
slipping quietly away along the wall, intending to regain the road, when a huge
dog jumped at me, straining the whole length of his chain and making me
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utter a cry of surprise.

“Tirik!” cried the old postmaster.

And Theodore, seeing me, rushed from the room, shouting: “Hey! Christian
Species! Come in, my dear Christian; you are just in time!”

He crossed the courtyard, and, coming to take my arm: “My dear friend”,
he said with singular animation, “This is the time where black and white are
struggling ... enter, enter!”

His exaltation frightened me, but he would not listen to my objections, and
led me without my being able to make the slightest resistance.

“You know, dear Christian,” he said, “that we baptised this morning an
angel of the Lord, little Nickel-Saphéri Bremer. I welcomed his coming into
this world of delights with a choir of the 'Seraphim'. And would you believe that
three quarters of our guests have now fled! Ha ha ha! Come in, you are
welcome.”

He pushed me by the shoulders, and, stumbling, I crossed the threshold.

All the members of the Mutz family turned their heads as I entered. In vain
I refused to sit down, as these enthusiastic people crowded around me.

“This will be the sixth!” cried Blitz, “Number six is a good number!”

The old postmaster shook my hands with emotion, saying: “Thank you,
Species, thank you for coming! They shall not say that honest people shun
us, that we are abandoned by God and men! You'll stay to the end?”
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“Yes”, stammered the old man with a pleading look, “Mr. Species must
stay up late with us, he cannot refuse us this.”

I now understood why the table was so great, and the number of guests so
small: all the guests, thinking of Gredal Dick, had found excuses not to
come.

The idea of this sad abandonment gripped my heart with pity.

“Certainly”, I replied, “Certainly I will remain, and it is with pleasure, with
great pleasure.”

Glasses were filled, and we drank a bitter, strong wine, an old
markobrünner whose austere bouquet filled me with melancholy thoughts.

The old man, his long hand on my shoulder, whispered: "One more glass,
Mr. Species, even a little one!"

And I dared not refuse.

Right now, Blitz, crashing his bow across the strings, made me shudder
coldly.

“This, my friends, he exclaimed, is the invocation of Saul and the Witch!”

I dearly wanted to flee. In the yard, the dog howled in a lamentable way,
and as the night came on and the room filled with shadows; the marked
features of the father Mutz, his eyes wild, and the painful tension is his wide
jaw were anything but reassuring.
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Blitz scraped the bow across the strings frantically as if in invocation; the
wrinkle that skirted his left cheek widening more and more, and the sweat
beaded on his temples.

The postmaster refilled our glasses, and said in a low hollow tone:
“Cheers!”

“Cheers, Mr. Mutz!” I said, trembling.

Suddenly the child in his crib began to wail, and Blitz, with a diabolical
irony, accompanied the sour notes by shouting: “This is the anthem of life ...
ha ha ha! Many times the little Nickel will sing it until he is old and bald, ha
ha ha!”

At the same time the old grandfather clock struck, and a loud squeaking
came from within its case. As I looked up, astonished at the noise, I saw
emerge out of the face of the clock the small, dry, bald, hallow-eyed figure of
Death, who advanced with measured steps and began jerkily to mow a few
blades of green painted grass at the edge of the box. Then, with the final blow,
he turned around and went back into the hole from which he came.

“The devil take the organist for leading me here!” I said to myself, “A fine
baptism indeed, and these such cheerful people! Ha ha ha!”

I refilled my glass to give me courage.

“Let it go, the die is cast, no one escapes his fate. I was fated to leave the
customs house tonight, to walk down the avenue of plane trees by St.
Stephen's, and come despite myself to this abominable cut-throat meeting,
attracted by the music of Blitz; to drink markobrünner smelling of cypress and
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verbena, and see a painted Death mow grass, that's funny, it's genuinely
funny.”

I also mused, laughing at the fate of the men, who believe themselves free
and yet are led by the strings attached to the stars. Sages have spoken, and
we must believe them.

And so I was laughing in the dark, when suddenly the music stopped.

A great silence followed; only the clock continued its monotonous ticking;
and outside, the moon, beyond the Rhine, rose slowly behind the trembling
foliage of a poplar; its pale light ricocheted off the countless waves. AS I
watched, into this light came a black boat, and a man standing on the boat,
also black, clad in a half-coat hanging down his back and a large brimmed hat
trimmed with streamers.

He passed like a dream. I felt my eyelids become heavy.

“Let's drink!” cried the choirmaster.

The glasses rattled.

"How well the Rhine sings! It sings the song of Barthold Gouterolf” said the
son. “Ave ... ave ... Stella!”

No one answered.

In the distance, far away, we could hear two oars beating the water
rhythmically.
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“It is today that Saphéri must receive his grace!” exclaimed the old
postmaster hoarsely.

Then he fell into rumination. It was he who made him so sad. It gave me
goosebumps.

“He is thinking of his son,” I told myself, “Thinking that his son will hang!”

And I felt a cold shiver down my back.

“His grace!” said the girl with a strange laugh, “Yes, his grace!”

Theodore touched my shoulder, and leaning down to my ear, said: “The
spirits are coming! They come!”

“If you talk about it,” cried the son-in-law, with chattering teeth, “If you talk
about it like that, I'm going!”

“Go away, go away, coward!” replied the girl, “We do not need you.”

“Well! Yes, I'm leaving,” he said, rising.

And, plucking his hat from the wall, he strode out. I saw him pass in front
of the windows and I envied him. How to get away?

Something was walking along the wall opposite. I looked at it with alarm,
but I realised that it was just a cockerel. Further, between the worm-eaten
palisades, the river was shining in the moonlight, its waves lapping gently on
the shore, light glimmering off it as it danced like a flock of seagulls with great
white wings. My head was full of shadows and bluish reflections.
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“Listen, Petrus,” cried the old woman after listening for a moment, “It is
you who have caused all that is happening to us!”

“Me!” said the old man, irritated, “Why am I the cause?”

“Yes, you never pitied our boy, you never gave anything to him! Could you
not just let him take the girl?”

“Women,” said the old man, “Instead of blaming others, remember that the
blood be on your hands as well. For twenty years you tried to hide the faults
of your son. When I was punished for his bad heart, his anger, his
drunkenness, you, you comforted him, you cried with him, you gave him
money secretly, you said to him: 'Your father does not like it ... he’s a hard
man!' And you lied to make him love you the most. You stole from me the
trust and respect that a child must have for those who love him. And when he
wanted to take this girl, I did not have enough authority to make him obey.”

“You only had to say 'yes'!” screamed the old woman.

“And I,” said the old man, “I wanted to say no, because my mother, my
grandmother, and all the men and women of the family, could not receive this
pagan in heaven!”

“In heaven!” sneered the old woman, “In heaven.”

And the daughter added in a sour tone: “As long as I can remember, father
never gave us anything but cruelty.”

“Because you deserve it,” replied the old man, “it hurt me more than it hurt
you!”
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“Hurt you more? Ha ha ha! More!"

At this point a hand touched my arm, I jumped, but it was Blitz, with the
moonlight ricocheting off the windows and bathing his face in a pale light. He
was stood with his arm extended, pointing out into the darkness. My gaze
followed the direction of his finger, and it showed me something, the most
terrible spectacle I can remember seeing. A still, blue shadow stood before
the window, and against the white surface of the river, this shadow took a
human form. It seemed to be suspended between heaven and earth. Its head
fell on its chest, its elbows stood at right angles along the backbone, and his
legs were straight, stretched to a point.

As I watched, my eyes wide and bridled with terror, and every detail of this
figure became clear to me. I recognized Saphéri Mutz, and, above his
hunched shoulders, a rope, a hook and above them the gallows. Finally, at
the bottom of this funereal vision, a white figure knelt, with disheveled hair:
Gredal Dick, her hands clasped in prayer.

It seems that at the same moment all the others saw the same strange
apparition as me, because I heard the old man moan: “Lord God, Lord God,
have mercy on us!”

And the old woman, in a low voice, choking, murmured: “Saphéri is dead!”

She began to sob.

The daughter cried: “Saphéri! Saphéri“"

But then everything disappeared, and Theodore Blitz, taking me by the
hand, said: “Let's go.“
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We went out. The night was beautiful, leaves quivered with a soft whisper.

And as we hurried into the main avenue of plane trees, I heard a distant
melancholy voice far away across the river, singing the old German ballad:

The grave is deep and silent,
Its edge is horrible!
It extends a dark  mantle,
It extends a dark  mantle,
Over homeland of the dead.

“Ah!” cried Blitz, “If Gredal Dick had not been there, we would have seen
another, the great black one, come to claim Saphéri; but she prayed for him,
poor soul, she prayed for him. What is white is still white!”

And the distant voice, still lower, sang the sound of the waves:

Death has no echoes,
For the song of the nightingale,
The roses growing on the grave,
The roses growing on the grave,
Are roses of grief.

But the horrible scene that had taken place before my eyes, like that
distant, melancholy voice – which was moving away more and more,
eventually fading away altogether – have remained to me as a confused
picture the infinite, the infinite that absorbs us and mercilessly swallows us
up without return! Some laugh, as does Rothan the engineer. Others tremble
as does the burgomaster. Others groan in a plaintive tone, and others, like
Theodore Blitz, lean over the abyss to see what is at the bottom. But it all
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comes to the same end, and the famous inscription of the Temple of Isis is
still true: “I am the one who is - and no one has ever penetrated the mystery
that surrounds me, no one will ever penetrate it.”
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The Familiar

by Sheridan Le Fanu

“Upon mature consideration, I do not think that there are better ghost stories
anywhere than the best of Le Fanu's; and among these I should give the first place to

‘The Familiar’ (alias ‘The Watcher’).” 
M.R. James (Some Remarks on Ghost Stories)

Chapter 1: Foot-steps

I was a young man at the time, and intimately acquainted with some of the
actors in this strange tale; the impression which its incidents made on me,
therefore, were deep, and lasting. I shall now endeavour, with precision, to
relate them all, combining, of course, in the narrative, whatever I have learned
from various sources, tending, however imperfectly, to illuminate the darkness
which involves its progress and termination.

Somewhere about the year 1794, the younger brother of a certain baronet,
whom I shall call Sir James Barton, returned to Dublin. He had served in the
navy with some distinction, having commanded one of His Majesty's frigates
during the greater part of the American war. Captain Barton was apparently
some two or three-and-forty years of age. He was an intelligent and agreeable
companion when he pleased it, though generally reserved, and occasionally
even moody.
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In society, however, he deported himself as a man of the world, and a
gentleman. He had not contracted any of the noisy brusqueness sometimes
acquired at sea; on the contrary, his manners were remarkably easy, quiet,
and even polished. He was in person about the middle size, and somewhat
strongly formed—his countenance was marked with the lines of thought, and
on the whole wore an expression of gravity and melancholy; being, however,
as I have said, a man of perfect breeding, as well as of good family, and in
affluent circumstances, he had, of course, ready access to the best society
of Dublin, without the necessity of any other credentials.

In his personal habits Mr. Barton was unexpensive. He occupied lodgings
in one of the then fashionable streets in the south side of the town—kept but
one horse and one servant—and though a reputed free-thinker, yet lived an
orderly and moral life—indulging neither in gaming, drinking, nor any other
vicious pursuit—living very much to himself, without forming intimacies, or
choosing any companions, and appearing to mix in gay society rather for the
sake of its bustle and distraction, than for any opportunities it offered of
interchanging thought or feeling with its votaries.

Barton was therefore pronounced a saving, prudent, unsocial sort of fellow,
who bid fair to maintain his celibacy alike against stratagem and assault, and
was likely to live to a good old age, die rich, and leave his money to an
hospital.

It was now apparent, however, that the nature of Mr. Barton's plans had
been totally misconceived. A young lady, whom I shall call Miss Montague,
was at this time introduced into the gay world, by her aunt, the Dowager Lady
L——. Miss Montague was decidedly pretty and accomplished, and having
some natural cleverness, and a great deal of gaiety, became for a while a
reigning toast.
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Her popularity, however, gained her, for a time, nothing more than that
unsubstantial admiration which, however, pleasant as an incense to vanity, is
by no means necessarily antecedent to matrimony—for, unhappily for the
young lady in question, it was an understood thing, that beyond her personal
attractions, she had no kind of earthly provision. Such being the state of
affairs, it will readily be believed that no little surprise was consequent upon
the appearance of Captain Barton as the avowed lover of the penniless Miss
Montague.

His suit prospered, as might have been expected, and in a short time it
was communicated by old Lady L—— to each of her hundred-and-fifty
particular friends in succession, that Captain Barton had actually tendered
proposals of marriage, with her approbation, to her niece, Miss Montague,
who had, moreover, accepted the offer of his hand, conditionally upon the
consent of her father, who was then upon his homeward voyage from India,
and expected in two or three weeks at the furthest.

About this consent there could be no doubt—the delay, therefore, was one
merely of form—they were looked upon as absolutely engaged, and Lady L
——, with a rigour of old-fashioned decorum with which her niece would, no
doubt, gladly have dispensed, withdrew her thenceforward from all further
participation in the gaieties of the town.

Captain Barton was a constant visitor, as well as a frequent guest at the
house, and was permitted all the privileges of intimacy which a betrothed
suitor is usually accorded. Such was the relation of parties, when the
mysterious circumstances which darken this narrative first begun to unfold
themselves.

Lady L—— resided in a handsome mansion at the north side of Dublin,
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and Captain Barton's lodgings, as we have already said, were situated at the
south. The distance intervening was considerable, and it was Captain Barton's
habit generally to walk home without an attendant, as often as he passed the
evening with the old lady and her fair charge.

His shortest way in such nocturnal walks, lay, for a considerable space,
through a line of street which had as yet merely been laid out, and little more
than the foundations of the houses constructed.

One night, shortly after his engagement with Miss Montague had
commenced, he happened to remain unusually late, in company with her and
Lady L——. The conversation had turned upon the evidences of revelation,
which he had disputed with the callous scepticism of a confirmed infidel.
What were called "French principles," had in those days found their way a
good deal into fashionable society, especially that portion of it which
professed allegiance to Whiggism, and neither the old lady nor her charge
were so perfectly free from the taint, as to look upon Mr. Barton's views as
any serious objection to the proposed union.

The discussion had degenerated into one upon the supernatural and the
marvellous, in which he had pursued precisely the same line of argument and
ridicule. In all this, it is but truth to state, Captain Barton, was guilty of no
affectation—the doctrines upon which he insisted, were, in reality, but, too
truly the basis of his own fixed belief, if so it might be called; and perhaps not
the least strange of the many strange circumstances connected with my
narrative, was the fact, that the subject of the fearful influences I am about to
describe, was himself, from the deliberate conviction of years, an utter
disbeliever in what are usually termed preternatural agencies.

It was considerably past midnight when Mr. Barton took his leave, and set
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out upon his solitary walk homeward. He had now reached the lonely road,
with its unfinished dwarf walls tracing the foundations of the projected row of
houses on either side—the moon was shining mistily, and its imperfect light
made the road he trod but additionally dreary—that utter silence which has in
it something indefinably exciting, reigned there, and made the sound of his
steps, which alone broke it, unnaturally loud and distinct.

He had proceeded thus some way, when he, on a sudden, heard other
footfalls, pattering at a measured pace, and, as it seemed, about two score
steps behind him.

The suspicion of being dogged is at all times unpleasant; it is, however,
especially so in a spot so lonely; and this suspicion became so strong in the
mind of Captain Barton, that he abruptly turned about to confront his pursuer,
but, though there was quite sufficient moonlight to disclose any object upon
the road he had traversed, no form of any kind was visible there.

The steps he had heard could not have been the reverberation of his own,
for he stamped his foot upon the ground, and walked briskly up and down, in
the vain attempt to awake an echo; though by no means a fanciful person,
therefore he was at last fain to charge the sounds upon his imagination, and
treat them as an illusion. Thus satisfying himself, he resumed his walk, and
before he had proceeded a dozen paces, the mysterious footfall was again
audible from behind, and this time, as if with the special design of showing
that the sounds were not the responses of an echo—the steps sometimes
slackened nearly to a halt, and sometimes hurried for six or eight strides to a
run, and again abated to a walk.

Captain Barton, as before, turned suddenly round, and with the same
result—no object was visible above the deserted level of the road. He walked
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back over the same ground, determined that, whatever might have been the
cause of the sounds which had so disconcerted him, it should not escape his
search—the endeavour, however, was unrewarded.

In spite of all his scepticism, he felt something like a superstitious fear
stealing fast upon him, and with these unwonted and uncomfortable
sensations, he once more turned and pursued his way. There was no
repetition of these haunting sounds, until he had reached the point where he
had last stopped to retrace his steps—here they were resumed—and with
sudden starts of running, which threatened to bring the unseen pursuer up to
the alarmed pedestrian.

Captain Barton arrested his course as formerly—the unaccountable nature
of the occurrence filled him with vague and disagreeable sensations—and
yielding to the excitement that was gaining upon him, he shouted sternly,
"Who goes there?" The sound of one's own voice, thus exerted, in utter
solitude, and followed by total silence, has in it something unpleasantly
dismaying, and he felt a degree of nervousness which, perhaps, from no
cause had he ever known before.

To the very end of this solitary street the steps pursued him—and it
required a strong effort of stubborn pride on his part, to resist the impulse that
prompted him every moment to run for safety at the top of his speed. It was
not until he had reached his lodging, and sate by his own fire-side, that he felt
sufficiently reassured to rearrange and reconsider in his own mind the
occurrences which had so discomposed him. So little a matter, after all, is
sufficient to upset the pride of scepticism and vindicate the old simple laws of
nature within us.
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Chapter 2: The Watcher

Mr. Barton was next morning sitting at a late breakfast, reflecting upon the
incidents of the previous night, with more of inquisitiveness than awe, so
speedily do gloomy impressions upon the fancy disappear under the cheerful
influence of day, when a letter just delivered by the postman was placed upon
the table before him.

There was nothing remarkable in the address of this missive, except that it
was written in a hand which he did not know—perhaps it was disguised—for
the tall narrow characters were sloped backward; and with the self-inflicted
suspense which we often see practised in such cases, he puzzled over the
inscription for a full minute before he broke the seal. When he did so, he read
the following words, written in the same hand:—

"Mr. Barton, late captain of the 'Dolphin,' is warned of
DANGER. He will do wisely to avoid —— street—[here the
locality of his last night's adventure was named]—if he walks
there as usual he will meet with something unlucky—let him
take warning, once for all, for he has reason to dread ...

"THE WATCHER."

Captain Barton read and re-read this strange effusion; in every light and in
every direction he turned it over and over; he examined the paper on which it
was written, and scrutinized the hand-writing once more. Defeated here, he
turned to the seal; it was nothing but a patch of wax, upon which the
accidental impression of a thumb was imperfectly visible.
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There was not the slightest mark, or clue of any kind, to lead him to even
a guess as to its possible origin. The writer's object seemed a friendly one,
and yet he subscribed himself as one whom he had "reason to dread."
Altogether the letter, its author, and its real purpose were to him an
inexplicable puzzle, and one, moreover, unpleasantly suggestive, in his mind,
of other associations connected with his last night's adventure.

In obedience to some feeling—perhaps of pride—Mr. Barton did not
communicate, even to his intended bride, the occurrences which I have just
detailed. Trifling as they might appear, they had in reality most disagreeably
affected his imagination, and he cared not to disclose, even to the young lady
in question, what she might possibly look upon as evidences of weakness.
The letter might very well be but a hoax, and the mysterious footfall but a
delusion or a trick. But although he affected to treat the whole affair as
unworthy of a thought, it yet haunted him pertinaciously, tormenting him with
perplexing doubts, and depressing him with undefined apprehensions. Certain
it is, that for a considerable time afterwards he carefully avoided the street
indicated in the letter as the scene of danger.

It was not until about a week after the receipt of the letter which I have
transcribed, that anything further occurred to remind Captain Barton of its
contents, or to counteract the gradual disappearance from his mind of the
disagreeable impressions then received.

He was returning one night, after the interval I have stated, from the
theatre, which was then situated in Crow-street, and having there seen Miss
Montague and Lady L—— into their carriage, he loitered for some time with
two or three acquaintances.

With these, however, he parted close to the college, and pursued his way
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alone. It was now fully one o'clock, and the streets were quite deserted.
During the whole of his walk with the companions from whom he had just
parted, he had been at times painfully aware of the sound of steps, as it
seemed, dogging them on their way.

Once or twice he had looked back, in the uneasy anticipation that he was
again about to experience the same mysterious annoyances which had so
disconcerted him a week before, and earnestly hoping that he might see
some form to account naturally for the sounds. But the street was deserted—
no one was visible.

Proceeding now quite alone upon his homeward way, he grew really
nervous and uncomfortable, as he became sensible, with increased
distinctness, of the well-known and now absolutely dreaded sounds.

By the side of the dead wall which bounded the college park, the sounds
followed, recommencing almost simultaneously with his own steps. The same
unequal pace—sometimes slow, sometimes for a score yards or so,
quickened almost to a run—was audible from behind him. Again and again he
turned; quickly and stealthily he glanced over his shoulder—almost at every
half-dozen steps; but no one was visible.

The irritation of this intangible and unseen pursuit became gradually all but
intolerable; and when at last he reached his home, his nerves were strung to
such a pitch of excitement that he could not rest, and did not attempt even to
lie down until after the daylight had broken.

He was awakened by a knock at his chamber-door, and his servant
entering, handed him several letters which had just been received by the
penny post. One among them instantly arrested his attention—a single
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glance at the direction aroused him thoroughly. He at once recognized its
character, and read as follows:—

"You may as well think , Captain Barton, to escape from your
own shadow as from me; do what you may, I will see you as
often as I please, and you shall see me, for I do not want to
hide myself, as you fancy. Do not let it trouble your rest,
Captain Barton; for, with a good conscience, what need you
fear from the eye of

"THE WATCHER."

It is scarcely necessary to dwell upon the feelings that accompanied a
perusal of this strange communication. Captain Barton was observed to be
unusually absent and out of spirits for several days afterwards, but no one
divined the cause.

Whatever he might think as to the phantom steps which followed him,
there could be no possible illusion about the letters he had received; and, to
say the least, their immediate sequence upon the mysterious sounds which
had haunted him, was an odd coincidence.

The whole circumstance was, in his own mind, vaguely and instinctively
connected with certain passages in his past life, which, of all others, he hated
to remember.

It happened, however, that in addition to his own approaching nuptials,
Captain Barton had just then—fortunately, perhaps, for himself—some
business of an engrossing kind connected with the adjustment of a large and
long-litigated claim upon certain properties.
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The hurry and excitement of business had its natural effect in gradually
dispelling the gloom which had for a time occasionally oppressed him, and in
a little while his spirits had entirely recovered their accustomed tone.

During all this time, however, he was, now and then, dismayed by
indistinct and half-heard repetitions of the same annoyance, and that in lonely
places, in the day-time as well as after nightfall. These renewals of the
strange impressions from which he had suffered so much, were, however,
desultory and faint, insomuch that often he really could not, to his own
satisfaction, distinguish between them and the mere suggestions of an
excited imagination.

One evening he walked down to the House of Commons with a Member,
an acquaintance of his and mine. This was one of the few occasions upon
which I have been in company with Captain Barton. As we walked down
together, I observed that he became absent and silent, and to a degree that
seemed to argue the pressure of some urgent and absorbing anxiety.

I afterwards learned that during the whole of our walk, he had heard the
well-known footsteps tracking him as we proceeded.

This, however, was the last time he suffered from this phase of the
persecution, of which he was already the anxious victim. A new and a very
different one was about to be presented.

Chapter 3: An advertisement

Of the new series of impressions which were afterwards gradually to work
out his destiny, I that evening witnessed the first; and but for its relation to the
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train of events which followed, the incident would scarcely have been now
remembered by me.

As we were walking in at the passage from College-Green, a man, of
whom I remember only that he was short in stature, looked like a foreigner,
and wore a kind of fur travelling-cap, walked very rapidly, and as if under fierce
excitement, directly towards us, muttering to himself, fast and vehemently the
while.

This odd-looking person walked straight toward Barton, who was foremost
of the three, and halted, regarding him for a moment or two with a look of
maniacal menace and fury; and then turning about as abruptly, he walked
before us at the same agitated pace, and disappeared at a side passage. I do
distinctly remember being a good deal shocked at the countenance and
bearing of this man, which indeed irresistibly impressed me with an undefined
sense of danger, such as I have never felt before or since from the presence of
anything human; but these sensations were, on my part, far from amounting
to anything so disconcerting as to flurry or excite me—I had seen only a
singularly evil countenance, agitated, as it seemed, with the excitement of
madness.

I was absolutely astonished, however, at the effect of this apparition upon
Captain Barton. I knew him to be a man of proud courage and coolness in real
danger—a circumstance which made his conduct upon this occasion the
more conspicuously odd. He recoiled a step or two as the stranger advanced,
and clutched my arm in silence, with what seemed to be a spasm of agony or
terror! and then, as the figure disappeared, shoving me roughly back, he
followed it for a few paces, stopped in great disorder, and sat down upon a
form. I never beheld a countenance more ghastly and haggard.

55



"For God's sake, Barton, what is the matter?" said ——, our companion,
really alarmed at his appearance. "You're not hurt, are you?—or unwell? What
is it?"

"What did he say?—I did not hear it—what was it?" asked Barton, wholly
disregarding the question.

"Nonsense," said ——, greatly surprised; "who cares what the fellow said.
You are unwell, Barton—decidedly unwell; let me call a coach."

"Unwell! No—not unwell," he said, evidently making an effort to recover his
self-possession; "but, to say the truth, I am fatigued—a little over-worked—
and perhaps over anxious. You know I have been in chancery, and the winding
up of a suit is always a nervous affair. I have felt uncomfortable all this
evening; but I am better now. Come, come—shall we go on?"

"No, no. Take my advice, Barton, and go home; you really do need rest!
you are looking quite ill. I really do insist on your allowing me to see you
home," replied his friend.

I seconded ——'s advice, the more readily as it was obvious that Barton
was not himself disinclined to be persuaded. He left us, declining our offered
escort. I was not sufficiently intimate with —— to discuss the scene we had
both just witnessed. I was, however, convinced from his manner in the few
common-place comments and regrets we exchanged, that he was just as
little satisfied as I with the extempore plea of illness with which he had
accounted for the strange exhibition, and that we were both agreed in
suspecting some lurking mystery in the matter.

I called next day at Barton's lodgings, to enquire for him, and learned from
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the servant that he had not left his room since his return the night before; but
that he was not seriously indisposed, and hoped to be out in a few days. That
evening he sent for Dr. R——, then in large and fashionable practice in Dublin,
and their interview was, it is said, an odd one.

He entered into a detail of his own symptoms in an abstracted and
desultory way which seemed to argue a strange want of interest in his own
cure, and, at all events, made it manifest that there was some topic engaging
his mind of more engrossing importance than his present ailment. He
complained of occasional palpitations and headache.

Doctor R——, asked him among other questions, whether there was any
irritating circumstance or anxiety then occupying his thoughts. This he denied
quickly and almost peevishly; and the physician thereupon declared his
opinion, that there was nothing amiss except some slight derangement of the
digestion, for which he accordingly wrote a prescription, and was about to
withdraw, when Mr. Barton, with the air of a man who recollects a topic which
had nearly escaped him, recalled him.

"I beg your pardon, Doctor, but I really almost forgot; will you permit me to
ask you two or three medical questions—rather odd ones, perhaps, but a
wager depends upon their solution, you will, I hope, excuse my
unreasonableness."

The physician readily undertook to satisfy the inquirer.

Barton seemed to have some difficulty about opening the proposed
interrogatories, for he was silent for a minute, then walked to his book-case,
and returned as he had gone; at last he sat down and said—
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"You'll think them very childish questions, but I can't recover my wager
without a decision; so I must put them. I want to know first about lock-jaw. If a
man actually has had that complaint, and appears to have died of it—so
much so, that a physician of average skill pronounces him actually dead—
may he, after all, recover?"

The physician smiled, and shook his head.

"But—but a blunder may be made," resumed Barton. "Suppose an
ignorant pretender to medical skill; may he be so deceived by any stage of
the complaint, as to mistake what is only a part of the progress of the
disease, for death itself?"

"No one who had ever seen death," answered he, "could mistake it in a
case of lock-jaw."

Barton mused for a few minutes. "I am going to ask you a question,
perhaps, still more childish; but first, tell me, are the regulations of foreign
hospitals, such as that of, let us say, Naples, very lax and bungling. May not
all kinds of blunders and slips occur in their entries of names, and soforth?"

Doctor R—— professed his incompetence to answer that query.

"Well, then, Doctor, here is the last of my questions. You will, probably,
laugh at it; but it must out, nevertheless. Is there any disease, in all the range
of human maladies, which would have the effect of perceptibly contracting the
stature, and the whole frame—causing the man to shrink in all his
proportions, and yet to preserve his exact resemblance to himself in every
particular—with the one exception, his height and bulk; any disease, mark—
no matter how rare—how little believed in, generally—which could possibly
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result in producing such an effect?"

The physician replied with a smile, and a very decided negative.

"Tell me, then," said Barton, abruptly, "if a man be in reasonable fear of
assault from a lunatic who is at large, can he not procure a warrant for his
arrest and detention?"

"Really that is more a lawyer's question than one in my way," replied Dr. R
——: "but I believe, on applying to a magistrate, such a course would be
directed."

The physician then took his leave; but, just as he reached the hall-door,
remembered that he had left his cane up stairs, and returned. His
reappearance was awkward, for a piece of paper, which he recognised as his
own prescription, was slowly burning upon the fire, and Barton sitting close by
with an expression of settled gloom and dismay.

Doctor R—— had too much tact to observe what presented itself; but he
had seen quite enough to assure him that the mind, and not the body, of
Captain Barton was in reality the seat of suffering.

A few days afterwards, the following advertisement appeared in the Dublin
newspapers.

"If Sylvester Yelland, formerly a foremast-man on board his Majesty's
frigate Dolphin, or his nearest of kin, will apply to Mr. Hubert Smith, attorney,
at his office, Dame Street, he or they may hear of something greatly to his or
their advantage. Admission may be had at any hour up to twelve o'clock at
night, should parties desire to avoid observation; and the strictest secrecy, as
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to all communications intended to be confidential, shall be honourably
observed."

The Dolphin, as I have mentioned, was the vessel which Captain Barton
had commanded; and this circumstance, connected with the extraordinary
exertions made by the circulation of hand-bills, &c., as well as by repeated
advertisements, to secure for this strange notice the utmost possible
publicity, suggested to Dr. R—— the idea that Captain Barton's extreme
uneasiness was somehow connected with the individual to whom the
advertisement was addressed, and he himself the author of it.

This, however, it is needless to add, was no more than a conjecture. No
information whatsoever, as to the real purpose of the advertisement was
divulged by the agent, nor yet any hint as to who his employer might be.

Chapter 4: He talk with a clergyman

Mr. Barton, although he had latterly begun to earn for himself the character
of an hypochondriac, was yet very far from deserving it. Though by no means
lively, he had yet, naturally, what are termed "even spirits," and was not
subject to undue depressions.

He soon, therefore, began to return to his former habits; and one of the
earliest symptoms of this healthier tone of spirits was, his appearing at a
grand dinner of the Freemasons, of which worthy fraternity he was himself a
brother. Barton, who had been at first gloomy and abstracted, drank much
more freely than was his wont—possibly with the purpose of dispelling his
own secret anxieties—and under the influence of good wine, and pleasant
company, became gradually (unlike himself) talkative, and even noisy.
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It was under this unwonted excitement that he left his company at about
half-past ten o'clock; and, as conviviality is a strong incentive to gallantry, it
occurred to him to proceed forthwith to Lady L——'s and pass the remainder
of the evening with her and his destined bride.

Accordingly, he was soon at —— street, and chatting gaily with the
ladies. It is not to be supposed that Captain Barton had exceeded the limits
which propriety prescribes to good fellowship—he had merely taken enough
wine to raise his spirits, without, however, in the least degree unsteadying his
mind, or affecting his manners.

With this undue elevation of spirits had supervened an entire oblivion or
contempt of those undefined apprehensions which had for so long weighed
upon his mind, and to a certain extent estranged him from society; but as the
night wore away, and his artificial gaiety began to flag, these painful feelings
gradually intruded themselves again, and he grew abstracted and anxious as
heretofore.

He took his leave at length, with an unpleasant foreboding of some coming
mischief, and with a mind haunted with a thousand mysterious
apprehensions, such as, even while he acutely felt their pressure, he,
nevertheless, inwardly strove, or affected to contemn.

It was this proud defiance of what he regarded as his own weakness,
which prompted him upon the present occasion to that course which brought
about the adventure I am now about to relate.

Mr. Barton might have easily called a coach, but he was conscious that
his strong inclination to do so proceeded from no cause other than what he
desperately persisted in representing to himself to be his own superstitious
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tremors.

He might also have returned home by a route different from that against
which he had been warned by his mysterious correspondent; but for the same
reason he dismissed this idea also, and with a dogged and half desperate
resolution to force matters to a crisis of some kind, if there were any reality in
the causes of his former suffering, and if not, satisfactorily to bring their
delusiveness to the proof, he determined to follow precisely the course which
he had trodden upon the night so painfully memorable in his own mind as that
on which his strange persecution commenced. Though, sooth to say, the pilot
who for the first time steers his vessel under the muzzles of a hostile battery,
never felt his resolution more severely tasked than did Captain Barton as he
breathlessly pursued this solitary path—a path which, spite of every effort of
scepticism and reason, he felt to be infested by some (as respected him)
malignant being.

He pursued his way steadily and rapidly, scarcely breathing from intensity
of suspense; he, however, was troubled by no renewal of the dreaded
footsteps, and was beginning to feel a return of confidence, as more than
three-fourths of the way being accomplished with impunity, he approached the
long line of twinkling oil lamps which indicated the frequented streets.

This feeling of self-congratulation was, however, but momentary. The report
of a musket at some hundred yards behind him, and the whistle of a bullet
close to his head, disagreeably and startlingly dispelled it. His first impulse
was to retrace his steps in pursuit of the assassin; but the road on either side
was, as we have said, embarrassed by the foundations of a street, beyond
which extended waste fields, full of rubbish and neglected lime and brick-
kilns, and all now as utterly silent as though no sound had ever disturbed their
dark and unsightly solitude. The futility of, single-handed, attempting, under

62



such circumstances, a search for the murderer, was apparent, especially as
no sound, either of retreating steps or any other kind, was audible to direct
his pursuit.

With the tumultuous sensations of one whose life has just been exposed
to a murderous attempt, and whose escape has been the narrowest possible,
Captain Barton turned again; and without, however, quickening his pace
actually to a run, hurriedly pursued his way.

He had turned, as I have said, after a pause of a few seconds, and had
just commenced his rapid retreat, when on a sudden he met the well-
remembered little man in the fur cap. The encounter was but momentary. The
figure was walking at the same exaggerated pace, and with the same strange
air of menace as before; and as it passed him, he thought he heard it say, in
a furious whisper, "Still alive—still alive!"

The state of Mr. Barton's spirits began now to work a corresponding
alteration in his health and looks, and to such a degree that it was impossible
that the change should escape general remark.

For some reasons, known but to himself, he took no step whatsoever to
bring the attempt upon his life, which he had so narrowly escaped, under the
notice of the authorities; on the contrary, he kept it jealously to himself; and it
was not for many weeks after the occurrence that he mentioned it, and then
in strict confidence, to a gentleman, whom the torments of his mind at last
compelled him to consult.

Spite of his blue devils, however, poor Barton, having no satisfactory
reason to render to the public for any undue remissness in the attentions
exacted by the relation subsisting between him and Miss Montague was
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obliged to exert himself, and present to the world a confident and cheerful
bearing.

The true source of his sufferings, and every circumstance connected with
them, he guarded with a reserve so jealous, that it seemed dictated by at
least a suspicion that the origin of his strange persecution was known to
himself, and that it was of a nature which, upon his own account, he could not
or dared not disclose.

The mind thus turned in upon itself, and constantly occupied with a
haunting anxiety which it dared not reveal or confide to any human breast,
became daily more excited, and, of course, more vividly impressible, by a
system of attack which operated through the nervous system; and in this
state he was destined to sustain, with increasing frequency, the stealthy
visitations of that apparition which from the first had seemed to possess so
terrible a hold upon his imagination.

It was about this time that Captain Barton called upon the then celebrated
preacher, Dr. ——, with whom he had a slight acquaintance, and an
extraordinary conversation ensued.

The divine was seated in his chambers in college, surrounded with works
upon his favourite pursuit, and deep in theology, when Barton was announced.

There was something at once embarrassed and excited in his manner,
which, along with his wan and haggard countenance, impressed the student
with the unpleasant consciousness that his visitor must have recently suffered
terribly indeed, to account for an alteration so striking—almost shocking.

After the usual interchange of polite greeting, and a few common-place
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remarks, Captain Barton, who obviously perceived the surprise which his visit
had excited, and which Doctor —— was unable wholly to conceal, interrupted
a brief pause by remarking—

"This is a strange call, Doctor ——, perhaps scarcely warranted by an
acquaintance so slight as mine with you. I should not under ordinary
circumstances have ventured to disturb you; but my visit is neither an idle nor
impertinent intrusion. I am sure you will not so account it, when I tell you how
afflicted I am."

Doctor —— interrupted him with assurances such as good breeding
suggested, and Barton resumed—

"I am come to task your patience by asking your advice. When I say your
patience, I might, indeed, say more; I might have said your humanity—your
compassion; for I have been and am a great sufferer."

"My dear sir," replied the churchman, "it will, indeed, afford me infinite
gratification if I can give you comfort in any distress of mind; but—you know
——"

"I know what you would say," resumed Barton, quickly; "I am an
unbeliever, and, therefore, incapable of deriving help from religion; but don't
take that for granted. At least you must not assume that, however unsettled
my convictions may be, I do not feel a deep—a very deep—interest in the
subject. Circumstances have lately forced it upon my attention, in such a way
as to compel me to review the whole question in a more candid and teachable
spirit, I believe, than I ever studied it in before."

"Your difficulties, I take it for granted, refer to the evidences of revelation,"
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suggested the clergyman.

"Why—no—not altogether; in fact I am ashamed to say I have not
considered even my objections sufficiently to state them connectedly; but—
but there is one subject on which I feel a peculiar interest."

He paused again, and Doctor —— pressed him to proceed.

"The fact is," said Barton, "whatever may be my uncertainty as to the
authenticity of what we are taught to call revelation, of one fact I am deeply
and horribly convinced, that there does exist beyond this a spiritual world—a
system whose workings are generally in mercy hidden from us—a system
which may be, and which is sometimes, partially and terribly revealed. I am
sure—I know," continued Barton, with increasing excitement, "that there is a
God—a dreadful God—and that retribution follows guilt, in ways the most
mysterious and stupendous—by agencies the most inexplicable and terrific;
—there is a spiritual system—great God, how I have been convinced!—a
system malignant, and implacable, and omnipotent, under whose
persecutions I am, and have been, suffering the torments of the damned!—
yes, sir—yes—the fires and frenzy of hell!"

As Barton spoke, his agitation became so vehement that the Divine was
shocked, and even alarmed. The wild and excited rapidity with which he
spoke, and, above all, the indefinable horror, that stamped his features,
afforded a contrast to his ordinary cool and unimpassioned self-possession
striking and painful in the last degree.

Chapter 5: Mr Barton states his case
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"My dear sir," said Doctor ——, after a brief pause, "I fear you have been
very unhappy, indeed; but I venture to predict that the depression under which
you labour will be found to originate in purely physical causes, and that with a
change of air, and the aid of a few tonics, your spirits will return, and the tone
of your mind be once more cheerful and tranquil as heretofore. There was,
after all, more truth than we are quite willing to admit in the classic theories
which assigned the undue predominance of any one affection of the mind, to
the undue action or torpidity of one or other of our bodily organs. Believe me,
that a little attention to diet, exercise, and the other essentials of health,
under competent direction, will make you as much yourself as you can wish."

"Doctor ——" said Barton, with something like a shudder, "I cannot delude
myself with such a hope. I have no hope to cling to but one, and that is, that
by some other spiritual agency more potent than that which tortures me, it
may be combated, and I delivered. If this may not be, I am lost—now and for
ever lost."

"But, Mr. Barton, you must remember," urged his companion, "that others
have suffered as you have done, and——"

"No, no, no," interrupted he, with irritability—"no, sir, I am not a credulous
—far from a superstitious man. I have been, perhaps, too much the reverse—
too sceptical, too slow of belief; but unless I were one whom no amount of
evidence could convince, unless I were to contemn the repeated, the
perpetual evidence of my own senses, I am now—now at last constrained to
believe—I have no escape from the conviction—the overwhelming certainty—
that I am haunted and dogged, go where I may, by—by a DEMON!"

There was a preternatural energy of horror in Barton's face, as, with its
damp and death-like lineaments turned towards his companion, he thus
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delivered himself.

"God help you, my poor friend," said Dr. ——, much shocked, "God help
you; for, indeed, you are a sufferer, however your sufferings may have been
caused."

"Ay, ay, God help me," echoed Barton, sternly; "but will he help me—will
he help me?"

"Pray to him—pray in an humble and trusting spirit," said he.

"Pray, pray," echoed he again; "I can't pray—I could as easily move a
mountain by an effort of my will. I have not belief enough to pray; there is
something within me that will not pray. You prescribe impossibilities—literal
impossibilities."

"You will not find it so, if you will but try," said Doctor ——.

"Try! I have tried, and the attempt only fills me with confusion; and,
sometimes, terror; I have tried in vain, and more than in vain. The awful,
unutterable idea of eternity and infinity oppresses and maddens my brain
whenever my mind approaches the contemplation of the Creator; I recoil from
the effort scared. I tell you, Doctor ——, if I am to be saved, it must be by
other means. The idea of an eternal Creator is to me intolerable—my mind
cannot support it."

"Say, then, my dear sir," urged he, "say how you would have me serve you
—what you would learn of me—what I can do or say to relieve you?"

"Listen to me first," replied Captain Barton, with a subdued air, and an
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effort to suppress his excitement, "listen to me while I detail the
circumstances of the persecution under which my life has become all but
intolerable—a persecution which has made me fear death and the world
beyond the grave as much as I have grown to hate existence."

Barton then proceeded to relate the circumstances which I have already
detailed, and then continued:

"This has now become habitual—an accustomed thing. I do not mean the
actual seeing him in the flesh—thank God, that at least is not permitted daily.
Thank God, from the ineffable horrors of that visitation I have been mercifully
allowed intervals of repose, though none of security; but from the
consciousness that a malignant spirit is following and watching me wherever I
go, I have never, for a single instant, a temporary respite. I am pursued with
blasphemies, cries of despair and appalling hatred. I hear those dreadful
sounds called after me as I turn the corners of the streets; they come in the
night-time, while I sit in my chamber alone; they haunt me everywhere,
charging me with hideous crimes, and—great God!—threatening me with
coming vengeance and eternal misery. Hush! do you hear that?" he cried with
a horrible smile of triumph; "there, there, will that convince you?"

The clergyman felt a chill of horror steal over him, while, during the wail of
a sudden gust of wind, he heard, or fancied he heard, the half articulate
sounds of rage and derision mingling in the sough.

"Well, what do you think of that?" at length Barton cried, drawing a long
breath through his teeth.

"I heard the wind," said Doctor ——.
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"What should I think of it—what is there remarkable about it?"

"The prince of the powers of the air," muttered Barton, with a shudder.

"Tut, tut! my dear sir," said the student, with an effort to reassure himself;
for though it was broad daylight, there was nevertheless something
disagreeably contagious in the nervous excitement under which his visitor so
miserably suffered. "You must not give way to those wild fancies; you must
resist these impulses of the imagination."

"Ay, ay; 'resist the devil and he will flee from thee,'" said Barton, in the
same tone; "but how resist him? ay, there it is—there is the rub. What—what
am I to do? what can I do?"

"My dear sir, this is fancy," said the man of folios; "you are your own
tormentor."

"No, no, sir—fancy has no part in it," answered Barton, somewhat sternly.
"Fancy! was it that made you, as well as me, hear, but this moment, those
accents of hell? Fancy, indeed! No, no."

"But you have seen this person frequently," said the ecclesiastic; "why
have you not accosted or secured him? Is it not a little precipitate, to say no
more, to assume, as you have done, the existence of preternatural agency,
when, after all, everything may be easily accountable, if only proper means
were taken to sift the matter."

"There are circumstances connected with this—this appearance," said
Barton, "which it is needless to disclose, but which to me are proof of its
horrible nature. I know that the being that follows me is not human—I say I
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know this; I could prove it to your own conviction." He paused for a minute,
and then added, "And as to accosting it, I dare not, I could not; when I see it I
am powerless; I stand in the gaze of death, in the triumphant presence of
infernal power and malignity. My strength, and faculties, and memory, all
forsake me. O God, I fear, sir, you know not what you speak of. Mercy,
mercy; heaven have pity on me!"

He leaned his elbow on the table, and passed his hand across his eyes,
as if to exclude some image of horror, muttering the last words of the
sentence he had just concluded, again and again.

"Doctor ——," he said, abruptly raising himself, and looking full upon the
clergyman with an imploring eye, "I know you will do for me whatever may be
done. You know now fully the circumstances and the nature of my affliction. I
tell you I cannot help myself; I cannot hope to escape; I am utterly passive. I
conjure you, then, to weigh my case well, and if anything may be done for me
by vicarious supplication—by the intercession of the good—or by any aid or
influence whatsoever, I implore of you, I adjure you in the name of the Most
High, give me the benefit of that influence—deliver me from the body of this
death. Strive for me, pity me; I know you will; you cannot refuse this; it is the
purpose and object of my visit. Send me away with some hope, however little,
some faint hope of ultimate deliverance, and I will nerve myself to endure, from
hour to hour, the hideous dream into which my existence has been
transformed."

Doctor —— assured him that all he could do was to pray earnestly for
him, and that so much he would not fail to do. They parted with a hurried and
melancholy valediction. Barton hastened to the carriage that awaited him at
the door, drew down the blinds, and drove away, while Doctor —— returned to
his chamber, to ruminate at leisure upon the strange interview which had just
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interrupted his studies.

Chapter 6: Seen again

It was not to be expected that Captain Barton's changed and eccentric
habits should long escape remark and discussion. Various were the theories
suggested to account for it. Some attributed the alteration to the pressure of
secret pecuniary embarrassments; others to a repugnance to fulfil an
engagement into which he was presumed to have too precipitately entered;
and others, again, to the supposed incipiency of mental disease, which latter,
indeed, was the most plausible as well as the most generally, received, of the
hypotheses circulated in the gossip of the day.

From the very commencement of this change, at first so gradual in its
advances, Miss Montague had of course been aware of it. The intimacy
involved in their peculiar relation, as well as the near interest which it inspired
afforded, in her case, a like opportunity and motive for the successful exercise
of that keen and penetrating observation peculiar to her sex.

His visits became, at length, so interrupted, and his manner, while they
lasted, so abstracted, strange, and agitated, that Lady L——, after hinting her
anxiety and her suspicions more than once, at length distinctly stated her
anxiety, and pressed for an explanation.

The explanation was given, and although its nature at first relieved the
worst solicitudes of the old lady and her niece, yet the circumstances which
attended it, and the really dreadful consequences which it obviously indicated,
as regarded the spirits, and indeed the reason of the now wretched man, who
made the strange declaration, were enough, upon little reflection, to fill their

72



minds with perturbation and alarm.

General Montague, the young lady's father, at length arrived. He had
himself slightly known Barton, some ten or twelve years previously, and being
aware of his fortune and connexions, was disposed to regard him as an
unexceptionable and indeed a most desirable match for his daughter. He
laughed at the story of Barton's supernatural visitations, and lost no time in
calling upon his intended son-in-law.

"My dear Barton," he continued, gaily, after a little conversation, "my sister
tells me that you are a victim to blue devils, in quite a new and original
shape."

Barton changed countenance, and sighed profoundly.

"Come, come; I protest this will never do," continued the General; "you are
more like a man on his way to the gallows than to the altar. These devils have
made quite a saint of you."

Barton made an effort to change the conversation.

"No, no, it won't do," said his visitor laughing; "I am resolved to say what I
have to say upon this magnificent mock mystery of yours. You must not be
angry, but really it is too bad to see you at your time of life, absolutely
frightened into good behaviour, like a naughty child by a bugaboo, and as far
as I can learn, a very contemptible one. Seriously, I have been a good deal
annoyed at what they tell me; but at the same time thoroughly convinced that
there is nothing in the matter that may not cleared up, with a little attention
and management, within a week at furthest."
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"Ah, General, you do not know—" he began.

"Yes, but I do know quite enough to warrant my confidence," interrupted
the soldier, "don't I know that all your annoyance proceeds from the
occasional appearance of a certain little man in a cap and great-coat, with a
red vest and a bad face, who follows you about, and pops upon you at corners
of lanes, and throws you into ague fits. Now, my dear fellow, I'll make it my
business to catch this mischievous little mountebank, and either beat him to
a jelly with my own hands, or have him whipped through the town, at the
cart's-tail, before a month passes."

"If you knew what I knew," said Barton, with gloomy agitation, "you would
speak very differently. Don't imagine that I am so weak as to assume, without
proof the most overwhelming, the conclusion to which I have been forced—the
proofs are here, locked up here." As he spoke he tapped upon his breast, and
with an anxious sigh continued to walk up and down the room.

"Well, well, Barton," said his visitor, "I'll wager a rump and a dozen I collar
the ghost, and convince even you before many days are over."

He was running on in the same strain when he was suddenly arrested, and
not a little shocked, by observing Barton, who had approached the window,
stagger slowly back, like one who had received a stunning blow; his arm
extended toward the street—his face and his very lips white as ashes—while
he muttered, "There—by heaven!—there—there!"

General Montague started mechanically to his feet, and from the window
of the drawing-room, saw a figure corresponding as well as his hurry would
permit him to discern, with the description of the person, whose appearance
so persistently disturbed the repose of his friend.
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The figure was just turning from the rails of the area upon which it had
been leaning, and, without waiting to see more, the old gentleman snatched
his cane and hat, and rushed down the stairs and into the street, in the
furious hope of securing the person, and punishing the audacity of the
mysterious stranger.

He looked round him, but in vain, for any trace of the person he had
himself distinctly seen. He ran breathlessly to the nearest corner, expecting
to see from thence the retiring figure, but no such form was visible. Back and
forward, from crossing to crossing, he ran, at fault, and it was not until the
curious gaze and laughing countenances of the passers-by reminded him of
the absurdity of his pursuit, that he checked his hurried pace, lowered his
walking cane from the menacing altitude which he had mechanically given it,
adjusted his hat, and walked composedly back again, inwardly vexed and
flurried. He found Barton pale and trembling in every joint; they both remained
silent, though under emotions very different. At last Barton whispered, "You
saw it?"

"It!—him—some one—you mean—to be sure I did," replied Montague,
testily. "But where is the good or the harm of seeing him? The fellow runs like
a lamp-lighter. I wanted to catch him, but he had stole away before I could
reach the hall-door. However, it is no great matter; next time, I dare say, I'll do
better; and egad, if I once come within reach of him, I'll introduce his
shoulders to the weight of my cane."

Notwithstanding General Montague's undertakings and exhortations,
however, Barton continued to suffer from the self-same unexplained cause; go
how, when, or where he would, he was still constantly dogged or confronted
by the being who had established over him so horrible an influence.
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Nowhere and at no time was he secure against the odious appearance
which haunted him with such diabolic perseverance.

His depression, misery, and excitement became more settled and
alarming every day, and the mental agonies that ceaselessly preyed upon
him, began at last so sensibly to affect his health, that Lady L—— and
General Montague succeeded, without, indeed, much difficulty, in persuading
him to try a short tour on the Continent, in the hope that an entire change of
scene would, at all events, have the effect of breaking through the influences
of local association, which the more sceptical of his friends assumed to be by
no means inoperative in suggesting and perpetuating what they conceived to
be a mere form of nervous illusion.

General Montague indeed was persuaded that the figure which haunted his
intended son-in-law was by no means the creation of his imagination, but, on
the contrary, a substantial form of flesh and blood, animated by a resolution,
perhaps with some murderous object in perspective, to watch and follow the
unfortunate gentleman.

Even this hypothesis was not a very pleasant one; yet it was plain that if
Barton could ever be convinced that there was nothing preternatural in the
phenomenon which he had hitherto regarded in that light, the affair would lose
all its terrors in his eyes, and wholly cease to exercise upon his health and
spirits the baleful influence which it had hitherto done. He therefore reasoned,
that if the annoyance were actually escaped by mere locomotion and change
of scene, it obviously could not have originated in any supernatural agency.

Chapter 7: Flight
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Yielding to their persuasions, Barton left Dublin for England, accompanied
by General Montague. They posted rapidly to London, and thence to Dover,
whence they took the packet with a fair wind for Calais. The General's
confidence in the result of the expedition on Barton's spirits had risen day by
day, since their departure from the shores of Ireland; for to the inexpressible
relief and delight of the latter, he had not since then, so much as even once
fancied a repetition of those impressions which had, when at home, drawn
him gradually down to the very depths of despair.

This exemption from what he had begun to regard as the inevitable
condition of his existence, and the sense of security which began to pervade
his mind, were inexpressibly delightful; and in the exultation of what he
considered his deliverance, he indulged in a thousand happy anticipations for
a future into which so lately he had hardly dared to look; and in short, both he
and his companion secretly congratulated themselves upon the termination of
that persecution which had been to its immediate victim a source of such
unspeakable agony.

It was a beautiful day, and a crowd of idlers stood upon the jetty to receive
the packet, and enjoy the bustle of the new arrivals. Montague walked a few
paces in advance of his friend, and as he made his way through the crowd, a
little man touched his arm, and said to him, in a broad provincial patois—

"Monsieur is walking too fast; he will lose his sick comrade in the throng,
for, by my faith, the poor gentleman seems to be fainting."

Montague turned quickly, and observed that Barton did indeed look deadly
pale. He hastened to his side.

"My dear fellow, are you ill?" he asked anxiously.
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The question was unheeded and twice, repeated, ere Barton stammered—

"I saw him—by——, I saw him!"

"Him!—the wretch—who—where now?—where is he?" cried Montague,
looking around him.

"I saw him—but he is gone," repeated Barton, faintly.

"But where—where? For God's sake speak," urged Montague, vehemently.

"It is but this moment—here," said he.

"But what did he look like—what had he on—what did he wear—quick,
quick," urged his excited companion, ready to dart among the crowd and
collar the delinquent on the spot.

"He touched your arm—he spoke to you—he pointed to me. God be
merciful to me, there is no escape," said Barton, in the low, subdued tones of
despair.

Montague had already bustled away in all the flurry of mingled hope and
rage; but though the singular personnel of the stranger who had accosted him
was vividly impressed upon his recollection, he failed to discover among the
crowd even the slightest resemblance to him.

After a fruitless search, in which he enlisted the services of several of the
by-standers, who aided all the more zealously, as they believed he had been
robbed, he at length, out of breath and baffled, gave over the attempt.
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"Ah, my friend, it won't do," said Barton, with the faint voice and
bewildered, ghastly look of one who had been stunned by some mortal shock;
"there is no use in contending; whatever it is, the dreadful association
between me and it, is now established—I shall never escape—never!"

"Nonsense, nonsense, my dear Barton; don't talk so," said Montague with
something at once of irritation and dismay; "you must not, I say; we'll jockey
the scoundrel yet; never mind, I say—never mind."

It was, however, but labour lost to endeavour henceforward to inspire
Barton with one ray of hope; he became desponding.

This intangible, and, as it seemed, utterly inadequate influence was fast
destroying his energies of intellect, character, and health. His first object was
now to return to Ireland, there, as he believed, and now almost hoped,
speedily to die.

To Ireland accordingly he came and one of the first faces he saw upon the
shore, was again that of his implacable and dreaded attendant. Barton
seemed at last to have lost not only all enjoyment and every hope in
existence, but all independence of will besides. He now submitted himself
passively to the management of the friends most nearly interested in his
welfare.

With the apathy of entire despair, he implicitly assented to whatever
measures they suggested and advised; and as a last resource, it was
determined to remove him to a house of Lady L——'s, in the neighbourhood of
Clontarf, where, with the advice of his medical attendant, who persisted in his
opinion that the whole train of consequences resulted merely from some
nervous derangement, it was resolved that he was to confine himself, strictly
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to the house, and to make use only of those apartments which commanded a
view of an enclosed yard, the gates of which were to be kept jealously locked.

Those precautions would certainly secure him against the casual
appearance of any living form, that his excited imagination might possibly
confound with the spectre which, as it was contended, his fancy recognised
in every figure that bore even a distant or general resemblance to the
peculiarities with which his fancy had at first invested it.

A month or six weeks' absolute seclusion under these conditions, it was
hoped might, by interrupting the series of these terrible impressions, gradually
dispel the predisposing apprehensions, and the associations which had
confirmed the supposed disease, and rendered recovery hopeless.

Cheerful society and that of his friends was to be constantly supplied, and
on the whole, very sanguine expectations were indulged in, that under the
treatment thus detailed, the obstinate hypochondria of the patient might at
length give way.

Accompanied, therefore, by Lady L——, General Montague and his
daughter—his own affianced bride—poor Barton—himself never daring to
cherish a hope of his ultimate emancipation from the horrors under which his
life was literally wasting away—took possession of the apartments, whose
situation protected him against the intrusions, from which he shrank with
such unutterable terror.

After a little time, a steady persistence in this system began to manifest
its results, in a very marked though gradual improvement, alike in the health
and spirits of the invalid. Not, indeed, that anything at all approaching
complete recovery was yet discernible. On the contrary, to those who had not
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seen him since the commencement of his strange sufferings, such an
alteration would have been apparent as might well have shocked them.

The improvement, however, such as it was, was welcomed with gratitude
and delight, especially by the young lady, whom her attachment to him, as
well as her now singularly painful position, consequent on his protracted
illness, rendered an object scarcely one degree less to be commiserated than
himself.

A week passed—a fortnight—a month—and yet there had been no
recurrence of the hated visitation. The treatment had, so far forth, been
followed by complete success. The chain of associations was broken. The
constant pressure upon the overtasked spirits had been removed, and, under
these comparatively favourable circumstances, the sense of social
community with the world about him, and something of human interest, if not
of enjoyment, began to reanimate him.

It was about this time that Lady L—— who, like most old ladies of the day,
was deep in family receipts, and a great pretender to medical science,
dispatched her own maid to the kitchen garden, with a list of herbs, which
were there to be carefully culled, and brought back to her housekeeper for the
purpose stated. The handmaiden, however, returned with her task scarce half
completed, and a good deal flurried and alarmed. Her mode of accounting for
her precipitate retreat and evident agitation was odd, and, to the old lady,
startling.

Chapter 8: Softened

It appeared that she had repaired to the kitchen garden, pursuant to her
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mistress's directions, and had there begun to make the specified election
among the rank and neglected herbs which crowded one corner of the
enclosure, and while engaged in this pleasant labour, she carelessly sang a
fragment of an old song, as she said, "to keep herself company." She was,
however, interrupted by an ill-natured laugh; and, looking up, she saw through
the old thorn hedge, which surrounded the garden, a singularly ill-looking little
man, whose countenance wore the stamp of menace and malignity, standing
close to her, at the other side of the hawthorn screen.

She described herself as utterly unable to move or speak, while he
charged her with a message for Captain Barton; the substance of which she
distinctly remembered to have been to the effect, that he, Captain Barton,
must come abroad as usual, and show himself to his friends, out of doors, or
else prepare for a visit in his own chamber.

On concluding this brief message, the stranger had, with a threatening air,
got down into the outer ditch, and, seizing the hawthorn stems in his hands,
seemed on the point of climbing through the fence—a feat which might have
been accomplished without much difficulty.

Without, of course, awaiting this result, the girl—throwing down her
treasures of thyme and rosemary—had turned and run, with the swiftness of
terror, to the house. Lady L—— commanded her, on pain of instant dismissal,
to observe an absolute silence respecting all that passed of the incident
which related to Captain Barton; and, at the same time, directed instant
search to be made by her men, in the garden and the fields adjacent. This
measure, however, was as usual, unsuccessful, and, filled with undefinable
misgivings, Lady L—— communicated the incident to her brother. The story,
however, until long afterwards, went no further, and, of course, it was jealously
guarded from Barton, who continued to amend, though slowly.
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Barton now began to walk occasionally in the court-yard which I have
mentioned, and which being enclosed by a high wall, commanded no view
beyond its own extent. Here he, therefore, considered himself perfectly
secure: and, but for a careless violation of orders by one of the grooms, he
might have enjoyed, at least for some time longer, his much-prized immunity.
Opening upon the public road, this yard was entered by a wooden gate, with a
wicket in it, and was further defended by an iron gate upon the outside. Strict
orders had been given to keep both carefully locked; but, spite of these, it had
happened that one day, as Barton was slowly pacing this narrow enclosure, in
his accustomed walk, and reaching the further extremity, was turning to
retrace his steps, he saw the boarded wicket ajar, and the face of his
tormentor immovably looking at him through the iron bars. For a few seconds
he stood rivetted to the earth—breathless and bloodless—in the fascination of
that dreaded gaze, and then fell helplessly insensible, upon the pavement.

There he was found a few minutes afterwards, and conveyed to his room—
the apartment which he was never afterwards to leave alive. Henceforward a
marked and unaccountable change was observable in the tone of his mind.
Captain Barton was now no longer the excited and despairing man he had
been before; a strange alteration had passed upon him—an unearthly
tranquillity reigned in his mind—it was the anticipated stillness of the grave.

"Montague, my friend, this struggle is nearly ended now," he said,
tranquilly, but with a look of fixed and fearful awe. "I have, at last, some
comfort from that world of spirits, from which my punishment has come. I now
know that my sufferings will soon be over."

Montague pressed him to speak on.

"Yes," said he, in a softened voice, "my punishment is nearly ended. From
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sorrow, perhaps I shall never, in time or eternity, escape; but my agony is
almost over. Comfort has been revealed to me, and what remains of my
allotted struggle I will bear with submission—even with hope."

"I am glad to hear you speak so tranquilly, my dear Barton," said
Montague; "peace and cheer of mind are all you need to make you what you
were."

"No, no—I never can be that," said he mournfully. "I am no longer fit for life.
I am soon to die. I am to see him but once again, and then all is ended."

"He said so, then?" suggested Montague.

"He?—No, no: good tidings could scarcely come through him; and these
were good and welcome; and they came so solemnly and sweetly—with
unutterable love and melancholy, such as I could not—without saying more
than is needful, or fitting, of other long-past scenes and persons—fully explain
to you." As Barton said this he shed tears.

"Come, come," said Montague, mistaking the source of his emotions,
"you must not give way. What is it, after all, but a pack of dreams and
nonsense; or, at worst, the practices of a scheming rascal that enjoys his
power of playing upon your nerves, and loves to exert it—a sneaking
vagabond that owes you a grudge, and pays it off this way, not daring to try a
more manly one."

"A grudge, indeed, he owes me—you say rightly," said Barton, with a
sudden shudder; "a grudge as you call it. Oh, my God! when the justice of
Heaven permits the Evil one to carry out a scheme of vengeance—when its
execution is committed to the lost and terrible victim of sin, who owes his
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own ruin to the man, the very man, whom he is commissioned to pursue—
then, indeed, the torments and terrors of hell are anticipated on earth. But
heaven has dealt mercifully with me—hope has opened to me at last; and if
death could come without the dreadful sight I am doomed to see, I would
gladly close my eyes this moment upon the world. But though death is
welcome, I shrink with an agony you cannot understand—an actual frenzy of
terror—from the last encounter with that—that demon, who has drawn me
thus to the verge of the chasm, and who is himself to plunge me down. I am
to see him again—once more—but under circumstances unutterably more
terrific than ever."

As Barton thus spoke, he trembled so violently that Montague was really
alarmed at the extremity of his sudden agitation, and hastened to lead him
back to the topic which had before seemed to exert so tranquillizing an effect
upon his mind.

"It was not a dream," he said, after a time; "I was in a different state—I felt
differently and strangely; and yet it was all as real, as clear, and vivid, as what
I now see and hear—it was a reality."

"And what did you see and hear?" urged his companion.

"When I wakened from the swoon I fell into on seeing him," said Barton,
continuing as if he had not heard the question, "it was slowly, very slowly—I
was lying by the margin of a broad lake, with misty hills all round, and a soft,
melancholy, rose-coloured light illuminated it all. It was unusually sad and
lonely, and yet more beautiful than any earthly scene. My head was leaning
on the lap of a girl, and she was singing a song, that told, I know not how—
whether by words or harmonies—of all my life—all that is past, and all that is
still to come; and with the song the old feelings that I thought had perished
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within me came back, and tears flowed from my eyes—partly for the song
and its mysterious beauty, and partly for the unearthly sweetness of her
voice; and yet I knew the voice—oh! how well; and I was spell-bound as I
listened and looked at the solitary scene, without stirring, almost without
breathing—and, alas! alas! without turning my eyes toward the face that I
knew was near me, so sweetly powerful was the enchantment that held me.
And so, slowly, the song and scene grew fainter, and fainter, to my senses,
till all was dark and still again. And then I awoke to this world, as you saw,
comforted, for I knew that I was forgiven much." Barton wept again long and
bitterly.

From this time, as we have said, the prevailing tone of his mind was one of
profound and tranquil melancholy. This, however, was not without its
interruptions. He was thoroughly impressed with the conviction that he was to
experience another and a final visitation, transcending in horror all he had
before experienced. From this anticipated and unknown agony, he often
shrank in such paroxysms of abject terror and distraction, as filled the whole
household with dismay and superstitious panic. Even those among them who
affected to discredit the theory of preternatural agency, were often in their
secret souls visited during the silence of night with qualms and
apprehensions, which they would not have readily confessed; and none of
them attempted to dissuade Barton from the resolution on which he now
systematically acted, of shutting himself up in his own apartment. The
window-blinds of this room were kept jealously down; and his own man was
seldom out of his presence, day or night, his bed being placed in the same
chamber.

This man was an attached and respectable servant; and his duties, in
addition to those ordinarily imposed upon valets, but which Barton's
independent habits generally dispensed with, were to attend carefully to the
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simple precautions by means of which his master hoped to exclude the
dreaded intrusion of the "Watcher." And, in addition to attending to those
arrangements, which amounted merely to guarding against the possibility of
his master's being, through any unscreened window or open door, exposed to
the dreaded influence, the valet was never to suffer him to be alone—total
solitude, even for a minute, had become to him now almost as intolerable as
the idea of going abroad into the public ways—it was an instinctive
anticipation of what was coming.

Chapter 9: Requiescat

It is needless to say, that under these circumstances, no steps were
taken toward the fulfilment of that engagement into which he had entered.
There was quite disparity enough in point of years, and indeed of habits,
between the young lady and Captain Barton, to have precluded anything like
very vehement or romantic attachment on her part. Though grieved and
anxious, therefore, she was very far from being heart-broken.

Miss Montague, however, devoted much of her time to the patient but
fruitless attempt to cheer the unhappy invalid. She read for him, and
conversed with him; but it was apparent that whatever exertions he made, the
endeavour to escape from the one ever waking fear that preyed upon him, was
utterly and miserably unavailing.

Young ladies are much given to the cultivation of pets; and among those
who shared the favour of Miss Montague was a fine old owl, which the
gardener, who caught him napping among the ivy of a ruined stable, had
dutifully presented to that young lady.
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The caprice which regulates such preferences was manifested in the
extravagant favour with which this grim and ill-favoured bird was at once
distinguished by his mistress; and, trifling as this whimsical circumstance
may seem, I am forced to mention it, inasmuch as it is connected, oddly
enough, with the concluding scene of the story.

Barton, so far from sharing in this liking for the new favourite, regarded it
from the first with an antipathy as violent as it was utterly unaccountable. Its
very vicinity was unsupportable to him. He seemed to hate and dread it with a
vehemence absolutely laughable, and which to those who have never
witnessed the exhibition of antipathies of this kind, would seem all but
incredible.

With these few words of preliminary explanation, I shall proceed to state
the particulars of the last scene in this strange series of incidents. It was
almost two o'clock one winter's night, and Barton was, as usual at that hour,
in his bed; the servant we have mentioned occupied a smaller bed in the
same room, and a light was burning. The man was on a sudden aroused by
his master, who said—

"I can't get it out of my head that that accursed bird has got out somehow,
and is lurking in some corner of the room. I have been dreaming about him.
Get up, Smith, and look about; search for him. Such hateful dreams!"

The servant rose, and examined the chamber, and while engaged in so
doing, he heard the well-known sound, more like a long-drawn gasp than a
hiss, with which these birds from their secret haunts affright the quiet of the
night.

This ghostly indication of its proximity—for the sound proceeded from the
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passage upon which Barton's chamber-door opened—determined the search
of the servant, who, opening the door, proceeded a step or two forward for the
purpose of driving the bird away. He had however, hardly entered the lobby,
when the door behind him slowly swung to under the impulse, as it seemed,
of some gentle current of air; but as immediately over the door there was a
kind of window, intended in the day time to aid in lighting the passage, and
through which at present the rays of the candle were issuing, the valet could
see quite enough for his purpose.

As he advanced he heard his master—who, lying in a well-curtained bed,
had not, as it seemed, perceived his exit from the room—call him by name,
and direct him to place the candle on the table by his bed. The servant, who
was now some way in the long passage, and not liking to raise his voice for
the purpose of replying, lest he should startle the sleeping inmates of the
house, began to walk hurriedly and softly back again, when, to his
amazement, he heard a voice in the interior of the chamber answering calmly,
and actually saw, through the window which over-topped the door, that the
light was slowly shifting, as if carried across the room in answer to his
master's call. Palsied by a feeling akin to terror, yet not unmingled with
curiosity, he stood breathless and listening at the threshold, unable to
summon resolution to push open the door and enter. Then came a rustling of
the curtains, and a sound like that of one who in a low voice hushes a child to
rest, in the midst of which he heard Barton say, in a tone of stifled horror
—"Oh, God—oh, my God!" and repeat the same exclamation several times.
Then ensued a silence, which again was broken by the same strange
soothing sound; and at last there burst forth, in one swelling peal, a yell of
agony so appalling and hideous, that, under some impulse of ungovernable
horror, the man rushed to the door, and with his whole strength strove to force
it open. Whether it was that, in his agitation, he had himself but imperfectly
turned the handle, or that the door was really secured upon the inside, he
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failed to effect an entrance; and as he tugged and pushed, yell after yell rang
louder and wilder through the chamber, accompanied all the while by the
same hushed sounds. Actually freezing with terror, and scarce knowing what
he did, the man turned and ran down the passage, wringing his hands in the
extremity of horror and irresolution. At the stair-head he was encountered by
General Montague, scared and eager, and just as they met the fearful sounds
had ceased.

"What is it? Who—where is your master?" said Montague with the
incoherence of extreme agitation. "Has anything—for God's sake is anything
wrong?"

"Lord have mercy on us, it's all over," said the man staring wildly towards
his master's chamber. "He's dead, sir, I'm sure he's dead."

Without waiting for inquiry or explanation, Montague, closely followed by
the servant, hurried to the chamber-door, turned the handle, and pushed it
open. As the door yielded to his pressure, the ill-omened bird of which the
servant had been in search, uttering its spectral warning, started suddenly
from the far side of the bed, and flying through the doorway close over their
heads, and extinguishing, in his passage, the candle which Montague carried,
crashed through the skylight that overlooked the lobby, and sailed away into
the darkness of the outer space.

"There it is, God bless us," whispered the man, after a breathless pause.

"Curse that bird," muttered the General, startled by the suddenness of the
apparition, and unable to conceal his discomposure.

"The candle is moved," said the man, after another breathless pause,
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pointing to the candle that still burned in the room; "see, they put it by the
bed."

"Draw the curtains, fellow, and don't stand gaping there," whispered
Montague, sternly.

The man hesitated.

"Hold this, then," said Montague, impatiently thrusting the candlestick into
the servant's hand, and himself advancing to the bed-side, he drew the
curtains apart. The light of the candle, which was still burning at the bedside,
fell upon a figure huddled together, and half upright, at the head of the bed. It
seemed as though it had slunk back as far as the solid panelling would allow,
and the hands were still clutched in the bed-clothes.

"Barton, Barton, Barton!" cried the General, with a strange mixture of awe
and vehemence. He took the candle, and held it so that it shone full upon the
face. The features were fixed, stern, and white; the jaw was fallen; and the
sightless eyes, still open, gazed vacantly forward toward the front of the bed.
"God Almighty! he's dead," muttered the General, as he looked upon this
fearful spectacle. They both continued to gaze upon it in silence for a minute
or more. "And cold, too," whispered Montague, withdrawing his hand from that
of the dead man.

"And see, see—may I never have life, sir," added the man, after a another
pause, with a shudder, "but there was something else on the bed with him.
Look there—look there—see that, sir."

As the man thus spoke, he pointed to a deep indenture, as if caused by a
heavy pressure, near the foot of the bed.
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Montague was silent.

"Come, sir, come away, for God's sake," whispered the man, drawing
close up to him, and holding fast by his arm, while he glanced fearfully round;
"what good can be done here now—come away, for God's sake!"

At this moment they heard the steps of more than one approaching, and
Montague, hastily desiring the servant to arrest their progress, endeavoured to
loose the rigid gripe with which the fingers of the dead man were clutched in
the bed-clothes, and drew, as well as he was able, the awful figure into a
reclining posture; then closing the curtains carefully upon it, he hastened
himself to meet those persons that were approaching.

It is needless to follow the personages so slightly connected with this
narrative, into the events of their after life; it is enough to say, that no clue to
the solution of these mysterious occurrences was ever after discovered; and
so long an interval having now passed since the event which I have just
described concluded this strange history, it is scarcely to be expected that
time can throw any new lights upon its dark and inexplicable outline. Until the
secrets of the earth shall be no longer hidden, therefore, these transactions
must remain shrouded in their original obscurity.

The only occurrence in Captain Barton's former life to which reference was
ever made, as having any possible connexion with the sufferings with which
his existence closed, and which he himself seemed to regard as working out
a retribution for some grievous sin of his past life, was a circumstance which
not for several years after his death was brought to light. The nature of this
disclosure was painful to his relatives, and discreditable to his memory.

It appeared that some six years before Captain Barton's final return to
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Dublin, he had formed, in the town of Plymouth, a guilty attachment, the
object of which was the daughter of one of the ship's crew under his
command. The father had visited the frailty of his unhappy child with extreme
harshness, and even brutality, and it was said that she had died heart-broken.
Presuming upon Barton's implication in her guilt, this man had conducted
himself toward him with marked insolence, and Barton retaliated this, and
what he resented with still more exasperated bitterness—his treatment of the
unfortunate girl—by a systematic exercise of those terrible and arbitrary
severities which the regulations of the navy placed at the command of those
who are responsible for its discipline. The man had at length made his
escape, while the vessel was in port at Naples, but died, as it was said, in a
hospital in that town, of the wounds inflicted in one of his recent and
sanguinary punishments.

Whether these circumstances in reality bear, or not, upon the occurrences
of Barton's after-life, it is, of course, impossible to say. It seems, however
more than probable that they were at least, in his own mind, closely
associated with them. But however the truth may be, as to the origin and
motives of this mysterious persecution, there can be no doubt that, with
respect to the agencies by which it was accomplished, absolute and
impenetrable mystery is like to prevail until the day of doom.

Postscript by the editor

The preceding narrative is given in the ipsissima verba of the good old
clergyman, under whose hand it was delivered to Doctor Hesselius.
Notwithstanding the occasional stiffness and redundancy of his sentences, I
thought it better to reserve to myself the power of assuring the reader, that in
handing to the printer, the M.S. of a statement so marvellous, the Editor has
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not altered one letter of the original text. [Ed. Papers of Dr. Hesselius.]
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The Haunted and the Haunters
or, The House and the Brain

by Edward Bulwer-Lytton

“Nobody is permitted to write about ghost stories without mentioning ‘The Haunted
and the Haunters’.” 

M.R. James (Some Remarks on Ghost Stories)

A friend of mine, who is a man of letters and a philosopher, said to me one
day, as if between jest and earnest, “Fancy! since we last met I have
discovered a haunted house in the midst of London.”

“Really haunted — and by what? — ghosts?”

“Well, I can’t answer that question; all I know is this: six weeks ago my
wife and I were in search of a furnished apartment. Passing a quiet street, we
saw on the window of one of the houses a bill, ‘Apartments, Furnished.’ The
situation suited us; we entered the house, liked the rooms, engaged them by
the week — and left them the third day. No power on earth could have
reconciled my wife to stay longer; and I don’t wonder at it.”

“What did you see?”

“Excuse me; I have no desire to be ridiculed as a superstitious dreamer —
nor, on the other hand, could I ask you to accept on my affirmation what you
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would hold to be incredible without the evidence of your own senses. Let me
only say this, it was not so much what we saw or heard (in which you might
fairly suppose that we were the dupes of our own excited fancy, or the victims
of imposture in others) that drove us away, as it was an undefinable terror
which seized both of us whenever we passed by the door of a certain
unfurnished room, in which we neither saw nor heard anything. And the
strangest marvel of all was, that for once in my life I agreed with my wife, silly
woman though she be — and allowed, after the third night, that it was
impossible to stay a fourth in that house. Accordingly, on the fourth morning I
summoned the woman who kept the house and attended on us, and told her
that the rooms did not quite suit us, and we would not stay out our week.”
She said dryly, “I know why; you have stayed longer than any other lodger.
Few ever stayed a second night; none before you a third. But I take it they
have been very kind to you.”

“‘They — who?’ I asked, affecting to smile.

“‘Why, they who haunt the house, whoever they are. I don’t mind them. I
remember them many years ago, when I lived in this house, not as a servant;
but I know they will be the death of me some day. I don’t care — I’m old, and
must die soon anyhow; and then I shall be with them, and in this house still.’
The woman spoke with so dreary a calmness that really it was a sort of awe
that prevented my conversing with her further. I paid for my week, and too
happy were my wife and I to get off so cheaply.”

“You excite my curiosity,” said I; “nothing I should like better than to sleep
in a haunted house. Pray give me the address of the one which you left so
ignominiously.”

My friend gave me the address; and when we parted, I walked straight
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towards the house thus indicated.

It is situated on the north side of Oxford Street, in a dull but respectable
thoroughfare. I found the house shut up — no bill at the window, and no
response to my knock. As I was turning away, a beer-boy, collecting pewter
pots at the neighboring areas, said to me, “Do you want any one at that
house, sir?”

“Yes, I heard it was to be let.”

“Let! — why, the woman who kept it is dead — has been dead these three
weeks, and no one can be found to stay there, though Mr. J—— offered ever
so much. He offered mother, who chars for him, £1 a week just to open and
shut the windows, and she would not.”

“Would not! — and why?”

“The house is haunted; and the old woman who kept it was found dead in
her bed, with her eyes wide open. They say the devil strangled her.”

“Pooh! You speak of Mr. J——. Is he the owner of the house?”

“Yes.”

“Where does he live?”

“In G—— Street, No. ——.”

“What is he? In any business?”
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“No, sir — nothing particular; a single gentleman.”

I gave the pot-boy the gratuity earned by his liberal information, and
proceeded to Mr. J—— in G—— Street, which was close by the street that
boasted the haunted house. I was lucky enough to find Mr. J—— at home —
an elderly man with intelligent countenance and prepossessing manners.

I communicated my name and my business frankly. I said I heard the
house was considered to be haunted — that I had a strong desire to examine
a house with so equivocal a reputation; that I should be greatly obliged if he
would allow me to hire it, though only for a night. I was willing to pay for that
privilege whatever he might be inclined to ask. “Sir,” said Mr. J—— with great
courtesy, “the house is at your service, for as short or as long a time as you
please. Rent is out of the question — the obligation will be on my side should
you be able to discover the cause of the strange phenomena which at present
deprive it of all value. I cannot let it, for I cannot even get a servant to keep it
in order or answer the door. Unluckily the house is haunted, if I may use that
expression, not only by night, but by day; though at night the disturbances
are of a more unpleasant and sometimes of a more alarming character. The
poor old woman who died in it three weeks ago was a pauper whom I took out
of a workhouse; for in her childhood she had been known to some of my
family, and had once been in such good circumstances that she had rented
that house of my uncle. She was a woman of superior education and strong
mind, and was the only person I could ever induce to remain in the house.
Indeed, since her death, which was sudden, and the coroner’s inquest, which
gave it a notoriety in the neighborhood, I have so despaired of finding any
person to take charge of the house, much more a tenant, that I would willingly
let it rent free for a year to any one who would pay its rates and taxes.”

“How long is it since the house acquired this sinister character?”
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“That I can scarcely tell you, but very many years since. The old woman I
spoke of, said it was haunted when she rented it between thirty and forty
years ago. The fact is, that my life has been spent in the East Indies, and in
the civil service of the Company. I returned to England last year, on inheriting
the fortune of an uncle, among whose possessions was the house in
question. I found it shut up and uninhabited. I was told that it was haunted,
that no one would inhabit it. I smiled at what seemed to me so idle a story. I
spent some money in repairing it, added to its old-fashioned furniture a few
modern articles — advertised it, and obtained a lodger for a year. He was a
colonel on half-pay. He came in with his family, a son and a daughter, and four
or five servants: they all left the house the next day; and, although each of
them declared that he had seen something different from that which had
scared the others, a something still was equally terrible to all. I really could
not in conscience sue, nor even blame, the colonel for breach of agreement.
Then I put in the old woman I have spoken of, and she was empowered to let
the house in apartments. I never had one lodger who stayed more than three
days. I do not tell you their stories — to no two lodgers have there been
exactly the same phenomena repeated. It is better that you should judge for
yourself, than enter the house with an imagination influenced by previous
narratives; only be prepared to see and to hear something or other, and take
whatever precautions you yourself please.”

“Have you never had a curiosity yourself to pass a night in that house?”
“Yes. I passed not a night, but three hours in broad daylight alone in that
house. My curiosity is not satisfied, but it is quenched. I have no desire to
renew the experiment. You cannot complain, you see, sir, that I am not
sufficiently candid; and unless your interest be exceedingly eager and your
nerves unusually strong, I honestly add, that I advise you  not  to pass a night
in that house.”
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“My interest  is  exceedingly keen,” said I; “and though only a coward will
boast of his nerves in situations wholly unfamiliar to him, yet my nerves have
been seasoned in such variety of danger that I have the right to rely on them
— even in a haunted house.”

Mr. J—— said very little more; he took the keys of the house out of his
bureau, gave them to me — and, thanking him cordially for his frankness, and
his urbane concession to my wish, I carried off my prize.

Impatient for the experiment, as soon as I reached home, I summoned my
confidential servant — a young man of gay spirits, fearless temper, and as
free from superstitious prejudice as any one I could think of.

“F—— ” said I, “you remember in Germany how disappointed we were at
not finding a ghost in that old castle, which was said to be haunted by a
headless apparition? Well, I have heard of a house in London which, I have
reason to hope, is decidedly haunted. I mean to sleep there to-night. From
what I hear, there is no doubt that something will allow itself to be seen or to
be heard — something, perhaps, excessively horrible. Do you think if I take
you with me, I may rely on your presence of mind, whatever may happen?”

“Oh, sir, pray trust me,” answered F—— grinning with delight.

“Very well; then here are the keys of the house — this is the address. Go
now — select for me any bedroom you please; and since the house has not
been inhabited for weeks, make up a good fire, air the bed well — see, of
course, that there are candles as well as fuel. Take with you my revolver and
my dagger — so much for my weapons; arm yourself equally well; and if we
are not a match for a dozen ghosts, we shall be but a sorry couple of
Englishmen.”
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I was engaged for the rest of the day on business so urgent that I had not
leisure to think much on the nocturnal adventure to which I had plighted my
honor. I dined alone, and very late, and while dining, read, as is my habit. I
selected one of the volumes of Macaulay’s Essays. I thought to myself that I
would take the book with me; there was so much of healthfulness in the style,
and practical life in the subjects, that it would serve as an antidote against the
influences of superstitious fancy.

Accordingly, about half-past nine, I put the book into my pocket, and
strolled leisurely towards the haunted house. I took with me a favorite dog: an
exceedingly sharp, bold, and vigilant bull-terrier — a dog fond of prowling
about strange, ghostly corners and passages at night in search of rats; a dog
of dogs for a ghost.

It was a summer night but chilly, the sky somewhat gloomy and overcast.
Still there was a moon, faint and sickly but still a moon, and if the clouds
permitted, after midnight it would be brighter.

I reached the house, knocked, and my servant opened with a cheerful
smile.

“All right, sir, and very comfortable.”

“Oh!” said I, rather disappointed; “have you not seen nor heard anything
remarkable?”

“Well, sir, I must own I have heard something queer.”

“What? — what?”
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“The sound of feet pattering behind me; and once or twice small noises
like whispers close at my ear — nothing more.”

“You are not at all frightened?”

“I! not a bit of it, sir;” and the man’s bold look reassured me on one point
— namely, that happen what might, he would not desert me.

We were in the hall, the street-door closed, and my attention was now
drawn to my dog. He had at first run in eagerly enough, but had sneaked back
to the door, and was scratching and whining to get out. After patting him on
the head, and encouraging him gently, the dog seemed to reconcile himself to
the situation, and followed me and F—— through the house, but keeping
close at my heels instead of hurrying inquisitively in advance, which was his
usual and normal habit in all strange places. We first visited the subterranean
apartments — the kitchen and other offices, and especially the cellars, in
which last there were two or three bottles of wine still left in a bin, covered
with cobwebs, and evidently, by their appearance, undisturbed for many
years. It was clear that the ghosts were not winebibbers. For the rest we
discovered nothing of interest. There was a gloomy little backyard, with very
high walls. The stones of this yard were very damp; and what with the damp,
and what with the dust and smoke-grime on the pavement, our feet left a
slight impression where we passed. And now appeared the first strange
phenomenon witnessed by myself in this strange abode. I saw, just before
me, the print of a foot suddenly form itself, as it were. I stopped, caught hold
of my servant, and pointed to it. In advance of that footprint as suddenly
dropped another. We both saw it. I advanced quickly to the place; the footprint
kept advancing before me, a small footprint — the foot of a child: the
impression was too faint thoroughly to distinguish the shape, but it seemed to
us both that it was the print of a naked foot. This phenomenon ceased when
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we arrived at the opposite wall, nor did it repeat itself on returning. We
remounted the stairs, and entered the rooms on the ground-floor, a dining
parlor, a small back-parlor, and a still smaller third room that had been
probably appropriated to a footman — all still as death. We then visited the
drawing-rooms, which seemed fresh and new. In the front room I seated
myself in an arm-chair. F—— placed on the table the candlestick with which
he had lighted us. I told him to shut the door. As he turned to do so a chair
opposite to me moved from the wall quickly and noiselessly, and dropped
itself about a yard from my own chair, immediately fronting it.

“Why, this is better than the turning-tables,” said I, with a half-laugh; and
as I laughed, my dog put back his head and howled.

F—— coming back, had not observed the movement of the chair. He
employed himself now in stilling the dog. I continued to gaze on the chair, and
fancied I saw on it a pale, blue, misty outline of a human figure, but an outline
so indistinct that I could only distrust my own vision. The dog now was quiet.

“Put back that chair opposite to me,” said I to F——; “put it back to the
wall.”

F—— obeyed. “Was that you, sir?” said he, turning abruptly.

“I! — what?”

“Why, something struck me. I felt it sharply on the shoulder — just here.”

“No,” said I. “But we have jugglers present, and though we may not
discover their tricks, we shall catch  them  before they frighten  us.”
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We did not stay long in the drawing-rooms — in fact, they felt so damp
and so chilly that I was glad to get to the fire upstairs. We locked the doors of
the drawing-rooms — a precaution which, I should observe, we had taken with
all the rooms we had searched below. The bedroom my servant had selected
for me was the best on the floor — a large one, with two windows fronting the
street. The four-posted bed, which took up no inconsiderable space, was
opposite to the fire, which burned clear and bright; a door in the wall to the
left, between the bed and the window, communicated with the room which my
servant appropriated to himself. This last was a small room with a sofa-bed,
and had no communication with the landing-place — no other door but that
which conducted to the bedroom I was to occupy. On either side of my
fireplace was a cupboard without locks, flush with the wall, and covered with
the same dull-brown paper. We examined these cupboards — only hooks to
suspend female dresses, nothing else; we sounded the walls — evidently
solid, the outer walls of the building. Having finished the survey of these
apartments, warmed myself a few moments, and lighted my cigar, I then, still
accompanied by F—— went forth to complete my reconnoitre. In the landing-
place there was another door; it was closed firmly. “Sir,” said my servant, in
surprise, “I unlocked this door with all the others when I first came; it cannot
have got locked from the inside, for —”

Before he had finished his sentence, the door, which neither of us then
was touching, opened quietly of itself. We looked at each other a single
instant. The same thought seized both — some human agency might be
detected here. I rushed in first, my servant followed. A small, blank, dreary
room without furniture; a few empty boxes and hampers in a corner; a small
window; the shutters closed; not even a fireplace; no other door but that by
which we had entered; no carpet on the floor, and the floor seemed very old,
uneven, worm-eaten, mended here and there, as was shown by the whiter
patches on the wood; but no living being, and no visible place in which a living
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being could have hidden. As we stood gazing round, the door by which we
had entered closed as quietly as it had before opened; we were imprisoned.

For the first time I felt a creep of undefinable horror. Not so my servant.
“Why, they don’t think to trap us, sir; I could break that trumpery door with a
kick of my foot.”

“Try first if it will open to your hand,” said I, shaking off the vague
apprehension that had seized me, “while I unclosed the shutters and see
what is without.”

I unbarred the shutters — the window looked on the little backyard I have
before described; there was no ledge without — nothing to break the sheer
descent of the wall. No man getting out of that window would have found any
footing till he had fallen on the stones below.

F—— meanwhile, was vainly attempting to open the door. He now turned
round to me and asked my permission to use force. And I should here state,
in justice to the servant, that, far from evincing any superstitious terrors, his
nerve, composure, and even gayety amidst circumstances so extraordinary,
compelled my admiration, and made me congratulate myself on having
secured a companion in every way fitted to the occasion. I willingly gave him
the permission he required. But though he was a remarkably strong man, his
force was as idle as his milder efforts; the door did not even shake to his
stoutest kick. Breathless and panting, he desisted. I then tried the door
myself, equally in vain. As I ceased from the effort, again that creep of horror
came over me; but this time it was more cold and stubborn. I felt as if some
strange and ghastly exhalation were rising up from the chinks of that rugged
floor, and filling the atmosphere with a venomous influence hostile to human
life. The door now very slowly and quietly opened as of its own accord. We
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precipitated ourselves into the landing-place. We both saw a large, pale light
— as large as the human figure, but shapeless and unsubstantial — move
before us, and ascend the stairs that led from the landing into the attics. I
followed the light, and my servant followed me. It entered, to the right of the
landing, a small garret, of which the door stood open. I entered in the same
instant. The light then collapsed into a small globule, exceedingly brilliant and
vivid, rested a moment on a bed in the corner, quivered, and vanished. We
approached the bed and examined it — a half-tester, such as is commonly
found in attics devoted to servants. On the drawers that stood near it we
perceived an old faded silk kerchief, with the needle still left in a rent half
repaired. The kerchief was covered with dust; probably it had belonged to the
old woman who had last died in that house, and this might have been her
sleeping-room. I had sufficient curiosity to open the drawers: there were a few
odds and ends of female dress, and two letters tied round with a narrow
ribbon of faded yellow. I took the liberty to possess myself of the letters. We
found nothing else in the room worth noticing — nor did the light reappear; but
we distinctly heard, as we turned to go, a pattering footfall on the floor, just
before us. We went through the other attics (in all four), the footfall still
preceding us. Nothing to be seen — nothing but the footfall heard. I had the
letters in my hand; just as I was descending the stairs I distinctly felt my
wrist seized, and a faint, soft effort made to draw the letters from my clasp. I
only held them the more tightly, and the effort ceased.

We regained the bedchamber appropriated to myself, and I then remarked
that my dog had not followed us when we had left it. He was thrusting himself
close to the fire, and trembling. I was impatient to examine the letters; and
while I read them, my servant opened a little box in which he had deposited
the weapons I had ordered him to bring, took them out, placed them on a
table close at my bed-head, and then occupied himself in soothing the dog,
who, however, seemed to heed him very little.
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The letters were short — they were dated; the dates exactly thirty-five
years ago. They were evidently from a lover to his mistress, or a husband to
some young wife. Not only the terms of expression, but a distinct reference to
a former voyage, indicated the writer to have been a seafarer. The spelling and
handwriting were those of a man imperfectly educated, but still the language
itself was forcible. In the expressions of endearment there was a kind of
rough, wild love; but here and there were dark unintelligible hints at some
secret not of love — some secret that seemed of crime. “We ought to love
each other,” was one of the sentences I remember, “for how every one else
would execrate us if all was known.” Again: “Don’t let any one be in the same
room with you at night — you talk in your sleep.” And again: “What’s done
can’t be undone; and I tell you there’s nothing against us unless the dead
could come to life.” Here there was underlined in a better handwriting (a
female’s), “They do!” At the end of the letter latest in date the same female
hand had written these words: “Lost at sea the 4th of June, the same day as
—”

I put down the letters, and began to muse over their contents.

Fearing, however, that the train of thought into which I fell might unsteady
my nerves, I fully determined to keep my mind in a fit state to cope with
whatever of marvellous the advancing night might bring forth. I roused myself;
laid the letters on the table; stirred up the fire, which was still bright and
cheering; and opened my volume of Macaulay. I read quietly enough till about
half-past eleven. I then threw myself dressed upon the bed, and told my
servant he might retire to his own room, but must keep himself awake. I bade
him leave open the door between the two rooms. Thus alone, I kept two
candles burning on the table by my bed-head. I placed my watch beside the
weapons, and calmly resumed my Macaulay. Opposite to me the fire burned
clear; and on the hearthrug, seemingly asleep, lay the dog. In about twenty

107



minutes I felt an exceedingly cold air pass by my cheek, like a sudden
draught. I fancied the door to my right, communicating with the landing-place,
must have got open; but no — it was closed. I then turned my glance to my
left, and saw the flame of the candles violently swayed as by a wind. At the
same moment the watch beside the revolver softly slid from the table —
softly, softly; no visible hand — it was gone. I sprang up, seizing the revolver
with the one hand, the dagger with the other; I was not willing that my
weapons should share the fate of the watch. Thus armed, I looked round the
floor — no sign of the watch. Three slow, loud, distinct knocks were now
heard at the bed-head; my servant called out, “Is that you, sir?”

“No; be on your guard.”

The dog now roused himself and sat on his haunches, his ears moving
quickly backwards and forwards. He kept his eyes fixed on me with a look so
strange that he concentred all my attention on himself. Slowly he rose up, all
his hair bristling, and stood perfectly rigid, and with the same wild stare. I had
no time, however, to examine the dog. Presently my servant emerged from his
room; and if ever I saw horror in the human face, it was then. I should not have
recognized him had we met in the street, so altered was every lineament. He
passed by me quickly, saying, in a whisper that seemed scarcely to come
from his lips, “Run, run! it is after me!” He gained the door to the landing,
pulled it open, and rushed forth. I followed him into the landing involuntarily,
calling him to stop; but, without heeding me, he bounded down the stairs,
clinging to the balusters, and taking several steps at a time. I heard, where I
stood, the street-door open — heard it again clap to. I was left alone in the
haunted house.

It was but for a moment that I remained undecided whether or not to follow
my servant; pride and curiosity alike forbade so dastardly a flight. I re-entered
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my room, closing the door after me, and proceeded cautiously into the interior
chamber. I encountered nothing to justify my servant’s terror. I again carefully
examined the walls, to see if there were any concealed door. I could find no
trace of one — not even a seam in the dull-brown paper with which the room
was hung. How, then, had the THING, whatever it was, which had so scared
him, obtained ingress except through my own chamber?

I returned to my room, shut and locked the door that opened upon the
interior one, and stood on the hearth, expectant and prepared. I now perceived
that the dog had slunk into an angle of the wall, and was pressing himself
close against it, as if literally striving to force his way into it. I approached the
animal and spoke to it; the poor brute was evidently beside itself with terror. It
showed all its teeth, the slaver dropping from its jaws, and would certainly
have bitten me if I had touched it. It did not seem to recognize me. Whoever
has seen at the Zoological Gardens a rabbit, fascinated by a serpent,
cowering in a corner, may form some idea of the anguish which the dog
exhibited. Finding all efforts to soothe the animal in vain, and fearing that his
bite might be as venomous in that state as in the madness of hydrophobia, I
left him alone, placed my weapons on the table beside the fire, seated
myself, and recommenced my Macaulay.

Perhaps, in order not to appear seeking credit for a courage, or rather a
coolness, which the reader may conceive I exaggerate, I may be pardoned if I
pause to indulge in one or two egotistical remarks.

As I hold presence of mind, or what is called courage, to be precisely
proportioned to familiarity with the circumstances that lead to it, so I should
say that I had been long sufficiently familiar with all experiments that
appertain to the marvellous. I had witnessed many very extraordinary
phenomena in various parts of the world — phenomena that would be either
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totally disbelieved if I stated them, or ascribed to supernatural agencies. Now,
my theory is that the supernatural is the impossible, and that what is called
supernatural is only a something in the laws of Nature of which we have been
hitherto ignorant. Therefore, if a ghost rise before me, I have not the right to
say, “So, then, the supernatural is possible;” but rather, “So, then, the
apparition of a ghost, is, contrary to received opinion, within the laws of
Nature — that is, not supernatural.”

Now, in all that I had hitherto witnessed, and indeed in all the wonders
which the amateurs of mystery in our age record as facts, a material living
agency is always required. On the Continent you will find still magicians who
assert that they can raise spirits. Assume for the moment that they assert
truly, still the living material form of the magician is present; and he is the
material agency by which, from some constitutional peculiarities, certain
strange phenomena are represented to your natural senses.

Accept, again, as truthful, the tales of spirit-manifestation in America —
musical or other sounds; writings on paper, produced by no discernible hand;
articles of furniture moved without apparent human agency; or the actual sight
and touch of hands, to which no bodies seem to belong — still there must be
found the MEDIUM, or living being, with constitutional peculiarities capable of
obtaining these signs. In fine, in all such marvels, supposing even that there
is no imposture, there must be a human being like ourselves by whom, or
through whom, the effects presented to human beings are produced. It is so
with the now familiar phenomena of mesmerism or electro-biology; the mind of
the person operated on is affected through a material living agent. Nor,
supposing it true that a mesmerized patient can respond to the will or passes
of a mesmerizer a hundred miles distant, is the response less occasioned by
a material being; it may be through a material fluid — call it Electric, call it
Odic, call it what you will — which has the power of traversing space and
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passing obstacles, that the material effect is communicated from one to the
other. Hence, all that I had hitherto witnessed, or expected to witness, in this
strange house, I believed to be occasioned through some agency or medium
as mortal as myself; and this idea necessarily prevented the awe with which
those who regard as supernatural things that are not within the ordinary
operations of Nature, might have been impressed by the adventures of that
memorable night.

As, then, it was my conjecture that all that was presented, or would be
presented to my senses, must originate in some human being gifted by
constitution with the power so to present them, and having some motive so to
do, I felt an interest in my theory which, in its way, was rather philosophical
than superstitious. And I can sincerely say that I was in as tranquil a temper
for observation as any practical experimentalist could be in awaiting the
effects of some rare, though perhaps perilous, chemical combination. Of
course, the more I kept my mind detached from fancy, the more the temper
fitted for observation would be obtained; and I therefore riveted eye and
thought on the strong daylight sense in the page of my Macaulay.

I now became aware that something interposed between the page and the
light — the page was over-shadowed. I looked up, and I saw what I shall find it
very difficult, perhaps impossible, to describe.

It was a Darkness shaping itself forth from the air in very undefined outline.
I cannot say it was of a human form, and yet it had more resemblance to a
human form, or rather shadow, than to anything else. As it stood, wholly apart
and distinct from the air and the light around it, its dimensions seemed
gigantic, the summit nearly touching the ceiling. While I gazed, a feeling of
intense cold seized me. An iceberg before me could not more have chilled
me; nor could the cold of an iceberg have been more purely physical. I feel
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convinced that it was not the cold caused by fear. As I continued to gaze, I
thought — but this I cannot say with precision — that I distinguished two
eyes looking down on me from the height. One moment I fancied that I
distinguished them clearly, the next they seemed gone; but still two rays of a
pale-blue light frequently shot through the darkness, as from the height on
which I half believed, half doubted, that I had encountered the eyes.

I strove to speak — my voice utterly failed me; I could only think to myself,
“Is this fear? It is  not  fear!” I strove to rise — in vain; I felt as if weighed down
by an irresistible force. Indeed, my impression was that of an immense and
overwhelming Power opposed to my volition — that sense of utter inadequacy
to cope with a force beyond man’s, which one may feel physically in a storm
at sea, in a conflagration, or when confronting some terrible wild beast, or
rather, perhaps, the shark of the ocean, I felt morally. Opposed to my will was
another will, as far superior to its strength as storm, fire, and shark are
superior in material force to the force of man.

And now, as this impression grew on me — now came, at last, horror,
horror to a degree that no words can convey. Still I retained pride, if not
courage; and in my own mind I said, “This is horror, but it is not fear; unless I
fear I cannot be harmed; my reason rejects this thing; it is an illusion — I do
not fear.” With a violent effort I succeeded at last in stretching out my hand
towards the weapon on the table; as I did so, on the arm and shoulder I
received a strange shock, and my arm fell to my side powerless. And now, to
add to my horror, the light began slowly to wane from the candles — they
were not, as it were, extinguished, but their flame seemed very gradually
withdrawn; it was the same with the fire — the light was extracted from the
fuel; in a few minutes the room was in utter darkness. The dread that came
over me, to be thus in the dark with that dark Thing, whose power was so
intensely felt, brought a reaction of nerve. In fact, terror had reached that
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climax, that either my senses must have deserted me, or I must have burst
through the spell. I did burst through it. I found voice, though the voice was a
shriek. I remember that I broke forth with words like these, “I do not fear, my
soul does not fear;” and at the same time I found strength to rise. Still in that
profound gloom I rushed to one of the windows; tore aside the curtain; flung
open the shutters; my first thought was — LIGHT. And when I saw the moon
high, clear, and calm, I felt a joy that almost compensated for the previous
terror. There was the moon, there was also the light from the gas-lamps in the
deserted slumberous street. I turned to look back into the room; the moon
penetrated its shadow very palely and partially — but still there was light. The
dark Thing, whatever it might be, was gone — except that I could yet see a
dim shadow, which seemed the shadow of that shade, against the opposite
wall.

My eye now rested on the table, and from under the table (which was
without cloth or cover — an old mahogany round-table) there rose a hand,
visible as far as the wrist. It was a hand, seemingly, as much of flesh and
blood as my own, but the hand of an aged person, lean, wrinkled, small too
— a woman’s hand. That hand very softly closed on the two letters that lay on
the table; hand and letters both vanished. There then came the same three
loud, measured knocks I had heard at the bedhead before this extraordinary
drama had commenced.

As those sounds slowly ceased, I felt the whole room vibrate sensibly; and
at the far end there rose, as from the floor, sparks or globules like bubbles of
light, many colored — green, yellow, fire-red, azure. Up and down, to and fro,
hither, thither, as tiny Will-o’-the-Wisps, the sparks moved, slow or swift, each
at its own caprice. A chair (as in the drawing-room below) was now advanced
from the wall without apparent agency, and placed at the opposite side of the
table. Suddenly, as forth from the chair, there grew a shape — a woman’s
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shape. It was distinct as a shape of life — ghastly as a shape of death. The
face was that of youth, with a strange, mournful beauty; the throat and
shoulders were bare, the rest of the form in a loose robe of cloudy white. It
began sleeking its long, yellow hair, which fell over its shoulders; its eyes
were not turned towards me, but to the door; it seemed listening, watching,
waiting. The shadow of the shade in the background grew darker; and again I
thought I beheld the eyes gleaming out from the summit of the shadow —
eyes fixed upon that shape.

As if from the door, though it did not open, there grew out another shape,
equally distinct, equally ghastly — a man’s shape, a young man’s. It was in
the dress of the last century, or rather in a likeness of such dress (for both the
male shape and the female, though defined, were evidently unsubstantial,
impalpable — simulacra, phantasms); and there was something incongruous,
grotesque, yet fearful, in the contrast between the elaborate finery, the courtly
precision of that old-fashioned garb, with its ruffles and lace and buckles, and
the corpse-like aspect and ghost-like stillness of the flitting wearer. Just as
the male shape approached the female, the dark Shadow started from the
wall, all three for a moment wrapped in darkness. When the pale light
returned, the two phantoms were as if in the grasp of the Shadow that
towered between them; and there was a blood-stain on the breast of the
female; and the phantom male was leaning on its phantom sword, and blood
seemed trickling fast from the ruffles, from the lace; and the darkness of the
intermediate Shadow swallowed them up — they were gone. And again the
bubbles of light shot, and sailed, and undulated, growing thicker and thicker
and more wildly confused in their movements.

The closet door to the right of the fireplace now opened, and from the
aperture there came the form of an aged woman. In her hand she held letters
— the very letters over which I had seen  the  Hand close; and behind her I
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heard a footstep. She turned round as if to listen, and then she opened the
letters and seemed to read; and over her shoulder I saw a livid face, the face
as of a man long drowned — bloated, bleached, seaweed tangled in its
dripping hair; and at her feet lay a form as of a corpse; and beside the corpse
there cowered a child, a miserable, squalid child, with famine in its cheeks
and fear in its eyes. And as I looked in the old woman’s face, the wrinkles
and lines vanished, and it became a face of youth — hard-eyed, stony, but
still youth; and the Shadow darted forth, and darkened over these phantoms
as it had darkened over the last.

Nothing now was left but the Shadow, and on that my eyes were intently
fixed, till again eyes grew out of the Shadow — malignant, serpent eyes. And
the bubbles of light again rose and fell, and in their disordered, irregular,
turbulent maze, mingled with the wan moonlight. And now from these
globules themselves, as from the shell of an egg, monstrous things burst out;
the air grew filled with them: larvae so bloodless and so hideous that I can in
no way describe them except to remind the reader of the swarming life which
the solar microscope brings before his eyes in a drop of water — things
transparent, supple, agile, chasing each other, devouring each, other; forms
like nought ever beheld by the naked eye. As the shapes were without
symmetry, so their movements were without order. In their very vagrancies
there was no sport; they came round me and round, thicker and faster and
swifter, swarming over my head, crawling over my right arm, which was
outstretched in involuntary command against all evil beings. Sometimes I felt
myself touched, but not by them; invisible hands touched me. Once I felt the
clutch as of cold, soft fingers at my throat. I was still equally conscious that if
I gave way to fear I should be in bodily peril; and I concentred all my faculties
in the single focus of resisting stubborn will. And I turned my sight from the
Shadow; above all, from those strange serpent eyes — eyes that had now
become distinctly visible. For there, though in nought else around me, I was
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aware that there was a WILL, and a will of intense, creative, working evil,
which might crush down my own.

The pale atmosphere in the room began now to redden as if in the air of
some near conflagration. The larvæ grew lurid as things that live in fire. Again
the room vibrated; again were heard the three measured knocks; and again all
things were swallowed up in the darkness of the dark Shadow, as if out of that
darkness all had come, into that darkness all returned.

As the gloom receded, the Shadow was wholly gone. Slowly, as it had
been withdrawn, the flame grew again into the candles on the table, again into
the fuel in the grate. The whole room came once more calmly, healthfully into
sight.

The two doors were still closed, the door communicating with the servant’s
room still locked. In the corner of the wall, into which he had so convulsively
niched himself, lay the dog. I called to him — no movement; I approached —
the animal was dead: his eyes protruded; his tongue out of his mouth; the
froth gathered round his jaws. I took him in my arms; I brought him to the fire.
I felt acute grief for the loss of my poor favorite — acute self-reproach; I
accused myself of his death; I imagined he had died of fright. But what was
my surprise on finding that his neck was actually broken. Had this been done
in the dark? Must it not have been by a hand human as mine; must there not
have been a human agency all the while in that room? Good cause to suspect
it. I cannot tell. I cannot do more than state the fact fairly; the reader may
draw his own inference.

Another surprising circumstance — my watch was restored to the table
from which it had been so mysteriously withdrawn; but it had stopped at the
very moment it was so withdrawn, nor, despite all the skill of the watchmaker,
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has it ever gone since — that is, it will go in a strange, erratic way for a few
hours, and then come to a dead stop; it is worthless.

Nothing more chanced for the rest of the night. Nor, indeed, had I long to
wait before the dawn broke. Nor till it was broad daylight did I quit the haunted
house. Before I did so, I revisited the little blind room in which my servant and
myself had been for a time imprisoned. I had a strong impression — for which
I could not account — that from that room had originated the mechanism of
the phenomena, if I may use the term, which had been experienced in my
chamber. And though I entered it now in the clear day, with the sun peering
through the filmy window, I still felt, as I stood on its floors, the creep of the
horror which I had first there experienced the night before, and which had
been so aggravated by what had passed in my own chamber. I could not,
indeed, bear to stay more than half a minute within those walls. I descended
the stairs, and again I heard the footfall before me; and when I opened the
street door, I thought I could distinguish a very low laugh. I gained my own
home, expecting to find my runaway servant there; but he had not presented
himself, nor did I hear more of him for three days, when I received a letter from
him, dated from Liverpool to this effect:—

“HONORED SIR— I humbly entreat your pardon, though I can
scarcely hope that you will think  that I deserve it, unless —
which Heaven forbid! — you saw what I did. I feel that it will be
years before I can recover myself; and as to being fit for
service, it is out of the question. I am therefore going to my
brother-inlaw at Melbourne. The ship sails tomorrow. Perhaps
the long voyage may set me up. I do nothing now but start and
tremble, and fancy IT is behind me. I humbly beg you,
honored sir, to order my clothes, and whatever wages are due
to me, to be sent to my mother’s, at Walworth — John knows

117



her address.”

The letter ended with additional apologies, somewhat incoherent, and
explanatory details as to effects that had been under the writer’s charge. This
flight may perhaps warrant a suspicion that the man wished to go to
Australia, and had been somehow or other fraudulently mixed up with the
events of the night. I say nothing in refutation of that conjecture; rather, I
suggest it as one that would seem to many persons the most probable
solution of improbable occurrences. My belief in my own theory remained
unshaken. I returned in the evening to the house, to bring away in a hack cab
the things I had left there, with my poor dog’s body. In this task I was not
disturbed, nor did any incident worth note befall me, except that still, on
ascending and descending the stairs, I heard the same footfall in advance. On
leaving the house, I went to Mr. J——‘s. He was at home. I returned him the
keys, told him that my curiosity was sufficiently gratified, and was about to
relate quickly what had passed, when he stopped me, and said, though with
much politeness, that he had no longer any interest in a mystery which none
had ever solved.

I determined at least to tell him of the two letters I had read, as well as of
the extraordinary manner in which they had disappeared; and I then inquired if
he thought they had been addressed to the woman who had died in the
house, and if there were anything in her early history which could possibly
confirm the dark suspicions to which the letters gave rise. Mr. J—— seemed
startled, and, after musing a few moments, answered, “I am but little
acquainted with the woman’s earlier history, except as I before told you, that
her family were known to mine. But you revive some vague reminiscences to
her prejudice. I will make inquiries, and inform you of their result. Still, even if
we could admit the popular superstition that a person who had been either the
perpetrator or the victim of dark crimes in life could revisit, as a restless spirit,
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the scene in which those crimes had been committed, I should observe that
the house was infested by strange sights and sounds before the old woman
died — you smile — what would you say?”

“I would say this, that I am convinced, if we could get to the bottom of
these mysteries, we should find a living human agency.”

“What! you believe it is all an imposture? For what object?”

“Not an imposture in the ordinary sense of the word. If suddenly I were to
sink into a deep sleep, from which you could not awake me, but in that sleep
could answer questions with an accuracy which I could not pretend to when
awake — tell you what money you had in your pocket, nay, describe your
very thoughts — it is not necessarily an imposture, any more than it is
necessarily supernatural. I should be, unconsciously to myself, under a
mesmeric influence, conveyed to me from a distance by a human being who
had acquired power over me by previous  rapport.”

“But if a mesmerizer could so affect another living being, can you suppose
that a mesmerizer could also affect inanimate objects: move chairs — open
and shut doors?”

“Or impress our senses with the belief in such effects — we never having
been  en rapport  with the person acting on us? No. What is commonly called
mesmerism could not do this; but there may be a power akin to mesmerism,
and superior to it — the power that in the old days was called Magic. That
such a power may extend to all inanimate objects of matter, I do not say; but
if so, it would not be against Nature — it would be only a rare power in Nature
which might be given to constitutions with certain peculiarities, and cultivated
by practice to an extraordinary degree. That such a power might extend over
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the dead — that is, over certain thoughts and memories that the dead may
still retain — and compel, not that which ought properly to be called the
SOUL, and which is far beyond human reach, but rather a phantom of what
has been most earth-stained on earth, to make itself apparent to our senses,
is a very ancient though obsolete theory upon which I will hazard no opinion.
But I do not conceive the power would be supernatural. Let me illustrate what
I mean from an experiment which Paracelsus describes as not difficult, and
which the author of the ‘Curiosities of Literature’ cites as credible: A flower
perishes; you burn it. Whatever were the elements of that flower while it lived
are gone, dispersed, you know not whither; you can never discover nor re-
collect them. But you can, by chemistry, out of the burned dust of that flower,
raise a spectrum of the flower, just as it seemed in life. It may be the same
with the human being. The soul has as much escaped you as the essence or
elements of the flower. Still you may make a spectrum of it. And this
phantom, though in the popular superstition it is held to be the soul of the
departed, must not be confounded with the true soul; it is but the eidolon of
the dead form. Hence, like the best attested stories of ghosts or spirits, the
thing that most strikes us is the absence of what we hold to be soul — that
is, of superior emancipated intelligence. These apparitions come for little or
no object — they seldom speak when they do come; if they speak, they utter
no ideas above those of an ordinary person on earth. American spirit-seers
have published volumes of communications, in prose and verse, which they
assert to be given in the names of the most illustrious dead: Shakespeare,
Bacon — Heaven knows whom. Those communications, taking the best, are
certainly not a whit of higher order than would be communications from living
persons of fair talent and education; they are wondrously inferior to what
Bacon, Shakespeare, and Plato said and wrote when on earth. Nor, what is
more noticeable, do they ever contain an idea that was not on the earth
before. Wonderful, therefore, as such phenomena may be (granting them to
be truthful), I see much that philosophy may question, nothing that it is
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incumbent on philosophy to deny — namely, nothing supernatural. They are
but ideas conveyed somehow or other (we have not yet discovered the
means) from one mortal brain to another. Whether, in so doing, tables walk of
their own accord, or fiendlike shapes appear in a magic circle, or bodiless
hands rise and remove material objects, or a Thing of Darkness, such as
presented itself to me, freeze our blood — still am I persuaded that these are
but agencies conveyed, as by electric wires, to my own brain from the brain of
another. In some constitutions there is a natural chemistry, and those
constitutions may produce chemic wonders — in others a natural fluid, call it
electricity, and these may produce electric wonders. But the wonders differ
from Normal Science in this — they are alike objectless, purposeless,
puerile, frivolous. They lead on to no grand results; and therefore the world
does not heed, and true sages have not cultivated them. But sure I am, that of
all I saw or heard, a man, human as myself, was the remote originator; and I
believe unconsciously to himself as to the exact effects produced, for this
reason: no two persons, you say, have ever told you that they experienced
exactly the same thing. Well, observe, no two persons ever experience
exactly the same dream. If this were an ordinary imposture, the machinery
would be arranged for results that would but little vary; if it were a supernatural
agency permitted by the Almighty, it would surely be for some definite end.
These phenomena belong to neither class; my persuasion is, that they
originate in some brain now far distant; that that brain had no distinct volition
in anything that occurred; that what does occur reflects but its devious,
motley, ever-shifting, half-formed thoughts; in short, that it has been but the
dreams of such a brain put into action and invested with a semi-substance.
That this brain is of immense power, that it can set matter into movement,
that it is malignant and destructive, I believe; some material force must have
killed my dog; the same force might, for aught I know, have sufficed to kill
myself, had I been as subjugated by terror as the dog — had my intellect or
my spirit given me no countervailing resistance in my will.”
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“It killed your dog — that is fearful! Indeed it is strange that no animal can
be induced to stay in that house; not even a cat. Bats and mice are never
found in it.”

“The instincts of the brute creation detect influences deadly to their
existence. Man’s reason has a sense less subtle, because it has a resisting
power more supreme. But enough; do you comprehend my theory?”

“Yes, though imperfectly — and I accept any crotchet (pardon the word),
however odd, rather than embrace at once the notion of ghosts and
hobgoblins we imbibed in our nurseries. Still, to my unfortunate house, the
evil is the same. What on earth can I do with the house?”

“I will tell you what I would do. I am convinced from my own internal
feelings that the small, unfurnished room at right angles to the door of the
bed-room which I occupied, forms a starting-point or receptacle for the
influences which haunt the house; and I strongly advise you to have the walls
opened, the floor removed — nay, the whole room pulled down. I observe that
it is detached from the body of the house, built over the small backyard, and
could be removed without injury to the rest of the building.”

“And you think, if I did that —”

“You would cut off the telegraph wires. Try it. I am so persuaded that I am
right, that I will pay half the expense if you will allow me to direct the
operations.”

“Nay, I am well able to afford the cost; for the rest allow me to write to
you.”
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About ten days after I received a letter from Mr. J—— telling me that he
had visited the house since I had seen him; that he had found the two letters I
had described, replaced in the drawer from which I had taken them; that he
had read them with misgivings like my own; that he had instituted a cautious
inquiry about the woman to whom I rightly conjectured they had been written.
It seemed that thirty-six years ago (a year before the date of the letters) she
had married, against the wish of her relations, an American of very suspicious
character; in fact, he was generally believed to have been a pirate. She herself
was the daughter of very respectable tradespeople, and had served in the
capacity of a nursery governess before her marriage. She had a brother, a
widower, who was considered wealthy, and who had one child of about six
years old. A month after the marriage the body of this brother was found in the
Thames, near London Bridge; there seemed some marks of violence about
his throat, but they were not deemed sufficient to warrant the inquest in any
other verdict than that of “found drowned.”

The American and his wife took charge of the little boy, the deceased
brother having by his will left his sister the guardian of his only child — and in
event of the child’s death the sister inherited. The child died about six months
afterwards — it was supposed to have been neglected and ill-treated. The
neighbors deposed to have heard it shriek at night. The surgeon who had
examined it after death said that it was emaciated as if from want of
nourishment, and the body was covered with livid bruises. It seemed that one
winter night the child had sought to escape; crept out into the backyard; tried
to scale the wall; fallen back exhausted; and been found at morning on the
stones in a dying state. But though there was some evidence of cruelty, there
was none of murder; and the aunt and her husband had sought to palliate
cruelty by alleging the exceeding stubbornness and perversity of the child,
who was declared to be half-witted. Be that as it may, at the orphan’s death
the aunt inherited her brother’s fortune. Before the first wedded year was out,
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the American quitted England abruptly, and never returned to it. He obtained a
cruising vessel, which was lost in the Atlantic two years afterwards. The
widow was left in affluence, but reverses of various kinds had befallen her: a
bank broke; an investment failed; she went into a small business and became
insolvent; then she entered into service, sinking lower and lower, from
housekeeper down to maid-of-all-work — never long retaining a place, though
nothing decided against her character was ever alleged. She was considered
sober, honest, and peculiarly quiet in her ways; still nothing prospered with
her. And so she had dropped into the workhouse, from which Mr. J—— had
taken her, to be placed in charge of the very house which she had rented as
mistress in the first year of her wedded life.

Mr. J—— added that he had passed an hour alone in the unfurnished room
which I had urged him to destroy, and that his impressions of dread while
there were so great, though he had neither heard nor seen anything, that he
was eager to have the walls bared and the floors removed as I had suggested.
He had engaged persons for the work, and would commence any day I would
name.

The day was accordingly fixed. I repaired to the haunted house — we went
into the blind, dreary room, took up the skirting, and then the floors. Under the
rafters, covered with rubbish, was found a trap-door, quite large enough to
admit a man. It was closely nailed down, with clamps and rivets of iron. On
removing these we descended into a room below, the existence of which had
never been suspected. In this room there had been a window and a flue, but
they had been bricked over, evidently for many years. By the help of candles
we examined this place; it still retained some mouldering furniture — three
chairs, an oak settle, a table — all of the fashion of about eighty years ago.
There was a chest of drawers against the wall, in which we found, half-rotted
away, old-fashioned articles of a man’s dress, such as might have been worn
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eighty or a hundred years ago by a gentleman of some rank; costly steel
buckles and buttons, like those yet worn in court-dresses, a handsome court
sword; in a waistcoat which had once been rich with gold-lace, but which was
now blackened and foul with damp, we found five guineas, a few silver coins,
and an ivory ticket, probably for some place of entertainment long since
passed away. But our main discovery was in a kind of iron safe fixed to the
wall, the lock of which it cost us much trouble to get picked.

In this safe were three shelves and two small drawers. Ranged on the
shelves were several small bottles of crystal, hermetically stopped. They
contained colorless, volatile essences, of the nature of which I shall only say
that they were not poisons — phosphor and ammonia entered into some of
them. There were also some very curious glass tubes, and a small pointed
rod of iron, with a large lump of rock-crystal, and another of amber — also a
loadstone of great power.

In one of the drawers we found a miniature portrait set in gold, and
retaining the freshness of its colors most remarkably, considering the length
of time it had probably been there. The portrait was that of a man who might
be somewhat advanced in middle life, perhaps forty-seven or forty-eight. It was
a remarkable face — a most impressive face. If you could fancy some mighty
serpent transformed into man, preserving in the human lineaments the old
serpent type, you would have a better idea of that countenance than long
descriptions can convey: the width and flatness of frontal; the tapering
elegance of contour disguising the strength of the deadly jaw; the long, large,
terrible eye, glittering and green as the emerald — and withal a certain
ruthless calm, as if from the consciousness of an immense power.

Mechanically I turned round the miniature to examine the back of it, and
on the back was engraved a pentacle; in the middle of the pentacle a ladder,
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and the third step of the ladder was formed by the date 1765. Examining still
more minutely, I detected a spring; this, on being pressed, opened the back
of the miniature as a lid. Within-side the lid were engraved, “Marianna to thee.
Be faithful in life and in death to ——.” Here follows a name that I will not
mention, but it was not unfamiliar to me. I had heard it spoken of by old men
in my childhood as the name borne by a dazzling charlatan who had made a
great sensation in London for a year or so, and had fled the country on the
charge of a double murder within his own house — that of his mistress and
his rival. I said nothing of this to Mr. J—— to whom reluctantly I resigned the
miniature.

We had found no difficulty in opening the first drawer within the iron safe;
we found great difficulty in opening the second: it was not locked, but it
resisted all efforts, till we inserted in the chinks the edge of a chisel. When
we had thus drawn it forth, we found a very singular apparatus in the nicest
order. Upon a small, thin book, or rather tablet, was placed a saucer of
crystal; this saucer was filled with a clear liquid — on that liquid floated a kind
of compass, with a needle shifting rapidly round; but instead of the usual
points of a compass were seven strange characters, not very unlike those
used by astrologers to denote the planets. A peculiar but not strong nor
displeasing odor came from this drawer, which was lined with a wood that we
afterwards discovered to be hazel. Whatever the cause of this odor, it
produced a material effect on the nerves. We all felt it, even the two workmen
who were in the room — a creeping, tingling sensation from the tips of the
fingers to the roots of the hair. Impatient to examine the tablet, I removed the
saucer. As I did so the needle of the compass went round and round with
exceeding swiftness, and I felt a shock that ran through my whole frame, so
that I dropped the saucer on the floor. The liquid was spilled; the saucer was
broken; the compass rolled to the end of the room, and at that instant the
walls shook to and fro, as if a giant had swayed and rocked them.
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The two workmen were so frightened that they ran up the ladder by which
we had descended from the trapdoor; but seeing that nothing more happened,
they were easily induced to return.

Meanwhile I had opened the tablet: it was bound in plain red leather, with a
silver clasp; it contained but one sheet of thick vellum, and on that sheet were
inscribed, within a double pentacle, words in old monkish Latin, which are
literally to be translated thus: “On all that it can reach within these walls,
sentient or inanimate, living or dead, as moves the needle, so work my will!
Accursed be the house, and restless be the dwellers therein.”

We found no more. Mr. J—— burned the tablet and its anathema. He
razed to the foundations the part of the building containing the secret room
with the chamber over it. He had then the courage to inhabit the house
himself for a month, and a quieter, better-conditioned house could not be
found in all London. Subsequently he let it to advantage, and his tenant has
made no complaints.
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The Signalman

by Charles Dickens

“I do not call the Christmas Carol a ghost story proper; while I do assign that name
to the stories of ‘The Signalman’ and ‘The Juryman’ (in ‘Mugby Junction’ and ‘Dr

Marigold’). These were written in 1865 and 1866, and nobody can deny that they
conform to the modern idea of the ghost story. The setting and the personages are

those of the writer’s own day; they have nothing antique about them.” 
M.R. James (Some Remarks on Ghost Stories)

“Halloa! Below there!”

When he heard a voice thus calling to him, he was standing at the door of
his box, with a flag in his hand, furled round its short pole. One would have
thought, considering the nature of the ground, that he could not have doubted
from what quarter the voice came; but instead of looking up to where I stood
on the top of the steep cutting nearly over his head, he turned himself about,
and looked down the Line. There was something remarkable in his manner of
doing so, though I could not have said for my life what. But I know it was
remarkable enough to attract my notice, even though his figure was
foreshortened and shadowed, down in the deep trench, and mine was high
above him, so steeped in the glow of an angry sunset, that I had shaded my
eyes with my hand before I saw him at all.

“Halloa! Below!”
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From looking down the Line, he turned himself about again, and, raising
his eyes, saw my figure high above him.

“Is there any path by which I can come down and speak to you?”

He looked up at me without replying, and I looked down at him without
pressing him too soon with a repetition of my idle question. Just then there
came a vague vibration in the earth and air, quickly changing into a violent
pulsation, and an oncoming rush that caused me to start back, as though it
had force to draw me down. When such vapour as rose to my height from this
rapid train had passed me, and was skimming away over the landscape, I
looked down again, and saw him refurling the flag he had shown while the
train went by.

I repeated my inquiry. After a pause, during which he seemed to regard me
with fixed attention, he motioned with his rolled-up flag towards a point on my
level, some two or three hundred yards distant. I called down to him, “All
right!” and made for that point. There, by dint of looking closely about me, I
found a rough zigzag descending path notched out, which I followed.

The cutting was extremely deep, and unusually precipitate. It was made
through a clammy stone, that became oozier and wetter as I went down. For
these reasons, I found the way long enough to give me time to recall a
singular air of reluctance or compulsion with which he had pointed out the
path.

When I came down low enough upon the zigzag descent to see him again,
I saw that he was standing between the rails on the way by which the train
had lately passed, in an attitude as if he were waiting for me to appear. He
had his left hand at his chin, and that left elbow rested on his right hand,
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crossed over his breast. His attitude was one of such expectation and
watchfulness that I stopped a moment, wondering at it.

I resumed my downward way, and stepping out upon the level of the
railroad, and drawing nearer to him, saw that he was a dark sallow man, with
a dark beard and rather heavy eyebrows. His post was in as solitary and
dismal a place as ever I saw. On either side, a dripping-wet wall of jagged
stone, excluding all view but a strip of sky; the perspective one way only a
crooked prolongation of this great dungeon; the shorter perspective in the
other direction terminating in a gloomy red light, and the gloomier entrance to
a black tunnel, in whose massive architecture there was a barbarous,
depressing, and forbidding air. So little sunlight ever found its way to this spot,
that it had an earthy, deadly smell; and so much cold wind rushed through it,
that it struck chill to me, as if I had left the natural world.

Before he stirred, I was near enough to him to have touched him. Not even
then removing his eyes from mine, he stepped back one step, and lifted his
hand.

This was a lonesome post to occupy (I said), and it had riveted my
attention when I looked down from up yonder. A visitor was a rarity, I should
suppose; not an unwelcome rarity, I hoped? In me, he merely saw a man who
had been shut up within narrow limits all his life, and who, being at last set
free, had a newly-awakened interest in these great works. To such purpose I
spoke to him; but I am far from sure of the terms I used; for, besides that I am
not happy in opening any conversation, there was something in the man that
daunted me.

He directed a most curious look towards the red light near the tunnel’s
mouth, and looked all about it, as if something were missing from it, and then
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looked it me.

That light was part of his charge? Was it not?

He answered in a low voice — “Don’t you know it is?”

The monstrous thought came into my mind, as I perused the fixed eyes
and the saturnine face, that this was a spirit, not a man. I have speculated
since, whether there may have been infection in his mind.

In my turn, I stepped back. But in making the action, I detected in his
eyes some latent fear of me. This put the monstrous thought to flight.

“You look at me,” I said, forcing a smile, “as if you had a dread of me.”

“I was doubtful,” he returned, “whether I had seen you before.”

“Where?”

He pointed to the red light he had looked at.

“There?” I said.

Intently watchful of me, he replied (but without sound), “Yes.”

“My good fellow, what should I do there? However, be that as it may, I
never was there, you may swear.”

“I think I may,” he rejoined. “Yes; I am sure I may.”
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His manner cleared, like my own. He replied to my remarks with
readiness, and in well-chosen words. Had he much to do there? Yes; that
was to say, he had enough responsibility to bear; but exactness and
watchfulness were what was required of him, and of actual work — manual
labour — he had next to none. To change that signal, to trim those lights, and
to turn this iron handle now and then, was all he had to do under that head.
Regarding those many long and lonely hours of which I seemed to make so
much, he could only say that the routine of his life had shaped itself into that
form, and he had grown used to it. He had taught himself a language down
here — if only to know it by sight, and to have formed his own crude ideas of
its pronunciation, could be called learning it. He had also worked at fractions
and decimals, and tried a little algebra; but he was, and had been as a boy, a
poor hand at figures. Was it necessary for him when on duty always to remain
in that channel of damp air, and could he never rise into the sunshine from
between those high stone walls? Why, that depended upon times and
circumstances. Under some conditions there would be less upon the Line
than under others, and the same held good as to certain hours of the day and
night. In bright weather, he did choose occasions for getting a little above
these lower shadows; but, being at all times liable to be called by his electric
bell, and at such times listening for it with redoubled anxiety, the relief was
less than I would suppose.

He took me into his box, where there was a fire, a desk for an official book
in which he had to make certain entries, a telegraphic instrument with its dial,
face, and needles, and the little bell of which he had spoken. On my trusting
that he would excuse the remark that he had been well educated, and (I
hoped I might say without offence) perhaps educated above that station, he
observed that instances of slight incongruity in such wise would rarely be
found wanting among large bodies of men; that he had heard it was so in
workhouses, in the police force, even in that last desperate resource, the
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army; and that he knew it was so, more or less, in any great railway staff. He
had been, when young (if I could believe it, sitting in that hut — he scarcely
could), a student of natural philosophy, and had attended lectures; but he had
run wild, misused his opportunities, gone down, and never risen again. He had
no complaint to offer about that. He had made his bed, and he lay upon it. It
was far too late to make another.

All that I have here condensed he said in a quiet manner, with his grave
dark regards divided between me and the fire. He threw in the word, “Sir,” from
time to time, and especially when he referred to his youth — as though to
request me to understand that he claimed to be nothing but what I found him.
He was several times interrupted by the little bell, and had to read off
messages, and send replies. Once he had to stand without the door, and
display a flag as a train passed, and make some verbal communication to the
driver. In the discharge of his duties, I observed him to be remarkably exact
and vigilant, breaking off his discourse at a syllable, and remaining silent until
what he had to do was done.

In a word, I should have set this man down as one of the safest of men to
be employed in that capacity, but for the circumstance that while he was
speaking to me he twice broke off with a fallen colour, turned his face towards
the little bell when it did NOT ring, opened the door of the hut (which was kept
shut to exclude the unhealthy damp), and looked out towards the red light
near the mouth of the tunnel. On both of those occasions, he came back to
the fire with the inexplicable air upon him which I had remarked, without being
able to define, when we were so far asunder.

Said I, when I rose to leave him, “You almost make me think that I have
met with a contented man.”
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(I am afraid I must acknowledge that I said it to lead him on.)

“I believe I used to be so,” he rejoined, in the low voice in which he had first
spoken; “but I am troubled, sir, I am troubled.”

He would have recalled the words if he could. He had said them, however,
and I took them up quickly.

“With what? What is your trouble?”

“It is very difficult to impart, sir. It is very, very difficult to speak of. If ever
you make me another visit, I will try to tell you.”

“But I expressly intend to make you another visit. Say, when shall it be?”

“I go off early in the morning, and I shall be on again at ten to- morrow
night, sir.”

“I will come at eleven.”

He thanked me, and went out at the door with me. “I’ll show my white
light, sir,” he said, in his peculiar low voice, “till you have found the way up.
When you have found it, don’t call out! And when you are at the top, don’t call
out!”

His manner seemed to make the place strike colder to me, but I said no
more than, “Very well.”

“And when you come down to-morrow night, don’t call out! Let me ask you
a parting question. What made you cry, ‘Halloa! Below there!’ to-night?”
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“Heaven knows,” said I. “I cried something to that effect —”

“Not to that effect, sir. Those were the very words. I know them well.”

“I admit those were the very words. I said them, no doubt, because I saw
you below.”

“For no other reason?”

“What other reason could I possibly have?”

“You had no feeling that they were conveyed to you in any supernatural
way?”

“No.”

He wished me good-night, and held up his light. I walked by the side of the
down Line of rails (with a very disagreeable sensation of a train coming behind
me) until I found the path. It was easier to mount than to descend, and I got
back to my inn without any adventure.

Punctual to my appointment, I placed my foot on the first notch of the
zigzag next night, as the distant clocks were striking eleven. He was waiting
for me at the bottom, with his white light on. “I have not called out,” I said,
when we came close together; “may I speak now?” “By all means, sir.” “Good-
night, then, and here’s my hand.” “Good-night, sir, and here’s mine.” With that
we walked side by side to his box, entered it, closed the door, and sat down
by the fire.

“I have made up my mind, sir,” he began, bending forward as soon as we
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were seated, and speaking in a tone but a little above a whisper, “that you
shall not have to ask me twice what troubles me. I took you for some one
else yesterday evening. That troubles me.”

“That mistake?”

“No. That some one else.”

“Who is it?”

“I don’t know.”

“Like me?”

“I don’t know. I never saw the face. The left arm is across the face, and the
right arm is waved — violently waved. This way.”

I followed his action with my eyes, and it was the action of an arm
gesticulating, with the utmost passion and vehemence, “For God’s sake,
clear the way!”

“One moonlight night,” said the man, “I was sitting here, when I heard a
voice cry, ‘Halloa! Below there!’ I started up, looked from that door, and saw
this Some one else standing by the red light near the tunnel, waving as I just
now showed you. The voice seemed hoarse with shouting, and it cried, ‘Look
out! Look out!’ And then attain, ‘Halloa! Below there! Look out!’ I caught up my
lamp, turned it on red, and ran towards the figure, calling, ‘What’s wrong?
What has happened? Where?’ It stood just outside the blackness of the
tunnel. I advanced so close upon it that I wondered at its keeping the sleeve
across its eyes. I ran right up at it, and had my hand stretched out to pull the
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sleeve away, when it was gone.”

“Into the tunnel?” said I.

“No. I ran on into the tunnel, five hundred yards. I stopped, and held my
lamp above my head, and saw the figures of the measured distance, and saw
the wet stains stealing down the walls and trickling through the arch. I ran out
again faster than I had run in (for I had a mortal abhorrence of the place upon
me), and I looked all round the red light with my own red light, and I went up
the iron ladder to the gallery atop of it, and I came down again, and ran back
here. I telegraphed both ways, ‘An alarm has been given. Is anything wrong?’
The answer came back, both ways, ‘All well.’”

Resisting the slow touch of a frozen finger tracing out my spine, I showed
him how that this figure must be a deception of his sense of sight; and how
that figures, originating in disease of the delicate nerves that minister to the
functions of the eye, were known to have often troubled patients, some of
whom had become conscious of the nature of their affliction, and had even
proved it by experiments upon themselves. “As to an imaginary cry,” said I,
“do but listen for a moment to the wind in this unnatural valley while we speak
so low, and to the wild harp it makes of the telegraph wires.”

That was all very well, he returned, after we had sat listening for a while,
and he ought to know something of the wind and the wires — he who so often
passed long winter nights there, alone and watching. But he would beg to
remark that he had not finished.

I asked his pardon, and he slowly added these words, touching my arm,
—
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“Within six hours after the Appearance, the memorable accident on this
Line happened, and within ten hours the dead and wounded were brought
along through the tunnel over the spot where the figure had stood.”

A disagreeable shudder crept over me, but I did my best against it. It was
not to be denied, I rejoined, that this was a remarkable coincidence,
calculated deeply to impress his mind. But it was unquestionable that
remarkable coincidences did continually occur, and they must be taken into
account in dealing with such a subject. Though to be sure I must admit, I
added (for I thought I saw that he was going to bring the objection to bear
upon me), men of common sense did not allow much for coincidences in
making the ordinary calculations of life.

He again begged to remark that he had not finished.

I again begged his pardon for being betrayed into interruptions.

“This,” he said, again laying his hand upon my arm, and glancing over his
shoulder with hollow eyes, “was just a year ago. Six or seven months passed,
and I had recovered from the surprise and shock, when one morning, as the
day was breaking, I, standing at the door, looked towards the red light, and
saw the spectre again.” He stopped, with a fixed look at me.

“Did it cry out?”

“No. It was silent.”

“Did it wave its arm?”

“No. It leaned against the shaft of the light, with both hands before the
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face. Like this.”

Once more I followed his action with my eyes. It was an action of
mourning. I have seen such an attitude in stone figures on tombs.

“Did you go up to it?”

“I came in and sat down, partly to collect my thoughts, partly because it
had turned me faint. When I went to the door again, daylight was above me,
and the ghost was gone.”

“But nothing followed? Nothing came of this?”

He touched me on the arm with his forefinger twice or thrice giving a
ghastly nod each time:-

“That very day, as a train came out of the tunnel, I noticed, at a carriage
window on my side, what looked like a confusion of hands and heads, and
something waved. I saw it just in time to signal the driver, Stop! He shut off,
and put his brake on, but the train drifted past here a hundred and fifty yards
or more. I ran after it, and, as I went along, heard terrible screams and cries.
A beautiful young lady had died instantaneously in one of the compartments,
and was brought in here, and laid down on this floor between us.”

Involuntarily I pushed my chair back, as I looked from the boards at which
he pointed to himself.

“True, sir. True. Precisely as it happened, so I tell it you.”

I could think of nothing to say, to any purpose, and my mouth was very
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dry. The wind and the wires took up the story with a long lamenting wail.

He resumed. “Now, sir, mark this, and judge how my mind is troubled. The
spectre came back a week ago. Ever since, it has been there, now and again,
by fits and starts.”

“At the light?”

“At the Danger-light.”

“What does it seem to do?”

He repeated, if possible with increased passion and vehemence, that
former gesticulation of, “For God’s sake, clear the way!”

Then he went on. “I have no peace or rest for it. It calls to me, for many
minutes together, in an agonised manner, ‘Below there! Look out! Look out!’ It
stands waving to me. It rings my little bell —”

I caught at that. “Did it ring your bell yesterday evening when I was here,
and you went to the door?”

“Twice.”

“Why, see,” said I, “how your imagination misleads you. My eyes were on
the bell, and my ears were open to the bell, and if I am a living man, it did
NOT ring at those times. No, nor at any other time, except when it was rung
in the natural course of physical things by the station communicating with
you.”
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He shook his head. “I have never made a mistake as to that yet, sir. I have
never confused the spectre’s ring with the man’s. The ghost’s ring is a
strange vibration in the bell that it derives from nothing else, and I have not
asserted that the bell stirs to the eye. I don’t wonder that you failed to hear it.
But I heard it.”

“And did the spectre seem to be there, when you looked out?”

“It WAS there.”’

“Both times?”

He repeated firmly: “Both times.”

“Will you come to the door with me, and look for it now?”

He bit his under lip as though he were somewhat unwilling, but arose. I
opened the door, and stood on the step, while he stood in the doorway. There
was the Danger-light. There was the dismal mouth of the tunnel. There were
the high, wet stone walls of the cutting. There were the stars above them.

“Do you see it?” I asked him, taking particular note of his face. His eyes
were prominent and strained, but not very much more so, perhaps, than my
own had been when I had directed them earnestly towards the same spot.

“No,” he answered. “It is not there.”

“Agreed,” said I.

We went in again, shut the door, and resumed our seats. I was thinking
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how best to improve this advantage, if it might be called one, when he took up
the conversation in such a matter-of-course way, so assuming that there
could be no serious question of fact between us, that I felt myself placed in
the weakest of positions.

“By this time you will fully understand, sir,” he said, “that what troubles me
so dreadfully is the question, What does the spectre mean?”

I was not sure, I told him, that I did fully understand.

“What is its warning against?” he said, ruminating, with his eyes on the
fire, and only by times turning them on me. “What is the danger? Where is
the danger? There is danger overhanging somewhere on the Line. Some
dreadful calamity will happen. It is not to be doubted this third time, after what
has gone before. But surely this is a cruel haunting of me. What can I do?”

He pulled out his handkerchief, and wiped the drops from his heated
forehead.

“If I telegraph Danger, on either side of me, or on both, I can give no reason
for it,” he went on, wiping the palms of his hands. “I should get into trouble,
and do no good. They would think I was mad. This is the way it would work —
Message: ‘Danger! Take care!’ Answer: ‘What Danger? Where?’ Message:
‘Don’t know. But, for God’s sake, take care!’ They would displace me. What
else could they do?”

His pain of mind was most pitiable to see. It was the mental torture of a
conscientious man, oppressed beyond endurance by an unintelligible
responsibility involving life.
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“When it first stood under the Danger-light,” he went on, putting his dark
hair back from his head, and drawing his hands outward across and across
his temples in an extremity of feverish distress, “why not tell me where that
accident was to happen — if it must happen? Why not tell me how it could be
averted — if it could have been averted? When on its second coming it hid its
face, why not tell me, instead, ‘She is going to die. Let them keep her at
home’? If it came, on those two occasions, only to show me that its warnings
were true, and so to prepare me for the third, why not warn me plainly now?
And I, Lord help me! A mere poor signal-man on this solitary station! Why not
go to somebody with credit to be believed, and power to act?”

When I saw him in this state, I saw that for the poor man’s sake, as well
as for the public safety, what I had to do for the time was to compose his
mind. Therefore, setting aside all question of reality or unreality between us, I
represented to him that whoever thoroughly discharged his duty must do well,
and that at least it was his comfort that he understood his duty, though he did
not understand these confounding Appearances. In this effort I succeeded far
better than in the attempt to reason him out of his conviction. He became
calm; the occupations incidental to his post as the night advanced began to
make larger demands on his attention: and I left him at two in the morning. I
had offered to stay through the night, but he would not hear of it.

That I more than once looked back at the red light as I ascended the
pathway, that I did not like the red light, and that I should have slept but
poorly if my bed had been under it, I see no reason to conceal. Nor did I like
the two sequences of the accident and the dead girl. I see no reason to
conceal that either.

But what ran most in my thoughts was the consideration how ought I to
act, having become the recipient of this disclosure? I had proved the man to
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be intelligent, vigilant, painstaking, and exact; but how long might he remain
so, in his state of mind? Though in a subordinate position, still he held a most
important trust, and would I (for instance) like to stake my own life on the
chances of his continuing to execute it with precision?

Unable to overcome a feeling that there would be something treacherous in
my communicating what he had told me to his superiors in the Company,
without first being plain with himself and proposing a middle course to him, I
ultimately resolved to offer to accompany him (otherwise keeping his secret
for the present) to the wisest medical practitioner we could hear of in those
parts, and to take his opinion. A change in his time of duty would come round
next night, he had apprised me, and he would be off an hour or two after
sunrise, and on again soon after sunset. I had appointed to return accordingly.

Next evening was a lovely evening, and I walked out early to enjoy it. The
sun was not yet quite down when I traversed the field-path near the top of the
deep cutting. I would extend my walk for an hour, I said to myself, half an hour
on and half an hour back, and it would then be time to go to my signal-man’s
box.

Before pursuing my stroll, I stepped to the brink, and mechanically looked
down, from the point from which I had first seen him. I cannot describe the
thrill that seized upon me, when, close at the mouth of the tunnel, I saw the
appearance of a man, with his left sleeve across his eyes, passionately
waving his right arm.

The nameless horror that oppressed me passed in a moment, for in a
moment I saw that this appearance of a man was a man indeed, and that
there was a little group of other men, standing at a short distance, to whom
he seemed to be rehearsing the gesture he made. The Danger-light was not
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yet lighted. Against its shaft, a little low hut, entirely new to me, had been
made of some wooden supports and tarpaulin. It looked no bigger than a bed.

With an irresistible sense that something was wrong — with a flashing
self-reproachful fear that fatal mischief had come of my leaving the man there,
and causing no one to be sent to overlook or correct what he did — I
descended the notched path with all the speed I could make.

“What is the matter?” I asked the men.

“Signal-man killed this morning, sir.”

“Not the man belonging to that box?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Not the man I know?”

“You will recognise him, sir, if you knew him,” said the man who spoke for
the others, solemnly uncovering his own head, and raising an end of the
tarpaulin, “for his face is quite composed.”

“O, how did this happen, how did this happen?” I asked, turning from one
to another as the hut closed in again.

“He was cut down by an engine, sir. No man in England knew his work
better. But somehow he was not clear of the outer rail. It was just at broad
day. He had struck the light, and had the lamp in his hand. As the engine
came out of the tunnel, his back was towards her, and she cut him down.
That man drove her, and was showing how it happened. Show the gentleman,
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Tom.”

The man, who wore a rough dark dress, stepped back to his former place
at the mouth of the tunnel.

“Coming round the curve in the tunnel, sir,” he said, “I saw him at the end,
like as if I saw him down a perspective-glass. There was no time to check
speed, and I knew him to be very careful. As he didn’t seem to take heed of
the whistle, I shut it off when we were running down upon him, and called to
him as loud as I could call.”

“What did you say?”

“I said, ‘Below there! Look out! Look out! For God’s sake, clear the way!’”

I started.

“Ah! it was a dreadful time, sir. I never left off calling to him. I put this arm
before my eyes not to see, and I waved this arm to the last; but it was no
use.”

Without prolonging the narrative to dwell on any one of its curious
circumstances more than on any other, I may, in closing it, point out the
coincidence that the warning of the Engine-Driver included, not only the words
which the unfortunate Signal-man had repeated to me as haunting him, but
also the words which I myself — not he — had attached, and that only in my
own mind, to the gesticulation he had imitated.
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The Open Door

by Margaret Oliphant

“‘Must there be horror?’ you ask. I think so. There are but two really good ghost
stories I know in the language wherein the elements of beauty and pity dominate
terror. They are Lanoe Falconer’s ‘Cecil ia de Noel’ and Mrs Oliphant’s ‘The Open

Door’. In both there are moments of horror; but in both we end by saying with Hamlet:
‘Alas, poor ghost!’ Perhaps my limit of two stories is overstrict; but that these two are by

very much the best of their kind I do not doubt.” 
M.R. James (Ghosts - Treat them Gently)

I took the house of Brentwood on my return from India in 18—, for the
temporary accommodation of my family, until I could find a permanent home
for them. It had many advantages which made it peculiarly appropriate. It was
within reach of Edinburgh; and my boy Roland, whose education had been
considerably neglected, could go in and out to school; which was thought to
be better for him than either leaving home altogether or staying there always
with a tutor. The first of these expedients would have seemed preferable to
me; the second commended itself to his mother. The doctor, like a judicious
man, took the midway between. “Put him on his pony, and let him rile into the
High School every morning; it will do him all the good in the world,” Dr.
Simson said; “and when it is bad weather, there is the train.” His mother
accepted this solution of the difficulty more easily than I could have hoped;
and our pale-faced boy, who had never known anything more invigorating than
Simla, began to encounter the brisk breezes of the North in the subdued
severity of the month of May. Before the time of the vacation in July we had
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the satisfaction of seeing him begin to acquire something of the brown and
ruddy complexion of his schoolfellows. The English system did not commend
itself to Scotland in these days. There was no little Eton at Fettes; nor do I
think, if there had been, that a genteel exotic of that class would have
tempted either my wife or me. The lad was doubly precious to us, being the
only one left us of many; and he was fragile in body, we believed, and deeply
sensitive in mind. To keep him at home, and yet to send him to school, - to
combine the advantages of the two systems, - seemed to be everything that
could be desired. The two girls also found at Brentwood everything they
wanted. They were near enough to Edinburgh to have masters and lessons as
many as they required for completing that never-ending education which the
young people seem to require nowadays. Their mother married me when she
was younger than Agatha; and I should like to see them improve upon their
mother! I myself was then no more than twenty-five, - an age at which I see
the young fellows now groping about them, with no notion what they are going
to do with their lives. However; I suppose every generation has a conceit of
itself which elevates it, in its own opinion, above that which comes after it.

Brentwood stands on that fine and wealthy slope of country - one of the
richest in Scotland - which lies between the Pentland Hills and the Firth. In
clear weather you could see the blue gleam - like a bent bow, embracing the
wealthy fields and scattered houses - of the great estuary on one side of you,
and on the other the blue heights, not gigantic like those we had been used
to, but just high enough for all the glories of the atmosphere, the play of
clouds, and sweet reflections, which give to a hilly country an interest and a
charm which nothing else can emulate. Edinburgh - with its two lesser
heights, the Castle and the Calton Hill, its spires and towers piercing through
the smoke, and Arthur’s Seat lying crouched behind, like a guardian no
longer very needful, taking his repose beside the well-beloved charge, which is
now, so to speak, able to take care of itself without him - lay at our right hand.
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From the lawn and drawing-room windows we could see all these varieties of
landscape. The color was sometimes a little chilly, but sometimes, also, as
animated and full of vicissitude as a drama. I was never tired of it. Its color
and freshness revived the eyes which had grown weary of arid plains and
blazing skies. It was always cheery, and fresh, and full of repose.

The village of Brentwood lay almost under the house, on the other side of
the deep little ravine, down which a stream - which ought to have been a
lovely, wild, and frolicsome little river - flowed between its rocks and trees. The
river, like so many in that district, had, however, in its earlier life been
sacrificed to trade, and was grimy with paper-making. But this did not affect
our pleasure in it so much as I have known it to affect other streams. Perhaps
our water was more rapid; perhaps less clogged with dirt and refuse. Our side
of the dell was charmingly accidenté, and clothed with fine trees, through
which various paths wound down to the river-side and to the village bridge
which crossed the stream. The village lay in the hollow, and climbed, with very
prosaic houses, the other side. Village architecture does not flourish in
Scotland. The blue slates and the gray stone are sworn foes to the
picturesque; and though I do not, for my own part, dislike the interior of an
old-fashioned hewed and galleried church, with its little family settlements on
all sides, the square box outside, with its bit of a spire like a handle to lift it
by, is not an improvement to the landscape. Still a cluster of houses on
differing elevations, with scraps of garden coming in between, a hedgerow with
clothes laid out to dry, the opening of a street with its rural sociability, the
women at their doors, the slow wagon lumbering along, gives a centre to the
landscape. It was cheerful to look at, and convenient in a hundred ways.
Within ourselves we had walks in plenty, the glen being always beautiful in all
its phases, whether the woods were green in the spring or ruddy in the
autumn. In the park which surrounded the house were the ruins of the former
mansion of Brentwood, - a much smaller and less important house than the
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solid Georgian edifice which we inhabited. The ruins were picturesque,
however, and gave importance to the place. Even we, who were but temporary
tenants, felt a vague pride in them, as if they somehow reflected a certain
consequence upon ourselves. The old building had the remains of a tower, -
an indistinguishable mass of mason-work, over-grown with ivy; and the shells
of walls attached to this were half filled up with soil. I had never examined it
closely, I am ashamed to say. There was a large room, or what had been a
large room, with the lower part of the windows still existing, on the principal
floor, and underneath other windows, which were perfect, though half filled up
with fallen soil, and waving with a wild growth of brambles and chance growths
of all kinds. This was the oldest part of all. At a little distance were some very
commonplace and disjointed fragments of building, one of them suggesting a
certain pathos by its very commonness and the complete wreck which it
showed. This was the end of a low gable, a bit of gray wall, all incrusted with
lichens, in which was a common door-way. Probably it had been a servants’
entrance, a backdoor, or opening into what are called “the offices” in Scotland.
No offices remained to be entered, - pantry and kitchen had all been swept
out of being; but there stood the door-way open and vacant, free to all the
winds, to the rabbits, and every wild creature. It struck my eye, the first time I
went to Brentwood, like a melancholy comment upon a life that was over. A
door that led to nothing, - closed once, perhaps, with anxious care, bolted
and guarded, now void of any meaning. It impressed me, I remember, from the
first; so perhaps it may be said that my mind was prepared to attach to it an
importance which nothing justified.

The summer was a very happy period of repose for us all. The warmth of
Indian suns was still in our veins. It seemed to us that we could never have
enough of the greenness, the dewiness, the freshness of the northern
landscape. Even its mists were pleasant to us, taking all the fever out of us,
and pouring in vigor and refreshment. In autumn we followed the fashion of the
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time, and went away for change which we did not in the least require. It was
when the family had settled down for the winter, when the days were short
and dark, and the rigorous reign of frost upon us, that the incidents occurred
which alone could justify me in intruding upon the world my private affairs.
These incidents were, however, of so curious a character, that I hope my
inevitable references to my own family and pressing personal interests will
meet with a general pardon.

I was absent in London when these events began. In London an old Indian
plunges back into the interests with which all his previous life has been
associated, and meets old friends at every step. I had been circulating among
some half-dozen of these, - enjoying the return to my former life in shadow,
though I had been so thankful in substance to throw it aside, - and had
missed some of my home letters, what with going down from Friday to
Monday to old Benbow’s place in the country, and stopping on the way back
to dine and sleep at Sellar’s and to take a look into Cross’s stables, which
occupied another day. It is never safe to miss one’s letters. In this transitory
life, as the Prayer-book says, how can one ever be certain what is going to
happen? All was well at home. I knew exactly (I thought) what they would
have to say to me: “The weather has been so fine, that Roland has not once
gone by train, and he enjoys the ride beyond anything.” “Dear papa, be sure
that you don’t forget anything, but bring us so-and-so, and so-and-so,” - a list
as long as my arm. Dear girls and dearer mother! I would not for the world
have forgotten their commissions, or lost their little letters, for all the Benbows
and Crosses in the world.

But I was confident in my home-comfort and peacefulness. When I got
back to my club, however, three or four letters were lying for one, upon some
of which I noticed the “immediate,” “urgent,” which old-fashioned people and
anxious people still believe will influence the post-office and quicken the
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speed of the mails. I was about to open one of these, when the club porter
brought me two telegrams, one of which, he said, had arrived the night before.
I opened, as was to be expected, the last first, and this was what I read:
“Why don’t you come or answer? For God’s sake, come. He is much worse.”
This was a thunderbolt to fall upon a man’s head who had one only son, and
lie the light of his eyes! The other telegram, which I opened with hands
trembling so much that I lost time by my haste, was to much the same
purport: “No better; doctor afraid of brain-fever. Calls for you day and night. Let
nothing detain you.” The first thing I did was to look up the time-tables to see
if there was any way of getting off sooner than by the night-train, though I
knew well enough there was not; and then I read the letters, which furnished,
alas! too clearly, all the details. They told me that the boy had been pale for
some time, with a scared look. His mother had noticed it before I left home,
but would not say anything to alarm me. This look had increased day by day:
and soon it was observed that Roland came home at a wild gallop through the
park, his pony panting and in foam, himself “as white as a sheet,” but with the
perspiration streaming from his forehead. For a long time he had resisted all
questioning, but at length had developed such strange changes of mood,
showing a reluctance to go to school, a desire to be fetched in the carriage at
night, - which was a ridiculous piece of luxury, - an unwillingness to go out
into the grounds, and nervous start at every sound, that his mother had
insisted upon an explanation. When the boy - our boy Roland, who had never
known what fear was - began to talk to her of voices he had heard in the park,
and shadows that had appeared to him among the ruins, my wife promptly put
him to bed and sent for Dr. Simson, which, of course, was the only thing to
do.

I hurried off that evening, as may be supposed, with an anxious heart. How
I got through the hours before the starting of the train, I cannot tell. We must
all be thankful for the quickness of the railway when in anxiety; but to have

152



thrown myself into a post-chaise as soon as horses could be put to, would
have been a relief. I got to Edinburgh very early in the blackness of the winter
morning, and scarcely dared look the man in the face, at whom I gasped,
“What news?” My wife had sent the brougham for me, which I concluded,
before the man spoke, was a bad sign. His answer was that stereotyped
answer which leaves the imagination so wildly free, - “Just the same.” Just the
same! What might that mean? The horses seemed to me to creep along the
long dark country road. As we dashed through the park, I thought I heard
some one moaning among the trees, and clenched my fist at him (whoever he
might be) with fury. Why had the fool of a woman at the gate allowed any one
to come in to disturb the quiet of the place? If I had not been in such hot
haste to get home, I think I should have stopped the carriage and got out to
see what tramp it was that had made an entrance, and chosen my grounds,
of all places in the world, - when my boy was ill! - to grumble and groan in.
But I had no reason to complain of our slow pace here. The horses flew like
lightning along the intervening path, and drew up at the door all panting, as if
they had run a race. My wife stood waiting to receive me, with a pale face,
and a candle in her hand, which made her look paler still as the wind blew the
flame about. “He is sleeping,” she said in a whisper, as if her voice might
wake him. And I replied, when I could find my voice, also in a whisper, as
though the jingling of the horses’ furniture and the sound of their hoofs must
not have been more dangerous. I stood on the steps with her a moment,
almost afraid to go in, now that I was here; and it seemed to me that I saw
without observing, if I may say so, that the horses were unwilling to turn
round, though their stables lay that way, or that the men were unwilling.
These things occurred to me afterwards, though at the moment I was not
capable of anything but to ask questions and to hear of the condition of the
boy.

I looked at him from the door of his room, for we were afraid to go near,
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lest we should disturb that blessed sleep. It looked like actual sleep, not the
lethargy into which my wife told me he would sometimes fall. She told me
everything in the next room, which communicated with his, rising now and
then and going to the door of communication; and in this there was much that
was very startling and confusing to the mind. It appeared that ever since the
winter began - since it was early dark, and night had fallen before his return
from school - he had been hearing voices among the ruins: at first only a
groaning, he said, at which his pony was as much alarmed as he was, but by
degrees a voice. The tears ran down my wife’s cheeks as she described to
me how he would start up in the night and cry out, “Oh, mother, let me in! oh,
mother, let me in!” with a pathos which rent her heart. And she sitting there all
the time, only longing to do everything his heart could desire! But though she
would try to soothe him, crying, “You are at home, my darling. I am here.
Don’t you know me? Your mother is here!” he would only stare at her, and
after a while spring up again with the same cry. At other times he would be
quite reasonable, she said, asking eagerly when I was coming, but declaring
that he must go with me as soon as I did so, “to let them in.” “The doctor
thinks his nervous system must have received a shock,” my wife said. “Oh,
Henry, can it be that we have pushed him on too much with his work - a
delicate boy like Roland? And what is his work in comparison with his health?
Even you would think little of honors or prizes if it hurt the boy’s health.” Even
I! - as if I were an inhuman father sacrificing my child to my ambition. But I
would not increase her trouble by taking any notice. After awhile they
persuaded me to lie down, to rest, and to eat, none of which things had been
possible since I received their letters. The mere fact of being on the spot, of
course, in itself was a great thing; and when I knew that I could be called in a
moment, as soon as he was awake and wanted me, I felt capable, even in the
dark, chill morning twilight, to snatch an hour or two’s sleep. As it happened, I
was so worn out with the strain of anxiety, and he so quieted and consoled by
knowing I had come, that I was not disturbed till the afternoon, when the
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twilight had again settled down. There was just daylight enough to see his
face when I went to him; and what a change in a fortnight! He was paler and
more worn, I thought, than even in those dreadful days in the plains before we
left India. His hair seemed to me to have grown long and lank; his eyes were
like blazing lights projecting out of his white face. He got hold of my hand in a
cold and tremulous clutch, and waved to everybody to go away. “Go away -
even mother,” he said; “go away.” This went to her heart; for she did not like
that even I should have more of the boy’s confidence than herself; but my wife
has never been a woman to think of herself, and she left us alone. “Are they
all gone?” he said eagerly. “They would not let me speak. The doctor treated
me as if I were a fool. You know I am not a fool, papa.”

“Yes, yes, my boy, I know. But you are ill, and quiet is so necessary. You
are not only not a fool, Roland, but you are reasonable and understand. When
you are ill you must deny yourself; you must not do everything that you might
do being well.”

He waved his thin hand with a sort of indignation. “Then, father, I am not
ill,” he cried. “Oh, I thought when you came you would not stop me, - you
would see the sense of it! What do you think is the matter with me, all of
you? Simson is well enough; but he is only a doctor. What do you think is the
matter with me? I am no more ill than you are. A doctor, of course, he thinks
you are ill the moment he looks at you - that’s what he’s there for - and claps
you into bed.”

“Which is the best place for you at present, my dear boy.”

“I made up my mind,” cried the little fellow, “that I would stand it till you
came home. I said to myself, I won’t frighten mother and the girls. But now,
father,” he cried, half jumping out of bed, “it’s not illness: it’s a secret.”
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His eyes shone so wildly, his face was so swept with strong feeling, that
my heart sank within me. It could be nothing but fever that did it, and fever
had been so fatal. I got him into my arms to put him back into bed. “Roland,” I
said, humoring the poor child, which I knew was the only way, “if you are
going to tell me this secret to do any good, you know you must be quite
quiet, and not excite yourself. If you excite yourself, I must not let you speak.

“Yes, father,” said the boy. He was quiet directly, like a man, as if he quite
understood. When I had laid him back on his pillow, he looked up at me with
that grateful, sweet look with which children, when they are ill, break one’s
heart, the water coming into his eyes in his weakness. “I was sure as soon
as you were here you would know what to do,” he said.

“To be sure, my boy. Now keep quiet, and tell it all out like a man.” To think
I was telling lies to my own child! for I did it only to humor him, thinking, poor
little fellow, his brain was wrong.

“Yes, father. Father, there is some one in the park - some one that has
been badly used.” “Hush, my dear; you remember there is to be no
excitement. Well, who is this somebody, and who has been ill-using him? We
will soon put a stop to that.”

“All,” cried Roland, “but it is not so easy as you think. I don’t know who it
is. It is just a cry. Oh, if you could hear it! It gets into my head in my sleep. I
heard it as clear - as clear; and they think that I am dreaming, or raving
perhaps,” the boy said, with a sort of disdainful smile.

This look of his perplexed me; it was less like fever than I thought. “Are
you quite sure you have not dreamed it, Roland?” I said.
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“Dreamed? - that!” He was springing up again when he suddenly bethought
himself, and lay down flat, with the same sort of smile on his face. “The pony
heard it, too,” he said. “She jumped as if she had been shot. If I had not
grasped at the reins - for I was frightened, father - ”

“No shame to you, my boy,” said I, though I scarcely knew why.

“If I hadn’t held to her like a leech, she’d have pitched me over her head,
and never drew breath till we were at the door. Did the pony dream it?” he
said, with a soft disdain, yet indulgence for my foolishness. Then he added
slowly, “It was only a cry the first time, and all the time before you went away.
I wouldn’t tell you, for it was so wretched to be frightened. I thought it might
be a hare or a rabbit snared, and I went in the morning and looked; but there
was nothing. It was after you went I heard it really first; and this is what he
says.” He raised himself on his elbow close to me, and looked me in the face:
“‘Oh, mother, let me in! oh, mother, let me in!’” As he said the words a mist
came over his face, the mouth quivered, the soft features all melted and
changed, and when he had ended these pitiful words, dissolved in a shower of
heavy tears.

Was it a hallucination? Was it the fever of the brain? Was it the disordered
fancy caused by great bodily weakness? How could I tell? I thought it wisest
to accept it as if it were all true.

“This is very touching, Roland,” I said.

“Oh, if you had just heard it, father! I said to myself, if father heard it he
would do something; but mamma, you know, she’s given over to Simson, and
that fellow’s a doctor, and never thinks of anything but clapping you into bed.”
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“We must not blame Simson for being a doctor, Roland.”

“No, no,” said my boy, with delightful toleration and indulgence; “oh, no;
that’s the good of him; that’s what he’s for; I know that. But you - you are
different; you are just father; and you’ll do something - directly, papa, directly;
this very night.”

“Surely,” I said. “No doubt it is some little lost child.”

He gave me a sudden, swift look, investigating my face as though to see
whether, after all, this was everything my eminence as “father” came to, - no
more than that. Then he got hold of my shoulder, clutching it with his thin
hand. “Look here,” he said, with a quiver in his voice; “suppose it wasn’t -
living at all!”

“My dear boy, how then could you have heard it?” I said.

He turned away from me with a pettish exclamation, - “As if you didn’t
know better than that!”

“Do you want to tell me it is a ghost?” I said.

Roland withdrew his hand; his countenance assumed an aspect of great
dignity and gravity; a slight quiver remained about his lips. “Whatever it was -
you always said we were not to call names. It was something - in trouble. Oh,
father, in terrible trouble!”

“But, my boy,” I said (I was at my wits’ end), “if it was a child that was lost,
or any poor human creature - but, Roland, what do you want me to do?”

158



“I should know if I was you,” said the child eagerly. “That is what I always
said to myself, - Father will know. Oh, papa, papa, to have to face it night
after night, in such terrible, terrible trouble, and never to be able to do it any
good! I don’t want to cry; it’s like a baby, I know; but what can I do else? Out
there all by itself in the ruin, and nobody to help it! I can’t bear it! I can’t bear
it!” cried my generous boy. And in his weakness he burst out, after many
attempts to restrain it, into a great childish fit of sobbing and tears.

I do not know that I ever was in a greater perplexity, in my life; and
afterwards, when I thought of it, there was something comic in it too. It is bad
enough to find your child’s mind possessed with the conviction that he has
seen, or heard, a ghost; but that he should require you to go instantly and
help that ghost was the most bewildering experience that had ever come my
way. I am a sober man myself, and not superstitious - at least any more than
everybody is superstitious. Of course I do not believe in ghosts; but I don’t
deny, any more than other people, that there are stories which I cannot
pretend to understand. My blood got a sort of chill in my veins at the idea that
Roland should be a ghost-seer; for that generally means a hysterical
temperament and weak health, and all that men most hate and fear for their
children. But that I should take up his ghost and right its wrongs, and save it
from its trouble, was such a mission as was enough to confuse any man. I
did my best to console my boy without giving any promise of this astonishing
kind; but he was too sharp for me: he would have none of my caresses. With
sobs breaking in at intervals upon his voice, and the rain-drops hanging on his
eyelids, he yet returned to the charge.

“It will be there now! - it will be there all the night! Oh, think, papa, - think if
it was me! I can’t rest for thinking of it. Don’t!” he cried, putting away my
hand, - “don’t! You go and help it, and mother can take care of me.”
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“But, Roland, what can I do?”

My boy opened his eyes, which were large with weakness and fever, and
gave me a smile such, I think, as sick children only know the secret of. “I was
sure you would know as soon as you came. I always said, Father will know.
And mother,” he cried, with a softening of repose upon his face, his limbs
relaxing, his form sinking with a luxurious ease in his bed, - “mother can
come and take care of me.”

I called her, and saw him turn to her with the complete dependence of a
child; and then I went away and left them, as perplexed a man as any in
Scotland. I must say, however, I had this consolation, that my mind was
greatly eased about Roland. He might be under a hallucination; but his head
was clear enough, and I did not think him so ill as everybody else did. The
girls were astonished even at the ease with which I took it. “How do you think
he is?” they said in a breath, coming round me, laying hold of me. “Not half so
ill as I expected,” I said; “not very bad at all.” “Oh, papa, you are a darling!”
cried Agatha, kissing me, and crying upon my shoulder; while little Jeanie,
who was as pale as Roland, clasped both her arms round mine, and could not
speak at all. I knew nothing about it, not half so much as Simson; but they
believed in me: they had a feeling that all would go right now. God is very
good to you when your children look to you like that. It makes one humble,
not proud. I was not worthy of it; and then I recollected that I had to act the
part of a father to Roland’s ghost, - which made me almost laugh, though I
might just as well have cried. It was the strangest mission that ever was
intrusted to mortal man.

It was then I remembered suddenly the looks of the men when they turned
to take the brougham to the stables in the dark that morning. They had not
liked it, and the horses had not liked it. I remembered that even in my anxiety
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about Roland I had heard them tearing along the avenue back to the stables,
and had made a memorandum mentally that I must speak of it. It seemed to
me that the best thing I could do was to go to the stables now and make a
few inquiries. It is impossible to fathom the minds of rustics; there might be
some devilry of practical joking, for anything I knew; or they might have some
interest in getting up a bad reputation for the Brentwood avenue. It was getting
dark by the time I went out, and nobody who knows the country will need to
be told how black is the darkness of a November night under high laurel-
bushes and yew-trees. I walked into the heart of the shrubberies two or three
times, not seeing a step before me, till I came out upon the broader carriage-
road, where the trees opened a little, and there was a faint gray glimmer of
sky visible, under which the great limes and elms stood darkling like ghosts;
but it grew black again as I approached the corner where the ruins lay. Both
eyes and ears were on the alert, as may be supposed; but I could see
nothing in the absolute gloom, and, so far as I can recollect, I heard nothing.
Nevertheless there came a strong impression upon me that somebody was
there. It is a sensation which most people have felt. I have seen when it has
been strong enough to awake me out of sleep, the sense of some one looking
at me. I suppose my imagination had been affected by Roland’s story; and
the mystery of the darkness is always full of suggestions. I stamped my feet
violently on the gravel to rouse myself, and called out sharply, “Who’s there?”
Nobody answered, nor did I expect any one to answer, but the impression had
been made. I was so foolish that I did not like to look back, but went
sideways, keeping an eye on the gloom behind. It was with great relief that I
spied the light in the stables, making a sort of oasis in the darkness. I walked
very quickly into the midst of that lighted and cheerful place, and thought the
clank of the groom’s pail one of the pleasantest sounds I had ever heard. The
coachman was the head of this little colony, and it was to his house I went to
pursue my investigations. He was a native of the district, and had taken care
of the place in the absence of the family for years; it was impossible but that
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he must know everything that was going on, and all the traditions of the place.
The men, I could see, eyed me anxiously when I thus appeared at such an
hour among them, and followed me with their eyes to Jarvis’s house, where
he lived alone with his old wife, their children being all married and out in the
world. Mrs. Jarvis met me with anxious questions. How was the poor young
gentleman? But the others knew, I could see by their faces, that not even this
was the foremost thing in my mind.

“Noises? - ou ay, there’ll be noises, - the wind in the trees, and the water
soughing down the glen. As for tramps, Cornel, no, there’s little o’ that kind o’
cattle about here; and Merran at the gate’s a careful body.” Jarvis moved
about with some embarrassment from one leg to another as he spoke. He
kept in the shade, and did not look at me more than he could help. Evidently
his mind was perturbed, and he had reasons for keeping his own counsel. His
wife sat by, giving him a quick look now and then, but saying nothing. The
kitchen was very snug and warm and bright, - as different as could be from
the chill and mystery of the night outside.

“I think you are trifling with me, Jarvis,” I said.

“Triflin’, Cornel? No me. What would I trifle for? If the deevil himsel was in
the auld hoose, I have no interest in ’t one way or another - ”

“Sandy, hold your peace!” cried his wife imperatively.

“And what am I to hold my peace for, wi’ the Cornel standing there asking
a’ thae questions? I’m saying, if the deevil himsel - ”

“And I’m telling ye hold your peace!” cried the woman, in great excitement.
“Dark November weather and lang nichts, and us that ken a’ we ken. How
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daur ye name - a name that shouldna be spoken?” She threw down her
stocking and got up, also in great agitation. “I tellt ye you never could keep it.
It’s no a thing that will hide, and the haill toun kens as weel as you or me. Tell
the Cornel straight out - or see, I’ll do it. I dinna hold wi’ your secrets, and a
secret that the haill toun kens!” She snapped her fingers with an air of large
disdain. As for Jarvis, ruddy and big as he was, he shrank to nothing before
this decided woman. He repeated to her two or three times her own
adjuration, “Hold your peace!” then, suddenly changing his tone, cried out,
“Tell him then, confound ye! I’ll wash my hands o’t. If a’ the ghosts in Scotland
were in the auld hoose, is that ony concern o’ mine?”

After this I elicited without much difficulty the whole story. In the opinion of
the Jarvises, and of everybody about, the certainty that the place was haunted
was beyond all doubt. As Sandy and his wife warmed to the tale, one tripping
up another in their eagerness to tell everything, it gradually developed as
distinct a superstition as I ever heard, and not without poetry and pathos. How
long it was since the voice had been heard first, nobody could tell with
certainty. Jarvis’s opinion was that his father, who had been coachman at
Brentwood before him, had never heard anything about it, and that the whole
thing had arisen within the last ten years, since the complete dismantling of
the old house; which was a wonderfully modern date for a tale so well
authenticated. According to these witnesses, and to several whom I
questioned afterwards, and who were all in perfect agreement, it was only in
the months of November and December that “the visitation” occurred. During
these months, the darkest of the year, scarcely a night passed without the
recurrence of these inexplicable cries. Nothing, it was said, had ever been
seen, - at least, nothing that could be identified. Some people, bolder or more
imaginative than the others, had seen the darkness moving, Mrs. Jarvis said,
with unconscious poetry. It began when night fell, and continued, at intervals,
till day broke. Very often it was only all inarticulate cry and moaning, but
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sometimes the words which had taken possession of my poor boy’s fancy
had been distinctly audible, - “Oh, mother, let me in!” The Jarvises were not
aware that there had ever been any investigation into it. The estate of
Brentwood had lapsed into the hands of a distant branch of the family, who
had lived but little there; and of the many people who had taken it, as I had
done, few had remained through two Decembers. And nobody had taken the
trouble to make a very close examination into the facts. “No, no,” Jarvis said,
shaking his head, “No, no, Cornel. Wha wad set themsels up for a laughin’-
stock to a’ the country-side, making a wark about a ghost? Naebody believes
in ghosts. It bid to be the wind in the trees, the last gentleman said, or some
effec’ o’ the water wrastlin’ among the rocks. He said it was a’ quite easy
explained; but he gave up the hoose. And when you cam, Cornel, we were
awfu’ anxious you should never hear. What for should I have spoiled the
bargain and hairmed the property for no-thing?”

“Do you call my child’s life nothing?” I said in the trouble of the moment,
unable to restrain myself. “And instead of telling this all to me, you have told it
to him, - to a delicate boy, a child unable to sift evidence or judge for himself,
a tender-hearted young creature - ”

I was walking about the room with an anger all the hotter that I felt it to be
most likely quite unjust. My heart was full of bitterness against the stolid
retainers of a family who were content to risk other people’s children and
comfort rather than let a house be empty. If I had been warned I might have
taken precautions, or left the place, or sent Roland away, a hundred things
which now I could not do; and here I was with my boy in a brain-fever, and his
life, the most precious life on earth, hanging in the balance, dependent on
whether or not I could get to the reason of a commonplace ghost-story! I
paced about in high wrath, not seeing what I was to do; for to take Roland
away, even if he were able to travel, would not settle his agitated mind; and I
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feared even that a scientific explanation of refracted sound or reverberation, or
any other of the easy certainties with which we elder men are silenced, would
have very little effect upon the boy.

“Cornel,” said Jarvis solemnly, “and she’ll bear me witness, - the young
gentleman never heard a word from me - no, nor from either groom or
gardener; I’ll gie ye my word for that. In the first place, he’s no a lad that
invites ye to talk. There are some that are, and some that arena. Some will
draw ye on, till ye’ve tellt them a’ the clatter of the toun, and a’ ye ken, and
whiles mair. But Maister Roland, his mind’s fu’ of his books. He’s aye civil and
kind, and a fine lad; but no that sort. And ye see it’s for a’ our interest, Cornel,
that you should stay at Brentwood. I took it upon me mysel to pass the word,
- ‘No a syllable to Maister Roland, nor to the young leddies - no a syllable.’
The women-servants, that have little reason to be out at night, ken little or
nothing about it. And some think it grand to have a ghost so long as they’re
no in the way of coming across it. If you had been tellt the story to begin with,
maybe ye would have thought so yourself.”

This was true enough, though it did not throw any light upon my perplexity.
If we had heard of it to start with, it is possible that all the family would have
considered the possession of a ghost a distinct advantage. It is the fashion of
the times. We never think what a risk it is to play with young imaginations,
but cry out, in the fashionable jargon, “A ghost! - nothing else was wanted to
make it perfect.” I should not have been above this myself. I should have
smiled, of course, at the idea of the ghost at all, but then to feel that it was
mine would have pleased my vanity. Oh, yes, I claim no exemption. The girls
would have been delighted. I could fancy their eagerness, their interest, and
excitement. No; if we had been told, it would have done no good, - we should
have made the bargain all the more eagerly, the fools that we are. “And there
has been no attempt to investigate it,” I said, “to see what it really is?”
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“Eh, Cornel,” said the coachman’s wife, “wha would investigate, as ye call
it, a thing that nobody believes in? Ye would be the laughin’-stock of a’ the
country-side, as my man says.”

“But you believe in it,” I said, turning upon her hastily. The woman was
taken by surprise. She made a step backward out of my way.

“Lord, Cornel, how ye frichten a body! Me! - there’s awfu’ strange things in
this world. An unlearned person doesna ken what to think. But the minister
and the gentry they just laugh in your face. Inquire into the thing that is not!
Na, na, we just let it be.”

“Come with me, Jarvis,” I said hastily, “and we’ll make an attempt at least.
Say nothing to the men or to anybody. I’ll come back after dinner, and we’ll
make a serious attempt to see what it is, if it is anything. If I hear it, - which I
doubt, - you may be sure I shall never rest till I make it out. Be ready for me
about ten o’clock.”

“Me, Cornel!” Jarvis said, in a faint voice. I had not been looking at him in
my own preoccupation, but when I did so, I found that the greatest change
had come over the fat and ruddy coachman. “Me, Cornel!” he repeated, wiping
the perspiration from his brow. His ruddy face hung in flabby folds, his knees
knocked together, his voice seemed half extinguished in his throat. Then he
began to rub his hands and smile upon me in a deprecating, imbecile way.
“There’s nothing I wouldna do to pleasure ye, Cornel,” taking a step further
back. “I’m sure she kens I’ve aye said I never had to do with a mair fair, weel-
spoken gentleman - ” Here Jarvis came to a pause, again looking at me,
rubbing his hands.

“Well?” I said.
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“But eh, sir!” he went on, with the same imbecile yet insinuating smile, “if
ye’ll reflect that I am no used to my feet. With a horse atween my legs, or the
reins in my hand, I’m maybe nae worse than other men; but on fit, Cornel -
It’s no the - bogles - but I’ve been cavalry, ye see,” with a little hoarse laugh,
“a’ my life. To face a thing ye dinna understan’ - on your feet, Cornel.”

“Well, sir, if I do it,” said I tartly, “why shouldn’t you?”

“Eh, Cornel, there’s an awfu’ difference. In the first place, ye tramp about
the haill countryside, and think naething of it; but a walk tires me mair than a
hunard miles’ drive; and then ye’re a gentleman, and do your ain pleasure;
and you’re no so auld as me; and it’s for your ain bairn, ye see, Cornel; and
then - ”

“He believes in it, Cornel, and you dinna believe in it,” the woman said.

“Will you come with me?” I said, turning to her.

She jumped back, upsetting her chair in her bewilderment. “Me!” with a
scream, and then fell into a sort of hysterical laugh. “I wouldna say but what I
would go; but what would the folk say to hear of Cornel Mortimer with an auld
silly woman at his heels?”

The suggestion made me laugh too, though I had little inclination for it. “I’m
sorry you have so little spirit, Jarvis,” I said. “I must find some one else, I
suppose.”

Jarvis, touched by this, began to remonstrate, but I cut him short. My
butler was a soldier who had been with me in India, and was not supposed to
fear anything, - man or devil, - certainly not the former; and I felt that I was
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losing time. The Jarvises were too thankful to get rid of me. They attended me
to the door with the most anxious courtesies. Outside, the two grooms stood
close by, a little confused by my sudden exit. I don’t know if perhaps they had
been listening, - as least standing as near as possible, to catch any scrap of
the conversation. I waved my hand to them as I went past, in answer to their
salutations, and it was very apparent to me that they also were glad to see
me go.

And it will be thought very strange, but it would be weak not to add, that I
myself, though bent on the investigation I have spoken of, pledged to Roland
to carry it out, and feeling that my boy’s health, perhaps his life, depended on
the result of my inquiry, - I felt the most unaccountable reluctance to pass
these ruins on my way home. My curiosity was intense; and yet it was all my
mind could do to pull my body along. I daresay the scientific people would
describe it the other way, and attribute my cowardice to the state of my
stomach. I went on; but if I had followed my impulse, I should have turned and
bolted. Everything in me seemed to cry out against it: my heart thumped, my
pulses all began, like sledge-hammers, beating against my ears and every
sensitive part. It was very dark, as I have said; the old house, with its
shapeless tower, loomed a heavy mass through the darkness, which was only
not entirely so solid as itself. On the other hand, the great dark cedars of
which we were so proud seemed to fill up the night. My foot strayed out of the
path in my confusion and the gloom together, and I brought myself up with a
cry as I felt myself knock against something solid. What was it? The contact
with hard stone and lime and prickly bramble-bushes restored me a little to
myself. “Oh, it’s only the old gable,” I said aloud, with a little laugh to
reassure myself. The rough feeling of the stones reconciled me. As I groped
about thus, I shook off my visionary folly. What so easily explained as that I
should have strayed from the path in the darkness? This brought me back to
common existence, as if I had been shaken by a wise hand out of all the

168



silliness of superstition. How silly it was, after all! What did it matter which
path I took? I laughed again, this time with better heart, when suddenly, in a
moment, the blood was chilled in my veins, a shiver stole along my spine, my
faculties seemed to forsake me. Close by me, at my side, at my feet, there
was a sigh. No, not a groan, not a moaning, not anything so tangible, - a
perfectly soft, faint, inarticulate sigh. I sprang back, and my heart stopped
beating. Mistaken! no, mistake was impossible. I heard it as clearly as I hear
myself speak; a long, soft, weary sigh, as if drawn to the utmost, and
emptying out a load of sadness that filled the breast. To hear this in the
solitude, in the dark, in the night (though it was still early), had an effect
which I cannot describe. I feel it now, - something cold creeping over me, up
into my hair, and down to my feet, which refused to move. I cried out, with a
trembling voice, “Who is there?” as I had done before; but there was no reply.

I got home I don’t quite know how; but in my mind there was no longer any
indifference as to the thing, whatever it was, that haunted these ruins. My
scepticism disappeared like a mist. I was as firmly determined that there was
something as Roland was. I did not for a moment pretend to myself that it
was possible I could be deceived; there were movements and noises which I
understood all about, - cracklings of small branches in the frost, and little rolls
of gravel on the path, such as have a very eerie sound sometimes, and
perplex you with wonder as to who has done it, when there is no real
mystery; but I assure you all these little movements of nature don’t affect you
one bit when there is something. I understood them. I did not understand the
sigh. That was not simple nature; there was meaning in it, feeling, the soul of
a creature invisible. This is the thing that human nature trembles at, - a
creature invisible, yet with sensations, feelings, a power somehow of
expressing itself. I had not the same sense of unwillingness to turn my back
upon the scene of the mystery which I had experienced in going to the
stables; but I almost ran home, impelled by eagerness to get everything done
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that had to be done, in order to apply myself to finding it out. Bagley was in
the hall as usual when I went in. He was always there in the afternoon,
always with the appearance of perfect occupation, yet, so far as I know, never
doing anything. The door was open, so that I hurried in without any pause,
breathless; but the sight of his calm regard, as he came to help me off with
my overcoat, subdued me in a moment. Anything out of the way, anything
incomprehensible, faded to nothing in the presence of Bagley. You saw and
wondered how he was made: the parting of his hair, the tie of his white
neckcloth, the fit of his trousers, all perfect as works of art; but you could see
how they were done, which makes all the difference. I flung myself upon him,
so to speak, without waiting to note the extreme unlikeness of the man to
anything of the kind I meant. “Bagley,” I said, “I want you to come out with me
to-night to watch for - ”

“Poachers, Colonel?” he said, a gleam of pleasure running all over him.

“No, Bagley; a great deal worse,” I cried.

“Yes, Colonel; at what hour, sir?” the man said; but then I had not told him
what it was.

It was ten o’clock when we set out. All was perfectly quiet indoors. My
wife was with Roland, who had been quite calm, she said, and who (though,
no doubt, the fever must run its course) had been better ever since I came. I
told Bagley to put on a thick greatcoat over his evening coat, and did the
same myself, with strong boots; for the soil was like a sponge, or worse.
Talking to him, I almost forgot what we were going to do. It was darker even
than it had been before, and Bagley kept very close to me as we went along. I
had a small lantern in my hand, which gave us a partial guidance. We had
come to the corner where the path turns. On one side was the bowling-green,
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which the girls had taken possession of for their croquet-ground, - a wonderful
enclosure surrounded by high hedges of holly, three hundred years old and
more; on the other, the ruins. Both were black as night; but before we got so
far, there was a little opening in which we could just discern the trees and the
lighter line of the road. I thought it best to pause there and take breath.
“Bagley,” I said, “there is something about these ruins I don’t understand. It is
there I am going. Keep your eyes open and your wits about you. Be ready to
pounce upon any stranger you see, - anything, man or woman. Don’t hurt, but
seize anything you see.” “Colonel,” said Bagley, with a little tremor in his
breath, “they do say there’s things there - as is neither man nor woman.”
There was no time for words. “Are you game to follow me, my man? that’s the
question,” I said. Bagley fell in without a word, and saluted. I knew then I had
nothing to fear.

We went, so far as I could guess, exactly as I had come; when I heard
that sigh. The darkness, however, was so complete that all marks, as of trees
or paths, disappeared. One moment we felt our feet on the gravel, another
sinking noiselessly into the slippery grass, that was all. I had shut up my
lantern, not wishing to scare any one, whoever it might be. Bagley followed, it
seemed to me, exactly in my footsteps as I made my way, as I supposed,
towards the mass of the ruined house. We seemed to take a long time
groping along seeking this; the squash of the wet soil under our feet was the
only thing that marked our progress. After a while I stood still to see, or rather
feel, where we were. The darkness was very still, but no stiller than is usual in
a winter’s night. The sounds I have mentioned - the crackling of twigs, the roll
of a pebble, the sound of some rustle in the dead leaves, or creeping creature
on the grass - were audible when you listened, all mysterious enough when
your mind is disengaged, but to me cheering now as signs of the livingness of
nature, even in the death of the frost. As we stood still there came up from the
trees in the glen the prolonged hoot of an owl. Bagley started with alarm,
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being in a state of general nervousness, and not knowing what he was afraid
of. But to me the sound was encouraging and pleasant, being so
comprehensible.

“An owl,” I said, under my breath. “Y - es, Colonel,” said Bagley, his teeth
chattering. We stood still about five minutes, while it broke into the still
brooding of the air, the sound widening out in circles, dying upon the
darkness. This sound, which is not a cheerful one, made me almost gay. It
was natural, and relieved the tension of the mind. I moved on with new
courage, my nervous excitement calming down.

When all at once, quite suddenly, close to us, at our feet, there broke out
a cry. I made a spring backwards in the first moment of surprise and horror,
and in doing so came sharply against the same rough masonry and brambles
that had struck me before. This new sound came upwards from the ground, -
a low, moaning, wailing voice, full of suffering and pain. The contrast between
it and the hoot of the owl was indescribable, - the one with a wholesome
wildness and naturalness that hurt nobody; the other, a sound that made
one’s blood curdle, full of human misery. With a great deal of fumbling, - for in
spite of everything I could do to keep up my courage my hands shook, - I
managed to remove the slide of my lantern. The light leaped out like
something living, and made the place visible in a moment. We were what
would have been inside the ruined building had anything remained but the
gable-wall which I have described. It was close to us, the vacant door-way in it
going out straight into the blackness outside. The light showed the bit of wall,
the ivy glistening upon it in clouds of dark green, the bramble-branches
waving, and below, the open door, - a door that led to nothing. It was from this
the voice came which died out just as the light flashed upon this strange
scene. There was a moment’s silence, and then it broke forth again. The
sound was so near, so penetrating, so pitiful, that, in the nervous start I gave,
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the light fell out of my hand. As I groped for it in the dark my hand was
clutched by Bagley, who, I think, must have dropped upon his knees; but I
was too much perturbed myself to think much of this. He clutched at me in
the confusion of his terror, forgetting all his usual decorum. “For God’s sake,
what is it, sir?” he gasped. If I yielded, there was evidently an end of both of
us. “I can’t tell,” I said, “any more than you; that’s what we’ve got to find out.
Up, man, up!” I pulled him to his feet. “Will you go round and examine the
other side, or will you stay here with the lantern?” Bagley gasped at me with a
face of horror. “Can’t we stay together, Colonel?” he said; his knees were
trembling under him. I pushed him against the corner of the wall, and put the
light into his hands. “Stand fast till I come back; shake yourself together,
man; let nothing pass you,” I said. The voice was within two or three feet of
us; of that there could be no doubt.

I went myself to the other side of the wall, keeping close to it. The light
shook in Bagley’s hand, but, tremulous though it was, shone out through the
vacant door, one oblong block of light marking all the crumbling corners and
hanging masses of foliage. Was that something dark huddled in a heap by the
side of it? I pushed forward across the light in the door-way, and fell upon it
with my hands; but it was only a juniper-bush growing close against the wall.
Meanwhile, the sight of my figure crossing the door-way had brought Bagley’s
nervous excitement to a height: he flew at me, gripping my shoulder. “I’ve got
him, Colonel! I’ve got him!” he cried, with a voice of sudden exultation. He
thought it was a man, and was at once relieved. But at that moment the voice
burst forth again between us, at our feet, - more close to us than any
separate being could be. He dropped off from me, and fell against the wall, his
jaw dropping as if he were dying. I suppose, at the same moment, he saw
that it was me whom he had clutched. I, for my part, had scarcely more
command of myself. I snatched the light out of his hand, and flashed it all
about me wildly. Nothing, - the juniper-bush which I thought I had never seen
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before, the heavy growth of the glistening ivy, the brambles waving. It was
close to my ears now, crying, crying, pleading as if for life. Either I heard the
same words Roland had heard, or else, in my excitement, his imagination got
possession of mine. The voice went on, growing into distinct articulation, but
wavering about, now from one point, now from another, as if the owner of it
were moving slowly back and forward. “Mother! mother!” and then an outburst
of wailing. As my mind steadied, getting accustomed (as one’s mind gets
accustomed to anything), it seemed to me as if some uneasy, miserable
creature was pacing up and down before a closed door. Sometimes - but that
must have been excitement - I thought I heard a sound like knocking, and
then another burst, “Oh, mother! mother!” All this close, close to the space
where I was standing with my lantern, now before me, now behind me: a
creature restless, unhappy, moaning, crying, before the vacant door-way,
which no one could either shut or open more.

“Do you hear it, Bagley? do you hear what it is saying?” I cried, stepping
in through the door-way. He was lying against the wall, his eyes glazed, half
dead with terror. He made a motion of his lips as if to answer me, but no
sounds came; then lifted his hand with a curious imperative movement as if
ordering me to be silent and listen. And how long I did so I cannot tell. It
began to have an interest, an exciting hold upon me, which I could not
describe. It seemed to call up visibly a scene any one could understand, - a
something shut out, restlessly wandering to and fro; sometimes the voice
dropped, as if throwing itself down, sometimes wandered off a few paces,
growing sharp and clear. “Oh, mother, let me in! oh, mother, mother, let me in!
oh, let me in!” Every word was clear to me. No wonder the boy had gone wild
with pity. I tried to steady my mind upon Roland, upon his conviction that I
could do something, but my head swam with the excitement, even when I
partially overcame the terror. At last the words died away, and there was a
sound of sobs and moaning. I cried out, “In the name of God, who are you?”
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with a kind of feeling in my mind that to use the name of God was profane,
seeing that I did not believe in ghosts or anything supernatural; but I did it all
the same, and waited, my heart giving a leap of terror lest there should be a
reply. Why this should have been I cannot tell, but I had a feeling that if there
was an answer it would be more than I could bear. But there was no answer;
the moaning went on, and then, as if it had been real, the voice rose a little
higher again, the words recommenced, “Oh, mother, let me in! oh, mother, let
me in!” with an expression that was heart-breaking to hear.

As if it had been real! What do I mean by that? I suppose I got less
alarmed as the thing went on. I began to recover the use of my senses, - I
seemed to explain it all to myself by saying that this had once happened, that
it was a recollection of a real scene. Why there should have seemed
something quite satisfactory and composing in this explanation I cannot tell,
but so it was. I began to listen almost as if it had been a play, forgetting
Bagley, who, I almost think, had fainted, leaning against the wall. I was
startled out of this strange spectatorship that had fallen upon me by the
sudden rush of something which made my heart jump once more, a large
black figure in the door-way waving its arms. “Come in! come in! come in!” it
shouted out hoarsely at the top of a deep bass voice, and then poor Bagley
fell down senseless across the threshold. He was less sophisticated than I, -
he had not been able to bear it any longer. I took him for something
supernatural, as he took me, and it was some time before I awoke to the
necessities of the moment. I remembered only after, that from the time I
began to give my attention to the man, I heard the other voice no more. It was
some time before I brought him to. It must have been a strange scene: the
lantern making a luminous spot in the darkness, the man’s white face lying
on the black earth, I over him, doing what I could for him, probably I should
have been thought to be murdering him had any one seen us. When at last I
succeeded in pouring a little brandy down his throat, he sat up and looked
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about him wildly. “What’s up?” he said; then recognizing me, tried to struggle
to his feet with a faint “Beg your pardon, Colonel.” I got him home as best I
could, making him lean upon my arm. The great fellow was as weak as a
child. Fortunately he did not for some time remember what had happened.
From the time Bagley fell the voice had stopped, and all was still.

“You’ve got an epidemic in your house, Colonel,” Simson said to me next
morning. “What’s the meaning of it all? Here’s your butler raving about a
voice. This will never do, you know; and so far as I can make out, you are in it
too.”

“Yes, I am in it, Doctor. I thought I had better speak to you. Of course you
are treating Roland all right, but the boy is not raving, he is as sane as you or
me. It’s all true.”

“As sane as - I - or you. I never thought the boy insane. He’s got cerebral
excitement, fever. I don’t know what you’ve got. There’s something very queer
about the look of your eyes.”

“Come,” said I, “you can’t put us all to bed, you know. You had better
listen and hear the symptoms in full.”

The Doctor shrugged his shoulders, but he listened to me patiently. He did
not believe a word of the story, that was clear; but he heard it all from
beginning to end. “My dear fellow,” he said, “the boy told me just the same.
It’s an epidemic. When one person falls a victim to this sort of thing, it’s as
safe as can be, - there’s always two or three.”

“Then how do you account for it?” I said.
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“Oh, account for it! - that’s a different matter; there’s no accounting for the
freaks our brains are subject to. If it’s delusion, if it’s some trick of the echoes
or the winds, - some phonetic disturbance or other - ”

“Come with me to-night, and judge for yourself,” I said.

Upon this he laughed aloud, then said, “That’s not such a bad idea; but it
would ruin me forever if it were known that John Simson was ghost-hunting.”

“There it is,” said I; “you dart down on us who are unlearned with your
phonetic disturbances, but you daren’t examine what the thing really is for
fear of being laughed at. That’s science!”

“It’s not science, - it’s common-sense,” said the Doctor. “The thing has
delusion on the front of it. It is encouraging an unwholesome tendency even to
examine. What good could come of it? Even if I am convinced, I shouldn’t
believe.”

“I should have said so yesterday; and I don’t want you to be convinced or
to believe,” said I. “If you prove it to be a delusion, I shall be very much obliged
to you for one. Come; somebody must go with me.”

“You are cool,” said the Doctor. “You’ve disabled this poor fellow of yours,
and made him - on that point - a lunatic for life; and now you want to disable
me. But, for once, I’ll do it. To save appearance, if you’ll give me a bed, I’ll
come over after my last rounds.”

It was agreed that I should meet him at the gate, and that we should visit
the scene of last night’s occurrences before we came to the house, so that
nobody might be the wiser. It was scarcely possible to hope that the cause of
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Bagley’s sudden illness should not somehow steal into the knowledge of the
servants at least, and it was better that all should be done as quietly as
possible. The day seemed to me a very long one. I had to spend a certain
part of it with Roland, which was a terrible ordeal for me, for what could I say
to the boy? The improvement continued, but he was still in a very precarious
state, and the trembling vehemence with which he turned to me when his
mother left the room filled me with alarm. “Father?” he said quietly. “Yes, my
boy, I am giving my best attention to it; all is being done that I can do. I have
not come to any conclusion - yet. I am neglecting nothing you said,” I cried.
What I could not do was to give his active mind any encouragement to dwell
upon the mystery. It was a hard predicament, for some satisfaction had to be
given him. He looked at me very wistfully, with the great blue eyes which
shone so large and brilliant out of his white and worn face. “You must trust
me,” I said. “Yes, father. Father understands,” he said to himself, as if to
soothe some inward doubt. I left him as soon as I could. He was about the
most precious thing I had on earth, and his health my first thought; but yet
somehow, in the excitement of this other subject, I put that aside, and
preferred not to dwell upon Roland, which was the most curious part of it all.

That night at eleven I met Simson at the gate. He had come by train, and I
let him in gently myself. I had been so much absorbed in the coming
experiment that I passed the ruins in going to meet him, almost without
thought, if you can understand that. I had my lantern; and he showed me a
coil of taper which he had ready for use. “There is nothing like light,” he said,
in his scoffing tone. It was a very still night, scarcely a sound, but not so
dark. We could keep the path without difficulty as we went along. As we
approached the spot we could hear a low moaning, broken occasionally by a
bitter cry. “Perhaps that is your voice,” said the Doctor; “I thought it must be
something of the kind. That’s a poor brute caught in some of these infernal
traps of yours; you’ll find it among the bushes somewhere.” I said nothing. I
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felt no particular fear, but a triumphant satisfaction in what was to follow. I led
him to the spot where Bagley and I had stood on the previous night. All was
silent as a winter night could be, - so silent that we heard far off the sound of
the horses in the stables, the shutting of a window at the house. Simson
lighted his taper and went peering about, poking into all the corners. We
looked like two conspirators lying in wait for some unfortunate traveller; but
not a sound broke the quiet. The moaning had stopped before we came up; a
star or two shone over us in the sky, looking down as if surprised at our
strange proceedings. Dr. Simson did nothing but utter subdued laughs under
his breath. “I thought as much,” he said. “It is just the same with tables and
all other kinds of ghostly apparatus; a sceptic’s presence stops everything.
When I am present nothing ever comes off. How long do you think it will be
necessary to stay here? Oh, I don’t complain; only when you are satisfied, I
am-quite.”

I will not deny that I was disappointed beyond measure by this result. It
made me look like a credulous fool. It gave the Doctor such a pull over me as
nothing else could. I should point all his morals for years to come; and his
materialism, his scepticism, would be increased beyond endurance. “It
seems, indeed,” I said, “that there is to be no - ” “Manifestation,” he said,
laughing; “that is what all the mediums say. No manifestations, in
consequence of the presence of an unbeliever.” His laugh sounded very
uncomfortable to me in the silence; and it was now near midnight. But that
laugh seemed the signal; before it died away the moaning we had heard
before was resumed. It started from some distance off, and came towards us,
nearer and nearer, like some one walking along and moaning to himself. There
could be no idea now that it was a hare caught in a trap. The approach was
slow, like that of a weak person, with little halts and pauses. We heard it
coming along the grass straight towards the vacant door-way. Simson had
been a little startled by the first sound. He said hastily, “That child has no
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business to be out so late.” But he felt, as well as I, that this was no child’s
voice. As it came nearer, he grew silent, and, going to the door-way with his
taper, stood looking out towards the sound. The taper being unprotected blew
about in the night air, though there was scarcely any wind. I threw the light of
my lantern steady and white across the same space. It was in a blaze of light
in the midst of the blackness. A little icy thrill had gone over me at the first
sound, but as it came close, I confess that my only feeling was satisfaction.
The scoffer could scoff no more. The light touched his own face, and showed
a very perplexed countenance. If he was afraid, he concealed it with great
success, but he was perplexed. And then all that had happened on the
previous night was enacted once more. It fell strangely upon me with a sense
of repetition. Every cry, every sob seemed the same as before. I listened
almost without any emotion at all in my own person, thinking of its effect upon
Simson. He maintained a very bold front, on the whole. All that coming and
going of the voice was, if our ears could be trusted, exactly in front of the
vacant, blank door-way, blazing full of light, which caught and shone in the
glistening leaves of the great hollies at a little distance. Not a rabbit could
have crossed the turf without being seen; but there was nothing. After a time,
Simson, with a certain caution and bodily reluctance, as it seemed to me,
went out with his roll of taper into this space. His figure showed against the
holly in full outline. Just at this moment the voice sank, as was its custom,
and seemed to fling itself down at the door. Simson recoiled violently, as if
some one had come up against him, then turned, and held his taper low, as if
examining something. “Do you see anybody?” I cried in a whisper, feeling the
chill of nervous panic steal over me at this action. “It’s nothing but a -
confounded juniper-bush,” he said. This I knew very well to be nonsense, for
the juniper-bush was on the other side. He went about after this round and
round, poking his taper everywhere, then returned to me on the inner side of
the wall. He scoffed no longer; his face was contracted and pale. “How long
does this go on?” he whispered to me, like a man who does not wish to
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interrupt some one who is speaking. I had become too much perturbed myself
to remark whether the successions and changes of the voice were the same
as last night. It suddenly went out in the air almost as he was speaking, with
a soft reiterated sob dying away. If there had been anything to be seen, I
should have said that the person was at that moment crouching on the ground
close to the door.

We walked home very silent afterwards. It was only when we were in sight
of the house that I said, “What do you think of it?” “I can’t tell what to think of
it,” he said quickly. He took - though he was a very temperate man - not the
claret I was going to offer him, but some brandy from the tray, and swallowed
it almost undiluted. “Mind you, I don’t believe a word of it,” he said, when he
had lighted his candle; “but I can’t tell what to think,” he turned round to add,
when he was half-way upstairs.

All of this, however, did me no good with the solution of my problem. I was
to help this weeping, sobbing thing, which was already to me as distinct a
personality as anything I knew; or what should I say to Roland? It was on my
heart that my boy would die if I could not find some way of helping this
creature. You may be surprised that I should speak of it in this way. I did not
know if it was man or woman; but I no more doubted that it was a soul in pain
than I doubted my own being; and it was my business to soothe this pain, - to
deliver it, if that was possible. Was ever such a task given to an anxious
father trembling for his only boy? I felt in my heart, fantastic as it may appear,
that I must fulfill this somehow, or part with my child; and you may conceive
that rather than do that I was ready to die. But even my dying would not have
advanced me, unless by bringing me into the same world with that seeker at
the door.

Next morning Simson was out before breakfast, and came in with evident
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signs of the damp grass on his boots, and a look of worry and weariness,
which did not say much for the night he had passed. He improved a little after
breakfast, and visited his two patients, - for Bagley was still an invalid. I went
out with him on his way to the train, to hear what he had to say about the
boy. “He is going on very well,” he said; “there are no complications as yet.
But mind you, that’s not a boy to be trifled with, Mortimer. Not a word to him
about last night.” I had to tell him then of my last interview with Roland, and of
the impossible demand he had made upon me, by which, though he tried to
laugh, he was much discomposed, as I could see. “We must just perjure
ourselves all round,” he said, “and swear you exorcised it;” but the man was
too kind-hearted to be satisfied with that. “It’s frightfully serious for you,
Mortimer. I can’t laugh as I should like to. I wish I saw a way out of it, for your
sake. By the way,” he added shortly, “didn’t you notice that juniper-bush on
the left-hand side?” “There was one on the right hand of the door. I noticed you
made that mistake last night.” “Mistake!” he cried, with a curious low laugh,
pulling up the collar of his coat as though he felt the cold, - “there’s no juniper
there this morning, left or right. Just go and see.” As he stepped into the train
a few minutes after, he looked back upon me and beckoned me for a parting
word. “I’m coming back to-night,” he said.

I don’t think I had any feeling about this as I turned away from that
common bustle of the railway which made my private preoccupations feel so
strangely out of date. There had been a distinct satisfaction in my mind
before, that his scepticism had been so entirely defeated. But the more
serious part of the matter pressed upon me now. I went straight from the
railway to the manse, which stood on a little plateau on the side of the river
opposite to the woods of Brentwood. The minister was one of a class which is
not so common in Scotland as it used to be. He was a man of good family,
well educated in the Scotch way, strong in philosophy, not so strong in
Greek, strongest of all in experience, - a man who had “come across,” in the
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course of his life, most people of note that had ever been in Scotland, and
who was said to be very sound in doctrine, without infringing the toleration
with which old men, who are good men, are generally endowed. He was old-
fashioned; perhaps he did not think so much about the troublous problems of
theology as many of the young men, nor ask himself any hard questions
about the Confession of Faith; but he understood human nature, which is
perhaps better. He received me with a cordial welcome.

“Come away, Colonel Mortimer,” he said; “I’m all the more glad to see you,
that I feel it’s a good sign for the boy. He’s doing well? - God be praised, - and
the Lord bless him and keep him. He has many a poor body’s prayers, and
that can do nobody harm.”

“He will need them all, Dr. Moncrieff,” I said, “and your counsel too.” And I
told him the story, - more than I had told Simson. The old clergyman listened
to me with many suppressed exclamations, and at the end the water stood in
his eyes.

“That’s just beautiful,” he said. “I do not mind to have heard anything like it;
it’s as fine as Burns when he wished deliverance to one - that is prayed for in
no kirk. Ay, ay! so he would have you console the poor lost spirit? God bless
the boy! There’s something more than common in that, Colonel Mortimer. And
also the faith of him in his father! - I would like to put that into a sermon.” Then
the old gentleman gave me an alarmed look, and said, “No, no; I was not
meaning a sermon; but I must write it down for the ‘Children’s Record.’” I saw
the thought that passed through his mind. Either he thought, or he feared I
would think, of a funeral sermon. You may believe this did not make me more
cheerful.

I can scarcely say that Dr. Moncrieff gave me any advice. How could any
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one advise on such a subject? But he said, “I think I’ll come too. I’m an old
man; I’m less liable to be frightened than those that are further off the world
unseen. It behooves me to think of my own journey there. I’ve no cut-and-dry
beliefs on the subject. I’ll come too; and maybe at the moment the Lord will
put into our heads what to do.”

This gave me a little comfort, - more than Simson had given me. To be
clear about the cause of it was not my grand desire. It was another thing that
was in my mind, - my boy. As for the poor soul at the open door, I had no
more doubt, as I have said, of its existence than I had of my own. It was no
ghost to me. I knew the creature, and it was in trouble. That was my feeling
about it, as it was Roland’s. To hear it first was a great shock to my nerves,
but not now; a man will get accustomed to anything. But to do something for
it was the great problem; how was I to be serviceable to a being that was
invisible, that was mortal no longer? “Maybe at the moment the Lord will put it
into our heads.” This is very old-fashioned phraseology, and a week before,
most likely, I should have smiled (though always with kindness) at Dr.
Moncrieff’s credulity; but there was a great comfort, whether rational or
otherwise I cannot say, in the mere sound of the words.

The road to the station and the village lay through the glen, not by the
ruins; but though the sunshine and the fresh air, and the beauty of the trees,
and the sound of the water were all very soothing to the spirits, my mind was
so full of my own subject that I could not refrain from turning to the right hand
as I got to the top of the glen, and going straight to the place which I may call
the scene of all my thoughts. It was lying full in the sunshine, like all the rest
of the world. The ruined gable looked due east, and in the present aspect of
the sun the light streamed down through the door-way as our lantern had
done, throwing a flood of light upon the damp grass beyond. There was a
strange suggestion in the open door, - so futile, a kind of emblem of vanity: all
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free around, so that you could go where you pleased, and yet that semblance
of an enclosure, - that way of entrance, unnecessary, leading to nothing. And
why any creature should pray and weep to get in-to nothing, or be kept out -
by nothing, you could not dwell upon it, or it made your brain go round. I
remembered, however, what Simson said about the juniper, with a little smile
on my own mind as to the inaccuracy of recollection which even a scientific
man will be guilty of. I could see now the light of my lantern gleaming upon
the wet glistening surface of the spiky leaves at the right hand, - and he ready
to go to the stake for it that it was the left! I went round to make sure. And
then I saw what he had said. Right or left there was no juniper at all! I was
confounded by this, though it was entirely a matter of detail nothing at all, - a
bush of brambles waving, the grass growing up to the very walls. But after all,
though it gave me a shock for a moment, what did that matter? There were
marks as if a number of footsteps had been up and down in front of the door,
but these might have been our steps; and all was bright and peaceful and still.
I poked about the other ruin - the larger ruins of the old house - for some time,
as I had done before. There were marks upon the grass here and there - I
could not call them footsteps - all about; but that told for nothing one way or
another. I had examined the ruined rooms closely the first day. They were half
filled up with soil and debris, withered brackens and bramble, - no refuge for
any one there. It vexed me that Jarvis should see me coming from that spot
when he came up to me for his orders. I don’t know whether my nocturnal
expeditions had got wind among the servants, but there was a significant look
in his face. Something in it I felt was like my own sensation when Simson in
the midst of his scepticism was struck dumb. Jarvis felt satisfied that his
veracity had been put beyond question. I never spoke to a servant of mine in
such a peremptory tone before. I sent him away “with a flea in his lug,” as the
man described it afterwards. Interference of any kind was intolerable to me at
such a moment.
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But what was strangest of all was, that I could not face Roland. I did not
go up to his room, as I would have naturally done, at once. This the girls
could not understand. They saw there was some mystery in it. “Mother has
gone to lie down,” Agatha said; “he has had such a good night.” “But he
wants you so, papa!” cried little Jeanie, always with her two arms embracing
mine in a pretty way she had. I was obliged to go at last, but what could I
say? I could only kiss him, and tell him to keep still, - that I was doing all I
could. There is something mystical about the patience of a child. “It will come
all right, won’t it, father?” he said. “God grant it may! I hope so, Roland.” “Oh,
yes, it will come all right.” Perhaps he understood that in the midst of my
anxiety I could not stay with him as I should have done otherwise. But the
girls were more surprised than it is possible to describe. They looked at me
with wondering eyes. “If I were ill, papa, and you only stayed with me a
moment, I should break my heart,” said Agatha. But the boy had a
sympathetic feeling. He knew that of my own will I would not have done it. I
shut myself up in the library, where I could not rest, but kept pacing up and
down like a caged beast. What could I do? and if I could do nothing, what
would become of my boy? These were the questions that, without ceasing,
pursued each other through my mind.

Simson came out to dinner, and when the house was all still, and most of
the servants in bed, we went out and met Dr. Moncrieff, as we had appointed,
at the head of the glen. Simson, for his part, was disposed to scoff at the
Doctor. “If there are to be any spells, you know, I’ll cut the whole concern,” he
said. I did not make him any reply. I had not invited him; he could go or come
as he pleased. He was very talkative, far more so than suited my humor, as
we went on. “One thing is certain, you know; there must be some human
agency,” he said. “It is all bosh about apparitions. I never have investigated the
laws of sound to any great extent, and there’s a great deal in ventriloquism
that we don’t know much about.” “If it’s the same to you,” I said, “I wish you’d
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keep all that to yourself, Simson. It doesn’t suit my state of mind.” “Oh, I
hope I know how to respect idiosyncrasy,” he said. The very tone of his voice
irritated me beyond measure. These scientific fellows, I wonder people put up
with them as they do, when you have no mind for their cold-blooded
confidence. Dr. Moncrieff met us about eleven o’clock, the same time as on
the previous night. He was a large man, with a venerable countenance and
white hair, - old, but in full vigor, and thinking less of a cold night walk than
many a younger man. He had his lantern, as I had. We were fully provided
with means of lighting the place, and we were all of us resolute men. We had
a rapid consultation as we went up, and the result was that we divided to
different posts. Dr. Moncrieff remained inside the wall - if you can call that
inside where there was no wall but one. Simson placed himself on the side
next the ruins, so as to intercept any communication with the old house,
which was what his mind was fixed upon. I was posted on the other side. To
say that nothing could come near without being seen was self-evident. It had
been so also on the previous night. Now, with our three lights in the midst of
the darkness, the whole place seemed illuminated. Dr. Moncrieff’s lantern,
which was a large one, without any means of shutting up, - an old-fashioned
lantern with a pierced and ornamental top, - shone steadily, the rays shooting
out of it upward into the gloom. He placed it on the grass, where the middle of
the room, if this had been a room, would have been. The usual effect of the
light streaming out of the door-way was prevented by the illumination which
Simson and I on either side supplied. With these differences, everything
seemed as on the previous night.

And what occurred was exactly the same, with the same air of repetition,
point for point, as I had formerly remarked. I declare that it seemed to me as if
I were pushed against, put aside, by the owner of the voice as he paced up
and down in his trouble, - though these are perfectly futile words, seeing that
the stream of light from my lantern, and that from Simson’s taper, lay broad
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and clear, without a shadow, without the smallest break, across the entire
breadth of the grass. I had ceased even to be alarmed, for my part. My heart
was rent with pity and trouble, - pity for the poor suffering human creature that
moaned and pleaded so, and trouble for myself and my boy. God! if I could
not find any help, - and what help could I find? - Roland would die.

We were all perfectly still till the first outburst was exhausted, as I knew,
by experience, it would be. Dr. Moncrieff, to whom it was new, was quite
motionless on the other side of the wall, as we were in our places. My heart
had remained almost at its usual beating during the voice. I was used to it; it
did not rouse all my pulses as it did at first. But just as it threw itself sobbing
at the door (I cannot use other words), there suddenly came something which
sent the blood coursing through my veins, and my heart into my mouth. It
was a voice inside the wall, - the minister’s well-known voice. I would have
been prepared for it in any kind of adjuration, but I was not prepared for what I
heard. It came out with a sort of stammering, as if too much moved for
utterance. “Willie, Willie! Oh, God preserve us! is it you?”

These simple words had an effect upon me that the voice of the invisible
creature had ceased to have. I thought the old man, whom I had brought into
this danger, had gone mad with terror. I made a dash round to the other side
of the wall, half crazed myself with the thought. He was standing where I had
left him, his shadow thrown vague and large upon the grass by the lantern
which stood at his feet. I lifted my own light to see his face as I rushed
forward. He was very pale, his eyes wet and glistening, his mouth quivering
with parted lips. He neither saw nor heard me. We that had gone through this
experience before, had crouched towards each other to get a little strength to
bear it. But he was not even aware that I was there. His whole being seemed
absorbed in anxiety and tenderness. He held out his hands, which trembled,
but it seemed to me with eagerness, not fear. He went on speaking all the
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time. “Willie, if it is you, - and it’s you, if it is not a delusion of Satan, - Willie,
lad! why come ye here frighting them that know you not? Why came ye not to
me?”

He seemed to wait for an answer. When his voice ceased, his
countenance, every line moving, continued to speak. Simson gave me another
terrible shock, stealing into the open door-way with his light, as much awe-
stricken, as wildly curious, as I. But the minister resumed, without seeing
Simson, speaking to some one else. His voice took a tone of expostulation: -

“Is this right to come here? Your mother’s gone with your name on her
lips. Do you think she would ever close her door on her own lad? Do ye think
the Lord will close the door, ye faint-hearted creature? No! - I forbid ye! I forbid
ye!” cried the old man. The sobbing voice had begun to resume its cries. He
made a step forward, calling out the last words in a voice of command. “I
forbid ye! Cry out no more to man. Go home, ye wandering spirit! go home!
Do you hear me? - me that christened ye, that have struggled with ye, that
have wrestled for ye with the Lord!” Here the loud tones of his voice sank into
tenderness. “And her too, poor woman! poor woman! her you are calling upon.
She’s not here. You’ll find her with the Lord. Go there and seek her, not here.
Do you hear me, lad? go after her there. He’ll let you in, though it’s late. Man,
take heart! if you will lie and sob and greet, let it be at heaven’s gate, and not
your poor mother’s ruined door.”

He stopped to get his breath; and the voice had stopped, not as it had
done before, when its time was exhausted and all its repetitions said, but with
a sobbing catch in the breath as if overruled. Then the minister spoke again,
“Are you hearing me, Will? Oh, laddie, you’ve liked the beggarly elements all
your days. Be done with them now. Go home to the Father - the Father! Are
you hearing me?” Here the old man sank down upon his knees, his face
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raised upwards, his hands held up with a tremble in them, all white in the light
in the midst of the darkness. I resisted as long as I could, though I cannot tell
why; then I, too, dropped upon my knees. Simson all the time stood in the
door-way, with an expression in his face such as words could not tell, his
under lip dropped, his eyes wild, staring. It seemed to be to him, that image
of blank ignorance and wonder, that we were praying. All the time the voice,
with a low arrested sobbing, lay just where he was standing, as I thought.

“Lord,” the minister said, - “Lord, take him into Thy everlasting habitations.
The mother he cries to is with Thee. Who can open to him but Thee? Lord,
when is it too late for Thee, or what is too hard for Thee? Lord, let that woman
there draw him inower! Let her draw him inower!”

I sprang forward to catch something in my arms that flung itself wildly
within the door. The illusion was so strong, that I never paused till I felt my
forehead graze against the wall and my hands clutch the ground, - for there
was nobody there to save from falling, as in my foolishness I thought. Simson
held out his hand to me to help me up. He was trembling and cold, his lower
lip hanging, his speech almost inarticulate. “It’s gone,” he said, stammering, -
“it’s gone!” We leaned upon each other for a moment, trembling so much,
both of us, that the whole scene trembled as if it were going to dissolve and
disappear; and yet as long as I live I will never forget it, - the shining of the
strange lights, the blackness all round, the kneeling figure with all the
whiteness of the light concentrated on its white venerable head and uplifted
hands. A strange solemn stillness seemed to close all round us. By intervals
a single syllable, “Lord! Lord!” came from the old minister’s lips. He saw none
of us, nor thought of us. I never knew how long we stood, like sentinels
guarding him at his prayers, holding our lights in a confused dazed way, not
knowing what we did. But at last he rose from his knees, and standing up at
his full height, raised his arms, as the Scotch manner is at the end of a
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religious service, and solemnly gave the apostolical benediction, - to what? to
the silent earth, the dark woods, the wide breathing atmosphere; for we were
but spectators gasping an Amen!

It seemed to me that it must be the middle of the night, as we all walked
back. It was in reality very late. Dr. Moncrieff put his arm into mine. He walked
slowly, with an air of exhaustion. It was as if we were coming from a death-
bed. Something hushed and solemnized the very air. There was that sense of
relief in it which there always is at the end of a death-struggle. And nature,
persistent, never daunted, came back in all of us, as we returned into the
ways of life. We said nothing to each other, indeed, for a time; but when we
got clear of the trees and reached the opening near the house, where we
could see the sky, Dr. Moncrieff himself was the first to speak. “I must be
going,” he said; “it’s very late, I’m afraid. I will go down the glen, as I came.”

“But not alone. I am going with you, Doctor.”

“Well, I will not oppose it. I am an old man, and agitation wearies more
than work. Yes; I’ll be thankful of your arm. To-night, Colonel, you’ve done me
more good turns than one.”

I pressed his hand on my arm, not feeling able to speak. But Simson, who
turned with us, and who had gone along all this time with his taper flaring, in
entire unconsciousness, came to himself, apparently at the sound of our
voices, and put out that wild little torch with a quick movement, as if of
shame. “Let me carry your lantern,” he said; “it is heavy.” He recovered with a
spring; and in a moment, from the awe-stricken spectator he had been,
became himself, sceptical and cynical. “I should like to ask you a question,”
he said. “Do you believe in Purgatory, Doctor? It’s not in the tenets of the
Church, so far as I know.”
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“Sir,” said Dr. Moncrieff, “an old man like me is sometimes not very sure
what he believes. There is just one thing I am certain of - and that is the
loving-kindness of God.”

“But I thought that was in this life. I am no theologian - ”

“Sir,” said the old man again, with a tremor in him which I could feel going
over all his frame, “if I saw a friend of mine within the gates of hell, I would not
despair but his Father would take him by the hand still, if he cried like you.”

“I allow it is very strange, very strange. I cannot see through it. That there
must be human agency, I feel sure. Doctor, what made you decide upon the
person and the name?”

The minister put out his hand with the impatience which a man might
show if he were asked how he recognized his brother. “Tuts!” he said, in
familiar speech; then more solemnly, “How should I not recognize a person
that I know better - far better - than I know you?”

“Then you saw the man?”

Dr. Moncrieff made no reply. He moved his hand again with a little
impatient movement, and walked on, leaning heavily on my arm. And we went
on for a long time without another word, threading the dark paths, which were
steep and slippery with the damp of the winter. The air was very still, - not
more than enough to make a faint sighing in the branches, which mingled with
the sound of the water to which we were descending. When we spoke again,
it was about indifferent matters, - about the height of the river, and the recent
rains. We parted with the minister at his own door, where his old housekeeper
appeared in great perturbation, waiting for him. “Eh, me, minister! the young
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gentleman will be worse?” she cried.

“Far from that - better. God bless him!” Dr. Moncrieff said.

I think if Simson had begun again to me with his questions, I should have
pitched him over the rocks as we returned up the glen; but he was silent, by a
good inspiration. And the sky was clearer than it had been for many nights,
shining high over the trees, with here and there a star faintly gleaming through
the wilderness of dark and bare branches. The air, as I have said, was very
soft in them, with a subdued and peaceful cadence. It was real, like every
natural sound, and came to us like a hush of peace and relief. I thought there
was a sound in it as of the breath of a sleeper, and it seemed clear to me that
Roland must be sleeping, satisfied and calm. We went up to his room when
we went in. There we found the complete hush of rest. My wife looked up out
of a doze, and gave me a smile: “I think he is a great deal better; but you are
very late,” she said in a whisper, shading the light with her hand that the
Doctor might see his patient. The boy had got back something like his own
color. He woke as we stood all round his bed. His eyes had the happy, half-
awakened look of childhood, glad to shut again, yet pleased with the
interruption and glimmer of the light. I stooped over him and kissed his
forehead, which was moist and cool. “All is well, Roland,” I said. He looked up
at me with a glance of pleasure, and took my hand and laid his cheek upon it,
and so went to sleep.

For some nights after, I watched among the ruins, spending all the dark
hours up to midnight patrolling about the bit of wall which was associated with
so many emotions; but I heard nothing, and saw nothing beyond the quiet
course of nature; nor, so far as I am aware, has anything been heard again.
Dr. Moncrieff gave me the history of the youth, whom he never hesitated to
name. I did not ask, as Simson did, how he recognized him. He had been a
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prodigal, - weak, foolish, easily imposed upon, and “led away,” as people say.
All that we had heard had passed actually in life, the Doctor said. The young
man had come home thus a day or two after his mother died, - who was no
more than the housekeeper in the old house, - and distracted with the news,
had thrown himself down at the door and called upon her to let him in. The old
man could scarcely speak of it for tears. To me it seemed as if - Heaven help
us, how little do we know about anything! - a scene like that might impress
itself somehow upon the hidden heart of nature. I do not pretend to know how,
but the repetition had struck me at the time as, in its terrible strangeness and
incomprehensibility, almost mechanical, - as if the unseen actor could not
exceed or vary, but was bound to reenact the whole. One thing that struck
me, however, greatly, was the likeness between the old minister and my boy
in the manner of regarding these strange phenomena. Dr. Moncrieff was not
terrified, as I had been myself, and all the rest of us. It was no “ghost,” as I
fear we all vulgarly considered it, to him, - but a poor creature whom he knew
under these conditions, just as he had known him in the flesh, having no
doubt of his identity. And to Roland it was the same. This spirit in pain, - if it
was a spirit, - this voice out of the unseen, - was a poor fellow-creature in
misery, to be succored and helped out of his trouble, to my boy. He spoke to
me quite frankly about it when he got better. “I knew father would find out
some way,” he said. And this was when he was strong and well, and all idea
that he would turn hysterical or become a seer of visions had happily passed
away.

I must add one curious fact, which does not seem to me to have any
relation to the above, but which Simson made great use of, as the human
agency which he was determined to find somehow. We had examined the
ruins very closely at the time of these occurrences; but afterwards, when all
was over, as we went casually about them one Sunday afternoon in the
idleness of that unemployed day, Simson with his stick penetrated an old
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window which had been entirely blocked up with fallen soil. He jumped down
into it in great excitement, and called me to follow. There we found a little
hole, - for it was more a hole than a room, - entirely hidden under the ivy and
ruins, in which there was a quantity of straw laid in a corner, as if some one
had made a bed there, and some remains of crusts about the floor. Some one
had lodged there, and not very long before, he made out; and that this
unknown being was the author of all the mysterious sounds we heard he is
convinced. “I told you it was human agency,” he said triumphantly. He forgets,
I suppose, how he and I stood with our lights, seeing nothing, while the space
between us was audibly traversed by something that could speak, and sob,
and suffer. There is no argument with men of this kind. He is ready to get up a
laugh against me on this slender ground. “I was puzzled myself, - I could not
make it out, - but I always felt convinced human agency was at the bottom of
it. And here it is, - and a clever fellow he must have been,” the Doctor says.

Bagley left my service as soon as he got well. He assured me it was no
want of respect, but he could not stand “them kind of things;” and the man
was so shaken and ghastly that I was glad to give him a present and let him
go. For my own part, I made a point of staying out the time - two years - for
which I had taken Brentwood; but I did not renew my tenancy. By that time
we had settled, and found for ourselves a pleasant home of our own.

I must add, that when the Doctor defies me, I can always bring back
gravity to his countenance, and a pause in his railing, when I remind him of
the juniper-bush. To me that was a matter of little importance. I could believe I
was mistaken. I did not care about it one way or other; but on his mind the
effect was different. The miserable voice, the spirit in pain, he could think of
as the result of ventriloquism, or reverberation, or - anything you please: an
elaborate prolonged hoax, executed somehow by the tramp that had found a
lodging in the old tower; but the juniper-bush staggered him. Things have
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effects so different on the minds of different men.
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The Upper Berth

by F. Marion Crawford

“... Marion Crawford and his horrid story of ‘The Upper Berth’, which (with The
Screaming Skull’ some distance behind) is the best in his collection of Uncanny Tales,

and stands high among ghost stories in general.” 
M.R. James (Some Remarks on Ghost Stories)

1

Somebody asked for the cigars. We had talked long, and the conversation
was beginning to languish; the tobacco smoke had got into the heavy
curtains, the wine had got into those brains which were liable to become
heavy, and it was already perfectly evident that, unless somebody did
something to rouse our oppressed spirits, the meeting would soon come to
its natural conclusion, and we, the guests, would speedily go home to bed,
and most certainly to sleep. No one had said anything very remarkable; it
may be that no one had anything very remarkable to say. Jones had given us
every particular of his last hunting adventure in Yorkshire. Mr. Tompkins, of
Boston, had explained at elaborate length those working principles, by the
due and careful maintenance of which the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe
Railroad not only extended its territory, increased its departmental influence,
and transported live stock without starving them to death before the day of
actual delivery, but, also, had for years succeeded in deceiving those
passengers who bought its tickets into the fallacious belief that the
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corporation aforesaid was really able to transport human life without
destroying it. Signer Tombola had endeavoured to persuade us, by arguments
which we took no trouble to oppose, that the unity of his country in no way
resembled the average modern torpedo, carefully planned, constructed with all
the skill of the greatest European arsenals, but, when constructed, destined
to be directed by feeble hands into a region where it must undoubtedly
explode, unseen, unfeared, and unheard, into the illimitable wastes of political
chaos.

It is unnecessary to go into further details. The conversation had assumed
proportions which would have bored Prometheus on his rock, which would
have driven Tantalus to distraction, and which would have impelled Ixion to
seek relaxation in the simple but instructive dialogues of Herr Ollendorff,
rather than submit to the greater evil of listening to our talk. We had sat at
table for hours; we were bored, we were tired, and nobody showed signs of
moving.

Somebody called for cigars. We all instinctively looked towards the
speaker. Brisbane was a man of five-and-thirty years of age, and remarkable
for those gifts which chiefly attract the attention of men. He was a strong
man. The external proportions of his figure presented nothing extraordinary to
the common eye, though his size was above the average. He was a little over
six feet in height, and moderately broad in the shoulder; he did not appear to
be stout, but, on the other hand, he was certainly not thin; his small head
was supported by a strong and sinewy neck; his broad, muscular hands
appeared to possess a peculiar skill in breaking walnuts without the
assistance of the ordinary cracker, and, seeing him in profile, one could not
help remarking the extraordinary breadth of his sleeves, and the unusual
thickness of his chest. He was one of those men who are commonly spoken
of among men as deceptive; that is to say, that though he looked exceedingly
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strong he was in reality very much stronger than he looked. Of his features I
need say little. His head is small, his hair is thin, his eyes are blue, his nose
is large, he has a small moustache, and a square jaw. Everybody knows
Brisbane, and when he asked for a cigar everybody looked at him.

"It is a very singular thing," said Brisbane.

Everybody stopped talking. Brisbane's voice was not loud, but possessed
a peculiar quality of penetrating general conversation, and cutting it like a
knife. Everybody listened. Brisbane, perceiving that he had attracted their
general attention, lit his cigar with great equanimity.

"It is very singular," he continued, "that thing about ghosts. People are
always asking whether anybody has seen a ghost. I have."

"Bosh! What, you? You don't mean to say so, Brisbane? Well, for a man
of his intelligence!"

A chorus of exclamations greeted Brisbane's remarkable statement.
Everybody called for cigars, and Stubbs, the butler, suddenly appeared from
the depths of nowhere with a fresh bottle of dry champagne. The situation was
saved; Brisbane was going to tell a story.

I am an old sailor, said Brisbane, and as I have to cross the Atlantic pretty
often, I have my favourites. Most men have their favourites. I have seen a man
wait in a Broadway bar for three-quarters of an hour for a particular car which
he liked. I believe the bar-keeper made at least one-third of his living by that
man's preference. I have a habit of waiting for certain ships when I am obliged
to cross that duck-pond. It may be a prejudice, but I was never cheated out of
a good passage but once in my life. I remember it very well; it was a warm
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morning in June, and the Custom House officials, who were hanging about
waiting for a steamer already on her way up from the Quarantine, presented a
peculiarly hazy and thoughtful appearance. I had not much luggage—I never
have. I mingled with the crowd of passengers, porters, and officious individuals
in blue coats and brass buttons, who seemed to spring up like mushrooms
from the deck of a moored steamer to obtrude their unnecessary services
upon the independent passenger. I have often noticed with a certain interest
the spontaneous evolution of these fellows. They are not there when you
arrive; five minutes after the pilot has called "Go ahead!" they, or at least their
blue coats and brass buttons, have disappeared from deck and gangway as
completely as though they had been consigned to that locker which tradition
unanimously ascribes to Davy Jones. But, at the moment of starting, they are
there, clean shaved, blue-coated, and ravenous for fees. I hastened on board.
The Kamtschatka was one of my favourite ships. I say was, because she
emphatically no longer is. I cannot conceive of any inducement which could
entice me to make another voyage in her. Yes, I know what you are going to
say. She is uncommonly clean in the run aft, she has enough bluffing off in
the bows to keep her dry, and the lower berths are most of them double. She
has a lot of advantages, but I won't cross in her again. Excuse the digression.
I got on board. I hailed a steward, whose red nose and redder whiskers were
equally familiar to me.

"One hundred and five, lower berth," said I, in the business-like tone
peculiar to men who think no more of crossing the Atlantic than taking a
whisky cocktail at downtown Delmonico's.

The steward took my portmanteau, great-coat, and rug. I shall never forget
the expression of his face. Not that he turned pale. It is maintained by the
most eminent divines that even miracles cannot change the course of nature.
I have no hesitation in saying that he did not turn pale; but, from his
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expression, I judged that he was either about to shed tears, to sneeze, or to
drop my portmanteau. As the latter contained two bottles of particularly fine
old sherry presented to me for my voyage by my old friend Snigginson van
Pickyns, I I felt extremely nervous. But the steward did none of these things.

"Well, I'm d——d!" said he in a low voice, and led the way.

I supposed my Hermes, as he led me to the lower regions, had had a little
grog, but I said nothing, and followed him. One hundred and five was on the
port side, well aft. There was nothing remarkable about the state-room. The
lower berth, like most of those upon the Kamtschatka, was double. There was
plenty of room; there was the usual washing apparatus, calculated to convey
an idea of luxury to the mind of a North American Indian; there were the usual
inefficient racks of brown wood, in which it is more easy to hang a large-sized
umbrella than the common tooth-brush of commerce. Upon the uninviting
mattresses were carefully folded together those blankets which a great
modern humorist has aptly compared to cold buckwheat cakes. The question
of towels was left entirely to the imagination. The glass decanters were filled
with a transparent liquid faintly tinged with brown, but from which an odour
less faint, but not more pleasing, ascended to the nostrils, like a far-off sea-
sick reminiscence of oily machinery. Sad-coloured curtains half closed the
upper berth. The hazy June daylight shed a faint illumination upon the
desolate little scene. Ugh! how I hate that state-room!

The steward deposited my traps and looked at me, as though he wanted
to get away—probably in search of more passengers and more fees. It is
always a good plan to start in favour with those functionaries, and I
accordingly gave him certain coins there and then.

"I'll try and make yer comfortable all I can," he remarked, as he put the
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coins in his pocket. Nevertheless, there was a doubtful intonation in his voice
which surprised me. Possibly his scale of fees had gone up, and he was not
satisfied; but on the whole I was inclined to think that, as he himself would
have expressed it, he was "the better for a glass." I was wrong, however, and
did the man injustice.

2

Nothing especially worthy of mention occurred during that day. We left the
pier punctually, and it was very pleasant to be fairly under way, for the weather
was warm and sultry, and the motion of the steamer produced a refreshing
breeze. Everybody knows what the first day at sea is like. People pace the
decks and stare at each other, and occasionally meet acquaintances whom
they did not know to be on board. There is the usual uncertainty as to
whether the food will be good, bad, or indifferent, until the first two meals have
put the matter beyond a doubt; there is the usual uncertainty about the
weather, until the ship is fairly off Fire Island. The tables are crowded at first,
and then suddenly thinned. Pale-faced people spring from their seats and
precipitate themselves towards the door, and each old sailor breathes more
freely as his seasick neighbour rushes from his side, leaving him plenty of
elbow-room and an unlimited command over the mustard. One passage
across the Atlantic is very much like another, and we who cross very often do
not make the voyage for the sake of novelty. Whales and icebergs are indeed
always objects of interest, but, after all, one whale is very much like another
whale, and one rarely sees an iceberg at close quarters. To the majority of us
the most delightful moment of the day on board an ocean steamer is when we
have taken our last turn on deck, have smoked our last cigar, and having
succeeded in tiring ourselves, feel at liberty to turn in with a clear conscience.
On that first night of the voyage I felt particularly lazy, and went to bed in 105
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rather earlier than I usually do. As I turned in, I was amazed to see that I was
to have a companion. A portmanteau, very like my own, lay in the opposite
corner, and in the upper berth had been deposited a neatly folded rug, with a
stick and umbrella. I had hoped to be alone, and I was disappointed; but I
wondered who my room-mate was to be, and I determined to have a look at
him.

Before I had been long in bed he entered. He was, as far as I could see, a
very tall man, very thin, very pale, with sandy hair and whiskers and
colourless grey eyes. He had about him, I thought, an air of rather dubious
fashion; the sort of man you might see in Wall Street, without being able
precisely to say what he was doing there—the sort of man who frequents the
Café Anglais, who always seems to be alone and who drinks champagne;
you might meet him on a racecourse, but he would never appear to be doing
anything there either. A little overdressed—a little odd. There are three or four
of his kind on every ocean steamer. I made up my mind that I did not care to
make his acquaintance, and I went to sleep saying to myself that I would
study his habits in order to avoid him. If he rose early, I would rise late; if he
went to bed late, I would go to bed early. I did not care to know him. If you
once know people of that kind they are always turning up. Poor fellow! I need
not have taken the trouble to come to so many decisions about him, for I
never saw him again after that first night in 105.

I was sleeping soundly when I was suddenly waked by a loud noise. To
judge from the sound, my room-mate must have sprung with a single leap
from the upper berth to the floor. I heard him fumbling with the latch and bolt of
the door, which opened almost immediately, and then I heard his footsteps as
he ran at full speed down the passage, leaving the door open behind him. The
ship was rolling a little, and I expected to hear him stumble or fall, but he ran
as though he were running for his life. The door swung on its hinges with the
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motion of the vessel, and the sound annoyed me. I got up and shut it, and
groped my way back to my berth in the darkness. I went to sleep again; but I
have no idea how long I slept.

When I awoke it was still quite dark, but I felt a disagreeable sensation of
cold, and it seemed to me that the air was damp. You know the peculiar
smell of a cabin which has been wet with sea-water. I covered myself up as
well as I could and dozed off again, framing complaints to be made the next
day, and selecting the most powerful epithets in the language. I could hear
my room-mate turn over in the upper berth. He had probably returned while I
was asleep. Once I thought I heard him groan, and I argued that he was sea-
sick. That is particularly unpleasant when one is below. Nevertheless I dozed
off and slept till early daylight.

The ship was rolling heavily, much more than on the previous evening, and
the grey light which came in through the porthole changed in tint with every
movement according as the angle of the vessel's side turned the glass
seawards or skywards. It was very cold—unaccountably so for the month of
June. I turned my head and looked at the porthole, and saw to my surprise
that it was wide open and hooked back. I believe I swore audibly. Then I got
up and shut it. As I turned back I glanced at the upper berth. The curtains
were drawn close together; my companion had probably felt cold as well as I.
It struck me that I had slept enough. The state-room was uncomfortable,
though, strange to say, I could not smell the dampness which had annoyed
me in the night. My room-mate was still asleep—excellent opportunity for
avoiding him, so I dressed at once and went on deck. The day was warm and
cloudy, with an oily smell on the water. It was seven o'clock as I came out—
much later than I had imagined. I came across the doctor, who was taking his
first sniff of the morning air. He was a young man from the West of Ireland—a
tremendous fellow, with black hair and blue eyes, already inclined to be stout;
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he had a happy-go-lucky, healthy look about him which was rather attractive.

"Fine morning," I remarked, by way of introduction.

"Well," said he, eyeing me with an air of ready interest, "it's a fine morning
and it's not a fine morning. I don't think it's much of a morning."

"Well, no—it is not so very fine," said I.

"It's just what I call fuggly weather," replied the doctor.

"It was very cold last night, I thought," I remarked, "However, when I looked
about, I found that the porthole was wide open. I had not noticed it when I
went to bed. And the state-room was damp, too."

"Damp!" said he. "Whereabouts are you?"

"One hundred and five——"

To my surprise the doctor started visibly, and stared at me.

"What is the matter?" I asked.

"Oh—nothing," he answered; "Only everybody has complained of that
state-room for the last three trips."

"I shall complain, too," I said. "It has certainly not been properly aired. It is
a shame!"

"I don't believe it can be helped," answered the doctor. "I believe there is
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something—well, it is not my business to frighten passengers."

"You need not be afraid of frightening me," I replied. "I can stand any
amount of damp.' If I should get a bad cold I will come to you."

I offered the doctor a cigar, which he took and examined very critically.

"It is not so much the damp," he remarked. "However, I dare say you will
get on very well. Have you a room-mate?"

"Yes; a deuce of a fellow, who bolts out in the middle of the night, and
leaves the door open."

Again the doctor glanced curiously at me. Then he lit the cigar and looked
grave.

"Did he come back?" he asked presently.

"Yes. I was asleep, but I waked up, and heard him moving. Then I felt cold
and went to sleep again. This morning I found the porthole open."

"Look here," said the doctor quietly, "I don't care much for this ship. I don't
care a rap for her reputation. I tell you what I will do. I have a good-sized place
up here. I will share it with you, though I don't know you from Adam."

I was very much surprised at the proposition. I could not imagine why he
should take such a sudden interest in my welfare. However, his manner as he
spoke of the ship was peculiar.

"You are very good, doctor," I said. "But, really, I believe even now the
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cabin could be aired, or cleaned out, or something. Why do you not care for
the ship?"

"We are not superstitious in our profession, sir," replied the doctor, "but
the sea makes people so. I don't want to prejudice you, and I don't want to
frighten you, but if you will take my advice you will move in here. I would as
soon see you overboard," he added earnestly, "as know that you or any other
man was to sleep in 105."

"Good gracious! Why?" I asked.

"Just because on the last three trips the people who have slept there
actually have gone overboard," he answered gravely.

The intelligence was startling and exceedingly unpleasant, I confess. I
looked hard at the doctor to see whether he was making game of me, but he
looked perfectly serious. I thanked him warmly for his offer, but told him I
intended to be the exception to the rule by which everyone who slept in that
particular state-room went overboard. He did not say much, but looked as
grave as ever, and hinted that, before we got across, I should probably
reconsider his proposal. In the course of time we went to breakfast, at which
only an inconsiderable number of passengers assembled. I noticed that one
or two of the officers who breakfasted with us looked grave. After breakfast I
went into my state-room in order to get a book. The curtains of the upper
berth were still closely drawn. Not a word was to be heard. My room-mate
was probably still asleep.

As I came out I met the steward whose business it was to look after me.
He whispered that the captain wanted to see me, and then scuttled away
down the passage as if very anxious to avoid any questions. I went toward the
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captain's cabin, and found him waiting for me.

"Sir," said he, "I want to ask a favour of you."

I answered that I would do anything to oblige him.

"Your room-mate has disappeared," he said. "He is known to have turned
in early last night. Did you notice anything extraordinary in his manner?"

The question coming, as it did, in exact confirmation of the fears the
doctor had expressed half an hour earlier, staggered me.

"You don't mean to say he has gone overboard?" I asked.

"I fear he has," answered the captain.

"This is the most extraordinary thing——" I began.

"Why?" he asked.

"He is the fourth, then?" I explained. In answer to another question from
the captain, I explained, without mentioning the doctor, that I had heard the
story concerning 105. He seemed very much annoyed at hearing that I knew
of it. I told him what had occurred in the night.

"What you say," he replied, "coincides almost exactly with what was told
me by the room-mates of two of the other three. They bolt out of bed and run
down the passage. Two of them were seen to go overboard by the watch; we
stopped and lowered boats, but they were not found. Nobody, however, saw or
heard the man who was lost last night—if he is really lost. The steward, who
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is a superstitious fellow, perhaps, and expected something to go wrong, went
to look for him this morning, and found his berth empty, but his clothes lying
about, just as he had left them. The steward was the only man on board who
knew him by sight, and he has been searching everywhere for him. He has
disappeared! Now, sir, I want to beg you not to mention the circumstance to
any of the passengers; I don't want the ship to get a bad name, and nothing
hangs about an ocean-goer like stories of suicides. You shall have your
choice of any one of the officers' cabins you like, including my own, for the
rest of the passage. Is that a fair bargain?"

"Very," said I; "and I am much obliged to you. But since I am alone, and
have the state-room to myself, I would rather not move. If the steward will take
out that unfortunate man's things, I would as lief stay where I am. I will not
say anything about the matter, and I think I can promise you that I will not
follow my room-mate."

The captain tried to dissuade me from my intention, but I preferred having
a state-room alone to being the chum of any officer on board. I do not know
whether I acted foolishly, but if I had taken his advice I should have had
nothing more to tell; There would have remained the disagreeable coincidence
of several suicides occurring among men who had slept in the same cabin,
but that would have been all.

That was not the end of the matter, however, by any means. I obstinately
made up my mind that I would not be disturbed by such tales, and I even
went so far as to argue the question with the captain. There was something
wrong about the state-room, I said. It was rather damp. The porthole had been
left open last night. My room-mate might have been ill when he came on
board, and he might have become delirious after he went to bed. He might
even now be hiding somewhere on board, and might be found later. The place
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ought to be aired and the fastening of the port looked to. If the captain would
give me leave, I would see that what I thought necessary was done
immediately.

"Of course you have a right to stay where you are if you please," he
replied, rather petulantly; "but I wish you would turn out and let me lock the
place up, and be done with it."

I did not see it in the same light, and left the captain, after promising to be
silent concerning the disappearance of my companion. The latter had had no
acquaintances on board, and was not missed in the course of the day.
Towards evening I met the doctor again, and he asked me whether I had
changed my mind. I told him I had not.

"Then you will before long," he said, very gravely.

3

We played whist in the evening, and I went to bed late. I will confess now
that I felt a disagreeable sensation when I entered my state-room. I could not
help thinking of the tall man I had seen on the previous night, who was now
dead, drowned, tossing about in the long swell, two or three hundred miles
astern. His face rose very distinctly before me as I undressed, and I even
went so far as to draw back the curtains of the upper berth, as though to
persuade myself that he was actually gone. I also bolted the door of the state-
room. Suddenly I became aware that the porthole was open, and fastened
back. This was more than I could stand. I hastily threw on my dressing-gown
and went in search of Robert, the steward of my passage. I was very angry, I
remember, and when I found him I dragged him roughly to the door of 105, and
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pushed him towards the open porthole.

"What the deuce do you mean, you scoundrel, by leaving that port open
every night? Don't you know it is against the regulations? Don't you know that
if the ship heeled and the water began to come in, ten men could not shut it?
I will report you to the captain, you blackguard, for endangering the ship!"

I was exceedingly wroth. The man trembled and turned pale, and then
began to shut the round glass plate with the heavy brass fittings.

"Why don't you answer me?" I said roughly.

"If you please, sir," faltered Robert, "there's nobody on board as can keep
this 'ere port shut at night. You can try it yourself, sir. I ain't a-going to stop
hany longer on board o' this vessel, sir; I ain't, indeed. But if I was you, sir, I'd
just clear out and go and sleep with the surgeon, or something, I would. Look
'ere, sir, is that fastened what you may call securely, or not, sir? Try it, sir,
see if it will move a hinch."

I tried the port, and found it perfectly tight.

"Well, sir," continued Robert triumphantly, "I wager my reputation as a A1
steward that in 'arf an hour it will be open again; fastened back, too, sir, that's
the horful thing—fastened back!"

I examined the great screw and the looped nut that ran on it.

"If I find it open in the night, Robert, I will give you a sovereign. It is not
possible. You may go."
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"Soverin' did you say, sir? Very good, sir. Thank ye, sir. Good night, sir.
Pleasant reepose, sir, and all manner of hinchantin' dreams, sir."

Robert scuttled away, delighted at being released. Of course, I thought he
was trying to account for his negligence by a silly story, intended to frighten
me, and I disbelieved him. The consequence was that he got his sovereign,
and I spent a very peculiarly unpleasant night.

I went to bed, and five minutes after I had rolled myself up in my blankets
the inexorable Robert extinguished the light that burned steadily behind the
ground-glass pane near the door. I lay quite still in the dark trying to go to
sleep, but I soon found that impossible. It had been some satisfaction to be
angry with the steward, and the diversion had banished that unpleasant
sensation I had at first experienced when I thought of the drowned man who
had been my chum; but I was no longer sleepy, and I lay awake for some
time, occasionally glancing at the porthole, which I could just see from where
I lay, and which, in the darkness, looked like a faintly luminous soup-plate
suspended in blackness. I believe I must have lain there for an hour, and, as I
remember, I was just dozing into sleep when I was roused by a draught of
cold air, and by distinctly feeling the spray of the sea blown upon my face. I
started to my feet, and not having allowed in the dark for the motion of the
ship, I was instantly thrown violently across the state-room upon the couch
which was placed beneath the porthole. I recovered myself immediately,
however, and climbed upon my knees. The porthole was again wide open and
fastened back!

Now these things are facts. I was wide awake when I got up, and I should
certainly have been waked by the fall had I still been dozing. Moreover, I
bruised my elbows and knees badly, and the bruises were there on the
following morning to testify to the fact, if I myself had doubted it. The porthole
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was wide open and fastened back—a thing so unaccountable that I remember
very well feeling astonishment rather than fear when I discovered it. I at once
closed the plate again, and screwed down the loop nut with all my strength. It
was very dark in the state-room. I reflected that the port had certainly been
opened within an hour after Robert had at first shut it in my presence, and I
determined to watch it, and see whether it would open again. Those brass
fittings are very heavy and by no means easy to move; I could not believe that
the clump had been turned by the shaking of the screw. I stood peering out
through the thick glass at the alternate white and grey streaks of the sea that
foamed beneath the ship's side. I must have remained there a quarter of an
hour. Suddenly, as I stood, I distinctly heard something moving behind me in
one of the berths, and a moment afterwards, just as I turned instinctively to
look—though I could, of course, see nothing in the darkness—I heard a very
faint groan. I sprang across the state-room, and tore the curtains of the upper
berth aside, thrusting in my hands to discover if there were any one there.
There was someone.

I remember that the sensation as I put my hands forward was as though I
were plunging them into the air of a damp cellar, and from behind the curtains
came a gust of wind that smelled horribly of stagnant sea-water. I laid hold of
something that had the shape of a man's arm, but was smooth, and wet, and
icy cold. But suddenly, as I pulled, the creature sprang violently forward
against me, a clammy, oozy mass, as it seemed to me, heavy and wet, yet
endowed with a sort of supernatural strength. I reeled across the state-room,
and in an instant the door opened and the thing rushed out. I had not had time
to be frightened, and quickly recovering myself, I sprang through the door and
gave chase at the top of my speed, but I was too late. Ten yards before me I
could see—I am sure I saw it—a dark shadow moving in the dimly lighted
passage, quickly as the shadow of a fast horse thrown before a dog-cart by
the lamp on a dark night. But in a moment it had disappeared, and I found
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myself holding on to the polished rail that ran along the bulkhead where the
passage turned towards the companion. My hair stood on end, and the cold
perspiration rolled down my face. I am not ashamed of it in the least: I was
very badly frightened.

Still I doubted my senses, and pulled myself together. It was absurd, I
thought. The Welsh rarebit I had eaten had disagreed with me. I had been in a
nightmare. I made my way back to my state-room, and entered it with an
effort. The whole place smelled of stagnant sea-water, as it had when I had
waked on the previous evening. It required my utmost strength to go in, and
grope among my things for a box of wax lights. As I lighted a railway reading
lantern which I always carry in case I want to read after the lamps are out, I
perceived that the porthole was again open, and a sort of creeping horror
began to take possession of me which I never felt before, nor wish to feel
again. But I got a light and proceeded to examine the upper berth, expecting
to find it drenched with sea-water.

But I was disappointed. The bed had been slept in, and the smell of the
sea was strong; but the bedding was as dry as a bone. I fancied that Robert
had not had the courage to make the bed after the accident of the previous
night—it had all been a hideous dream. I drew the curtains back as far as I
could and examined the place very carefully. It was perfectly dry. But the
porthole was open again. With a sort of dull bewilderment of horror I closed it
and screwed it down, and thrusting my heavy stick through the brass loop,
wrenched it with all my might, till the thick metal began to bend under the
pressure. Then I hooked my reading lantern into the red velvet at the head of
the couch, and sat down to recover my senses if I could. I sat there all night,
unable to think of rest—hardly able to think at all. But the porthole remained
closed, and I did not believe it would now open again without the application of
a considerable force.
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The morning dawned at last, and I dressed myself slowly, thinking over all
that had happened in the night. It was a beautiful day and I went on deck,
glad to get out into the early, pure sunshine, and to smell the breeze from the
blue water, so different from the noisome, stagnant odour of my state-room.
Instinctively I turned aft, towards the surgeon's cabin. There he stood, with a
pipe in his mouth, taking his morning airing precisely as on the preceding
day.

"Good morning," said he quietly, but looking at me with evident curiosity.

"Doctor, you were quite right," said I. "There is something wrong about that
place."

"I thought you would change your mind," he answered, rather triumphantly.
"You have had a bad night, eh? Shall I make you a pick-me-up? I have a
capital recipe."

"No, thanks," I cried. "But I would like to tell you what happened."

I then tried to explain as clearly as possible precisely what had occurred,
not omitting to state that I had been scared as I had never been scared in my
whole life before. I dwelt particularly on the phenomenon of the porthole, which
was a fact to which I could testify, even if the rest had been an illusion. I had
closed it twice in the night, and the second time I had actually bent the brass
in wrenching it with my stick. I believe I insisted a good deal on this point.

"You seem to think I am likely to doubt the story," said the doctor, smiling
at the detailed account of the state of the porthole. "I do not doubt it in the
least. I renew my invitation to you. Bring your traps here, and take half my
cabin."
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"Come and take half of mine for one night," I said. "Help me to get at the
bottom of this thing."

"You will get to the bottom of something else if you try," answered the
doctor.

"What?" I asked.

"The bottom of the sea. I am going to leave this ship. It is not canny."

"Then you will not help me to find out——"

"Not I," said the doctor quickly. "It is my business to keep my wits about
me—not to go fiddling about with ghosts and things."

"Do you really believe it is a ghost?" I enquired, rather contemptuously.
But as I spoke I remembered very well the horrible sensation of the
supernatural which had got possession of me during the night. The doctor
turned sharply on me.

"Have you any reasonable explanation of these things to offer?" he asked.
"No; you have not. Well, you say you will find an explanation. I say that you
won't, sir, simply because there is not any."

"But, my dear sir," I retorted, "do you, a man of science, mean to tell me
that such things cannot be explained?"

"I do," he answered stoutly. "And, if they could, I would not be concerned
in the explanation."
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I did not care to spend another night alone in the state-room, and yet I was
obstinately determined to get at the root of the disturbances. I do not believe
there are many men who would have slept there alone, after passing two such
nights. But I made up my mind to try it, if I could not get any one to share a
watch with me. The doctor was evidently not inclined for such an experiment.
He said he was a surgeon, and that in case any accident occurred on board
he must be always in readiness. He could not afford to have his nerves
unsettled. Perhaps he was quite right, but I am inclined to think that his
precaution was prompted by his inclination. On enquiry, he informed me that
there was no one on board who would be likely to join me in my
investigations, and after a little more conversation I left him. A little later I met
the captain, and told him my story. I said that, if no one would spend the night
with me, I would ask leave to have the light burning all night, and would try it
alone.

"Look here," said he, "I will tell you what I will do. I will share your watch
myself, and we will see what happens. It is my belief that we can find out
between us. There may be some fellow skulking on board, who steals a
passage by frightening the passengers. It is just possible that there may be
something queer in the carpentering of that berth."

I suggested taking the ship's carpenter below and examining the place;
but I was overjoyed at the captain's offer to spend the night with me. He
accordingly sent for the workman and ordered him to do anything I required.
We went below at once. I had all the bedding cleared out of the upper berth,
and we examined the place thoroughly to see if there was a board loose
anywhere, or a panel which could be opened or pushed aside. We tried the
planks everywhere, tapped the flooring, unscrewed the fittings of the lower
berth and took it to pieces—in short, there was not a square inch of the
stateroom which was not searched and tested. Everything was in perfect
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order, and we put everything back in its place. As we were finishing our work,
Robert came to the door and looked in.

"Well, sir—find anything, sir?" he asked, with a ghastly grin.

"You were right about the porthole, Robert," I said, and I gave him the
promised sovereign. The carpenter did his work silently and skilfully, following
my directions. When he had done he spoke.

"I'm a plain man, sir," he said. "But it's my belief you had better just turn
out your things, and let me run half a dozen four-inch screws through the door
of this cabin. There's no good never came o' this cabin yet, sir, and that's all
about it. There's been four lives lost out o' here to my own remembrance, and
that in four trips. Better give it up, sir—better give it up!"

"I will try it for one night more," I said.

"Better give it up, sir—better give it up! It's a precious bad job," repeated
the workman, putting his tools in his bag and leaving the cabin.

But my spirits had risen considerably at the prospect of having the
captain's company, and I made up my mind not to be prevented from going to
the end of the strange business. I abstained from Welsh rarebits and grog
that evening, and did not even join in the customary game of whist. I wanted
to be quite sure of my nerves, and my vanity made me anxious to make a
good figure in the captain's eyes.

4
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The captain was one of those splendidly tough and cheerful specimens of
seafaring humanity whose combined courage, hardihood, and calmness in
difficulty leads them naturally into high positions of trust. He was not the man
to be led away by an idle tale, and the mere fact that he was willing to join me
in the investigation was proof that he thought there was something seriously
wrong, which could not be accounted for on ordinary theories, nor laughed
down as a common superstition. To some extent, too, his reputation was at
stake, as well as the reputation of the ship. It is no light thing to lose
passengers overboard, and he knew it.

About ten o'clock that evening, as I was smoking a last cigar, he came up
to me, and drew me aside from the beat of the other passengers who were
patrolling the deck in the warm darkness.

"This is a serious matter, Mr. Brisbane," he said. "We must make up our
minds either way—-to be disappointed or to have a pretty rough time of it. You
see I cannot afford to laugh at the affair, and I will ask you to sign your name
to a statement of whatever occurs. If nothing happens to-night we will try it
again to-morrow and next day. Are you ready?" So we went below, and
entered the state-room. As we went in I could see Robert the steward, who
stood a little further down the passage, watching us, with his usual grin, as
though certain that something dreadful was about to happen. The captain
closed the door behind us and bolted it.

"Supposing we put your portmanteau before the door," he suggested. "One
of us can sit on it. Nothing can get out then. Is the port screwed down?"

I found it as I had left it in the morning. Indeed, without using a lever, as I
had done, no one could have opened it. I drew back the curtains of the upper
berth so that I could see well into it. By the captain's advice I lighted my
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reading lantern, and placed it so that it shone upon the white sheets above.
He insisted upon sitting on the portmanteau, declaring that he wished to be
able to swear that he had sat before the door.

Then he requested me to search the state-room thoroughly, an operation
very soon accomplished, as it consisted merely in looking beneath the lower
berth and under the couch below the porthole. The spaces were quite empty.

"It is impossible for any human being to get in," I said, "or for any human
being to open the port."

"Very good," said the captain calmly. "If we see anything now, it must be
either imagination or something supernatural."

I sat down on the edge of the lower berth.

"The first time it happened," said the captain, crossing his legs and
leaning back against the door, "was in March. The passenger who slept here,
in the upper berth, turned out to have been a lunatic—at all events, he was
known to have been a little touched, and he had taken his passage without
the knowledge of his friends. He rushed out in the middle of the night and
threw himself overboard, before the officer who had the watch could stop him.
We stopped and lowered a boat; it was a quiet night, just before that heavy
weather came on; but we could not find him. Of course, his suicide was
afterwards accounted for on the ground of his insanity."

"I suppose that often happens?" I remarked, rather absently.

"Not often—no," said the captain; "never before in my experience, though I
have heard of it happening on board of other ships. Well, as I was saying, that

220



occurred in March. On the very next trip——What are you looking at?" he
asked, stopping suddenly in his narration.

I believe I gave no answer. My eyes were riveted upon the porthole. It
seemed to me that the brass loop-nut was beginning to turn very slowly upon
the screw—so slowly, however, that I was not sure it moved at all. I watched it
intently, fixing its position in my mind, and trying to ascertain whether it
changed. Seeing where I was looking, the captain looked, too.

"It moves!" he exclaimed, in a tone of conviction. "No, it does not," he
added, after a minute.

"If it were the jarring of the screw," said I, "it would have opened during the
day; but I found it this evening jammed tight as I left it this morning."

I rose and tried the nut. It was certainly loosened, for by an effort I could
move it with my hands.

"The queer thing," said the captain, "is that the second man who was lost
is supposed to have got through that very port. We had a terrible time over it.
It was in the middle of the night, and the weather was very heavy; there was
an alarm that one of the ports was open and the sea running in. I came below
and found everything flooded, the water pouring in every time she rolled, and
the whole port swinging from the top bolts—not the porthole in the middle.
Well, we managed to shut it, but the water did some damage. Ever since that
the place smells of sea-water from time to time. We supposed the passenger
had thrown himself out, though the Lord only knows how he did it. The
steward kept telling me that he cannot keep anything shut here. Upon my
word—I can smell it now, cannot you?" he enquired, sniffing the air
suspiciously.
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"Yes—distinctly," I said, and I shuddered as that same odour of stagnant
sea-water grew stronger in the cabin. "Now, to smell like this, the place must
be damp," I continued, "and yet when I examined it with the carpenter this
morning everything was perfectly dry. It is most extraordinary—hallo!"

My reading lantern, which had been placed in the upper berth, was
suddenly extinguished. There was still a good deal of light from the pane of
ground glass near the door, behind which loomed the regulation lamp. The
ship rolled heavily, and the curtain of the upper berth swung far out into the
state-room and back again. I rose quickly from my seat on the edge of the
bed, and the captain at the same moment started to his feet with a loud cry of
surprise. I had turned with the intention of taking down the lantern to examine
it, when I heard his exclamation, and immediately afterwards his call for help.
I sprang towards him. He was wrestling with all his might with the brass loop
of the port. It seemed to turn against his hands in spite of all his efforts. I
caught up my cane, a heavy oak stick I always used to carry, and thrust it
through the ring and bore on it with all my strength. But the strong wood
snapped suddenly and I fell upon the couch. When I rose again the port was
wide open, and the captain was standing with his back against the door, pale
to the lips.

"There is something in that berth!" he cried, in a strange voice, his eyes
almost starting from his head. "Hold the door, while I look—it shall not escape
us, whatever it is!"

But instead of taking his place, I sprang upon the lower bed, and seized
something which lay in the upper berth.

It was something ghostly, horrible beyond words, and it moved in my grip.
It was like the body of a man long drowned, and yet it moved, and had the
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strength of ten men living; but I gripped it with all my might—the slippery,
oozy, horrible thing—the dead white eyes seemed to stare at me out of the
dusk; the putrid odour of rank sea-water was about it, and its shiny hair hung
in foul wet curls over its dead face. I wrestled with the dead thing; it thrust
itself upon me and forced me back and nearly broke my arms; it wound its
corpse's arms about my neck, the living death, and overpowered me, so that
I, at last, cried aloud and fell, and left my hold.

As I fell the thing sprang across me, and seemed to throw itself upon the
captain. When I last saw him on his feet his face was white and his lips set. It
seemed to me that he struck a violent blow at the dead being, and then he,
too, fell forward upon his face, with an inarticulate cry of horror.

The thing paused an instant, seeming to hover over his prostrate body, and
I could have screamed again for very fright, but I had no voice left. The thing
vanished suddenly, and it seemed to my disturbed senses that it made its
exit through the open port, though how that was possible, considering the
smallness of the aperture, is more than any one can tell. I lay a long time
upon the floor, and the captain lay beside me. At last I partially recovered my
senses and moved, and instantly I knew that my arm was broken—the small
bone of the left forearm near the wrist.

I got upon my feet somehow, and with my remaining hand I tried to raise
the captain. He groaned and moved, and at last came to himself. He was not
hurt, but he seemed badly stunned.

Well, do you want to hear any more? There is nothing more. That is the
end of my story. The carpenter carried out his scheme of running half a dozen
four-inch screws through the door of 105; and if ever you take a passage in
the Kamtschatka, you may ask for a berth in that state-room. You will be told
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that it is engaged—yes—it is engaged by that dead thing.

I finished the trip in the surgeon's cabin. He doctored my broken arm, and
advised me not to "fiddle about with ghosts and things" any more. The captain
was very silent, and never sailed again in that ship, though it is still running.
And I will not sail in her either. It was a very disagreeable experience, and I
was very badly frightened, which is a thing I do not like. That is all. That is
how I saw a ghost—if it was a ghost. It was dead, anyhow.
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Featherston’s Story

by Mrs Henry Wood

“I own to reading not infrequently ‘Featherston’s Story’ in the fifth series of Johnny
Ludlow, to delighting in its domestic flavour and finding its ghost very convincing.

(Johnny Ludlow, some young persons may not know, is by Mrs Henry Wood.)” 
M.R. James (Some Remarks on Ghost Stories)

1

I have called this Featherston’s story, because it was through him that I
heard about it—and, indeed, saw a little of it towards the end.

Buttermead, the wide straggling district to which Featherston enjoyed the
honour of being doctor-in-ordinary, was as rural as any that can be found in
Worcestershire. Featherston’s house stood at the end of the village. Whitney
Hall lay close by; as did our school, Dr. Frost’s. In the neighbourhood were
scattered a few other substantial residences, some farmers’ homesteads and
labourers’ cottages. Featherston was a slim man, with long thin legs and a
face grey and careworn. His patients (like the soldier’s steam arm) gave him
no rest day or night.

There is no need to go into details here about Featherston’s people. His
sister, Mary Ann, lived in his house at one time, and for everyday ailments
was almost as good a doctor as he. She was not at all like him: a merry,
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talkative, sociable little woman, with black hair and quick, kindly dark eyes.

Our resident French master in those days at Dr. Frost’s was one Monsieur
Jules Carimon: a small man with honest blue eyes in his clean-shaven face,
and light brown hair cropped close to his head. He was an awful martinet at
study, but a genial little gentleman out of it. To the surprise of Buttermead, he
and Mary Featherston set up a courtship. It was carried on in sober fashion,
as befitted a sober couple who had both left thirty years, and the rest, behind
them; and after a summer or two of it they laid plans for their marriage and for
living in France.

“I’m sure I don’t know what on earth I shall do amongst the French, Johnny
Ludlow,” Mary said to me in her laughing way, when I and Bill Whitney were
having tea at Featherston’s one half-holiday, the week before the wedding.
“Jules protests they are easier to get on with than the English; not so stiff and
formal; but I don’t pay attention to all he says, you know.”

Monsieur Jules Carimon was going to settle down at his native place,
Sainteville—a town on the opposite coast, which had a service of English
steamers running to it two or three times a-week. He had obtained the post of
first classical master at the college there, and meant to eke out his salary
(never large in French colleges) by teaching French and mathematics to as
many English pupils as he could obtain out of hours. Like other northern
French seaport towns, Sainteville had its small colony of British residents.

“We shall get on; I am not afraid,” answered Mary Featherston to a
doubting remark made to her by old Mrs. Selby of the Court. “Neither I nor
Jules have been accustomed to luxury, and we don’t care for it. We would as
soon make our dinner of bread-and-butter and radishes, as of chicken and
apple-tart.”
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So the wedding took place, and they departed the same day for
Sainteville. And of the first two or three years after that there’s nothing good or
bad to record.

Selby Court lay just outside Buttermead. Its mistress, an ancient lady
now, was related to the Preen family, of whom I spoke in that story which told
of the tragical death of Oliver. Lavinia Preen, sister to Oliver’s father, Gervase
Preen, but younger, lived with Mrs. Selby as a sort of adopted daughter; and
when the death of the father, old Mr. Preen, left nearly all his large family with
scarcely any cheese to their bread, Mrs. Selby told Ann Preen, the youngest
of them all, that she might come to her also. So Lavinia and Ann Preen lived
at the Court, and had no other home.

These two ladies were intimate with Mary Featherston, all three being
much attached to one another. When Mary married and left her country for
France, the Miss Preens openly resented it, saying she ought to have had
more consideration. Did some premonitory instinct prompt that unreasonable
resentment? I cannot say. No one can say. But it is certain that had Mary
Featherston not gone to live abroad, the ominous chain of events fated to
engulf the sisters could not have touched them, and this account, which is a
perfectly true one, would never have been written.

For a short time after the marriage they and Mary Carimon exchanged a
letter now and then; not often, for foreign postage was expensive; and then it
dropped altogether.

Mrs. Selby became an invalid, and died. She left each of the two sisters
seventy pounds a-year for life; if the one died, the other was to enjoy the
whole; when both were dead, it would lapse back to the Selby estate.
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“Seventy pounds a-year!” remarked Ann Preen to her sister. “It does not
seem very much, does it, Lavinia? Shall we be able to live upon it?”

They were seated in the wainscoted parlour at Selby Court, talking of the
future. The funeral was over, and they must soon leave; for the house was
waiting to be done up for the reception of its new master, Mr. Paul Selby, an
old bachelor full of nervous fancies.

“We must live upon it, Nancy,” said Lavinia in answer to her.

She was the stronger-minded of the two, and she looked it. A keen,
practical woman, of rather more than middle height, with smooth brown hair,
pleasant, dark hazel eyes, and a bright glow in her cheeks. Ann (or Nancy, as
she was more often called) was smaller and lighter, with a pretty face, a
shower of fair ringlets, and mild, light-blue eyes; altogether not unlike a pink-
and-white wax doll.

“We should have been worse off, Nancy, had she not left us anything; and
sometimes I have feared she might not,” remarked Lavinia cheerfully. “It will be
a hundred and forty pounds between us, dear; we can live upon that.”

“Of course we can, if you think so, Lavinia,” said the other, who deemed
her elder sister wiser than any one in the world, and revered her accordingly.

“But we should live cheaper abroad than here, I expect,” continued Lavinia.
“It’s said money goes twice as far in France as in England. Suppose we were
to go over, Nancy, and try? We could come back if we did not like it.”

Nancy’s eyes sparkled. “I think it would be delightful,” she said. “Money go
further in France—why, to be sure it does! Aunt Emily is able to live like a
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princess at Tours, by all accounts. Yes, yes, Lavinia, let us try France!”

One fine spring morning the Miss Preens packed up their bag and
baggage and started for the Continent. They went direct to Tours, intending to
make that place their pied-à-terre, as the French phrase it; at any rate, for a
time. It was not, perhaps, the wisest thing they could have done.

For Mrs. Magnus, formerly Emily Preen, and their late father’s sister, did
not welcome them warmly. She lived in style herself, one of the leading stars
in the society of Tours; and she did not at all like that two middle-aged nieces,
of straitened means, should take up their abode in the next street. So Mrs.
Magnus met her nieces with the assurance that Tours would not do for them;
it was too expensive a place; they would be swamped in it. Mrs. Magnus was
drawing near to the close of her life then; had she known it, she might have
been kinder, and let them remain; but she was not able to foresee the hour of
that great event which must happen to us all any more than other people are.
Oliver Preen was with her then, revelling in the sunny days which were flitting
away on gossamer wings.

“Lavinia, do you think we can stay at Tours?”

The Miss Preens had descended at a fourth-rate hotel, picked out of the
guide-book. When Ann asked this question, they were sitting after dinner in
the table d’hôte room, their feet on the sanded floor. Sanded floors were quite
usual at that time in many parts of France.

“Stay here to put up with Aunt Emily’s pride and insolence!” quickly
answered Miss Preen. “No. I will tell you what I have done, Ann. I wrote
yesterday to Mary Carimon, asking her about Sainteville; whether she thinks
it will suit us, and so on. As soon as her answer comes—she’s certain to say

229



yes—we will go, dear, and leave Mrs. Magnus to her grandeur. And, once we
are safe away, I shall write her a letter,” added Lavinia, in decisive tones; “a
letter which she won’t like.”

Madame Carimon’s answer came by return of post. It was as cordial as
herself. Sainteville would be the very place for them, she said, and she should
count the hours until they were there.

The Miss Preens turned their backs upon Tours, shaking its dust off their
shoes. Lavinia had a little nest of accumulated money, so was at ease in that
respect. And when the evening of the following day the railway terminus at
Sainteville was reached, the pleasant, smiling face of Mary Carimon was the
first they saw outside the barrière. She must have been nearly forty now, but
she did not look a day older than when she had left Buttermead. Miss Lavinia
was a year or two older than Mary; Miss Ann a year or two younger.

“You must put up at the Hôtel des Princes,” remarked Madame Carimon.
“It is the only really good one in the town. They won’t charge you too much;
my husband has spoken to the landlady. And you must spend tomorrow with
me.”

The hotel omnibus was waiting for them and other passengers, the
luggage was piled on the roof, and Madame Carimon accompanied them to
the hotel. A handsome hotel, the sisters thought; quite another thing from the
one at Tours. Mary Carimon introduced them to the landlady, Madame
Podevin, saw them seated down to tea and a cold fowl, and then left for the
night.

With Sainteville the Miss Preens were simply charmed. It was a fresh,
clean town, with wide streets, and good houses and old families, and some
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bright shops. The harbour was large, and the pier extended out to the open
sea.

“I should like to live here!” exclaimed Miss Lavinia, sitting down at Madame
Carimon’s, in a state of rapture. “I never saw such a nice town, or such a
lovely market.”

They had been about all the morning with Madame Carimon. It was
market-day, Wednesday. The market was held on the Grande Place; and the
delicious butter, the eggs, the fresh vegetables, the flowers and the poultry,
took Miss Lavinia’s heart by storm. Nancy was more taken with the
picturesque market-women, in their white caps and long gold ear-rings. Other
ladies were doing their marketing as well as Madame Carimon. She spoke to
most of them, in French or in English, as the case might be. Under the able
tuition of her husband, she talked French fluently now.

Madame Carimon’s habitation—very nice, small and compact—was in the
Rue Pomme Cuite. The streets have queer names in some of these old
French towns. It was near the college, which was convenient for Monsieur
Carimon. Here they lived, with their elderly servant, Pauline. The same routine
went on daily in the steady little domicile from year’s end to year’s end.

“Jules goes to the college at eight o’clock every week-day, after a cup of
coffee and a petit pain,” said madame to her guests, “and he returns at five to
dinner. He takes his déjeûner in the college at twelve, and I take mine alone
at home. On Sundays he has no duty: we attend the French Protestant
Church in a morning, dine at one o’clock, and go for a walk in the afternoon.”

“You have no children, Mary?”
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Mary Carimon’s lively face turned sad as she answered: “There was one
little one; she stayed with us six months, and then God took her. I wrote to
you of it, you know, Lavinia. No, we have not any children. Best not, Jules
says; and I agree with him. They might only leave us when we have learnt to
love them; and that’s a trial hard to bear. Best as it is.”

“I’m sure I should never learn to speak French, though we lived here for a
century,” exclaimed Miss Lavinia. “Only to hear you jabbering to your servant,
Mary, quite distracts one’s ears.”

“Yes, you would. You would soon pick up enough to be understood in the
shops and at market.”

At five o’clock, home came Monsieur Carimon. He welcomed the Miss
Preens with honest, genuine pleasure, interspersed with a little French
ceremony; making them about a dozen bows apiece before he met the hands
held out to him.

They had quite a gala dinner. Soup to begin with—broth, the English ladies
inwardly pronounced it—and then fish. A small cod, bought by Madame
Carimon at the fish-market in the morning, with oyster sauce. Ten sous she
had given for the cod, for she knew how to bargain now, and six sous for a
dozen oysters, as large as a five-franc piece. This was followed by a delicious
little fricandeau of veal, and that by a tarte à la crême from the pastrycook’s.
She told her guests unreservedly what all the dishes cost, to show them how
reasonably people might live at Sainteville.

Over the coffee, after dinner, the question of their settling in the place was
fully gone into, for the benefit of Monsieur Carimon’s opinions, who gave them
in good English.
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“Depend upon it, Lavinia, you could not do better,” remarked Mary
Carimon. “If you cannot make your income do here, you cannot anywhere.”

“We want to make it do well; not to betray our poverty, but to be able to
maintain a fairly good appearance,” said Lavinia. “You understand me, I am
sure, monsieur.”

“But certainly, mademoiselle,” he answered; “it is what we all like to do at
Sainteville, I reckon.”

“And can do, if we are provident,” added madame. “French ways are not
English ways. Our own income is small, Lavinia, yet we put by out of it.”

“A fact that goes without saying,” confirmed the pleasant little man. “If we
did not put by, where would my wife be when I am no longer able to work?”

“Provisions being so cheap—— What did you say, Nancy?” asked
Madame Carimon, interrupting herself.

“I was going to say that I could live upon oysters, and should like to,”
replied Nancy, shaking back her flaxen curls with a laugh. “Half-a-dozen of
those great big oysters would make me a lovely dinner any day—and the cost
would be only three halfpence.”

“And only fivepence the cost of that beautiful fish,” put in her sister. “In
Sainteville our income would amply suffice.”

“It seems to me that it would, mesdemoiselles,” observed Monsieur
Carimon. “Three thousand five hundred francs yearly! We French should think
it a sufficient sum. Doubtless much would depend upon the way in which you
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laid it out.”

“What should we have to pay for lodgings, Mary?” inquired Lavinia. “Just a
nice sitting-room and two small bedrooms; or a large room with two beds in it;
and to be waited on?”

“Oh, you won’t find that at Sainteville,” was the unexpected answer.
“Nobody lets lodgings English fashion: it’s not the custom over here. You can
find a furnished apartment, but the people will not wait upon you. There is
always a little kitchen let with the rooms, and you must have your own
servant.”

It was the first check the ladies had received. They sat thinking. “Dear
me!” exclaimed Nancy. “No lodgings!”

“Would the apartments you speak of be very dear?” asked Lavinia.

“That depends upon the number of rooms and the situation,” replied
Madame Carimon. “I cannot call to mind just now any small apartment that is
vacant. If you like, we will go tomorrow and look about.”

It was so arranged. And little Monsieur Carimon attended the ladies back
to the Hôtel des Princes at the sober hour of nine, and bowed them into the
porte cochère with two sweeps of his hat, wishing them the good-evening and
the very good-night.

2

Thursday morning. Nancy Preen awoke with a sick headache, and could
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not get up. But in the afternoon, when she was better, they went to Mary
Carimon’s, and all three set out to look for an apartment—not meeting with
great success.

All they saw were too large, and priced accordingly. There was one,
indeed, in the Rue Lamartine, which suited as to size, but the rooms were
inconvenient and stuffy; and there was another small one on the Grande
Place, dainty and desirable, but the rent was very high. Madame Carimon at
once offered the landlord half-price, French custom: she dealt at his shop for
her groceries. No, no, he answered; his apartment was the nicest in the town
for its size, as mesdames saw, and it was in the best situation—and not a
single sou would the worthy grocer abate.

They were growing tired, then; and five o’clock, the universal hour at
Sainteville for dinner, was approaching.

“Come round to me after dinner, and we will talk it over,” said Mary
Carimon, when they parted. “I will give you a cup of tea.”

They dined at the table d’hôte, which both of them thought charming, and
then proceeded to the Rue Pomme Cuite. Monsieur Carimon was on the point
of going out, to spend an hour at the Café Pillaud, but he put down his hat to
wait awhile, out of respect to the ladies. They told him about not having found
an apartment to suit them.

“Of course we have not searched all parts of the town, only the most likely
ones,” said Madame Carimon. “There are large apartments to be had, but no
small ones. We can search again tomorrow.”

“I suppose there’s not a little house to be had cheap, if we cannot find an
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apartment?” cried Miss Nancy, who was in love with Sainteville, and had set
her heart upon remaining there.

“Tiens,” quickly spoke Monsieur Carimon in French to his wife, “there’s the
Petite Maison Rouge belonging to Madame Veuve Sauvage, in the Place
Ronde. It is still to let: I saw the affiche in the shop window today. What do
you think of it, Marie?”

Madame Carimon did not seem to know quite what to think. She looked at
her husband, then at the eager faces of her two friends; but she did not
speak.

About half-way down the Rue Tessin, a busy street leading to the port,
was a wide opening, giving on to the Place Ronde. The Place Ronde agreed
with its name, for it was somewhat in form of a horseshoe. Some fifteen or
sixteen substantial houses were built round it, each having a shop for its
basement; and trees, green and feathery, were scattered about, affording a
slight though pleasant shelter from the hot sun in summer weather.

The middle house at the bottom of the Place Ronde, exactly facing the
opening from the Rue Tessin, was a very conspicuous house indeed,
inasmuch as it was painted red, whilst the other houses were white. All of
them had green persienne shutters to the upper windows. The shop, a large
one, belonging to this red house was that of the late Monsieur Jean Sauvage,
“Marchand de Vin en gros et en détail,” as the announcement over his door
used to run in the later years of his life. But when Jean Sauvage commenced
business, in that same shop, it was only as a retail vendor. Casting about in
his mind one day for some means by which his shop might be distinguished
from other wine-shops and attract customers, he hit upon the plan of painting
the house red. No sooner thought of than done. A painter was called, who
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converted the white walls into a fiery vermilion, and stretched a board across
the upper part, between the windows of the first and second floors, on which
appeared in large letters “A la Maison Rouge.”

Whether this sort of advertisement drew the public, or whether it might
have been the sterling respectability and devotion to business of Monsieur
Sauvage, he got on most successfully. The Marchand en détail became also
Marchand en gros, and in course of time he added liqueurs to his wines. No
citizen of Sainteville was more highly esteemed than he, both as a man and a
tradesman. Since his death the business had been carried on by his widow,
aided by the two sons, Gustave and Emile. Latterly Madame Veuve Sauvage
had given up all work to them; she was now in years, and had well earned her
rest. They lived in the rooms over the shop, which were large and handsome.
In former days, when the energies of herself and her husband were chiefly
devoted to acquiring and saving money, they had let these upper rooms for a
good sum yearly. Old Madame Sauvage might be seen any day now sitting at
a front-window, looking out upon the world between her embroidered white
curtains.

The door of this prosperous shop was between the two windows. The one
window displayed a few bottles of wine, most of them in straw cases; in the
other window were clear flacons of liqueurs: chartreuse, green and yellow;
curaçoa, warm and ruby; eau de vie de Danzick, with its fluttering gold leaf;
and many other sorts.

However, it is not with the goods of Madame Veuve Sauvage that we have
to do, but with her premises. Standing in front of the shop, as if coveting a
bottle of that choice wine for today’s dinner, or an immediate glass of
delicious liqueur, you may see on your right hand, but to the left of the shop,
the private door of the house. On the other side the shop is also a door which
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opens to a narrow entry. The entry looks dark, even in the mid-day sun, for it
is pretty long, extending down a portion of the side of the Maison Rouge,
which is a deep house, and terminating in a paved yard surrounded by high
buildings. At the end of the yard is a small dwelling, with two modern
windows, one above the other. Near the under window is the entrance-door,
painted oak colour, with a brass knob, a bell-wire with a curious handle, and a
knocker. This little house the late Monsieur Sauvage had also caused to be
converted into a red one, the same as the larger.

In earlier days, when Jean Sauvage and his wife were putting their
shoulders to the wheel, they had lived in the little house with their children;
the two sons and the daughter, Jeanne. Jeanne Sauvage married early and
very well, an avocat. But since they had left it, the house in the yard seemed
to have been, as the Widow Sauvage herself expressed it, unlucky. The first
of the tenants had died there; the second had disappeared—decamped in
fact, to avoid paying rent and other debts; the third had moved into a better
house; and the fourth, an old widow lady, had also died, owing a year’s rent to
Madame Sauvage, and leaving no money to pay it.

It was of this small dwelling, lying under the shadow of the Maison Rouge,
that Monsieur Carimon had thought. Turning to the Miss Preens, he gave
them briefly a few particulars, and said he believed the house was to be had
on very reasonable terms.

“What do you call it?” exclaimed Lavinia. “The little red house?”

“Yes, we call it so,” said Monsieur Carimon. “Emile Sauvage was talking of
it to me the other evening at the café, saying they would be glad to have it
tenanted.”
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“I fear our good friends here would find it dull,” remarked Madame Carimon
to him. “It is in so gloomy a situation, you know, Jules.”

“Mon amie, I do not myself see how that signifies,” said he in reply. “If your
house is comfortable inside, does it matter what it looks out upon?”

“Very true,” assented Miss Lavinia, whose hopes had gone up again. “But
this house may not be furnished, Mary.”

“It is partly furnished,” said Madame Carimon. “When the old lady who was
last in it died, they had to take her furniture for the rent. It was not much, I
have heard.”

“We should not want much, only two of us,” cried Miss Ann eagerly. “Do
let us go to look at it tomorrow!”

On the following day, Friday, the Miss Preens went to the Place Ronde,
piloted by Mary Carimon. They were struck with admiration at the Maison
Rouge, all a fiery glow in the morning sun, and a novelty to English eyes.
Whilst Madame Carimon went into the shop to explain and ask for the key,
the sisters gazed in at the windows. Lying on the wine-bottles was a small
black board on which was written in white letters, “Petite Maison à louer.”

Monsieur Gustave Sauvage, key in hand, saluted the ladies in English,
which he spoke fairly well, and accompanied them to view the house. The sun
was very bright that day, and the confined yard did not look so dull as at a
less favourable time; and perhaps the brilliant red of the little house, at which
Nancy laughed, imparted a cheerfulness to it. Monsieur Gustave opened the
door with a latch-key, drew back, and waited for them to enter.
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The first to do so, or to attempt to do so, was Miss Preen. But no sooner
had she put one foot over the threshold than she drew back with a start,
somewhat discomposing the others by the movement.

“What is it, Lavinia?” inquired Ann.

“Something seemed to startle me, and throw me backward!” exclaimed
Lavinia Preen, regaining her breath. “Perhaps it was the gloom of the
passage: it is very dark.”

“Pardon, mesdames,” spoke Monsieur Gustave politely. “If the ladies will
forgive my entering before them, I will open the salon door.”

The passage was narrow. The broad shoulders of Monsieur Gustave
almost touched the wall on either side as he walked along. Almost at the
other end of it, on his left hand, was the salon door; he threw it open, and a
little light shone forth. The passage terminated in a small square recess. At
the back of this was fixed a shallow marble slab for holding things, above
which was a cupboard let into the wall. On the right of the recess was the
staircase; and opposite the staircase the kitchen-door, the kitchen being
behind the salon.

The salon was nice when they were in it; the paint was fresh, the paper
light and handsome. It was of good size, and its large window looked to the
front. The kitchen opened upon a small back-yard, furnished with a pump and
a shed for wood or coal. On the floor above were two very good chambers,
one behind the other. Opposite these, on the other side of the passage, was
another room, not so large, but of fair size. It was apparently built out over
some part of the next-door premises, and was lighted by a skylight. All the
rooms were fresh and good, and the passage had a window at the end.
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Altogether it was not an inconvenient abode for people who did not go in
for show. The furniture was plain, clean and useful, but it would have to be
added to. There were no grates, not even a cooking-stove in the kitchen. It
was very much the Sainteville custom at that period for tenants to provide
grates for themselves, plenty of which could be bought or hired for a small
sum. An easy-chair or two would be needed; tea-cups and saucers and wine-
glasses; and though, there were washing-stands, these contained no jugs or
basins; and there were no sheets or tablecloths or towels, no knives or forks,
no brooms or brushes, and so on.

“There is only this one sitting-room, you perceive,” remarked Madame
Carimon, as they turned about, looking at the salon again, after coming
downstairs.

“Yes, that’s a pity, on account of dining,” replied Miss Nancy.

“One of our tenants made a pretty salon of the room above this, and this
the salle à manger,” replied Monsieur Gustave. “Mesdames might like to do
the same, possibly?”

He had pointedly addressed Miss Lavinia, near whom he stood. She did
not answer. In fact—it was a very curious thing, but a fact—Miss Lavinia had
not spoken a word since she entered. She had gone through the house taking
in its features in complete silence, just as if that shock at the door had
scared away her speech.

The rent asked by Monsieur Gustave, acting for his mother, was very
moderate indeed—twenty pounds a-year, including the use of the furniture.
There would be no taxes to pay, he said; absolutely none; the taxes of this
little house, being upon their premises, were included in their own. But to
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ensure this low rental, the house must be taken for five years.

“Of course we will take it—won’t we, Lavinia?” cried Miss Ann in a loud
whisper. “Only twenty pounds a-year! Just think of it!”

“Sir,” Miss Lavinia said to Monsieur Gustave, speaking at last, “the house
would suit us in some respects, especially as regards rent. But we might find
it too lonely: and I should hardly like to be bound for five years.”

All that was of course for mesdames’ consideration, he frankly responded.
But he thought that if the ladies were established in it with their ménage about
them, they would not find it lonely.

“We will give you an answer tomorrow or Monday,” decided Miss Lavinia.

They went about the town all that day with Madame Carimon; but nothing
in the shape of an apartment could be found to suit them. Madame invited
them again to tea in the evening. And by that time they had decided to take
the house. Nancy was wild about it. What with the change from the monotony
of their country house to the bright and busy streets, the gay outdoor life, the
delights of the table d’hôte, Ann Preen looked upon Sainteville as an earthly
paradise.

“The house is certainly more suited to you than anything else we have
seen,” observed Madame Carimon. “I have nothing to say against the Petite
Maison Rouge, except its dull situation.”

“Did it strike you, Mary, apart from its situation, as being gloomy?” asked
Lavinia.
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“No. Once you are in the rooms they are cheerful enough.”

“It did me. Gloomy, with a peculiar gloom, you understand. I’m sure the
passage was dark as night. It must have been its darkness that startled me
as we were going in.”

“By the way, Lavinia, what was the matter with you then?” interrupted her
sister.

“I don’t know, Nancy; I said at the time I did not know. With my first step
into the passage, some horror seemed to meet me and drive me backward.”

“Some horror!” repeated Nancy.

“I seemed to feel it so. I had still the glare of the streets and the fiery red
walls in my eyes, which must have caused the house passage to look darker
than it ought. That was all, I suppose—but it turned me sick with a sort of
fear; sick and shivery.”

“That salon may be made as pretty a room as any in Sainteville,”
remarked Madame Carimon. “Many of the English residents here have only
one salon in their apartments. You see, we don’t go in for ceremony; France
is not like England.”

On the morrow the little house under the wing of the Maison Rouge was
secured by the Miss Preens. They took it in their joint names for five years. To
complete the transaction they were ushered upstairs to the salon and
presence of Madame Veuve Sauvage—a rather stately looking old lady, attired
in a voluminous black silk robe and a mourning cap of fine muslin. Madame,
who could not speak a syllable of English, conversed graciously with her
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future tenants through the interpretation of Mary Carimon, offering to be useful
to them in any way she could. Lavinia and Ann Preen both signed the bail, or
agreement, and Madame Veuve Sauvage likewise signed it; by virtue of which
she became their landlady, and they her tenants of the little house for five
years. Madame Carimon, and a shopman who came upstairs for the purpose,
signed as witnesses.

Wine and the little cakes called pistolets were then introduced; and so the
bargain was complete.

Oh if some kindly spirit from the all-seeing world above could only have
whispered a hint to those ill-fated sisters of what they were doing!—had only
whispered a warning in time to prevent it! Might not that horror, which fell upon
Lavinia as she was about to pass over the door-sill, have served her as such?
But who regards these warnings when they come to us? Who personally
applies them? None.

Having purchased or hired the additional things required, the Miss Preens
took possession of their house. Nancy had the front bed-chamber, which
Lavinia thought rather the best, and so gave it up to her; Lavinia took the back
one. The one opposite, with the skylight, remained unoccupied, as their
servant did not sleep in the house. Not at all an uncommon custom at
Sainteville.

An excellent servant had been found for them in the person of Flore
Pamart, a widow, who was honest, cooked well, and could talk away in
English; all recommendations that the ladies liked. Flore let herself in with a
latch-key before breakfast, and left as soon after five o’clock in the evening as
she could get the dinner things removed. Madame Flore Pamart had one little
boy named Dion, who went to school by day, but was at home night and
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morning; for which reason his mother could only take a daily service.

Thus the Miss Preens became part of the small colony of English at
Sainteville. They took sittings in the English Protestant Church, which was
not much more than a room; and they subscribed to the casino on the port
when it opened for the summer season, spending many an evening there,
listening to the music, watching the dancing when there was any, and
chattering with the acquaintances they met. They were well regarded, these
new-comers, and they began to speak French after a fashion. Now and then
they went out to a soirée; once in a way gave one in return. Very sober
soirées indeed were those of Sainteville; consisting (as Sam Weller might
inform us) of tea at seven o’clock with, hot galette, conversation, cake at ten
(gâteau Suisse or gâteau au rhum), and a glass of Picardin wine.

They were pleased with the house, once they had settled down in it, and
never a shadow of regret crossed either of them for having taken the Petite
Maison Rouge.

In this way about a twelvemonth wore on.

3

It was a fine morning at the beginning of April; the sun being particularly
welcome, as Sainteville had latterly been favoured with a spell of ill-natured,
bitter east winds. About eleven o’clock, Miss Preen and her sister turned out
of their house to take a walk on the pier—which they liked to do most days,
wind and weather permitting. In going down the Rue des Arbres, they were
met by a fresh-looking little elderly gentleman, with rather long white hair, and
wearing a white necktie. He stopped to salute the ladies, bowing
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ceremoniously low to each of them. It was Monsieur le Docteur Dupuis, a
kindly man of skilful reputation, who had now mostly, though not altogether,
given up practice to his son, Monsieur Henri Dupuis. Miss Lavinia had a little
acquaintance with the doctor, and took occasion to ask him news of the
public welfare; for there was raging in the town the malady called “la grippe,”
which, being interpreted, means influenza.

It was not much better at present, Monsieur Dupuis answered; but this
genial sunshine he hoped would begin to drive it away; and, with another bow,
he passed onward.

The pier was soon reached, and they enjoyed their walk upon it. The
sunlight glinted on the rather turbulent waves of the sea in the distance, but
there was not much breeze to be felt on land. When nearing the end of the
pier their attention was attracted to a fishing-boat, which was tumbling about
rather unaccountably in its efforts to make the harbour.

“It almost looks from here as though it had lost its rudder, Nancy,”
remarked Miss Lavinia.

They halted, and stood looking over the side at the object of interest; not
particularly noticing that a gentleman stood near them, also looking at the
same through an opera-glass. He was spare, of middle height and middle
age; his hair was grey, his face pale and impassive; the light over-coat he
wore was of fashionable English cut.

“Oh, Lavinia, look, look! It is coming right on to the end of the pier,” cried
Ann Preen.

“Hush, Nancy, don’t excite yourself,” said Miss Lavinia, in lowered tones.
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“It will take care not to do that.”

The gentleman gave a wary glance at them. He saw two ladies dressed
alike, in handsome black velvet mantles, and bonnets with violet feathers; by
which he judged them to be sisters, though there was no resemblance in
face. The elder had clear-cut features, a healthy colour, dark brown hair, worn
plain, and a keen, sensible expression. The other was fair, with blue eyes and
light ringlets.

“Pardon me,” he said, turning to them, and his accent was that of a
gentleman. “May I offer you the use of my glasses?”

“Oh, thank you!” exclaimed Nancy, in a light tone bordering on a giggle;
and she accepted the glasses. She was evidently pleased with the offer and
with the stranger.

Lavinia, on the contrary, was not. The moment she saw his full face she
shrank from it—shrank from him. The feeling might have been as
unaccountable as that which came over her when she had been first entering
the Petite Maison Rouge; but it was there. However, she put it from her, and
thanked him.

“I don’t think I see so well with the glasses as without them; it seems all a
mist,” remarked Nancy, who was standing next the stranger.

“They are not properly focused for you. Allow me,” said he, as he took the
glasses from her to alter them. “Young eyes need a less powerful focus than
elderly ones like mine.”

He spoke in a laughing tone; Nancy, fond of compliments, giggled outright
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this time. She was approaching forty; he might have been ten years older.
They continued standing there, watching the fishing-boat, and exchanging
remarks at intervals. When it had made the harbour without accident, the
Miss Preens wished him good-morning, and went back down the pier; he took
off his hat to them, and walked the other way.

“What a charming man!” exclaimed Nancy, when they were at a safe
distance.

“I don’t like him,” dissented Lavinia.

“Not like him!” echoed the other in surprise. “Why, Lavinia, his manners
are delightful. I wonder who he is?”

When nearly home, in turning into the Place Ronde, they met an English
lady of their acquaintance, the wife of Major Smith. She had been ordering a
dozen of vin Picardin from the Maison Rouge. As they stood talking together,
the gentleman of the pier passed up the Rue de Tessin. He lifted his hat, and
they all, including Mrs. Smith, bowed.

“Do you know him?” quickly asked Nancy, in a whisper.

“Hardly that,” answered Mrs. Smith. “When we were passing the Hôtel des
Princes this morning, a gentleman turned out of the courtyard, and he and my
husband spoke to one another. The major said to me afterwards that he had
formerly been in the—I forget which—regiment. He called him Mr. Fennel.”

Now, as ill-fortune had it, Miss Preen found herself very poorly after she
got home. She began to sneeze and cough, and thought she must have taken
cold through standing on the pier to watch the vagaries of the fishing-smack.
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“I hope you are not going to have the influenza!” cried Nancy, her blue eyes
wide with concern.

But the influenza it proved to be. Miss Preen seemed about to have it
badly, and lay in bed the next day. Nancy proposed to send Flore for
Monsieur Dupuis, but Lavinia said she knew how to treat herself as well as he
could treat her.

The next day she was no better. Poor Nancy had to go out alone, or to
stay indoors. She did not like doing the latter at all; it was too dull; her own
inclination would have led her abroad all day long and every day.

“I saw Captain Fennel on the pier again,” said she to her sister that
afternoon, when she was making the tea at Lavinia’s bedside, Flore having
carried up the tray.

“I hope you did not talk to him, Ann,” spoke the invalid, as well as she
could articulate.

“I talked a little,” said Nancy, turning hot, conscious that she had gossiped
with him for three-quarters-of-an-hour. “He stopped to speak to me; I could not
walk on rudely.”

“Any way, don’t talk to him again, my dear. I do not like that man.”

“What is there to dislike in him, Lavinia?”

“That I can’t say. His countenance is not a good one; it is shifty and
deceitful. He is a man you could never trust.”
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“I’m sure I’ve heard you say the same of other people.”

“Because I can read faces,” returned Lavinia.

“Oh—well—I consider Captain Fennel’s is a handsome face,” debated
Nancy.

“Why do you call him ‘Captain’?”

“He calls himself so,” answered Nancy. “I suppose it was his rank in the
army when he retired. They retain it afterwards by courtesy, don’t they,
Lavinia?”

“I am not sure. It depends upon whether they retire in rotation or sell out, I
fancy. Mrs. Smith said the major called him Mr. Fennel, and he ought to
know. There, I can’t talk any more, Nancy, and the man is nothing to us, that
we need discuss him.”

La grippe had taken rather sharp hold of Lavinia Preen, and she was
upstairs for ten days. On the first afternoon she went down to the salon,
Captain Fennel called, very much to her surprise; and, also to her surprise, he
and Nancy appeared to be pretty intimate.

In point of fact, they had met every day, generally upon the pier. Nancy
had said nothing about it at home. She was neither sly nor deceitful in
disposition; rather notably simple and unsophisticated; but, after Lavinia’s
reproof the first time she told about meeting him, she would not tell again.

Miss Preen behaved coolly to him; which he would not appear to see. She
sat over the fire, wrapped in a shawl, for it was a cold afternoon. He stayed
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only a little time, and put his card down on the slab near the stairs when he
left. Lavinia had it brought to her.

“Mr. Edwin Fennel.”

“Then he is not Captain Fennel,” she observed. “But, Nancy, what in the
world could have induced the man to call here? And how is it you seem to be
familiar with him?”

“I have met him out-of-doors, sometimes, while you were ill,” said Nancy.
“As to his calling here—he came, I suppose, out of politeness. There’s no
harm in it, Lavinia.”

Miss Lavinia did not say there was. But she disliked the man too much to
favour his acquaintanceship. Instinct warned her against him.

How little was she prepared for what was to follow! Before she was well
out-of-doors again, before she had been anywhere except to church, Nancy
gave her a shock. With no end of simperings and blushings, she confessed
that she had been asked to marry Captain Fennel.

Had Miss Lavinia Preen been herself politely asked to marry a certain
gentleman popularly supposed to reside underground, she would not have
been much more indignantly startled. Perhaps “frightened” would be the better
word for it.

“But—you would not, Nancy!” she gasped, when she found her voice.

“I don’t know,” simpered foolish Nancy. “I—I—think him very nice and
gentlemanly, Lavinia.”
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Lavinia came out of her fright sufficiently to reason. She strove to show
Nancy how utterly unwise such a step would be. They knew nothing of
Captain Fennel or his antecedents; to become his wife might just be courting
misery and destruction. Nancy ceased to argue; and Lavinia hoped she had
yielded.

Both sisters kept a diary. But for that fact, and also that the diaries were
preserved, Featherston could not have arrived at the details of the story so
perfectly. About this time, a trifle earlier or later, Ann Preen wrote as follows in
hers:

“April 16th.—I met Captain Fennel on the pier again this
morning. I do think  he goes there because he knows he may
meet me. Lavinia is not out yet; she has not quite got rid of
that Grip, as they stupidly call it here. I’m sure it has gripped
her. We walked quite to the end of the pier, and then I sat
down on the edge for a little while, and he stood talk ing to me.
I do wish I could tell Lavinia of these meetings; but she was so
cross the first day I met him, and told her of it, that I don’t like
to. Captain Fennel lent me his glasses as usual, and I looked
at the London steamer, which was coming in. Somehow we fell
to talk ing of the Smiths; he said they were poor, had not much
more than the major’s half-pay. ‘Not like you rich people, Miss
Nancy,’ he said—he thinks that’s my right name. ‘Your income
is different from theirs.’ ‘Oh,’ I screamed out, ‘why, it’s only a
hundred and forty pounds a-year!’ ‘Well,’ he answered, smiling,
‘that’s a comfortable sum for a place like this; five francs will
buy as much at Sainteville as half-a-sovereign will in England.’
Which is pretty nearly true.”
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Skipping a few entries of little importance, we come to another:

“May 1st, and such a lovely day!—It reminds me of one May-
day at home, when the Jacks-in-the-green were dancing on the
grass-plot before the Court windows at Buttermead, and Mrs.
Selby sat watching them, as pleased as they were, saying she
should like to dance, too, if she could only go first to the mill
to be ground young again. Jane and Edith Peckham were
spending the day with us. It was just such a day as this, warm
and bright; light, fleecy clouds flitting across the blue sky. I
wish Lavinia were out to enjoy it! but she is hardly strong
enough for long walks yet, and only potters about, when she
does get out, in the Rue des Arbres or the Grande Place, or
perhaps over to see Mary Carimon.

“I don’t know what to do. I lay awake all last night, and sat
moping yesterday, think ing what I could do. Edwin wants me to
marry him; I told Lavinia, and she absolutely forbids it, saying I
should rush upon misery. He says I should be happy as the
day’s long. I feel like a distracted lunatic, not knowing which of
them is right, or which opinion I ought to yield to. I have
obeyed Lavinia all my life; we have never had a difference
before; her wishes have been mine, and mine have been hers.
But I can’t see why she need have taken up this prejudice
against him, for I’m sure he’s more like an angel than a man;
and, as he whispers to me, Nancy Fennel would be a prettier
name than Nancy Preen. I said to him today, ‘My name is Ann,
not really Nancy.’ ‘My dear,’ he answered, ‘I shall always call
you Nancy; I love the simple name.’
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“I no longer talk  about him to Lavinia, or let her suspect that
we still meet on the pier. It would make her angry, and I can’t
bear that. I dare not hint to her what Edwin said today—that he
should take matters into his own hands. He means to go over
to Dover, viâ Calais; stay at Dover a fortnight, as the marriage
law requires, and then come back to fetch me; and after the
marriage has taken place we shall return here to live.

“Oh dear, what am I to do? It will be a dreadful thing to deceive
Lavinia; and it will be equally dreadful to lose him. He declares
that if I do not agree to this he shall set sail for India (where he
used to be with his regiment), and never, never see me again.
Good gracious! never to see me again!

“The worst is, he wants to go off to Dover at once, giving one
no time for consideration! Must I say Yes, or No? The
uncertainty shakes me to pieces. He laughed today when I
said something of this, assuring me Lavinia’s anger would
pass away like a summer cloud when I was his wife; that
sisters had no authority over one another, and that Lavinia’s
opposition arose from selfishness only, because she did not
want to lose me. ‘Risk  it, Nancy,’ said he; ‘she will receive you
with open arms when I bring you back from Dover.’ If I could
only think  so! Now and then I feel inclined to confide my
dilemma to Mary Carimon, and ask her opinion, only that I fear
she might tell Lavinia.”

Mr. Edwin Fennel quitted Sainteville. When he was missed people thought
he might have gone for good. But one Saturday morning some time onwards,
when the month of May was drawing towards its close, Miss Lavinia, out with
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Nancy at market, came full upon Captain Fennel in the crowd on the Grande
Place. He held out his hand.

“I thought you had left Sainteville, Mr. Fennel,” she remarked, meeting his
hand and the sinister look in his face unwillingly.

“Got back this morning,” he said; “travelled by night. Shall be leaving again
today or tomorrow. How are you, Miss Nancy?”

Lavinia pushed her way to the nearest poultry stall. “Will you come here,
Ann?” she said. “I want to choose a fowl.”

She began to bargain, half in French, half in English, with the poultry man,
all to get rid of that other man, and she looked round, expecting Nancy had
followed her. Nancy had not stirred from the spot near the butter-baskets: she
and Captain Fennel had their heads together, he talking hard and fast.

They saw Lavinia looking at them; looking angry, too. “Remember,”
impressively whispered Captain Fennel to Nancy: and, lifting his hat to
Lavinia, over the white caps of the market-women, he disappeared across the
Place.

“I wonder what that man has come back for?” cried Miss Preen, as Nancy
reached her—not that she had any suspicion. “And I wonder you should stay
talking with him, Nancy!”

Nancy did not answer.

Sending Flore—who had attended them with her market-basket—home
with the fowl and eggs and vegetables, they called at the butcher’s and the
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grocer’s, and then went home themselves. Miss Preen then remembered that
she had forgotten one or two things, and must go out again. Nancy remained
at home. When Lavinia returned, which was not for an hour, for she had met
various friends and stayed to gossip, her sister was in her room. Flore thought
Mademoiselle Nancy was setting her drawers to rights: she had heard her
opening and shutting them.

Time went on until the afternoon. Just before five o’clock, when Flore came
into lay the cloth for dinner, Lavinia, sitting at the window, saw her sister leave
the house and cross the yard, a good-sized paper parcel in her hand.

“Why, that is Miss Nancy,” she exclaimed, in much surprise. “Where can
she be going to now?”

“Miss Nancy came down the stairs as I was coming in here,” replied Flore.
“She said to me that she had just time to run to Madame Carimon’s before
dinner.”

“Hardly,” dissented Miss Lavinia. “What can she be going for?”

As five o’clock struck, Flore (always punctual, from self-interest) came in
to ask if she should serve the fish; but was told to wait until Miss Nancy
returned. When half-past five was at hand, and Nancy had not appeared, Miss
Preen ordered the fish in, remarking that Madame Carimon must be keeping
her sister to dinner.

Afterwards Miss Preen set out for the casino, expecting she should meet
them both there; for Lavinia and Nancy had intended to go. Madame Carimon
was not a subscriber, but she sometimes paid her ten sous and went in. It
would be quite a pretty sight to-night—a children’s dance. Lavinia soon joined
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some friends there, but the others did not come.

At eight o’clock she was in the Rue Pomme Cuite, approaching Madame
Carimon’s. Pauline, in her short woollen petticoats, and shoeless feet thrust
into wooden sabots, was splashing buckets of water before the door to scrub
the pavement, and keeping up a screaming chatter with the other servants in
the street, who were doing the same, Saturday-night fashion.

Madame Carimon was in the salon, sitting idle in the fading light; her
sewing lay on the table. Lavinia’s eyes went round the room, but she saw no
one else in it.

“Mary, where is Nancy?” she asked, as Madame Carimon rose to greet
her with outstretched hands.

“I’m sure I don’t know,” answered Madame Carimon lightly. “She has not
been here. Did you think she had?”

“She dined here—did she not?”

“What, Nancy? Oh no! I and Jules dined alone. He is out now, giving a
French lesson. I have not seen Nancy since—let me see—since Thursday, I
think; the day before yesterday.”

Lavinia Preen sat down, half-bewildered. She related the history of the
evening.

“It is elsewhere that Nancy is gone,” remarked Madame Carimon. “Flore
must have misunderstood her.”
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Concluding that to be the case, and that Nancy might already be at home,
Lavinia returned at once to the Petite Maison Rouge, Mary Carimon bearing
her company in the sweet summer twilight. Lavinia opened the door with her
latch-key. Flore had departed long before. There were three latch-keys to the
house, Nancy possessing one of them.

They looked into every room, and called out “Nancy! Nancy!” But she was
not there.

Nancy Preen had gone off with Captain Fennel by the six-o’clock train, en
route for Dover, there to be converted into Mrs. Fennel.

And had Nancy foreseen the terrible events and final crime which this
most disastrous step would bring about, she might have chosen, rather than
take it, to run away to the Protestant cemetery outside the gates of
Sainteville, there to lay herself down to die.

4

“Where can Nancy be?”

Miss Preen spoke these words to Mary Carimon in a sort of flurry. After
letting themselves into the house, the Petite Maison Rouge, and calling up
and down it in vain for Nancy, the question as to where she could be naturally
arose.

“She must be spending the evening with the friends she stayed to dine
with,” said Madame Carimon.
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“I don’t know where she would be likely to stay. Unless—yes—perhaps at
Mrs. Hardy’s.”

“That must be it, Lavinia,” pronounced Madame Carimon.

It was then getting towards nine o’clock. They set out again for Mrs.
Hardy’s to escort Nancy home. She lived in the Rue Lothaire; a long street,
leading to the railway-station.

Mrs. Hardy was an elderly lady. When near her door they saw her grand-
nephew, Charles Palliser, turn out of it. Charley was a good-hearted young
fellow, the son of a rich merchant in London. He was staying at Sainteville for
the purpose of acquiring the art of speaking French as a native.

“Looking for Miss Ann Preen!” cried he, as they explained in a word or two.
“No, she is not at our house; has not been there. I saw her going off this
evening by the six-o’clock train.”

“Going off by the six-o’clock train!” echoed Miss Lavinia, staring at him.
“Why, what do you mean, Mr. Charles? My sister has not gone off by any
train.”

“It was in this way,” answered the young man, too polite to flatly contradict
a lady. “Mrs. Hardy’s cousin, Louise Soubitez, came to town this morning;
she spent the day with us, and after dinner I went to see her off by the train.
And there, at the station, was Miss Ann Preen.”

“But not going away by train,” returned Miss Lavinia.

“Why, yes, she was. I watched the train out of the station. She and Louise
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Soubitez sat in the same compartment.”

A smile stole to Charles Palliser’s face. In truth, he was amused at Miss
Lavinia’s consternation. It suddenly struck her that the young man was joking.

“Did you speak to Ann, Mr. Charles?”

“Oh yes; just a few words. There was not time for much conversation;
Louise was late.”

Miss Preen felt a little shaken.

“Was Ann alone?”

“No; she was with Captain Fennel.”

And, with that, a suspicion of the truth, and the full horror of it, dawned
upon Lavinia Preen. She grasped Madame Carimon’s arm and turned white as
death.

“It never can be,” she whispered, her lips trembling: “it never can be! She
cannot have—have—run away—with that man!”

Unconsciously perhaps to herself, her eyes were fixed on Charles. He
thought the question was put to him, and answered it.

“Well—I—I’m afraid it looks like it, as she seems to have said nothing to
you,” he slowly said. “But I give you my word, Miss Preen, that until this
moment that aspect of the matter never suggested itself to me. I supposed
they were just going up the line together for some purpose or other; though, in
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fact, I hardly thought about it at all.”

“And perhaps that is all the mystery!” interposed Madame Carimon briskly.
“He may have taken Ann to Drecques for a little jaunt, and they will be back
again by the last train. It must be almost due, Lavinia.”

With one impulse they turned to the station, which was near at hand.
Drecques, a village, was the first place the trains stopped at on the up-line.
The passengers were already issuing from the gate. Standing aside until all
had passed, and not seeing Nancy anywhere, Charley Palliser looked into the
omnibuses. But she was not there.

“They may have intended to come back and missed the train, Miss Preen;
it’s very easy to miss a train,” said he in his good nature.

“I think it must be so, Lavinia,” spoke up Madame Carimon. “Any way, we
will assume it until we hear to the contrary. And, Charley, we had better not
talk of this to-night.”

“I won’t,” answered Charley earnestly. “You may be sure of me.”

Unless Captain Fennel and Miss Ann Preen chartered a balloon, there
was little probability of their reaching Sainteville that evening, for this had been
the last train. Lavinia Preen passed a night of discomfort, striving to hope
against hope, as the saying runs. Not a very wise saying; it might run better,
striving to hope against despair.

When Sunday did not bring back the truants, or any news of them, the
three in the secret—Mary Carimon, Lavinia, and Charley Palliser—had little
doubt that the disappearance meant an elopement. Monsieur Jules Carimon,
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not easily understanding such an escapade, so little in accordance with the
customs and manners of his own country, said in his wife’s ear he hoped it
would turn out that there was a marriage in the case.

Miss Preen received a letter from Dover pretty early in the week, written by
Ann. She had been married that day to Captain Fennel.

Altogether, the matter was the most bitter blow ever yet dealt to Lavinia
Preen. No living being knew, or ever would know, how cruelly her heart was
wrung by it. But, being a kindly woman of good sound sense, she saw that
the best must be made of it, not the worst; and this she set herself out to do.
She began by hoping that her own instinct, warning her against Captain
Fennel, might be a mistaken one, and that he had a good home to offer his
wife and would make her happy in it.

She knew no more about him—his family, his fortune, his former life, his
antecedents—than she knew of the man in the moon. Major Smith perhaps
did; he had been acquainted with him in the past. Nancy’s letter, though
written the previous day, had been delivered by the afternoon post. As soon
as she could get dinner over, Lavinia went to Major Smith’s. He lived at the
top of the Rue Lambeau, a street turning out of the Grande Place. He and his
wife, their own dinner just removed, were sitting together, the major indulging
in a steaming glass of schiedam and water, flavoured with a slice of lemon.
He was a very jolly little man, with rosy cheeks and a bald head. They
welcomed Miss Lavinia warmly. She, not quite as composed as usual,
opened her business without preamble; her sister Ann had married Captain
Fennel, and she had come to ask Major Smith what he knew of him.

“Not very much,” answered the major.
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There was something behind his tone, and Lavinia burst into tears.
Compassionating her distress, the major offered her a comforting glass,
similar to his own. Lavinia declined it.

“You will tell me what you know,” she said; and he proceeded to do so.

Edwin Fennel, the son of Colonel Fennel, was stationed in India with his
regiment for several years. He got on well enough, but was not much liked by
his brother officers: they thought him unscrupulous and deceitful. All at once,
something very disagreeable occurred, which obliged Captain Fennel to quit
her Majesty’s service. The affair was hushed up, out of consideration to his
family and his father’s long term of service. “In fact, I believe he was allowed
to retire, instead of being cashiered,” added the major, “but I am not quite sure
which it was.”

“What was it that occurred—that Captain Fennel did, to necessitate his
dismissal?” questioned Lavinia.

“I don’t much like to mention it,” said the major, shaking his head. “It might
get about, you see, Miss Preen, which would make it awkward for him. I have
no wish, or right either, to do the man a gratuitous injury.”

“I promise you it shall not get about through me,” returned Lavinia; “my
sister’s being his wife will be the best guarantee for that. You must please tell
me, Major Smith.”

“Well, Fennel was suspected—detected, in short—of cheating at cards.”

Lavinia drew a deep breath. “Do you know,” she said presently, in an
undertone, “that when I first met the man I shrank from his face.”
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“Oh my! And it has such nice features!” put in Mrs. Smith, who was but a
silly little woman.

“There was something in its shifty look which spoke to me as a warning,”
continued Lavinia. “It did, indeed. All my life I have been able to read faces,
and my first instinct has rarely, if ever, deceived me. Each time I have seen
this man since, that instinct against him has become stronger.”

Major Smith took a sip at his schiedam. “I believe—between ourselves—
he is just a mauvais sujet,” said he. “He has a brother who is one, out and
out; as I chance to know.”

“What is Edwin Fennel’s income, major?”

“I can’t tell at all. I should not be surprised to hear that he has none.”

“How does he live then?” asked Lavinia, her heart going at a gallop.

“Don’t know that either,” said the major. “His father is dead now and can’t
help him. A very respectable man, the old colonel, but always poor.”

“He cannot live upon air; he must have some means,” debated Lavinia.

“Lives upon his wits, perhaps; some men do. He wanted to borrow ten
pounds from me a short time ago,” added the major, taking another sip at his
tumbler; “but I told him I had no money to lend—which was a fact. I have an
idea that he got it out of Charley Palliser.”

The more Lavinia Preen heard of this unhappy case, the worse it seemed
to be. Declining to stay for tea, as Mrs. Smith wished, she betook her
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miserable steps home again, rather wishing that the sea would swallow up
Captain Fennel.

The next day she saw Charles Palliser. Pouncing upon him as he was
airing his long legs in the Grande Place, she put the question to him in so
determined a way that Charley had no chance against her. He turned red.

“I don’t know who can have set that about,” said he. “But it’s true, Miss
Preen. Fennel pressed me to lend him ten pounds for a month; and I—well, I
did it. I happened to have it in my pocket, you see, having just cashed a
remittance from my father.”

“Has he repaid you, Mr. Charles?”

“Oh, the month’s not quite up yet,” cried Charley. “Please don’t talk of it,
Miss Preen; he wouldn’t like it, you know. How on earth it has slipped out I
can’t imagine.”

“No, I shall not talk of it,” said Lavinia, as she wished him good-day and
walked onwards, wondering what sort of a home Captain Fennel meant to
provide for Ann.

Lavinia Preen’s cup of sorrow was not yet full. A morning or two after this
she was seated at breakfast with the window open, when she saw the
postman come striding across the yard with a letter. It was from the bride; a
very short letter, and one that Miss Lavinia did not at once understand. She
read it again.

“My Dear Lavinia,
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“All being well, we shall be home tomorrow; that is, on the day
you receive this letter; reaching Sainteville by the last train in
the evening. Please get something nice and substantial for
tea, Edwin says, and please see that Flore has the bedroom in
good order.

“Your affectionate sister,

“Ann Fennel.”

The thing that Miss Lavinia did, when comprehension came to her, was to
fly into a passion.

“Come home here—he!—is that what she means?” cried she. “Never. Have
that man in my house? Never, never.”

“But what has mademoiselle received?” exclaimed Flore, appearing just
then with a boiled egg. “Is it bad news?”

“It is news that I will not put up with—will not tolerate,” cried Miss Lavinia.
And, in the moment’s dismay, she told the woman what it was.

“Tiens!” commented Flore, taking a common-sense view of matters: “they
must be coming just to show themselves to mademoiselle on their marriage.
Likely enough they will not stay more than a night or two, while looking out for
an apartment.”

Lavinia did not believe it; but the very suggestion somewhat soothed her.
To receive that man even for a night or two, as Flore put it, would be to her
most repugnant, cruel pain, and she resolved not to do it. Breakfast over, she
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carried the letter and her trouble to the Rue Pomme Cuite.

“But I am afraid, Lavinia, you cannot refuse to receive them,” spoke
Madame Carimon, after considering the problem.

“Not refuse to receive them!” echoed Lavinia. “Why do you say that?”

“Well,” replied Mary Carimon uneasily, for she disliked to add to trouble,
“you see the house is as much Ann’s as yours. It was taken in your joint
names. Ann has the right to return to it; and also, I suppose”—more
dubiously—“to introduce her husband into it.”

“Is that French law?”

“I think so. I’ll ask Jules when he comes home to dinner. Would it not be
English law also, Lavinia?”

Lavinia was feeling wretchedly uncomfortable. With all her plain common-
sense, this phase of the matter had not struck her.

“Mary,” said she—and there stopped, for she was seized with a violent
shivering, which seemed difficult to be accounted for. “Mary, if that man has to
take up his abode in the house, I can never remain in it. I would rather die.”

“Look here, dear friend,” whispered Mary: “life is full of trouble—as Job tells
us in the Holy Scriptures—none of us are exempt from it. It attacks us all in
turn. The only one thing we can do is to strive to make the best of it, under
God; to ask Him to help us. I am afraid there is a severe cross before you,
Lavinia; better bear it than fight against it.”
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“I will never bear that,” retorted Lavinia, turning a deaf ear in her anger. “You
ought not to wish me to do so.”

“And I would not if I saw anything better for you.”

Madame Veuve Sauvage, sitting as usual at her front-window that same
morning, was surprised at receiving an early call from her tenant, Miss Preen.
Madame handed her into her best crimson velvet fauteuil, and they began
talking.

Not to much purpose, however; for neither very well understood what the
other said. Lavinia tried to explain the object of her visit, but found her French
was not equal to it. Madame called her maid, Mariette, and sent her into the
shop below to ask Monsieur Gustave to be good enough to step up.

Lavinia had gone to beg of them to cancel the agreement for the little
house, so far as her sister was concerned, and to place it in her name only.

Monsieur Gustave, when he had mastered the request, politely answered
that such a thing was not practicable; Miss Ann’s name could not be struck
out of the lease without her consent, or, as he expressed it, breaking the bail.
His mother and himself had every disposition to oblige Miss Preen in any
way, as indeed she must know, but they had no power to act against the law.

So poor Miss Lavinia went into her home wringing her hands in despair.
She was perfectly helpless.

5
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The summer days went on. Mr. Edwin Fennel, with all the impudence in
the world, had taken up his abode in the Petite Maison Rouge, without saying
with your leave or by your leave.

“How could you think of bringing him here, Ann?” Lavinia demanded of her
sister in the first days.

“I did not think of it; it was he thought of it,” returned Mrs. Fennel in her
simple way. “I feared you would not like it, Lavinia; but what could I do? He
seemed to look upon it as a matter of course that he should come.”

Yes, there he was; “a matter of course;” making one in the home. Lavinia
could not show fight; he was Ann’s husband, and the place was as much
Ann’s as hers. The more Lavinia saw of him the more she disliked him; which
was perhaps unreasonable, since he made himself agreeable to her in social
intercourse, though he took care to have things his own way. If Lavinia’s will
went one way in the house and his the other, she found herself smilingly set
at naught. Ann was his willing slave; and when opinions differed she sided
with her husband.

It was no light charge, having a third person in the house to live upon their
small income, especially one who studied his appetite. For a very short time
Lavinia, in her indignation at affairs generally, turned the housekeeping over to
Mrs. Fennel. But she had to take to it again. Ann was naturally an incautious
manager; she ordered in delicacies to please her husband’s palate without
regard to cost, and nothing could have come of that but debt and disaster.

That the gallant ex-Captain Fennel had married Ann Preen just to have a
roof over his head, Lavinia felt as sure of as that the moon occasionally shone
in the heavens. She did not suppose he had any other refuge in the wide
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world. And through something told her by Ann she judged that he had
believed he was doing better for himself in marrying than he had done.

The day after the marriage Mr. and Mrs. Fennel were sitting on a bench at
Dover, romantically gazing at the sea, honeymoon fashion, and talking of
course of hearts and darts. Suddenly the bridegroom turned his thoughts to
more practical things.

“Nancy, how do you receive your money—half-yearly or quarterly?” asked
he.

“Oh, quarterly,” said Nancy. “It is paid punctually to us by the acting-
trustee, Colonel Selby.”

“Ah, yes. Then you have thirty-five pounds every quarter?”

“Between us, we do,” assented Nancy. “Lavinia has seventeen pounds ten,
and I have the same; and the colonel makes us each give a receipt for our
own share.”

Captain Fennel turned his head and gazed at her with a hard stare.

“You told me your income was a hundred and forty pounds a-year.”

“Yes, it is that exactly,” said she quietly; “mine and Lavinia’s together. We
do not each have that, Edwin; I never meant to imply——”

Mrs. Fennel broke off, frightened. On the captain’s face, cruel enough just
then, there sat an expression which she might have thought diabolical had it
been any one else’s face. Any way, it scared her.
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“What is it?” she gasped.

Rising rapidly, Captain Fennel walked forward, caught up some pebbles,
flung them from him and waited, apparently watching to see where they fell.
Then he strolled back again.

“Were you angry with me?” faltered Nancy. “Had I done anything?”

“My dear, what should you have done? Angry?” repeated he, in a light
tone, as if intensely amused. “You must not take up fancies, Mrs. Fennel.”

“I suppose Mrs. Selby thought it would be sufficient income for us, both
living together,” remarked Nancy. “If either of us should die it all lapses to the
other. We found it quite enough last year, I assure you, Edwin; Sainteville is
so cheap a place.”

“Oh, delightfully cheap!” agreed the captain.

It was this conversation that Nancy repeated to Lavinia; but she did not
speak of the queer look which had frightened her. Lavinia saw that Mr. Edwin
Fennel had taken up a wrong idea of their income. Of course the
disappointment angered him.

An aspect of semi-courtesy was outwardly maintained in the intercourse of
home life. Lavinia was a gentlewoman; she had not spoken unpleasant things
to the captain’s face, or hinted that he was a weight upon the housekeeping
pocket; whilst he, as yet, was quite officiously civil to her. But there was no
love lost between them; and Lavinia could not divest her mind of an
undercurrent of conviction that he was, in some way or other, a man to be
dreaded.
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Thus Captain Fennel (as he was mostly called), being domiciled with the
estimable ladies in the Petite Maison Rouge, grew to be considered one of
the English colony of Sainteville, and was received as such. As nobody knew
aught against him, nobody thought anything. Major Smith had not spoken of
antecedents, neither had Miss Preen; the Carimons, who were in the secret,
never spoke ill of any one: and as the captain could assume pleasing
manners at will, he became fairly well liked by his country-people in a passing
sort of way.

Lavinia Preen sat one day upon the low edge of the pier, her back to the
sun and the sea. She had called in at the little shoe-shop on the port, just as
you turn out of the Rue Tessin, and had left her parasol there. The sun was
not then out in the grey sky, and she did not miss it. Now that the sun was
shining, and the grey canopy above had become blue, she said to herself that
she had been stupid. It was September weather, so the sun was not
unbearable.

Lavinia Preen was thinner; the thraldom of the past three months had
made her so. Now and then it would cross her mind to leave the Petite
Maison Rouge to its married inmates; but for Nancy’s sake she hesitated.
Nancy had made the one love of her life, and Nancy had loved her in return.
Now, the love was chiefly given to the new tie she had formed; Lavinia was
second in every respect.

“They go their way now, and I have to go mine,” sighed Lavinia, as she sat
this morning on the pier. “Even my walks have to be solitary.”

A cloud came sailing up and the sun went in again. Lavinia rose; she
walked onwards till she came to the end of the pier, where she again sat
down. The next moment, chancing to look the way she had come, she saw a

272



lady and gentleman advancing arm-in-arm.

“Oh, they are on the pier, are they!” mentally spoke Lavinia. For it was Mr.
and Mrs. Edwin Fennel.

Nancy sat down beside her. “It is a long walk!” cried she, drawing a quick
breath or two. “Lavinia, what do you think we have just heard?”

“How can I tell?” returned the elder sister.

“You know those queer people, an old English aunt and three nieces, who
took Madame Gibon’s rooms in the Rue Ménar? They have all disappeared
and have paid nobody,” continued Nancy. “Charley Palliser told us just how;
he was laughing like anything over it.”

“I never thought they looked like people to be trusted,” remarked Lavinia.
“Dear me! here’s the sun coming out again.”

“Where is your parasol?”

Lavinia recounted her negligence in having left it at the shoe-mart. Captain
Fennel had brought out a small silk umbrella; he turned from the end of the
pier, where he stood looking out to sea, opened the umbrella, and offered it.

“It is not much larger than a good-sized parasol,” remarked he. “Pray take
it, Miss Lavinia.”

Lavinia did so after a moment’s imperceptible hesitation, and thanked him.
She hated to be under the slightest obligation to him, but the sun was now full
in her eyes, and might make her head ache.
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The pleasant smell of a cigar caused them to look up. A youngish man,
rather remarkably tall, with a shepherd’s plaid across his broad shoulders,
was striding up the pier. He sat down near Miss Preen, and she glanced
round at him. Appearing to think that she looked at his cigar, he immediately
threw it into the sea behind him.

“Oh, I am sorry you did that,” said Lavinia, speaking impulsively. “I like the
smell of a cigar.”

“Oh, thank you; thank you very much,” he answered. “I had nearly smoked
it out.”

Voice and manner were alike pleasant and easy, and Lavinia spoke again
—some trivial remark about the fine expanse of sea; upon which they drifted
into conversation. We are reserved enough with strangers at home, we
Islanders, as the world knows, but most of us are less ungracious abroad.

“Sainteville seems a clean, healthy place,” remarked the new-comer.

“Very,” said Miss Lavinia. “Do you know it well?”

“I never saw it before today,” he replied. “I have come here from Douai to
meet a friend, having two or three days to spare.”

“Douai is a fine town,” remarked Captain Fennel, turning to speak, for he
was still looking out over the sea, and had his opera-glasses in his hand. “I
spent a week there not long ago.”

“Douai!” exclaimed Nancy. “That’s the place where the great Law Courts
are, is it not? Don’t you remember the man last year, Lavinia, who committed
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some dreadful crime, and was taken up to Douai to be tried at the Assizes
there?”

“We have a great case coming on there as soon as the Courts meet,” said
the stranger, who seemed a talkative man; “and that’s what I am at Douai for.
A case of extensive swindling.”

“You are a lawyer, I presume?” said Miss Preen.

The stranger nodded. “Being the only one of our London firm who can
speak French readily, and we are four of us in it, I had to come over and
watch this affair and wait for the trial. For the young fellow is an Englishman, I
am sorry to say, and his people, worthy and well-to-do merchants, are nearly
mad over it.”

“But did he commit it in England?” cried Miss Preen.

“Oh no; in France, within the arrondissement of the Douai Courts. He is in
prison there. I dare say you get some swindling in a petty way even at
Sainteville,” added the speaker.

“That we do,” put in Nancy. “An English family of ladies ran away only
yesterday, owing twenty pounds at least, it is said.”

“Ah,” said the stranger, with a smile. “I think the ladies are sometimes
more clever at that game than the men. By the way,” he went on briskly, “do
you know a Mr. Dangerfield at Sainteville?”

“No,” replied Lavinia.
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“He is staying here, I believe, or has been.”

“Not that I know of,” said Lavinia. “I never heard his name.”

“Changed it again, probably,” carelessly observed the young man.

“Is Dangerfield not his true name, then?”

“Just as much as it is mine, madam. His real name is Fennel; but he has
found it convenient to drop that on occasion.”

Now it was a curious fact that Nancy did not hear the name which the
stranger had given as the true one. Her attention was diverted by some men
who were working at the mud in the harbour, for it was low water, and who
were loudly disputing together. Nancy had moved to the side of the pier to
look down at them.

“Is he a swindler, that Mr. Dangerfield?” asked she, half-turning her head to
speak. But the stranger did not answer.

As to Lavinia, the avowal had struck her speechless. She glanced at
Captain Fennel. He had his back to them, and stood immovable, apparently
unconcerned, possibly not having heard. A thought struck her—and frightened
her.

“Do you know that Mr. Dangerfield yourself?” she asked the stranger, in a
tone of indifference.

“No, I do not,” he said; “but there’s a man coming over in yonder boat who
does.”

276



He pointed over his shoulder at the sea as he spoke. Lavinia glanced
quickly in the same direction.

“In yonder boat?” she repeated vaguely.

“I mean the London boat, which is on its way here, and will get in this
evening,” he explained.

“Oh, of course,” said Lavinia, as if her wits had been wool-gathering.

The young man took out his watch and looked at it. Then he rose, lifted
his hat, and, with a general good-morning, walked quickly down the pier.

Nancy was still at the side of the pier, looking down at the men. Captain
Fennel put up his glasses and sat down beside Lavinia, his impassive face
still as usual.

“I wonder who that man is?” he cried, watching the footsteps of the
retreating stranger.

“Did you hear what he said?” asked Lavinia, dropping her voice.

“Yes. Had Nancy not been here, I should have given him a taste of my
mind; but she hates even the semblance of a quarrel. He had no right to say
what he did.”

“What could it have meant?” murmured Lavinia.

“It meant my brother, I expect,” said Captain Fennel savagely, and, as
Lavinia thought, with every appearance of truth. “But he has never been at
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Sainteville, so far as I know; the fellow is mistaken in that.”

“Does he pass under the name of Dangerfield?”

“Possibly. This is the first I’ve heard of it. He is an extravagant man, often
in embarrassment from debt. There’s nothing worse against him.”

He did not say more; neither did Lavinia. They sat on in silence. The tall
figure in the Scotch plaid disappeared from sight; the men in the harbour kept
on disputing.

“How long are you going to stay here?” asked Nancy, turning towards her
husband.

“I’m ready to go now,” he answered. And giving his arm to Nancy, they
walked down the pier together.

Never a word to Lavinia; never a question put by him or by Nancy, if only to
say, “Are you not coming with us?” It was ever so now. Nancy, absorbed in
her husband, neglected her sister.

Lavinia sighed. She sat on a little while longer, and then took her
departure.

The shoe-shop on the port was opposite the place in the harbour where
the London steamers were generally moored. The one now there was taking
in cargo. As Lavinia was turning into the shop for her parasol, she heard a
stentorian English voice call out to a man who was superintending the work in
his shirt-sleeves: “At what hour does this boat leave to-night?”
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“At eight o’clock, sir,” was the answer. “Eight sharp; we want to get away
with the first o’ the tide.”

From Miss Lavinia Preen’s Diary.

September 22nd.—The town clocks have just struck  eight,
and I could almost fancy that I hear the faint sound of the boat
steaming down the harbour in the dark  night, carrying Nancy
away with it, and carrying him. However, that is fancy and
nothing else, for the sound could not penetrate to me here.

Perhaps it surprised me, perhaps it did not, when Nancy came
to me this afternoon as I was sitting in my bedroom reading
Scott’s “Legend of Montrose,” which Mary Carimon had lent me
from her little stock  of English books, and said she and
Captain Fennel were going to London that night by the boat.
He had received a letter, he told her, calling him thither. He
might tell Nancy that if he liked, but it would not do for me. He
is going, I can only believe, in consequence of what that
gentleman in the shepherd’s plaid said on the pier today. Can it
be that the “Mr. Dangerfield” spoken of applies to Edwin
Fennel himself and not to his brother? Is he finding himself in
some dangerous strait, and is running away from the individual
coming over in the approaching boat, who personally knows
Mr. Dangerfield? “Can you lend me a five-pound note, Lavinia?”
Nancy went on, when she had told me the news; “lend it to
myself, I mean. I will repay you when I receive my next
quarter’s income, which is due, you know, in a few days.” I
chanced to have a five-pound note by me in my own private
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store, and I gave it her, reminding her that unless she did let
me have it again, it would be so much less in hand to meet
expenses with, and that I had found difficulty enough in the
past quarter. “On the other hand,” said Nancy, “if I and Edwin
stay away a week or two, you will be spared our housekeeping;
and when our money comes, Lavinia, you can open my letter
and repay yourself if I am not here. I don’t at all know where we
are going to stay,” she said, in answer to my question. “I was
beginning to ask  Edwin just now in the other room, but he was
busy pack ing his portmanteau, and told me not to bother him.”

And so, there it is: they are gone, and I am left here all alone.

I wonder whether any Mr. Dangerfield has been at Sainteville? I
think  we should have heard the name. Why, that is the door-
bell! I must go and answer it.

It was Charley Palliser. He had come with a message from
Major and Mrs. Smith. They are going to Drecques tomorrow
morning by the eleven-o’clock  train with a few friends and a
basket of provisions, and had sent Charley to say they would
be glad of my company. “Do come, Miss Preen,” urged Charley
as I hesitated; “you are all alone now, and I’m sure it must be
dreadfully dull.”

“How do you know I am alone?” I asked.

“Because,” said Charley, “I have been watching the London
boat out, and I saw Captain Fennel and your sister go by it.
Major and Mrs. Smith were with me. It is a lovely night.”
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“Wait a moment,” I said, as Charley was about to depart when
I had accepted the invitation. “Do you know whether an
Englishman named Dangerfield is living here?”

“Don’t think  there is; I have not met with him,” said Charley.
“Why, Miss Preen?”

“Oh, only that I was asked today whether I knew any one of
that name,” I returned carelessly. “Good-night, Mr. Charles.
Thank you for coming.”

They have invited me, finding I was left alone, and I think  it
very k ind of them. But the Smiths are both k ind-hearted
people.

September 23rd.—Half-past nine o’clock , p.m. Have just
returned from Drecques by the last train after spending a
pleasant day. Quiet, of course, for there is not much to do at
Drecques except stroll over the ruins of the old castle, or
saunter about the quaint little ancient town, and go into the
grand old church. It was so fine and warm that we had dinner
on the grass, the people at the cottage bringing our plates and
knives and forks. Later in the day we took tea indoors. In the
afternoon, when all the rest were scattered about and the
major sat smok ing his cigar on the bench under the trees, I
sat down by him to tell him what happened yesterday, and I
begged him to give me his opinion. It was no betrayal of
confidence, for Major Smith is better acquainted with the
shady side of the Fennels than I am.
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“I heard there was an English lawyer staying at the Hôtel des
Princes, and that he had come here from Douai,” observed the
major. “His name’s Lockett. It must have been he who spoke
to you on the pier.”

“Yes, of course. Do you know, major, whether any one has
stayed at Sainteville passing as Mr. Dangerfield?”

“I don’t think  so,” replied the major. “Unless he has kept
himself remarkably quiet.”

“Could it apply to Captain Fennel?”

“I never knew that he had gone under an assumed name. The
accusation is one more likely to apply to his brother than to
himself. James Fennel is unscrupulous, very incautious:
notwithstanding that, I like him better than I like the other.
There’s something about Edwin Fennel that repels you; at
least, it does me; but one can hardly help lik ing James,
mauvais sujet though he is,” added the speaker, pausing to
flirt off the ashes of his cigar.

“The doubt pointing to Edwin Fennel in the affair is his
suddenly decamping,” continued Major Smith. “It was quite
impromptu, you say, Miss Preen?”

“Quite so. I feel sure he had no thought of going away in the
morning; and he did not receive any letter from England later,
which was the excuse he gave Nancy for departing. Rely upon
it that what he heard about the Mr. Dangerfield on the pier
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drove him away.”

“Well, that looks suspicious, you see.”

“Oh yes, I do see it,” I answered, unable to conceal the pain I
felt. “It was a bitter calamity, Major Smith, when Nancy married
him.”

“I’ll make a few cautious inquiries in the town, and try to find
out if there’s anything against him in secret, or if any man
named Dangerfield has been in the place and got into a mess.
But, indeed, I don’t altogether see that it could apply to him,”
concluded the major after a pause. “One can’t well go under
two names in the same town; and every one knows him as
Edwin Fennel.—Here they are, some of them, coming back!”
And when the wanderers were close up, they found Major
Smith arguing with me about the architecture of the castle.

Ten o’clock . Time for bed. I am in no haste to go, for I don’t
sleep as well as I used to.

A thought has lately sometimes crossed me that this
miserable trouble worries me more than it ought to do. “Accept
it as your cross, and yield to it, Lavinia,” says Mary Carimon to
me. But I cannot yield to it; that is, I cannot in the least
diminish the anxiety which always clings to me, or forget the
distress and dread that lie upon me like a shadow. I know that
my life has been on the whole an easy life—that during all the
years I spent at Selby Court I never had any trouble; I know
that crosses do come to us all, earlier or later, and that I ought
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not to be surprised that “no new thing has happened to me,”
the world being full of such experiences. I suppose it is
because I have been so exempt from care, that I feel this the
more.

Half-past ten! just half-an-hour writing these last few lines and
think ing! Time I put up. I wonder when I shall hear from
Nancy?

6

A curious phase, taken in conjunction with what was to follow, now
occurred in the history. Miss Preen began to experience a nervous dread at
going into the Petite Maison Rouge at night.

She could go into the house ten times a-day when it was empty; she
could stay in the house alone in the evening after Flore took her departure;
she could be its only inmate all night long; and never at these times have the
slightest sense of fear. But if she went out to spend the evening, she felt an
unaccountable dread, amounting to horror, at entering it when she arrived
home.

It came on suddenly. One evening when Lavinia had been at Mrs. Hardy’s,
Charley Palliser having run over to London, she returned home a little before
ten o’clock. Opening the door with her latch-key, she was stepping into the
passage when a sharp horror of entering it seized her. A dread, as it seemed
to her, of going into the empty house, up the long, dark, narrow passage. It
was the same sort of sensation that had struck her the first time she
attempted to enter it under the escort of Monsieur Gustave Sauvage, and it
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came on now with as little reason as it had come on then. For Lavinia this
night had not a thought in her mind of fear or loneliness, or anything else
unpleasant. Mrs. Hardy had been relating a laughable adventure that Charley
Palliser met with on board the boat when going over, the account of which he
had written to her, and Lavinia was thinking brightly of it all the way home.
She was smiling to herself as she unlatched the door and opened it. And
then, without warning, arose the horrible fear.

How she conquered it sufficiently to enter the passage and reach the slab,
where her candle and matches were always placed, she did not know. It had
to be done, for Lavinia Preen could not remain in the dark yard all night, or
patrol the streets; but her face had turned moist, and her hands trembled.

That was the beginning of it. Never since had she come home in the same
way at night but the same terror assailed her; and I must beg the reader to
understand that this is no invention. Devoid of reason and unaccountable
though the terror was, Lavinia Preen experienced it.

She went out often—two or three times a-week, perhaps—either to dine or
to spend the evening. Captain Fennel and Nancy were still away, and friends,
remembering Miss Preen’s solitary position, invited her.

October had passed, November was passing, and as yet no news came to
Lavinia of the return of the travellers. At first they did not write to her at all,
leaving her to infer that as the boat reached London safely they had done the
same. After the lapse of a fortnight she received a short letter from Nancy
telling her really nothing, and not giving any address. The next letter came
towards the end of November, and was as follows:

“My Dear Lavinia,
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“I have not written to you, for, truly, there is nothing to write
about, and almost every day I expect Edwin to tell me we are
going home. Will you k indly lend me a ten-pound note? Please
send it in a letter. We are staying at Camberwell, and I enclose
you the address in strict confidence. Do not repeat it to any
one—not even to Mary Carimon. It is a relation of Edwin’s we
are staying with, but he is not well off. I like his wife. Edwin
desires his best regards.

“Your loving sister,

“Nancy.”

Miss Preen did not send the ten-pound note. She wrote to tell Nancy that
she could not do it, and was uncomfortably pressed for money herself in
consequence of Nancy’s own action.

The five-pound note borrowed from Lavinia by Nancy on her departure had
not been repaid; neither had Nancy’s share of the previous quarter’s money
been remitted. On the usual day of payment at the end of September,
Lavinia’s quarterly income came to her at Sainteville, as was customary; not
Nancy’s. For Nancy there came neither money nor letter. The fact was,
Nancy, escorted by her husband, had presented herself at Colonel Selby’s
bank—he was junior partner and manager of a small private bank in the City—
the day before the dividends were due, and personally claimed the quarterly
payment, which was paid to her.

But now, the summary docking of just half their income was a matter of
embarrassment to Miss Preen, as may readily be imagined. The house
expenses had to go on, with only half the money to meet them. Lavinia had a
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little nest-egg of her own, it has been said before, saved in earlier years; and
this she drew upon, and so kept debt down. But it was very inconvenient, as
well as vexatious. Lavinia told the whole truth now to Mary Carimon and her
husband, with Nancy’s recent application for a ten-pound note, and her
refusal. Little Monsieur Carimon muttered a word between his closed lips
which sounded like “Rat,” and was no doubt applied to Edwin Fennel.

Pretty close upon this, Lavinia received a blowing-up letter from Colonel
Selby. Having known Lavinia when she was in pinafores, the colonel, a
peppery man, considered he had a right to take her to task at will. He was
brother to Paul Selby, of Selby Court, and heir presumptive to it. The colonel
had a wife and children, and much ado at times to keep them, for his income
was not large at present, and growing-up sons are expensive.

“Dear Lavinia,

“What in the name of common sense could have induced you
to imagine that I should pay the two quarterly incomes some
weeks before they were due, and to send Ann and that man
Fennel here with your orders that I should do so? Pretty ideas
of trusteeship you must have! If you are over head and ears in
debt, as they tell me, and for that reason wish to forestall the
time for payment, I can’t help it. It is no reason with me. Your
money will be forwarded to Sainteville, at the proper period, to
yourself. Do not ask  me again to pay it into Ann’s hands, and
to accept her receipt for it. I can do nothing of the k ind. Ann’s
share will be sent at the same time. She tells me she is
returning to you. She must give me her own receipt for it, and
you must give me yours.
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“Your affectionate k insman,

“William Selby.”

Just for a few minutes Lavinia Preen did not understand this letter. What
could it mean? Why had Colonel Selby written it to her? Then the truth
flashed into her mind.

Nancy (induced, of course, by Edwin Fennel) had gone with him to Colonel
Selby, purporting to have been sent by Lavinia, to ask him to pay them the
quarter’s money not due until the end of December, and not only Nancy’s
share but Lavinia’s as well.

“Why, it would have been nothing short of swindling!” cried Lavinia, as she
gazed in dismay at the colonel’s letter.

In the indignation of the moment, she took pen and ink and wrote an
answer to William Selby. Partly enlightening him—not quite—but telling him
that her money must never be paid to any one but herself, and that the
present matter had better be hushed up for Ann’s sake, who was as a reed in
the hands of the man she had married.

Colonel Selby exploded a little when he received this answer. Down he sat
in his turn, and wrote a short, sharp note to Edwin Fennel, giving that
estimable man a little of his mind, and warning him that he must not be
surprised if the police were advised to look after him.

When Edward Fennel received this decisive note through an address he
had given to Colonel Selby, but not the one at Camberwell, he called Miss
Lavinia Preen all the laudatory names in the thieves’ dictionary.
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And on the feast of St. Andrew, which as every one knows is the last day
of November, the letters came to an end with the following one from Nancy:

“All being well, my dear Lavinia, we propose to return home by
next Sunday’s boat, which ought to get in before three o’clock
in the afternoon. On Wednesday, Edwin met Charley Palliser in
the Strand, and had a chat with him, and heard all the
Sainteville news; not that there seemed much to hear. Charley
says he runs over to London pretty often now, his mother being
ill. Of course you will not mind waiting dinner for us on Sunday.

“Ever your loving sister,

“Ann.”

So at length they were coming! Either that threat of being looked after by
the police had been too much for Captain Fennel, or the failure to obtain funds
was cutting short his stay in London. Any way, they were coming. Lavinia laid
the letter beside her breakfast-plate and fell into thought. She resolved to
welcome them graciously, and to say nothing about bygones.

Flore was told the news, and warned that instead of dining at half-past one
on the morrow, the usual Sunday hour, it would be delayed until three. Flore
did not much like the prospect of her afternoon’s holiday being shortened, but
there was no help for it. Lavinia provided a couple of ducks for dinner, going
into the market after breakfast to buy them; the dish was an especial favourite
of the captain’s. She invited Mary Carimon to partake of it, for Monsieur
Carimon was going to spend Sunday at Lille with an old friend of his, who was
now master of the college there.
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On this evening, Saturday, Lavinia dined out herself. Some ladies named
Bosanquet, three sisters, with whom she had become pretty intimate, called
at the Petite Maison Rouge, and carried her off to their home in the Rue
Lamartine, where they had lived for years. After a very pleasant evening with
them, Lavinia left at ten o’clock.

And when she reached her own door, and was putting the latch-key into
the lock, the old fear came over her. Dropping her hands, she stood there
trembling. She looked round at the silent, deserted yard, she looked up at the
high encircling walls; she glanced at the frosty sky and the bright stars; and
she stood there shivering.

But she must go in. Throwing the door back with an effort of will, she
turned sick and faint: to enter that dark, lonely, empty house seemed beyond
her strength and courage. What could this strange feeling portend?—why
should it thus attack her? It was just as if some fatality were in the house
waiting to destroy her, and a subtle power would keep her from entering it.

Her heart beating wildly, her breath laboured, Lavinia went in; she shut the
door behind her and sped up the passage. Feeling for the match-box on the
slab, put ready to her hand, she struck a match and lighted the candle. At
that moment, when turning round, she saw, or thought she saw, Captain
Fennel. He was standing just within the front-door, which she had now come
in at, staring at her with a fixed gaze, and with the most malignant expression
on his usually impassive face. Lavinia’s terror partly gave place to
astonishment. Was it he himself? How had he come in?

Turning to take the candle from the slab in her bewilderment, when she
looked again he was gone. What had become of him? Lavinia called to him by
name, but he did not answer. She took the candle into the salon, though
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feeling sure he could not have come up the passage; but he was not there.
Had he slipped out again? Had she left the door open when thinking she
closed it, and had he followed her in, and was now gone again? Lavinia
carried her lighted candle to the door, and found it was fastened. She had not
left it open.

Then, as she undressed in her room, trying all the while to solve the
problem, an idea crept into her mind that the appearance might have been
supernatural. Yet—supernatural visitants of the living do not appear to us, but
of the dead. Was Edwin Fennel dead?

So disturbed was the brain of Lavinia Preen that she could not get to
sleep; but tossed and turned about the bed almost until daybreak. At six
o’clock she fell into an uneasy slumber, and into a most distressing dream.

It was a confused dream; nothing in it was clear. All she knew when she
awoke, was that she had appeared to be in a state of inexplicable terror, of
most intense apprehension throughout it, arising from some evil threatened
her by Captain Fennel.

7

It was a fine, frosty day, and the first of December. The sun shone on the
fair streets of Sainteville and on the small congregation turning out of the
English Protestant Church after morning service.

Lavinia Preen went straight home. There she found that Madame Carimon,
who was to spend the rest of the day with her—monsieur having gone to Lille
—had not yet arrived, though the French Church Evangélique was always over
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before the English. After glancing at Flore in the kitchen, busy over the fine
ducks, Lavinia set off for the Rue Pomme Cuite.

She met Mary Carimon turning out of it. “Let us go and sit under the wall
in the sun,” said Mary. “It is too early yet for the boat.”

This was a high wall belonging to the strong north gates of the town, near
Madame Carimon’s. The sun shone full upon the benches beneath it, which it
sheltered from the bleak winds; in front was a patch of green grass, on which
the children ran about amidst the straight poplar trees. It was very pleasant
sitting there, even on this December day—bright and cheerful; the wall behind
them was quite warm, the sunshine rested upon all.

Sitting there, Lavinia Preen told Madame Carimon of the curious dread of
entering her house at night, which had pursued her for the past two months
that she had been alone in it, and which she had never spoken of to any one
before. She went on to speak of the belief that she had seen Captain Fennel
the previous night in the passage, and of the dream which had visited her
when at length she fell asleep.

Madame Carimon turned her kindly, sensible face and her quiet, dark,
surprised eyes upon Lavinia. “I cannot understand you,” she said.

“You mean, I suppose, that you cannot understand the facts, Mary.
Neither can I. Why this fear of going into the house should lie upon me is
most strange. I never was nervous before.”

“I don’t know that that is so very strange,” dissented Mary Carimon, after a
pause. “It must seem lonely to let one’s self into a dark, empty house in the
middle of the night; and your house is in what may be called an isolated
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situation; I should not much like it myself. That’s nothing. What I cannot
understand, Lavinia, is the fancy that you saw Captain Fennel.”

“He appeared to be standing there, and was quite visible to me. The
expression on his face, which seemed to be looking straight into mine, was
most malicious. I never saw such an expression upon it in reality.”

Mary Carimon laughed a little, saying she had never been troubled with
nervous fears herself; she was too practical for anything of the sort.

“And I have been practical hitherto,” returned Lavinia. “When the first
surprise of seeing him there, or fancying I saw him there, was over, I began to
think, Mary, that he might be dead; that it was his apparition which had stood
there looking at me.”

Mary Carimon shook her head. “Had anything of that sort happened,
Nancy would have telegraphed to you. Rely upon it, Lavinia, it was pure fancy.
You have been disagreeably exercised in mind lately, you know, about that
man; hearing he was coming home, your brain was somewhat thrown off its
balance.”

“It may be so. The dream followed on it; and I did not like the dream.”

“We all have bad dreams now and then. You say you do not remember
much of this one.”

“I think I did not know much of it when dreaming it,” quaintly spoke Lavinia.
“I was in a sea of trouble, throughout which I seemed to be striving to escape
some evil menaced me by Captain Fennel, and could not do so. Whichever
way I turned, there he was at a distance, scowling at me with a threatening,
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evil countenance. Mary,” she added in impassioned tones, “I am sure some ill
awaits me from that man.”

“I am sure, were I you, I would put these foolish notions from me,” calmly
spoke Madame Carimon. “If Nancy set up a vocation for seeing ghosts and
dreaming dreams, one would not so much wonder at it. You have always been
reasonable, Lavinia; be so now.”

Miss Preen took out her watch and looked at it. “We may as well be
walking towards the port, Mary,” she remarked. “It is past two. The boat ought
to be in sight.”

Not only in sight was the steamer, but rapidly nearing the port. She had
made a calm and quick passage. When at length she was in and about to
swing round, and the two ladies were looking down at it, with a small crowd of
other assembled spectators, the first passengers they saw on board were
Nancy and Captain Fennel, who began to wave their hands in greeting and to
nod their heads.

“Any way, Lavinia, it could not have been his ghost last night,” whispered
Mary Carimon.

Far from presenting an evil countenance to Lavinia, as the days passed
on, Captain Fennel appeared to wish to please her, and was all suavity. So at
present nothing disturbed the peace of the Petite Maison Rouge.

“What people were they that you stayed with in London, Nancy?” Lavinia
inquired of her sister on the first favourable opportunity.

Nancy glanced round the salon before answering, as if to make sure they
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were alone; but Captain Fennel had gone out for a stroll.

“We were at James Fennel’s, Lavinia.”

“What—the brother’s! And has he a wife?”

“Yes; a wife, but no children. Mrs. James Fennel has money of her own,
which she receives weekly.”

“Receives weekly!” echoed Lavinia.

“She owns some little houses which are let out in weekly tenements; an
agent collects the rents, and brings her the money every Tuesday morning.
She dresses in the shabbiest things sometimes, and does her own
housework, and altogether is not what I should call quite a lady, but she is
very good-hearted. She did her best to make us comfortable, and never
grumbled at our staying so long. I expect Edwin paid her something. James
only came home by fits and starts. I think he was in some embarrassment—
debt, you know. He used to dash into the house like a whirlwind when he did
come, and steal out of it when he left, peering about on all sides.”

“Have they a nice house?” asked Lavinia.

“Oh, good gracious, no! It’s not a house at all, only small lodgings. And
Mrs. James changed them twice over whilst we were there. When we first
went they were at a place called Ball’s Pond.”

“Why did you remain all that time?”

Mrs. Edwin Fennel shook her head helplessly; she could not answer the
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question. “I should have liked to come back before,” she said; “it was very
wearisome, knowing nobody and having nothing to do. Did you find it dull
here, Lavinia, all by yourself?”

“‘Dull’ is not the right word for it,” answered Lavinia, catching her breath
with a sigh. “I felt more lonely, Ann, than I shall ever care to feel again.
Especially when I had to come home at night from some soirée, or from
spending the evening quietly with Mary Carimon or any other friend.” And she
went on to tell of the feeling of terror which had so tried her.

“I never heard of such a thing!” exclaimed Ann. “How silly you must be,
Lavinia! What could there have been in the house to frighten you?”

“I don’t know; I wish I did know,” sighed Lavinia, just as she had said more
than once before.

Nancy, who was attired in a bright ruby cashmere robe, with a gold chain
and locket, some blue ribbons adorning her light ringlets, for she had made a
point of dressing more youthfully than ever since her marriage, leaned back in
her chair, as she sat staring at her sister and thinking.

“Lavinia,” she said huskily, “you remember the feeling you had the day we
were about to look at the house with Mary Carimon, and which you thought
was through the darkness of the passage striking you unpleasantly? Well, my
opinion is that it must have given you a scare.”

“Why, of course it did.”

“Ah, but I mean a scare which lasts,” said Ann; “one of those scares
which affect the mind and take very long to get rid of. You recollect poor Mrs.
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Hunt, at Buttermead? She was frightened at a violent thunderstorm, though
she never had been before; and for years afterwards, whenever it thundered,
she became so alarmingly ill and agitated that Mr. Featherston had to be run
for. He called it a scare. I think the fear you felt that past day must have left
that sort of scare upon you. How else can you account for what you tell me?”

Truth to say, the same idea had more than once struck Lavinia. She knew
how devoid of reason some of these “scares” are, and yet how terribly they
disturb the mind on which they fasten.

“But I had quite forgotten that fear, Ann,” she urged in reply. “We had lived
in the house eighteen months when you went away, and I had never recalled
it.”

“All the same, I think you received the scare; it had only lain dormant,”
persisted Ann.

“Well, well; you are back again now, and it is over,” said Lavinia. “Let us
forget it. Do not speak of it again at all to any one, Nancy love.”

8

Winter that year had quite set in when Sainteville found itself honoured
with rather a remarkable visitor; one Signor Talcke, who descended, one
morning at the beginning of December, at the Hôtel des Princes. Though he
called himself “Signor,” it seemed uncertain to what country he owed his birth.
He spoke five or six languages as a native, including Hindustani. Signor
Talcke was a professor of occult sciences; he was a great astronomer;
astrology he had at his fingers’ ends. He was a powerful mesmerist; he would
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foretell the events of your life by your hands, or your fortune by the cards.

For a fee of twenty-five francs, he would attend an evening party, and
exhibit some of his powers. Amidst others who engaged him were the Miss
Bosanquets, in the Rue Lamartine. A relative of theirs, Sir George Bosanquet,
K.C.B., had come over with his wife to spend Christmas with them. Sir
George laughed at what he heard of Signor Talcke’s powers of reading the
future, and said he should much like to witness a specimen of it. So Miss
Bosanquet and her sisters hastily arranged an evening entertainment,
engaged the mystical man, and invited their friends and acquaintances, those
of the Petite Maison Rouge included.

It took place on the Friday after Christmas–Day. Something that occurred
during the evening was rather remarkable. Miss Preen’s diary gives a full
account of it, and that shall be transcribed here. And I, Johnny Ludlow, take
this opportunity of assuring the reader that what she wrote was in faithful
accordance with the facts of the case.

From Miss Preen’s Diary.

Saturday morning.—I feel very tired; fit for nothing. Nancy has
undertaken to do the marketing, and is gone out for that
purpose with her husband. It is to be hoped she will be
moderate, and not attempt to buy up half the market.

I lay awake all night, after the evening at Miss Bosanquet’s,
think ing how foolish Ann was to have had her “future cast,” as
that Italian (if he is Italian) called it, and how worse than foolish
I was to let what he said worry me. “As if there could be
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anything in it!” laughed Ann, as we were coming home;
fortunately she is not as I am in temperament—nervously
anxious. “It is only nonsense,” said Miss Anna Bosanquet to
me when the signor’s predictions were at an end; “he will tell
some one else just the same next time.” But I did not think  so.
Of course, one is at a loss how to trust this k ind of man. Take
him for all in all, I rather like him; and he appears to believe
implicitly in what he says: or, rather, in what he tell us the
cards say.

They are charming women, these three sisters—Grace, Rose,
and Anna Bosanquet; good, considerate, high-bred ladies. I
wonder how it is they have lived to middle life without any one
of them marrying? And I often wonder how they came to take
up their residence at Sainteville, for they are very well off, and
have great connections. I remember, though, Anna once said
to me that the dry, pure air of the place suited her sister Rose,
who has bad health, better than any other they had tried.

When seven o’clock  struck , the hour named, Nancy and I
appeared together in the sitting-room, ready to start, for we
observe punctuality at Sainteville. I wore my black  satin,
handsome yet, trimmed with the rich white lace that Mrs. Selby
gave me. Nancy looked very nice and young in her lilac silk .
She wore a white rose in her hair, and her gold chain and
locket round her neck. Captain Fennel surprised us by saying
he was not going—his neuralgia had come on. I fancied it was
an excuse—that he did not wish to meet Sir George
Bosanquet. He had complained of the same thing on
Christmas–Day, so it might be true. Ann and I set off together,
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leaving him nursing his cheek at the table.

It was a large gathering for Sainteville—forty guests, I should
think ; but the rooms are large. Professor Talcke exhibited
some wonderful feats in-what shall I call it?—necromancy?—
as good a word, perhaps, as any other. He mesmerized some
people, and put one of them into a state of clairvoyance, and
her revelations took my breath away. Signor Talcke assured us
that what she said would be found minutely true. I think  he has
the strangest eyes I ever saw: grey eyes, with a sort of light in
their depths. His features are fair and delicate, his voice is
gentle as a woman’s, his manner retiring; Sir George seemed
much taken with him.

Later, when the evening was passing, he asked if any one
present would like to have their future cast, for he had cards
which would do it. Three of his listeners pressed forward at
once; two of them with gay laughter, the other pale and
awestruck . The signor went into the recess in the small room,
and sat down behind the little table there, and as many as
could crowd round to look on, did so. I don’t know what
passed; there was no room for me; or whether the “Futures” he
disclosed were good or bad. I had sat on the sofa at a
distance, talk ing with Anna Bosanquet and Madame Carimon.

Suddenly, as we were for a moment silent, Ann’s voice was
heard, eager and laughing:

“Will you tell my fortune, Signor Talcke? I should like to have
mine revealed.”
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“With pleasure, madame,” he answered.

We got up and drew near. I felt vexed that Ann should put
herself forward in any such matter, and whispered to her; but
she only shook her curls, laughed at me, and persisted. Signor
Talcke put the cards in her hands, telling her to shuffle them.

“It is all fun, Lavinia,” she whispered to me. “Did you hear him
tell Miss Peet she was going to have money left her?”

After Ann had shuffled the cards, he made her cut them into
three divisions, and he then turned them up on the table
himself, faces upwards, and laid them out in three rows. They
were not like the cards we play with; quite different from those;
nearly all were picture-cards, and the plain ones bore
cabalistic characters. We stood look ing on with two or three
other people; the rest had dispersed, and had gone into the
next room to listen to the singing.

At first Signor Talcke never spoke a word. He looked at the cards, and
looked at Nancy; looked, and looked again. “They are not propitious,” he said
in low tones, and picked them up, and asked Nancy to shuffle and cut them
again. Then he laid them as before, and we stood waiting in silence.

Chancing at that moment to look at Signor Talcke, his face
startled me. He was frowning at the cards in so painful a
manner as to quite alter its expression. But he did not speak.
He still only gazed at the cards with bent eyes, and glanced up
at Ann occasionally. Then, with an impatient sweep of the
hand, he pushed the cards together.
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“I must trouble you to shuffle and cut them once more,
madame,” he said. “Shuffle them well.”

“Are they still unpropitious?” asked a jesting voice at my
elbow. Turning, I saw Charley Palliser’s smiling face. He must
have been standing there, and heard Signor Talcke’s previous
remark .

“Yes, sir, they are,” replied the signor, with marked emphasis.
“I never saw the cards so unpropitious in my life.”

Nancy took up the cards, shuffled them well, and cut them
three times. Signor Talcke laid them out as before, bent his
head, and looked attentively at them. He did not speak, but
there was no mistak ing the vexed, pained, and puzzled look
on his face.

I do not think  he knew Nancy, even by name. I do not think  he
knew me, or had the least notion that we were related. Neither
of us had ever met him before. He put his hand to his brow,
still gazing at the cards.

“But when are you going to begin my fortune, sir?” broke in
Nancy.

“I would rather not tell it at all, madame,” he answered.

“Cannot you tell it?—have your powers of forecasting
inconveniently run away?” said she incautiously, her tone
mock ing in her disappointment.
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“I could tell it, all too surely; but you might not like to hear it,”
returned he.

“Our magician has lost his divining-rod just when he needed it,”
observed a gentleman with a grey beard, a stranger to me, who
was standing opposite, speak ing in a tone of ill-natured satire;
and a laugh went round.

“It is not that,” said the signor, keeping his temper perfectly. “I
could tell what the cards say, all too certainly; but it would not
give satisfaction.”

“Oh yes, it would,” returned Nancy. “I should like to hear it,
every bit of it. Please do begin.”

“The cards are dark , very dark  indeed,” he said; “I don’t
remember ever to have seen them like it. Each time they have
been turned the darkness has increased. Nothing can show
worse than they do now.”

“Never mind that,” gaily returned Ann. “You undertook to tell
my fortune, sir; and you ought not to make excuses in the
middle of it. Let the cards be as dark  as night, we must hear
what they say.”

He drew in his thin lips for a moment, and then spoke, his tone
quiet, calm, unemotional.

“Some great evil threatens you,” he began; “you seem to be
living in the midst of it. It is not only you that it threatens; there
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is another also——”

“Oh, my goodness!” interrupted Nancy, in her childish way. “I
hope it does not threaten Edwin. What is the evil?—
sickness?”

“Worse than that. It—is——” Signor Talcke’s attention was so
absorbed by the aspect of the cards that, as it struck  me, he
appeared hardly to heed what he was saying. He had a long,
thin black  pencil in his long, thin fingers, and kept pointing to
different cards as if in accordance with his thoughts, but not
touching them. “There is some peculiar form of terror here,” he
went on. “I cannot make it out; it is very unusual. It does not
come close to you; not yet, at any rate; and it seems to
surround you. It seems to be in the house. May I ask”—
quick ly lifting his eyes to Ann—“whether you are given to
superstitious fears?”

“Do you mean ghosts?” cried Ann, and Charley Palliser burst
out laughing. “Not at all, sir; I don’t believe in ghosts. I’m sure
there are none in our house.”

Remembering my own terror in regard to the house, and the
nervous fancy of having seen Captain Fennel in it when he was
miles away, a curious impression came over me that he must
surely be reading my fortune as well as Nancy’s. But I was not
prepared for her next words. Truly she has no more reticence
than a child.

“My sister has a feeling that the house is lonely. She shivers
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when she has to go into it after night-fall.”

Signor Talcke let his hands fall on the table, and lifted his
face. Apparently, he was digesting this revelation. I do not
think  he knew the “sister” was present. For my part, dislik ing
publicity, I slipped behind Anna Bosanquet, and stood by
Charley Palliser.

“Shivers?” repeated the Italian.

“Shivers and trembles, and turns sick  at having to go in,”
affirmed Nancy. “So she told me when I arrived home from
England.”

“If a feeling of that sort assailed me, I should never go into the
house again,” said the signor.

“But how could you help it, if it were your home?” she argued.

“All the same. I should regard that feeling as a warning against
the house, and never enter it. Then you are not yourself
troubled with superstitious fears?” he broke off, returning to
the business in hand, and look ing at the cards. “Well—at
present—it does not seem to touch you, this curious terror
which is assuredly in the house——”

“I beg your pardon,” interrupted Ann. “Why do you say ‘at
present’? Is it to touch me later?”

“I cannot say. Each time that the cards have been spread it
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has shown itself nearer to you. It is not yet very near. Apart
from that terror—or perhaps remotely connected with it—I see
evil threatening you—great evil.”

“Is it in the house?”

“Yes; hovering about it. It is not only yourself it seems to
threaten. There is some one else. And it is nearer to that
person than it is to you.”

“But who is that person?—man or woman?”

“It is a woman. See this ugly card,” continued he, pointing with
his pencil; “it will not be got rid of, shuffle as you will; it has
come nearer to that woman each time.”

The card he pointed to was more curious-look ing than any
other in the pack. It was not unlike the nine of spades, but
crowded with devices. The gentleman opposite, whom I did not
know, leaned forward and touched the card with the tip of his
forefinger.

“Le cercueil, n’est-ce-pas?” said he.

“My!” whispered an English lad’s voice behind me. “Cercueil?
that means coffin.”

“How did you know?” asked Signor Talcke of the grey-bearded
man.
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“I was at the Sous–Préfect’s soirée on Sunday evening when
you were exhibiting. I heard you tell him in French that that was
the ugliest card in the pack: indicating death.”

“Well, it is not this lady the card is pursuing,” said the signor,
smiling at Ann to reassure her. “Not yet awhile, at least. And
we must all be pursued by it in our turn, whenever that shall
come,” he added, bending over the cards again. “Pardon me,
madame—may I ask  whether there has not been some
unpleasantness in the house concerning money?”

Nancy’s face turned red. “Not—exactly,” she answered with
hesitation. “We are like a great many more people—not as rich
as we should wish to be.”

“It does not appear to lie precisely in the want of money: but
certainly money is in some way connected with the evil,” he
was beginning to say, his eyes fixed dreamily on the cards,
when Ann interrupted him.

“That is too strong a word—evil. Why do you use it?”

“I use it because the evil is there. No lighter word would be
appropriate. There is some evil element pervading your house,
very grave and formidable; it is most threatening; likely to go
on to—to—darkness. I mean that it looks as if there would be
some great break-up,” he corrected swiftly, as if to soften the
other word.

“That the house would be broken up?” questioned Ann.
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He stole a glance at her. “Something of that sort,” he said
carelessly.

“Do you mean that the evil comes from an enemy?” she went
on.

“Assuredly.”

“But we have no enemy. I’m sure we have not one in all the
world.”

He slightly shook his head. “You may not suspect it yet,
though I should have said”—waving the pencil thoughtfully over
some of the cards—“that he was already suspected—
doubted.”

Nancy took up the personal pronoun brisk ly. “He!—then the
evil enemy must be a man? I assure you we do not know any
man likely to be our enemy or to wish us harm. No, nor woman
either. Perhaps your cards don’t tell true to-night, Signor
Talcke?”

“Perhaps not, madame; we will let it be so if you will,” he
quietly said, and shuffled all the cards together.

That ended the séance. As if determined not to tell any more
fortunes, the signor hurriedly put up the cards and disappeared
from the recess. Nancy did not appear to be in the least
impressed.

308



“What a curious ‘future’ it was!” she exclaimed lightly to Mary
Carimon. “I might as well not have had it cast. He told me
nothing.”

They walked away together. I went back to the sofa and Anna
Bosanquet followed me.

“Mrs. Fennel calls it ‘curious,’” I said to her. “I call it more than
that—strange; ominous. I wish I had not heard it.”

“Dear Miss Preen, it is only nonsense,” she answered. “He will
tell some one else the same next time.” But she only so spoke
to console me.

A wild wish flashed into my mind—that I should ask  the man to
tell my future. But had I not heard enough? Mine was blended
with this of Ann’s. I was the other woman whom the dark  fate
was more relentlessly pursuing. There could be no doubt of
that. There could be as little doubt that it was I who already
suspected the author of the “evil.” What can the “dark  fate” be
that we are threatened with? Debt? Will his debts spring upon
us and break up our home, and turn us out of it? Or will it be
something worse? That card which followed me meant a coffin,
they said. Ah me! Perhaps I am foolish to dwell upon such
ideas. Certainly they are more fitting for the world’s dark  ages
than for this enlightened nineteenth century of it.

Charley Palliser gallantly offered to see us home. I said no; as
if we were not old enough to go by ourselves; but he would
come with us. As we went along Ann began talk ing of the
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party, criticizing the dresses, and so on. Charley seemed to be
unusually silent.

“Was not mine a grand fortune?” she presently said with a
laugh, as we crossed the Place Ronde.

“Stunning,” said he.

“As if there could be anything in it, you know! Does the man
think  we believe him, I wonder?”

“Oh, these conjurers like to fancy they impose on us,”
remarked Charley, shak ing hands as we halted before the
house of Madame Sauvage.

And I have had a wretched night, for somehow the thing has
frightened me. I never was superstitious; never; and I’m sure I
never believed in conjurers, as Charles had it. If I should come
across Signor Talcke again while he stays here, I would ask
him—— Here comes Nancy! and Flore behind her with the
marketings. I’ll put up my diary.

“I’ve bought such a lovely capon,” began Nancy, as Lavinia went into the
kitchen. “Show it to madame, Flore.”

It was one that even Lavinia could praise; they both understood poultry. “It
really is a beauty,” said Lavinia. “And did you remember the salsifis? And,
Ann, where have you left your husband?”

“Oh, we met old Mr. Griffin, and Edwin has gone up to Drecques with him.
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My opinion is, Lavinia, that that poor old Griffin dare not go about far by
himself since his attack. He had to see his landlord at Drecques today, and
he asked Edwin to accompany him. They went by the eleven-o’clock train.”

Lavinia felt it a relief. Even that little absence, part of a day, she felt
thankful for, so much had she grown to dislike the presence in the house of
Edwin Fennel.

“Did you tell your husband about your ‘fortune’ Nancy?”

“No; I was too sleepy last night to talk, and I was late in getting up this
morning. I’m not sure that I shall tell him,” added Mrs. Fennel thoughtfully; “he
might be angry with me for having had it done.”

“That is more than likely,” replied Lavinia.

Late in the afternoon, as they were sitting together in the salon, they saw
the postman come marching up the yard. He brought two letters—one for
Miss Preen, the other for her sister.

“It is the remittance from William Selby,” said Lavinia as she opened hers.
“He has sent it a day or two earlier than usual; it is not really due until
Monday or Tuesday.”

Seventeen pounds ten shillings each. Nancy, in a hasty sort of manner,
put her cheque into the hands of Lavinia, almost as if she feared it would burn
her own fingers. “You had better take it from me whilst you can,” she said in
low tones.

“Yes; for I must have it, Ann,” was the answer. “We are in debt—as you
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may readily conceive—with only half the usual amount to spend last quarter.”

“It was not my fault; I was very sorry,” said Ann humbly; and she rose
hastily to go to the kitchen, saying she was thirsty, and wanted a glass of
water. But Lavinia thought she went to avoid being questioned.

Lavinia carried the two cheques to her room and locked them up. After
their five-o’clock dinner, each sister wrote a note to Colonel Selby, enclosing
her receipt. Flore took them out to post when she left. The evening passed
on. Lavinia worked; Nancy nodded over the fire: she was very sleepy, and
went to bed early.

It was past eleven o’clock when Captain Fennel came in, a little the worse
for something or other. After returning from Drecques by the last train, he had
gone home with Mr. Griffin to supper. He told Lavinia, in words running into
one another, that the jolting train had made him giddy. Of course she believed
as much of that as she liked, but did not contradict it. He went to the
cupboard in the recess, unlocked it to get out the cognac, and then sat down
with his pipe by the embers of the dying fire. Lavinia, unasked, brought in a
decanter of water, put it on the table with a glass, and wished him good-night.

All next day Captain Fennel lay in bed with a racking headache. His wife
carried up a choice bit of the capon when they were dining after morning
service, but he could not so much as look at it. Being a fairly cautious man
as a rule, he had to pay for—for the jolting of the train.

He was better on Monday morning, but not well, still shaky, and did not
come down to breakfast. It was bitterly cold—a sort of black frost; but Lavinia,
wrapping herself up warmly, went out as soon as breakfast was over.
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Her first errand was to the bank, where she paid in the cheques and
received French money for them. Then she visited sundry shops; the
butcher’s, the grocer’s, and others, settling the accounts due. Last of all, she
made a call upon Madame Veuve Sauvage, and paid the rent for the past
quarter. All this left her with exactly nineteen pounds, which was all the
money she had to go on with for every purpose until the end of March—three
whole months.

Lunch was ready when she returned. Taking off her things upstairs and
locking up her cash, she went down to it. Flore had made some delicious
soupe maigre. Only those who have tried it know how good it is on a sharp
winter’s day. Captain Fennel seemed to relish it much, though his appetite
had not quite come back to him, and he turned from the dish of scrambled
eggs which supplemented the soup. In the evening they went, by
appointment, to dine at Madame Carimon’s, the other guests being Monsieur
Henri Dupuis with his recently married wife, and Charles Palliser.

After dinner, over the coffee, Monsieur Henri Dupuis suddenly spoke of the
soirée at Miss Bosanquet’s the previous Friday, regretting that he and his wife
had been unable to attend it. He was engaged the whole evening with a
patient dangerously ill, and his wife did not like to appear at it without him.
Nancy—Nancy!—then began to tell about the “fortune” which had been
forecast for her by Signor Talcke, thinking possibly that her husband could not
reproach her for it before company. She was very gay over it; a proof that it
had left no bad impression on her mind.

“What’s that, Nancy?” cried Captain Fennel, who had listened as if he
disbelieved his ears. “The fellow told you we had something evil in our house?”

“Yes, he did,” assented Nancy. “An evil influence, he said, which was
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destined to bring forth something dark and dreadful.”

“I am sorry you did not tell this before,” returned the captain stiffly. “I
should have requested you not again to allude to such folly. It was downright
insolence.”

“I—you—you were out on Saturday, you know, Edwin, and in bed with your
headache all Sunday; and today I forgot it,” said Nancy in less brave tones.

“Suppose we have a game at wholesome card-playing,” interposed Mary
Carimon, bringing forth a new pack. “Open them, will you, Jules? Do you
remember, mon ami, having your fortune told once by a gipsy woman when
we were in Sir John Whitney’s coppice with the two Peckham girls? She told
you you would fall into a rich inheritance and marry a Frenchwoman.”

“Neither of which agreeable promises is yet fulfilled,” said little Monsieur
Carimon with his happy smile. Monsieur Carimon had heard the account of
Nancy’s “forecast” from his wife; he was not himself present, but taking a
hand at whist in the card-room.

They sat down to a round game—spin. Monsieur Henri Dupuis and his
pretty young wife had never played it before, but they soon learned it and liked
it much. Both of them spoke English well; she with the prettiest accent
imaginable. Thus the evening passed, and no more allusion was made to the
fortune-telling at Miss Bosanquet’s.

That was Monday. On Tuesday, Miss Preen was dispensing the coffee at
breakfast in the Petite Maison Rouge to her sister and Mr. Fennel, when Flore
came bustling in with a letter in her hand.
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“Tenez, madame,” she said, putting it beside Mrs. Fennel. “I laid it down in
the kitchen when the facteur brought it, whilst I was preparing the déjeûner,
and forgot it afterwards.”

Before Nancy could touch the letter, her husband caught it up. He gazed
at the address, at the postmark, and turned it about to look at the seal. The
letters of gentlefolk were generally fastened with a seal in those days: this
had one in transparent bronze wax.

Mr. Fennel put the letter down with a remark peevishly uttered. “It is not
from London; it is from Buttermead.”

“And from your old friend, Jane Peckham, Nancy,” struck in Lavinia. “I
recognize her handwriting.”

“I am glad,” exclaimed Nancy. “I have not heard from them for ages. Why
now—is it not odd?—that Madame Carimon should mention the Peckhams
last night, and I receive a letter from them this morning?”

“I supposed it might be from London, with your remittance,” said Mr.
Fennel to his wife. “It is due, is it not?”

“Oh, that came on Saturday, Edwin,” she said, as she opened her letter.

“Came on Saturday!” echoed Captain Fennel ungraciously, as if disputing
the assertion.

“By the afternoon post; you were at Drecques, you know.”

“The money came? Your money?”
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“Yes,” said Nancy, who had stepped to the window to read her letter, for it
was a dark day, and stood there with her back to the room.

“And where is it?” demanded he.

“I gave it to Lavinia. I always give it to her.”

Captain Fennel glared at his wife for a moment, then smoothed his face to
its ordinary placidity, and turned to Lavinia.

“Will you be good enough to hand over to me my wife’s money, Miss
Preen?”

“No,” she answered quietly.

“I must trouble you to do so, when breakfast shall be finished.”

“I cannot,” pursued Lavinia. “I have paid it away.”

“That I do not believe. I claim it from you in right of my wife; and I shall
enforce the claim.”

“The money is Nancy’s, not yours,” said Lavinia. “In consequence of your
having stopped her share last quarter in London, I was plunged here into debt
and great inconvenience. Yesterday morning I went out to settle the debts—
and it has taken the whole of her money to do it. That is the state of things,
Captain Fennel.”

“I am in debt here myself,” retorted he, but not angrily. “I owe money to my
tailor and bootmaker; I owe an account at the chemist’s; I want money in my
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pockets—and I must indeed have it.”

“Not from me,” returned Lavinia.

Edwin Fennel broke into a little access of temper. He dashed his serviette
on the table, strode to the window, and roughly caught his wife by the arm.
She cried out.

“How dared you hand your money to any one but me?” he asked in a low
voice of passion.

“But how are we to live if I don’t give it to Lavinia for the housekeeping?”
returned Nancy, bursting into tears. “It takes all we have; her share and mine;
every farthing of it.”

“Let my sister alone, Mr. Fennel,” spoke up Lavinia with authority. “She is
responsible for the debts we contract in this house, just as much as I am,
and she must contribute her part to pay them. You ought to be aware that the
expenses are now increased by nearly a third; I assure you I hardly like to
face the difficulties I see before me.”

“Do you suppose I can stop in the place without some loose cash to keep
me going?” he asked calmly. “Is that reasonable, Miss Lavinia?”

“And do you suppose I can keep you and Ann here without her money to
help me to do it?” she rejoined. “Perhaps the better plan will be for me to take
up my abode elsewhere, and leave the house to you and Ann to do as you
please in it.”

Captain Fennel dropped his argument, returned to the table, and went on
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with his breakfast. The last words had startled him. Without Lavinia, which
meant without her money, they could not live in the house at all.

Matters were partly patched up in the course of the day. Nancy came
upstairs to Lavinia, begging and praying, as if she were praying for her life, for
a little ready money for her husband—just a hundred francs. Trembling and
sobbing, she confessed that she dared not return to him without it; she
should be too frightened at his anger.

And Lavinia gave it to her.

9

Matters went on to the spring. There were no outward differences in the
Petite Maison Rouge, but it was full of an undercurrent of discomfort. At least
for Lavinia. Captain Fennel was simply to her an incubus; and now and again
petty accounts of his would be brought to the door by tradespeople who
wanted them settled. As to keeping up the legitimate payments, she could
not do it.

March was drawing to an end, when a surprise came to them. Lavinia
received a letter from Paris, written by Colonel Selby. He had been there for
two days on business, he said, and purposed returning viâ Sainteville, to take
a passing glimpse at herself and her sister. He hoped to be down that
afternoon by the three-o’clock train, and he asked them to meet him at the
Hôtel des Princes afterwards, and to stay and dine with him. He proposed
crossing to London by the night boat.

Lavinia read the letter aloud. Nancy went into ecstasies, for a wonder; she
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had been curiously subdued in manner lately. Edwin Fennel made no remark,
but his pale face wore a look of thought.

During the morning he betook himself to the Rue Lothaire to call upon Mr.
Griffin; and he persuaded that easy-natured old gentleman to take advantage
of the sunny day and make an excursion en voiture to the nearest town, a
place called Pontipette. Of course the captain went also, as his companion.

Colonel Selby arrived at three. Lavinia and Nancy met him at the station,
and went with him in the omnibus to the hotel. They then showed him about
Sainteville, to which he was a stranger, took him to see their domicile, the
little red house (which he did not seem to admire), and thence to Madame
Carimon’s. In the Buttermead days, the colonel and Mary Featherston had
been great friends. He invited her and her husband to join them at the table
d’hôte dinner at five o’clock.

Lavinia and Nancy went home again to change their dresses for it. Nancy
put on a pretty light green silk, which had been recently modernized. Mrs.
Selby had kept up an extensive wardrobe, and had left it between the two
sisters.

“You should wear your gold chain and locket,” remarked Lavinia, who
always took pride in her sister’s appearance. “It will look very nice upon that
dress.”

She alluded to a short, thick chain of gold, the gold locket attached to it
being set round with pearls, Nancy’s best ornament; nay, the only one she
had of any value; it was the one she had worn at Miss Bosanquet’s
celebrated party. Nancy made no answer. She was turning red and white.
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“What’s the matter?” cried Lavinia.

The matter was, that Mr. Edwin Fennel had obtained possession of the
chain and locket more than a month ago. Silly Nancy confessed with
trembling lips that she feared he had pledged it.

Or sold it, thought Lavinia. She felt terribly vexed and indignant. “I
suppose, Ann, it will end in his grasping everything,” she said, “and starving
us out of house and home: myself, at any rate.”

“He expects money from his brother James, and then he will get it back for
me,” twittered Nancy.

Monsieur Jules Carimon was not able to come to the table d’hôte; his
duties that night would detain him at the college until seven o’clock. It
happened so on occasion. Colonel Selby sat at one end of their party, Lavinia
at the other; Mary Carimon and Nancy between them. A gentleman was on
the other side of Lavinia whom she did not particularly notice; and, upon his
asking the waiter for something, his voice seemed to strike upon her memory.
Turning, she saw that it was the tall Englishman they had seen on the pier
some months before in the shepherd’s plaid, the lawyer named Lockett. He
recognized her face at the same moment, and they entered into conversation.

“Are you making any stay at Sainteville?” she inquired.

“For a few days. I must be back in London on Monday morning.”

Colonel Selby’s attention was attracted to the speakers. “What, is it you,
Lockett?” he exclaimed.
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Mr. Lockett bent forward to look beyond Lavinia and Madame Carimon.
“Why, colonel, are you here?” he cried. So it was evident that they knew one
another.

But you can’t talk very much across people at a table d’hôte; and Lavinia
and Mr. Lockett were, so to say, left together again. She put a question to
him, dropping her voice to a whisper.

“Did you ever find that person you were looking for?”

“The person I was looking for?” repeated the lawyer, not remembering.
“What person was that?”

“The one you spoke of on the pier that day—a Mr. Dangerfield.”

“Oh, ay; but I was not looking for him myself. No; I believe he is not
dropped upon yet. He is keeping quiet, I expect.”

“Is he still being looked for?”

“Little doubt of that. My friend here, on my left, could tell you more about
him than I can, if you want to know.”

“No, thank you,” said Lavinia hastily, in a sort of fear. And she then
observed that next to Mr. Lockett another Englishman was sitting, who looked
very much like a lawyer also.

After dinner Colonel Selby took his guests, the three ladies, into the little
salon, which opened to Madame Podevin’s bureau; for it was she who, French
fashion, kept the bureau and all its accounts, not her husband. Whilst the
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coffee which the colonel ordered was preparing, he took from his pocket-book
two cheques, and gave one each to Lavinia and Mrs. Fennel. It was their
quarterly income, due about a week hence.

“I thought I might as well give it you now, as I am here, and save the
trouble of sending,” he remarked. “You can write me a receipt for it; here’s
pen, ink and paper.”

Each wrote her receipt, and gave it him. Nancy held the cheque in her
hand, looking at her sister in a vacillating manner. “I suppose I ought to give it
you, Lavinia,” she said. “Must I do so?”

“What do you think about it yourself?” coldly rejoined Lavinia.

“He was so very angry with me the last time,” sighed Nancy, still
withholding the cheque. “He said I ought to keep possession of my own, and
he ordered me to do so in future.”

“That he may have the pleasure of spending it,” said Mary Carimon in a
sharp tone, though she laughed at the same time. “Lavinia has to pay for the
bread-and-cheese that you and he eat, Nancy; how can she do that unless
she receives your money?”

“Yes, I know; it is very difficult,” said poor Nancy. “Take the cheque,
Lavinia; I shall tell him that you and Mary Carimon both said I must give it up.”

“Oh, tell him I said so, and welcome,” spoke Madame Carimon. “I will tell
him so myself, if you like.”

As Colonel Selby returned to the room—he had been seeing to his
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luggage—the coffee was brought in, and close upon it came Monsieur
Carimon.

The boat for London was leaving early that night—eight o’clock; they all
went down to it to see William Selby off. It was a calm night, warm for the
time of year, the moon beautifully bright. After the boat’s departure, Lavinia
and Ann went home, and found Captain Fennel there. He had just got in, he
said, and wanted some supper.

Whilst he was taking it, his wife told him of Mr. Lockett’s having sat by
them at the table d’hôte, and that he and Colonel Selby were acquainted with
one another. Captain Fennel drew a grim face at the information, and asked
whether the lawyer had also “cleared out” for London.

“I don’t think so; I did not see him go on board,” said Nancy. “Lavinia
knows; she was talking with Mr. Lockett all dinner-time.”

Captain Fennel turned his impassive face to Lavinia, as if demanding an
answer to his question.

“Mr. Lockett intends to remain here until Sunday, I fancy; he said he had
to be in London on Monday morning. He has some friend with him here. I
inquired whether they had found the Mr. Dangerfield he spoke of last autumn,”
added Lavinia slowly and distinctly. “‘Not yet,’ he answered, ‘but he is still
being looked for.’”

Whether Lavinia said this with a little spice of malice, or whether she really
meant to warn him, she best knew. Captain Fennel finished his supper in
silence.
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“I presume the colonel did not hand you over your quarter’s money?” he
next said to his wife in a mocking sort of way. “It is not due for a week yet; he
is not one to pay beforehand.”

Upon which Nancy began to tremble and looked imploringly at her sister,
who was putting the plates together upon the tray. After Flore went home they
had to wait upon themselves.

“Colonel Selby did hand us the money,” said Lavinia. “I hold both cheques
for it.”

Well, there ensued a mild disturbance; what schoolboys might call a
genteel row. Mr. Edwin Fennel insisted upon his wife’s cheque being given to
him. Lavinia decisively refused. She went into a bit of a temper, and told him
some home truths. He said he had a right to hold his wife’s money, and
should appeal to the law on the morrow to enforce it. He might do that, Lavinia
retorted; no French law would make her give it up. Nancy began to cry.

Probably he knew his threats were futile. Instead of appealing to the law
on the morrow, he went off by an early train, carrying Nancy with him.
Lavinia’s private opinion was that he thought it safer to take her, though it did
increase the expense, than to leave her; she might get talking with Mr.
Lockett. Ann’s eyes were red, as if she had spent the night in crying.

“Has he beaten you?” Lavinia inquired, snatching the opportunity of a
private moment.

“Oh, Lavinia, don’t, don’t! I shall never dare to let you have the cheque
again,” she wailed.
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“Where is it that you are going?”

“He has not told me,” Nancy whispered back again. “To Calais, I think, or
else up to Lille. We are to be away all the week.”

“Until Mr. Lockett and his friend are gone,” thought Lavinia. “Nancy, how
can he find money for it?”

“He has some napoleons in his pocket—borrowed yesterday, I think, from
old Griffin.”

Lavinia understood. Old Griffin, as Nancy styled him, had been careless of
his money since his very slight attack of paralysis; he would freely lend to
any one who asked him. She had not the slightest doubt that Captain Fennel
had borrowed of him—and not for the first time.

It was on Wednesday morning that they went away, and for the rest of the
week Lavinia was at peace. She changed the cheques at the bank as before,
and paid the outstanding debts. But it left her so little to go on with, that she
really knew not how she should get through the months until midsummer.

On Friday two of the Miss Bosanquets called. Hearing she was alone,
they came to ask her to dine with them in the evening. Lavinia did so. But
upon returning home at night, the old horror of going into the house came on
again. Lavinia was in despair; she had hoped it had passed away for good.

On Saturday morning at market she met Madame Carimon, who invited
her for the following day, Sunday. Lavinia hesitated. Glad enough indeed she
was at the prospect of being taken out of her solitary home for a happy day at
Mary Carimon’s; but she shrank from again risking the dreadful feeling which
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would be sure to attack her when going into the house at night.

“You must come, Lavinia,” cheerily urged Madame Carimon. “I have invited
the English teacher at Madame Deauville’s school; she has no friends here,
poor thing.”

“Well, I will come, Mary; thank you,” said Lavinia slowly.

“To be sure you will. Why do you hesitate at all?”

Lavinia could not say why in the midst of the jostling market-place;
perhaps would not had they been alone. “For one thing, they may be coming
home before tomorrow,” observed Lavinia, alluding to Mr. and Mrs. Fennel.

“Let them come. You are not obliged to stay at home with them,” laughed
Mary.

From the Diary of Miss Preen.

Monday morning.—Well, it is over. The horror of last night is
over, and I have not died of it. That will be considered a strong
expression, should any eye save my own see this diary: but I
truly believe the horror would k ill me if I were subjected many
more times to it.

I went to Mary Carimon’s after our service was over in the
morning, and we had a pleasant day there. The more I see of
Monsieur Jules the more I esteem and respect him. He is so
genuine, so good at heart, so simple in manner. Miss Perry is
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very agreeable; not so young as I had thought—thirty last
birthday, she says. Her English is good and refined, and that is
not always the case with the English teachers who come over
to France—the French ladies who engage them cannot judge
of our accent.

Miss Perry and I left together a little before ten. She wished
me good-night in the Rue Tessin, Madame Deauville’s house
lying one way, mine another. The horror began to come over
me as I crossed the Place Ronde, which had never happened
before. Stay; not the horror itself, but the dread of it. An
impulse actually crossed me to ring at Madame Sauvage’s,
and ask Mariette to accompany me up the entry, and stand at
my open door whilst I went in to light the candle. But I could
see no light in the house, not even in madame’s salon, and
supposed she and Mariette might be gone to bed. They are
early people on Sundays, and the two young men have their
latch-keys.

I will try to overcome it this time, I bravely said to myself, and
not allow the fear to keep me halting outside the door as it has
done before. So I took out my latch-key, put it straight into the
door, opened it, went in, and closed it again. Before I had well
reached the top of the passage and felt for the match-box on
the slab, I was in a paroxysm of horror. Something, like an icy
wind coming up the passage, seemed to flutter the candle as I
lighted it. Can I have left the door open? I thought, and turned
to look. There stood Edwin Fennel. He stood just inside the
door, which appeared to be shut, and he was look ing straight
at me with a threatening, malignant expression on his pale

327



face.

“Oh! have you come home to-night?” I exclaimed aloud. For I
really thought it was so.

The candle continued to flicker quick ly as if it meant to go out,
causing me to glance at it. When I looked up again Mr. Fennel
was gone. It was not himself who had been there; it was only
an illusion.

Exactly as he had seemed to appear to me the night before he
and Nancy returned from London in December, so he had
appeared again, his back to the door, and the evil menace on
his countenance. Did the appearance come to me as a
warning? or was the thing nothing but a delusion of my own
optic nerves?

I dragged my shak ing limbs upstairs, on the verge of
screaming at each step with the fear of what might be behind
me, and undressed and went to bed. For nearly the whole night
I could not sleep, and when I did get to sleep in the morning I
was tormented by a distressing dream. All, all as it had been
that other night from three to four months ago.

A confused dream, no method in it. Several people were about
—Nancy for one; I saw her fair curls. We all seemed to be in
grievous discomfort and distress; whilst I, in worse fear than
this world can know, was ever striving to hide myself from
Edwin Fennel, to escape some dreadful fate which he held in
store for me. And I knew I should not escape it.
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Like many another active housewife, Madame Carimon was always busy
on Monday mornings. On the one about to be referred to, she had finished her
household duties by eleven o’clock, and then sat down in her little salle-à-
manger, which she also made her workroom, to mend some of Monsieur
Carimon’s cotton socks. By her side, on the small work-table, lay a silver
brooch which Miss Perry had inadvertently left behind her the previous
evening. Mary Carimon was considering at what hour she could most
conveniently go out to leave it at Madame Deauville’s when she heard Pauline
answer a ring at the door-bell, and Miss Preen came in.

“Oh, Lavinia, I am glad to see you. You are an early visitor. Are you not
well?” continued Madame Carimon, noticing the pale, sad face. “Is anything
the matter?”

“I am in great trouble, Mary; I cannot rest; and I have come to talk to you
about it,” said Lavinia, taking the sable boa from her neck and untying her
bonnet-strings. “If things were to continue as they are now, I should die of it.”

Drawing a chair near to Mary Carimon, Lavinia entered upon her narrative.
She spoke first of general matters. The home discomfort, the trouble with
Captain Fennel regarding Nancy’s money, and the difficulty she had to keep
up the indispensable payments to the tradespeople, expressing her firm belief
that in future he would inevitably seize upon Nancy’s portion when it came
and confiscate it. Next, she went on to tell the story of the past night—
Sunday: how the old terrible horror had come upon her of entering the house,
of a fancied appearance of Edwin Fennel in the passage, and of the dream
that followed. All this latter part was but a repetition of what she had told
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Madame Carimon three or four months ago. Hearing it for the second time, it
impressed Mary Carimon’s imagination. But she did not speak at once.

“I never in my life saw anything plainer or that looked more life-like than
Captain Fennel, as he stood and gazed at me from the end of the passage
with the evil look on his countenance,” resumed Lavinia. “And I hardly know
why I tell you about it again, Mary, except that I have no one else to speak to.
You rather laughed at me the first time, if you remember; perhaps you will
laugh again now.”
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“No, no,” dissented Mary Carimon. “I did not put faith in it before, believing
you were deceived by the uncertain light in the passage, and were, perhaps,
thinking of him, and that the dream afterwards was merely the result of your
fright; nothing else. But now that you have had a second experience of it, I
don’t doubt that you do see this spectre, and that the dream follows as a
sequence to it. And I think,” she added, slowly and emphatically, “that it has
come to warn you of some threatened harm.”

“I seem to see that it has,” murmured Lavinia. “Why else should it come at
all? I wish I could picture it to you half vividly enough: the reality of it and the
horror. Mary, I am growing seriously afraid.”

“Were I you, I should get away from the house,” said Madame Carimon.
“Leave them to themselves.”

“It is what I mean to do, Mary. I cannot remain in it, apart from this
undefined fear—which of course may be only superstitious fancy,” hastily
acknowledged Lavinia. “If things continue in the present state—and there is
no prospect of their changing——”

“I should leave at once—as soon as they arrive home,” rather sharply
interrupted Mary Carimon, who seemed to like the aspect of what she had
heard less and less.

“As soon as I can make arrangements. They come home to-night; I
received a letter from Nancy this morning. They have been only at Pontipette
all the time.”

“Only at Pontipette!”

331



“Nancy says so. It did as well as any other place. Captain Fennel’s motive
was to hide away from the lawyers we met at the table d’hôte.”

“Have they left Sainteville, I wonder, those lawyers?”

“Yes,” said Lavinia. “On Friday I met Mr. Lockett when I was going to the
Rue Lamartine, and he told me he was leaving for Calais with his friend on
Saturday morning. It is rather remarkable,” she added, after a pause, “that the
first time I saw that appearance in the passage and dreamed the dream,
should have been the eve of Mr. Fennel’s return here, and that it is the same
again now.”

“You must leave the house, Lavinia,” reiterated Madame Carimon.

“Let me see,” considered Lavinia. “April comes in this week. Next week
will be Passion Week, preceding Easter. I will stay with them over Easter, and
then leave.”

Monsieur Jules Carimon’s sock, in process of renovation, had been
allowed to fall upon the mender’s lap. She slowly took it up again, speaking
thoughtfully.

“I should leave at once; before Easter. But you will see how he behaves,
Lavinia. If not well; if he gives you any cause of annoyance, come away there
and then. We will take you in, mind, if you have not found a place to go to.”

Lavinia thanked her, and rearranged her bonnet preparatory to returning
home. She went out with a heavy heart. Only one poor twelvemonth to have
brought about all this change!
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At the door of the Petite Maison Rouge, when she reached it, stood Flore,
parleying with a slim youth, who held an open paper in his outstretched hand.
Flore was refusing to touch the paper, which was both printed and written on,
and looked official.

“I tell him that Monsieur le Capitaine is not at home; he can bring it when
he is,” explained Flore to her mistress in English.

Lavinia turned to the young man. “Captain Fennel has been away from
Sainteville for a few days; he probably will be here tomorrow,” she said. “Do
you wish to leave this paper for him?”

“Yes,” said the messenger, evidently understanding English but speaking
in French, as he contrived to slip the paper into Miss Preen’s unconscious
hand. “You will have the politeness to give it to him, madame.”

And, with that, he went off down the entry, whistling.

“Do you know what the paper is, Flore?” asked Lavinia.

“I think so,” said Flore. “I’ve seen these papers before today. It’s just a sort
of order from the law court on Captain Fennel, to pay up some debt that he
owes; and, if he does not pay, the court will issue a procès against him.
That’s what it is, madame.”

Lavinia carried the paper into the salon, and sat studying it. As far as she
could make it out, Mr. Edwin Fennel was called upon to pay to some creditor
the sum of one hundred and eighty-three francs, without delay.

“Over seven pounds! And if he does not pay, the law expenses, to enforce
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it, will increase the debt perhaps by one-half,” sighed Lavinia. “There may be,
and no doubt are, other things at the back of this. Will he turn us out of house
and home?”

Propping the paper against the wall over the mantelpiece, she left it there,
that it might meet the captain’s eye on his return.

Not until quite late that evening did Madame Carimon get her husband to
herself, for he brought in one of the young under-masters at the college to
dine with them. But as soon as they were sitting cosily alone, he smoking his
pipe before bed-time, she told him all she had heard from Lavinia Preen.

“I don’t like it, Jules; I don’t indeed,” she said. “It has made a strangely
disagreeable impression on me. What is your opinion?”

Placid Monsieur Jules did not seem to have much opinion one way or the
other. Upon the superstitious portion of the tale he, being a practical
Frenchman, totally declined to have any at all. He was very sorry for the
uncomfortable position Miss Preen found herself in, and he certainly was not
surprised she should wish to quit the Petite Maison Rouge if affairs could not
be made more agreeable there. As to the Capitaine Fennel, he felt free to
confess there was something about him which he did not like: and he was
sure no man of honour ought to have run away clandestinely, as he did, with
Miss Nancy.

“You see, Jules, what the man aims at is to get hold of Nancy’s income
and apply it to his own uses—and for Lavinia to keep them upon hers.”

“I see,” said Jules.
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“And Lavinia cannot do it; she has not half enough. It troubles me very
much,” flashed Madame Carimon. “She says she shall stay with them until
Easter is over. I should not; I should leave them to it tomorrow.”

“Yes, my dear, that’s all very well,” nodded Monsieur Jules; “but we cannot
always do precisely what we would. Miss Preen is responsible for the rent of
that house, and if Fennel and his wife do not pay it, she would have to. She
must have a thorough understanding upon that point before she leaves it.”

By the nine-o’clock train that night they came home, Lavinia, pleading a
bad headache and feeling altogether out of sorts, got Flore to remain for once,
and went herself to bed. She dreaded the very sight of Captain Fennel.

In the morning she saw that the paper had disappeared from the
mantelpiece. He was quite jaunty at breakfast, talking to her and Nancy about
Pontipette; and things passed pleasantly. About eleven o’clock he began
brushing his hat to go out.

“I’m going to have a look at Griffin, and see how he’s getting on,” he
remarked. “Perhaps the old man would enjoy a drive this fine day; if so, you
may not see me back till dinner-time.”

But just as Captain Fennel turned out of the Place Ronde to the Rue
Tessin, he came upon Charles Palliser, strolling along.

“Fine day, Mr. Charles,” he remarked graciously.

“Capital,” assented Charles, “and I’m glad of it; the old gentleman will have
a good passage. I’ve just seen him off by the eleven train.”
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“Seems to me you spend your time in seeing people off by trains. Which
old gentleman is it now?—him from below?”

Charley laughed. “It’s Griffin this time,” said he. “Being feeble, I thought I
might be of use in starting him, and went up.”

“Griffin!” exclaimed Captain Fennel. “Why, where’s he gone to?”

“To Calais. En route for Dover and——”

“What’s he gone for? When’s he coming back?” interrupted the captain,
speaking like a man in great amazement.

“He is not coming back at all; he has gone for good,” said Charley. “His
daughter came to fetch him.”

“Why on earth should she do that?”

“It seems that her husband, a clergyman at Kensington, fell across Major
Smith last week in London, and put some pretty close questions to him about
the old man, for they had been made uneasy by his letters of late. The major
——”

“What business had the major in London?” questioned Captain Fennel
impatiently.

“You can ask him,” said Charles equably, “I didn’t. He is back again. Well,
Major Smith, being questioned, made no bones about it at all; said Griffin and
Griffin’s money both wanted looking after. Upon that, the daughter came
straight off, arriving here on Sunday morning; she settled things yesterday,
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and has carried her father away today. He was as pleased as Punch, poor
childish old fellow, at the prospect of a voyage in the boat.”

Whether this information put a check upon any little plan Captain Fennel
may have been entertaining, Charles Palliser could not positively know; but he
thought he had never seen so evil an eye as the one glaring upon him. Only
for a moment; just a flash; and then the face was smoothed again. Charley
had his ideas—and all his wits about him; and old Griffin had babbled publicly.

Captain Fennel strolled by his side towards the port, talking of Pontipette
and other matters of indifference. When in sight of the harbour, he halted.

“I must wish you good-day now, Palliser; I have letters to write,” said he;
and walked briskly back again.

Lavinia and Nancy were sitting together in the salon when he reached
home. Nancy was looking scared.

“Edwin,” she said, leaving her chair to meet him—“Edwin, what do you
think Lavinia has been saying? That she is going to leave us.”

“Oh, indeed,” he carelessly answered.

“But it is true, Edwin; she means it.”

“Yes, I mean it,” interposed Lavinia very quietly. “You and Nancy will be
better without me; perhaps happier.”

He looked at her for a full minute in silence, then laughed a little. “Like
Darby and Joan,” he remarked, as he put his writing-case on the table and sat
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down to it.

Mrs. Fennel returned to her chair by Lavinia, who was sitting close to the
window mending a lace collar which had been torn in the ironing. As usual
Nancy was doing nothing.

“You couldn’t leave me, Lavinia, you know,” she said in coaxing tones.

“I know that I never thought to do so, Ann, but circumstances alter cases,”
answered the elder sister. Both of them had dropped their voices to a low key,
not to disturb the letter-writer. But he could hear if he chose to listen. “I began
putting my things together yesterday, and shall finish doing it at leisure. I will
stay over Easter with you; but go then I shall.”

“You must be cruel to think of such a thing, Lavinia.”

“Not cruel,” corrected Lavinia. “I am sorry, Ann, but the step is forced upon
me. The anxieties in regard to money matters are wearing me out; they would
wear me out altogether if I did not end them. And there are other things which
urge upon me the expediency of departure from this house.”

“What things?”

“I cannot speak of them. Never mind what they are, Ann. They concern
myself; not you.”

Ann Fennel sat twirling one of her fair silken ringlets between her thumb
and finger; a habit of hers when thinking.

“Where shall you live, Lavinia, if you do leave? Take another apartment at
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Sainteville?”

“I think not. It is a puzzling question. Possibly I may go back to
Buttermead, and get some family to take me in as a boarder,” dreamily
answered Lavinia. “Seventy pounds a-year will not keep me luxuriously.”

Captain Fennel lifted his face. “If it will not keep one, how is it to keep
two?” he demanded, in rather defiant tones.

“I don’t know anything about that,” said Lavinia civilly. “I have not two to
keep; only one.”

Nancy chanced to catch a glimpse of his face just then, and its look
frightened her. Lavinia had her back to him, and did not see it. Nancy began
to cry quietly.

“Oh, Lavinia, you will think better of this; you will not leave us!” she
implored. “We could not do at all without you and your half of the money.”

Lavinia had finished her collar, and rose to take it upstairs. “Don’t be
distressed, Nancy,” she paused to say; “it is a thing that must be. I am very
sorry; but it is not my fault. As you——”

“You can stay in the house if you choose!” flashed Nancy, growing feebly
angry.

“No, I cannot. I cannot,” repeated Lavinia. “I begin to foresee that I might—
might die of it.”
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Sainteville felt surprised and sorry to hear that Miss Preen was going to
leave it to its own devices, for the town had grown to like her. Lavinia did not
herself talk about going, but the news somehow got wind. People wondered
why she went. Matters, as connected with the financial department of the
Petite Maison Rouge, were known but imperfectly—to most people not known
at all; so that reason was not thought of. It was quite understood that Ann
Preen’s stolen marriage, capped by the bringing home of her husband to the
Petite Maison Rouge, had been a sharp blow to Miss Preen: perhaps, said
Sainteville now, she had tried living with them and found it did not answer. Or
perhaps she was only going away for a change, and would return after a
while.

Passion week passed, and Easter week came in, and Lavinia made her
arrangements for the succeeding one. On the Tuesday in that next week, all
being well, she would quit Sainteville. Her preparations were made; her larger
box was already packed and corded. Nancy, of shallow temperament and
elastic spirits, seemed quite to have recovered from the sting of the proposed
parting; she helped Lavinia to put up her laces and other little fine things,
prattling all the time. Captain Fennel maintained his suavity. Beyond the
words he had spoken—as to how she expected the income to keep two if it
would not keep one—he had said nothing. It might be that he hardly yet
believed Lavinia would positively go.

But she was going. At first only to Boulogne-sur-Mer. Monsieur Jules
Carimon had a cousin, Madame Degravier, who kept a superior boarding-
house there, much patronized by the English; he had written to her to
introduce Miss Preen, and to intimate that it would oblige him if the terms
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were made très facile. Madame had written back to Lavinia most
satisfactorily, and, so far, that was arranged.

Once at Boulogne in peace and quietness, Lavinia would have leisure to
decide upon her future plans. She hoped to pay a visit to Buttermead in the
summer-time, for she had begun to yearn for a sight of the old place and its
people. After that—well, she should see. If things went on pleasantly at
Sainteville—that is, if Captain Fennel and Nancy were still in the Petite
Maison Rouge, and he was enabled to find means to continue in it—then,
perhaps, she might return to the town. Not to make one of the household—
never again that; but she might find a little pied-à-terre in some other home.

Meanwhile, Lavinia heard no more of the procès, and she wondered how
the captain was meeting it. During the Easter week she made her farewell
calls. That week she was not very much at home; one or other of her old
acquaintances wanted her. Major and Mrs. Smith had her to spend a day with
them; the Miss Bosanquets invited her also; and so on.

One call, involving also private business, she made upon old Madame
Sauvage, Mary Carimon accompanying her. Monsieur Gustave was called up
to the salon to assist at the conference. Lavinia partly explained her position
to them in strict confidence, and the motive, as touching pecuniary affairs,
which was taking her away: she said nothing of that other and greater motive,
her superstitious fear.

“I have come to speak of the rent,” she said to Monsieur Gustave, and
Mary Carimon repeated the words in French to old Madame Sauvage. “You
must in future look to Captain Fennel for it; you must make him pay it if
possible. At the same time, I admit my own responsibility,” added Lavinia,
“and if it be found totally impracticable to get it from Captain Fennel or my
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sister, I shall pay it to you. This must, of course, be kept strictly between
ourselves, Monsieur Gustave; you and madame understand that. If Captain
Fennel gained any intimation of it, he would take care not to pay it.”

Monsieur Gustave and madame his mother assured her that they fully
understood, and that she might rely upon their honour. They were grieved to
lose so excellent a tenant and neighbour as Miss Preen, and wished
circumstances had been more kindly. One thing she might rest assured of—
that they should feel at least as mortified at having to apply to her for the rent
as she herself would be, and they would not leave a stone unturned to extract
it from the hands of Captain Fennel.

“It has altogether been a most bitter trial to me,” sighed Lavinia, as she
stood up to say farewell to madame.

The old lady understood, and the tears came into her compassionate eyes
as she held Lavinia’s hands between her own. “Ay, for certain,” she replied in
French. “She and her sons had said so privately to one another ever since the
abrupt coming home of the strange captain to the petite maison à côté.”

On Sunday, Lavinia, accompanied by Nancy and Captain Fennel, attended
morning service for the last time. She spoke to several acquaintances coming
out, wishing them good-bye, and was hastening to overtake her sister, when
she heard rapid steps behind her, and a voice speaking. Turning, she saw
Charley Palliser.

“Miss Preen,” cried he, “my aunt wants you to come home and dine with
us. See, she is waiting for you. You could not come any one day last week,
you know.”
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“I was not able to come to you last week, Mr. Charles; I had so much to
do, and so many engagements,” said Lavinia, as she walked back to Mrs.
Hardy, who stood smiling.

“But you will come today, dear Miss Preen,” said old Mrs. Hardy, who had
caught the words. “We have a lovely fricandeau of veal, and——”

“Why, that is just our own dinner,” interrupted Lavinia gaily. “I should like to
come to you, Mrs. Hardy, but I cannot. It is my last Sunday at home, and I
could not well go out and leave them.”

They saw the force of the objection. Mrs. Hardy asked whether she should
be at church in the evening. Lavinia replied that she intended to be, and they
agreed to bid each other farewell then.

“You don’t know what you’ve lost, Miss Preen,” said Charley comically.
“There’s a huge cream tart—lovely.”

Captain Fennel was quite lively at the dinner-table. He related a rather
laughable story which had been told him by Major Smith, with whom he had
walked for ten minutes after church, and was otherwise gracious.

After dinner, while Flore was taking away the things, he left the room, and
came back with three glasses of liqueur, on a small waiter, handing one to
Lavinia, another to his wife, and keeping the third himself. It was the yellow
chartreuse; Captain Fennel kept a bottle of it and of one or two other choice
liqueurs in the little cupboard at the end of the passage, and treated them to a
glass sometimes.

“How delightful!” cried Nancy, who liked chartreuse and anything else that
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was good.

They sat and sipped it, talking pleasantly together. The captain soon
finished his, and said he should take a stroll on the pier. It was a bright day
with a brisk wind, which seemed to be getting higher.

“The London boat ought to be in about four o’clock,” he remarked. “It’s
catching it sweetly, I know; passengers will look like ghosts. Au revoir; don’t
get quarrelling.” And thus, nodding to the two ladies, he went out gaily.

Not much danger of their quarrelling. They turned their chairs to the fire,
and plunged into conversation, which chanced to turn upon Buttermead. In
calling up one reminiscence of the old place after another, now Lavinia, now
Nancy, the time passed on. Lavinia wore her silver-grey silk dress that day,
with some yellowish-looking lace falling at the throat and wrists.

Flore came in to bring the tea-tray; she always put it on the table in
readiness on a Sunday afternoon. The water, she said, would be on the boil in
the kitchen by the time they wanted it. And then she went away as usual for
the rest of the day.

Not long afterwards, Lavinia, who was speaking, suddenly stopped in the
middle of a sentence. She started up in her chair, fell back again, and clasped
her hands below her chest with a great cry.

“Oh, Nancy!—Nancy!”

Nancy dashed across the hearthrug. “What is it?” she exclaimed. “What is
it, Lavinia?”
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Lavinia apparently could not say what it was. She seemed to be in the
greatest agony; her face had turned livid. Nancy was next door to an imbecile
in any emergency, and fairly wrung her hands in her distress.

“Oh, what can be the matter with me?” gasped Lavinia. “Nancy, I think I
am dying.”

The next moment she had glided from the chair to the floor, and lay there
shrieking and writhing. Bursting away, Nancy ran round to the next house, all
closed today, rang wildly at the private door, and when it was opened by
Mariette, rushed upstairs to madame’s salon.

Madame Veuve Sauvage, comprehending that something was amiss,
without understanding Nancy’s frantic words, put a shawl on her shoulders to
hasten to the other house, ordering Mariette to follow her. Her sons were out.

There lay Lavinia, in the greatest agony. Madame Sauvage sent Mariette
off for Monsieur Dupuis, and told her to fly. “Better bring Monsieur Henri
Dupuis, Mariette,” she called after her: “he will get quicker over the ground
than his old father.”

But Monsieur Henri Dupuis, as it turned out, was absent. He had left that
morning for Calais with his wife, to spend two days with her friends who lived
there, purposing to be back early on Tuesday morning. Old Monsieur Dupuis
came very quickly. He thought Mademoiselle Preen must have inward
inflammation, he said to Madame Sauvage, and inquired what she had eaten
for dinner. Nancy told him as well as she could between her sobs and her
broken speech.

A fricandeau of veal, potatoes, a cauliflower au gratin, and a frangipane tart

345



from the pastrycook’s. No fruit or any other dessert. They took a little
Bordeaux wine with dinner, and a liqueur glass of chartreuse afterwards.

All very wholesome, pronounced Monsieur Dupuis, with satisfaction; not at
all likely to disagree with mademoiselle. Possibly she had caught a chill.

Mariette had run for Flore, who came in great consternation. Between
them all they got Lavinia upstairs, undressed her and laid her in bed, applying
hot flannels to the pain—and Monsieur Dupuis administered in a wine-glass of
water every quarter-of-an-hour some drops from a glass phial which he had
brought in his pocket.

It was close upon half-past five when Captain Fennel came in. He
expressed much surprise and concern, saying, like the doctor, that she must
have eaten something which had disagreed with her. The doctor avowed that
he could not otherwise account for the seizure; he did not altogether think it
was produced by a chill; and he spoke again of the dinner. Captain Fennel
observed that as to the dinner they had all three partaken of it, one the same
as another; he did not see why it should affect his sister-in-law and not
himself or his wife. This reasoning was evident, admitted Monsieur Dupuis;
but Miss Preen had touched nothing since her breakfast, except at dinner. In
point of fact, he felt very much at a loss, he did not scruple to add; but the
more acute symptoms were showing a slight improvement, he was thankful to
perceive, and he trusted to bring her round.

As he did. In a few hours the pain had so far abated, or yielded to
remedies, that poor Lavinia, worn out, dropped into a comfortable sleep.
Monsieur Dupuis was round again early in the morning, and found her
recovered, though still feeling tired and very weak. He advised her to lie in bed
until the afternoon; not to get up then unless she felt inclined; and he charged
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her to take chiefly milk food all the day—no solids whatever.

Lavinia slept again all the morning, and awoke very much refreshed. In the
afternoon she felt quite equal to getting up, and did so, dressing herself in the
grey silk she had worn the previous day, because it was nearest at hand. She
then penned a line to Madame Degravier, saying she was unable to travel to
Boulogne on the morrow, as had been fixed, but hoped to be there on
Wednesday, or, at the latest, Thursday.

Captain Fennel, who generally took possession of the easiest chair in the
salon, and the warmest place, resigned it to Lavinia the instant she appeared
downstairs. He shook her by the hand, said how glad he was that she had
recovered from her indisposition, and installed her in the chair with a cushion
at her back and a rug over her knees. All she had to dread now, he thought,
was cold; she must guard against that. Lavinia replied that she could not in
the least imagine what had been the matter with her; she had never had a
similar attack before, and had never been in such dreadful pain.

Presently Mary Carimon came in, having heard of the affair from Mariette,
whom she had met in the fish-market during the morning. All danger was over,
Mariette said, and mademoiselle was then sleeping quietly: so Madame
Carimon, not to disturb her, put off calling until the afternoon. Captain Fennel
sat talking with her a few minutes, and then went out. For some cause or
other he never seemed to be quite at ease in the presence of Madame
Carimon.

“I know what it must have been,” cried Mary Carimon, coming to one of her
rapid conclusions after listening to the description of the illness. “Misled by
the sunny spring days last week, you went and left off some of your warm
underclothing, Lavinia, and so caught cold.”
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“Good gracious!” exclaimed Nancy, who had curled herself up on the sofa
like a ball, not having yet recovered from her fatigue and fright. “Leave off one’s
warm things the beginning of April! I never heard of such imprudence! How
came you to do it, Lavinia?”

“I did not do it,” said Lavinia quietly. “I have not left off anything. Should I be
so silly as to do that with a journey before me?”

“Then what caused the attack?” debated Madame Carimon. “Something
you had eaten?”

Lavinia shook her head helplessly. “It could hardly have been that, Mary. I
took nothing whatever that Nancy and Captain Fennel did not take. I wish I did
know—that I might guard, if possible, against a similar attack in future. The
pain seized me all in a moment. I thought I was dying.”

“It sounds odd,” said Madame Carimon. “Monsieur Dupuis does not know
either, it seems. That’s why I thought you might have been leaving off your
things, and did not like to tell him.”

“I conclude that it must have been one of those mysterious attacks of
sudden illness to which we are all liable, but for which no one can account,”
sighed Lavinia. “I hope I shall never have it again. This experience has been
enough for a lifetime.”

Mary Carimon warmly echoed the hope as she rose to take her departure.
She advised Lavinia to go to bed early, and promised to come again in the
morning.

While Captain Fennel and Nancy dined, Flore made her mistress some
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tea, and brought in with it some thin bread-and-butter. Lavinia felt all the better
for the refreshment, laughingly remarking that by the morning she was sure
she should be as hungry as a hunter. She sat chatting, and sometimes
dozing between whiles, until about a quarter to nine o’clock, when she said
she would go to bed.

Nancy went to the kitchen to make her a cup of arrowroot. Lavinia then
wished Captain Fennel good-night, and went upstairs. Flore had left as usual,
after washing up the dinner-things.

“Lavinia, shall I—— Oh, she has gone on,” broke off Nancy, who had come
in with the breakfast-cup of arrowroot in her hand. “Edwin, do you think I may
venture to put a little brandy into this?”

Captain Fennel sat reading with his face to the fire and the lamp at his
elbow. He turned round.

“Brandy?” said he. “I’m sure I don’t know. If that pain meant inflammation,
brandy might do harm. Ask Lavinia; she had better decide for herself. No, no;
leave the arrowroot on the table here,” he hastily cried, as Nancy was going
out of the room with the cup. “Tell Lavinia to come down, and we’ll discuss the
matter with her. Of course a little brandy would do her an immense deal of
good, if she might take it with safety.”

Nancy did as she was told. Leaving the cup and saucer on the table, she
went up to her sister. In a minute or two she was back again.

“Lavinia won’t come down again, Edwin; she is already half-undressed.
She thinks she had better be on the safe side, and not have the brandy.”
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“All right,” replied the captain, who was sitting as before, intent on his
book. Nancy took the cup upstairs.

She helped her sister into bed, and then gave her the arrowroot, inquiring
whether she had made it well.

“Quite well, only it was rather sweet,” answered Lavinia.

“Sweet!” echoed Nancy, in reply. “Why, I hardly put any sugar at all into it;
I remembered that you don’t like it.”

Lavinia finished the cupful. Nancy tucked her up, and gave her a good-
night kiss. “Pleasant dreams, Lavinia dear,” she called back, as she was
shutting the door.

“Thank you, Nancy; but I hope I shall sleep to-night without dreaming,”
answered Lavinia.

As Nancy went downstairs she turned into the kitchen for her own
arrowroot, which she had left all that time in the saucepan. Being fond of it,
she had made enough for herself as well as for Lavinia.

12

It was between half-past ten and eleven, and Captain and Mrs. Fennel
were in their bedroom preparing to retire to rest. She stood before the glass
doing her hair, having thrown a thin print cotton cape upon her shoulders as
usual, to protect her dress; he had taken off his coat.
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“What was that?” cried she, in startled tones.

Some sound had penetrated to their room. The captain put his coat on a
chair and bent his ear. “I did not hear anything, Nancy,” he answered.

“There it is again!” exclaimed Nancy. “Oh, it is Lavinia! I do believe it is
Lavinia!”

Flinging the comb from her hand, Nancy dashed out at the room-door,
which was near the head of the stairs; Lavinia’s door being nearly at the end
of the passage. Unmistakable sounds, now a shriek, now a wail, came from
Lavinia’s chamber. Nancy flew into it, her fair hair falling on her shoulders.

“What is it, Lavinia? Oh, Edwin, Edwin, come here!” called Mrs. Fennel,
beside herself with terror. Lavinia was rolling about the bed, as she had the
previous day rolled on the salon floor; her face was distorted with pain, her
moans and cries were agonizing.

Captain Fennel stayed to put on his coat, came to Lavinia’s door, and put
his head inside it. “Is it the pain again?” he asked.

“Yes, it is the pain again,” gasped Lavinia, in answer. “I am dying, I am
surely dying!”

That put the finishing-touch to timorous Nancy. “Edwin, run, run for
Monsieur Dupuis!” she implored. “Oh, what shall we do? What shall we do?”

Captain Fennel descended the stairs. When Nancy thought he must have
been gone out at least a minute or two, he appeared again with a wine-glass
of hot brandy-and-water, which he had stayed to mix.
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“Try and get her to take this,” he said. “It can’t do harm; it may do good.
And if you could put hot flannels to her, Nancy, it might be well; they eased
the pain yesterday. I’ll bring Dupuis here as soon as I can.”

Lavinia could not take the brandy-and-water, and it was left upon the grey
marble top of the chest of drawers. Her paroxysms increased; Nancy had
never seen or imagined such pain, for this attack was worse than the other,
and she almost lost her wits with terror. Could she see Lavinia die before her
eyes?—no helping hand near to strive to save her? Just as Nancy had done
before, she did again now.

Flying down the stairs and out of the house, across the yard and through
the dark entry, she seized the bell-handle of Madame Veuve Sauvage’s door
and pulled it frantically. The household had all retired for the night.

Presently a window above opened, and Monsieur Gustave—Nancy knew
his voice—looked out.

“Who’s there?” he asked in French. “What’s the matter?”

“Oh, Monsieur Gustave, come in for the love of Heaven!” responded poor
Nancy, looking up. “She has another attack, worse than the first; she’s dying,
and there’s no one in the house but me.”

“Directly, madame; I am with you on the instant,” he kindly answered. “I
but wait to put on my effects.”

He was at the Petite Maison Rouge almost as soon as she; his brother
Emile followed him in, and Mariette, whom they had called, came shortly.
Miss Preen lay in dreadful paroxysms; it did appear to them that she must
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die. Nancy and Mariette busied themselves in the kitchen, heating flannels.

The doctor did not seem to come very quickly. Captain Fennel at length
made his appearance and said Monsieur Dupuis would be there in a minute or
two.

“I am content to hear that,” remarked Monsieur Gustave in reply. “I was
just about to despatch my brother for the first doctor he could find.”

“Never had such trouble in ringing up a doctor before,” returned Captain
Fennel. “I suppose the old man sleeps too soundly to be easily aroused;
many elderly people do.”

“I fear she is dying,” whispered Monsieur Gustave.

“No, no, surely not!” cried Captain Fennel, recoiling a step at the words.
“What can it possibly be? What causes the attacks?”

Whilst Monsieur Gustave was shaking his head at this difficult question,
Monsieur Dupuis arrived. Monsieur Emile, anxious to make himself useful,
was requested by Mariette to go to Flore’s domicile and ring her up. Flore
seemed to have been sleeping with her clothes on, for they came back
together.

Monsieur Dupuis could do nothing for his patient. He strove to administer
drops of medicinal remedies; he caused her to be nearly smothered in
scalding-hot flannels—all in vain. He despatched Monsieur Emile Sauvage to
bring in another doctor, Monsieur Podevin, who lived near. All in vain. Lavinia
died. Just at one o’clock in the morning, before the cocks had begun to crow,
Lavinia Preen died.
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The shock to those in the house was great. It seemed to stun them, one
and all. The brothers Sauvage, leaving a few words of heartfelt sympathy with
Captain Fennel, withdrew silently to their own home. Mariette stayed. The two
doctors, shut up in the salon, talked with one another, endeavouring to
account for the death.

“Inflammation, no doubt,” observed Monsieur Dupuis; “but even so, the
death has been too speedy.”

“More like poison,” rejoined the younger man, Monsieur Podevin. He was
brother to the proprietor of the Hôtel des Princes, and was much respected by
his fellow-citizens as a safe and skilful practitioner.

“The thought of poison naturally occurred to me on Sunday, when I was
first called to her,” returned Monsieur Dupuis, “but it could not be borne out.
You see, she had partaken of nothing, either in food or drink, but what the
other inmates had taken; absolutely nothing. This was assured me by them
all, herself included.”

“She seems to have taken nothing today, either, that could in any way
harm her,” said Monsieur Podevin.

“Nothing. She took a cup of tea at five o’clock, which the servant, Flore,
prepared and also partook of herself—a cup out of the same teapot. Later,
when the poor lady went to bed, her sister made her a basin of arrowroot, and
made herself one at the same time.”

“Well, it appears strange.”

“It could not have been a chill. The symptoms——”
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“A chill?—bah!” interrupted Monsieur Podevin. “We shall know more after
the post-mortem,” he added, taking up his hat. “Of course there must be one.”

Wishing his brother practitioner good-night, he left. Monsieur Dupuis went
looking about for Captain Fennel, and found him in the kitchen, standing by
the hot stove, and drinking a glass of hot brandy-and-water. The rest were
upstairs.

“This event has shaken my nerves, doctor,” apologized the captain, in
reference to the glass. “I never was so upset. Shall I mix you one?”

Monsieur Dupuis shook his head. He never took anything so strong. The
most calming thing, in his opinion, was a glass of eau sucrée, with a
teaspoonful of orange-flower water in it.

“Sir,” he went on, “I have been conversing with my esteemed confrère. We
cannot, either of us, decide what mademoiselle has died of, being unable to
see any adequate cause for it; and we wish to hold a post-mortem
examination. I presume you will not object to it?”

“Certainly not; I think there should be one,” briskly spoke Captain Fennel
after a moment’s pause. “For our satisfaction, if for nothing else, doctor.”

“Very well. Will nine o’clock in the morning suit you, as to time? It should
be made early.”

“I—expect it will,” answered the captain, reflecting. “Do you hold it here?”

“Undoubtedly. In her own room.”
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“Then wait just one minute, will you, doctor, whilst I speak to my wife. Nine
o’clock seems a little early, but I dare say it will suit.”

Monsieur Dupuis went back into the salon. He had waited there a short
interval, when Mrs. Fennel burst in, wild with excitement. Her hair still hung
down her back, her eyes were swollen with weeping, her face was one of
piteous distress. She advanced to Monsieur Dupuis, and held up her
trembling hands.

The old doctor understood English fairly well when it was quietly spoken;
but he did not in the least understand it in a storm. Sobbing, trembling, Mrs.
Fennel was beseeching him not to hold a post-mortem on her poor dead
sister, for the love of mercy.

Surprised and distressed, he placed her on the sofa, soothed her into
calmness, and then bade her tell him quietly what her petition was. She
repeated it—begging, praying, imploring him not to disturb her sister now she
was at rest; but to let her be put into her grave in peace. Well, well, said the
compassionate old man; if it would pain the relatives so greatly to have it
done, he and Monsieur Podevin would, of course, abandon the idea. It would
be a satisfaction to them both to be able to decide upon the cause of death,
but they did not wish to proceed in it against the feelings of the family.

Sainteville woke up in the morning to a shock. Half the townspeople still
believed that Miss Preen was leaving that day, Tuesday, for Boulogne; and to
hear that she would not go on that journey, that she would never go on any
earthly journey again, that she was dead, shook them to the centre.

What had been the matter with her?—what had killed her so quickly in the
midst of life and health? Groups asked this; one group meeting another.
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“Inflammation,” was the answer—for that report had somehow started itself.
She caught a chill on the Sunday, probably when leaving the church after
morning service; it induced speedy and instant inflammation, and she had
died of it.

With softened steps and mournful faces, hosts of people made their way
to the Place Ronde. Only to take a glimpse at the outside of the Maison
Rouge brought satisfaction to excited feelings. Monsieur Gustave Sauvage
had caused his white shop window-blinds to be drawn half-way down, out of
respect to the dead; all the windows above had the green persiennes closed
before them. The calamity had so greatly affected old Madame Sauvage that
she lay in bed.

When her sons returned indoors after the death had taken place, their
mother called them to her room. Nancy’s violent ringing had disturbed her,
and she had lain since then in anxiety, waiting for news.

“Better not tell the mother to-night,” whispered Emile to his brother outside
her door.

But the mother’s ears were quick; she was sitting up in bed, and the door
was ajar. “Yes, you will tell me, my sons,” she said. “I am fearing the worst.”

“Well, mother, it is all over,” avowed Gustave. “The attack was more violent
than the one last night, and the poor lady is gone.”

“May the good God have taken her to His rest!” fervently aspirated
madame. But she lay down in the bed in her distress and covered her face
with the white-frilled pillow and sobbed a little. Gustave and Emile related a
few particulars.
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“And what was really the malady? What is it that she has died of?”
questioned the mother, wiping her eyes.

“That is not settled; nobody seems to know,” replied Gustave.

Madame Veuve Sauvage lay still, thinking. “I—hope—that—man—has—
not—done—her—any—injury!” she slowly said.

“I hope not either; there is no appearance of it,” said Monsieur Gustave.
“Any way, mother, she had two skilful doctors with her, honest men and
upright. Better not admit such thoughts.”

“True, true,” murmured madame, appeased. “I fear the poor dear lady must
have taken a chill, which struck inwardly. That handsome demoiselle, the
cousin of Monsieur le Procureur, died of the same thing, you may remember.
Good-night, my sons; you leave me very unhappy.”

About eight o’clock in the morning, Monsieur Jules Carimon heard of it. In
going through the large iron entrance-gates of the college to his day’s work,
he found himself accosted by one of two or three young gamins of pupils, who
were also entering. It was Dion Pamart. The well-informed reader is of course
aware that the French educational colleges are attended by all classes, high
and low, indiscriminately.

“Monsieur, have you heard?” said the lad, with timid deprecation.
“Mademoiselle is dead.”

Monsieur Jules Carimon turned his eyes on the speaker. At first he did not
recognize him: his own work lay with the advanced desks.
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“Ah, c’est Pamart, n’est-ce-pas?” said he. “What did you say, my boy?
Some one is dead?”

Dion Pamart repeated his information. The master, inwardly shocked, took
refuge in disbelief.

“I think you must be mistaken, Pamart,” said he.

“Oh no, I’m not, sir. Mademoiselle was taken frightfully ill again last night,
and they fetched my mother. They had two doctors to her and all; but they
couldn’t do anything for her, and she died. Grandmother gave me my
breakfast just now; she said my mother was crying too much to come home.
The other lady, the captain’s wife, has been in hysterics all night.”

“Go on to your desks,” commanded Monsieur Carimon to the small fry
now gathered round him.

He turned back home himself. When he entered the salle-à-manger,
Pauline was carrying away the last of the breakfast-things. Her mistress
stood putting a little water on a musk plant in the window.

“Is it you, Jules?” she exclaimed. “Have you forgotten something?”

Monsieur Jules shut the door. “I have not forgotten anything,” he answered.
“But I have heard of a sad calamity, and I have come back to prepare you,
Marie, before you hear it from others.”

He spoke solemnly; he was looking solemn. His wife put down the jug of
water on the table. “A calamity?” she repeated.
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“Yes. You will grieve to hear it. Your friend, Miss Preen, was—was taken ill
last night with the same sort of attack, but more violent; and she——”

“Oh, Jules, don’t tell me, don’t tell me!” cried Mary Carimon, lifting her
hands to ward off the words with a too sure prevision of what they were going
to be.

“But, my dear, you must be told sooner or later,” remonstrated he; “you
cannot go through even this morning without hearing it from one person or
another. Flore’s boy was my informant. In spite of all that could be done by
those about her, poor lady—in spite of the two doctors who were called to her
aid—she died.”

Madame Carimon was a great deal too much stunned for tears. She sank
back in a chair with a face of stone, feeling that the room was turning upside
down about her.

An hour later, when she had somewhat gathered her scattered senses
together, she set off for the Petite Maison Rouge. Her way lay past the house
of Monsieur Podevin; old Monsieur Dupuis was turning out of it as she went
by. Madame Carimon stopped.

“Yes,” the doctor said, when a few words had passed, “it is a most
desolating affair. But, as madame knows, when Death has laid his grasp upon
a patient, medical craft loses its power to resist him.”

“Too true,” murmured Mary Carimon. “And what is it that she has died of?”

Monsieur Dupuis shook his head to indicate that he did not know.
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“I could have wished for an examination, to ascertain the true cause of the
seizure,” continued the doctor, “and I come now from expressing my regrets
to my confrère, Monsieur Podevin. He agrees with me in deciding that we
cannot press it in opposition to the family. Captain Fennel was quite willing it
should take place, but his wife, poor distressed woman, altogether objects to
it.”

Mary Carimon went on to the house of death. She saw Lavinia, looking so
peaceful in her stillness. A happy smile sat on her countenance. On her white
attire lay some sweet fresh primroses, which Flore had placed there. Lavinia
loved primroses. She used to say that when she looked at them they brought
to her mind the woods and dales of Buttermead, always carpeted with the
pale, fair blossoms in the spring of the year. Mrs. Fennel lay in a heavy sleep,
exhausted by her night of distress, Flore informed Madame Carimon; and the
captain, anxious about her, was sitting in her room, to guard against her being
disturbed.

On the next day, Wednesday, in obedience to the laws of France relating
to the dead, Lavinia Preen was buried. All the English gentlemen in the town,
and some Frenchmen, including Monsieur Carimon and the sons of Madame
Veuve Sauvage, assembled in the Place Ronde, and fell in behind the coffin
when it was brought forth. They walked after it to the portion of the cemetery
consecrated to Protestants, and there witnessed the interment. The tears
trickled down Charley Palliser’s face as he took his last look into the grave,
and he was honest enough not to mind who saw them.

13

In their new mourning, at the English Church, the Sunday after the
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interment of Lavinia Preen, appeared Captain and Mrs. Fennel. The
congregation looked at them more than at the parson. Poor Nancy’s eyes
were so blinded with tears that she could not see the letters in her Prayer-
book. Only one little week ago when she had sat there, Lavinia was on the
bench at her side, alive and well; and now—— It was with difficulty Nancy
kept herself from breaking down.

Two or three acquaintances caught her hand on leaving the church,
whispering a few words of sympathy in her ear. Not one but felt truly sorry for
her. The captain’s hat, which had a wide band round it, was perpetually raised
in acknowledgment of silent greetings, as he piloted his wife back to their
house, the Petite Maison Rouge.

A very different dinner-table, this which the two sat down to, from last
Sunday’s, in the matter of cheerfulness. Nancy was about half-way through
the wing of the fowl her husband had helped her to, when a choking sob
caught her throat. She dropped her knife and fork.

“Oh, Edwin, I cannot! I cannot eat for my unhappy thoughts! This time last
Sunday Lavinia was seated at the table with us. Now——” Nancy’s speech
collapsed altogether.

“Come, come,” said Captain Fennel. “I hope you are not going to be
hysterical again, Nancy. It is frightfully sad; I know that; but this prolonged
grief will do no good. Go on with your dinner; it is a very nice chicken.”

Nancy gave a great sob, and spoke impulsively, “I don’t believe you regret
her one bit, Edwin!”

Edwin Fennel in turn laid down his knife and fork and stared at his wife. A
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curious expression sat on his face.

“Not regret her,” he repeated with emphasis. “Why, Nancy, I regret her
every hour of the day. But I do not make a parade of my regrets. Why should
I?—to what end? Come, come, my dear; you will be all the better for eating
your dinner.”

He went on with his own as he spoke. Nancy took up her knife and fork
with a hopeless sigh.

Dinner over, Captain Fennel went to his cupboard and brought in some of
the chartreuse. Two glasses, this time, instead of three. He might regret
Lavinia, as he said, every hour of the day; possibly he did so; but it did not
seem to affect his appetite, or his relish for good things.

Most events have their dark and their light sides. It could hardly escape
the mind of Edwin Fennel that by the death of Lavinia the whole income
became Nancy’s. To him that must have been a satisfactory consolation.

In the afternoon he went with Nancy for a walk on the pier. She did not
want to go; said she had no spirits for it; it was miserable at home; miserable
out; miserable everywhere. Captain Fennel took her off, as he might have
taken a child, telling her she should come and see the fishing-boats. After tea
they went to church—an unusual thing for Captain Fennel. Lavinia and Nancy
formerly went to evening service; he, never.

That night something curious occurred. Nancy went up to bed leaving the
captain to follow, after finishing his glass of grog. He generally took one the
last thing. Nancy had taken off her gown, and was standing before the glass
about to undo her hair, when she heard him leave the parlour. Her bedroom-
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door, almost close to the head of the stairs, was not closed, and her ears
were on the alert. Since Lavinia died, Nancy had felt timid in the house when
alone, and she was listening for her husband to come up. She heard him lock
up the spirit bottle in the little cupboard below, and begin to ascend the stairs,
and she opened her door wider, that the light might guide him, for the
staircase was in darkness.

Captain Fennel had nearly gained the top, when something—he never
knew what—induced him to look round sharply, as though he fancied some
one was close behind him. In fact, he did fancy it. In a moment, he gave a
shout, dashed onwards into the bedroom, shut the door with a bang, and
bolted it. Nancy, in great astonishment, turned to look at him. He seemed to
have shrunk within himself in a fit of trembling, his face was ghastly, and the
perspiration stood upon his brow.

“Edwin!” she exclaimed in a scared whisper, “what is the matter?”

Captain Fennel did not answer at first. He was getting up his breath.

“Has Flore not gone?” he then said.

“Flore!” exclaimed Nancy in surprise. “Why, Edwin, you know Flore goes
away on Sundays in the middle of the afternoon! She left before we went on
the pier. Why do you ask?”

“I—I thought—some person—followed me upstairs,” he replied, in uneasy
pauses.

“Oh, my goodness!” cried timid Nancy. “Perhaps a thief has got into the
house!”
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She went to the door, and was about to draw it an inch open, intending to
peep out gingerly and listen, when her husband pulled her back with a motion
of terror, and put his back against it. This meant, she thought, that he knew a
thief was there. Perhaps two of them!

“Is there more than one?” she whispered. “Lavinia’s silver—my silver, now
—is in the basket on the console in the salon.”

He did not answer. He appeared to be listening. Nancy listened also. The
house seemed still as death.

“Perhaps I was mistaken,” said Captain Fennel, beginning to recover
himself after a bit. “I dare say I was.”

“Well, I think you must have been, Edwin; I can’t hear anything. We had
better open the door.”

She undid the bolt as she spoke, and he moved away from it. Nancy
cautiously took a step outside, and kept still. Not a sound met her ear. Then
she brought forth the candle and looked down the staircase. Not a sign of
anything or any one met her eye.

“Edwin, there’s nothing, there’s nobody; come and see. You must have
fancied it.”

“No doubt,” answered Captain Fennel. But he did not go to see, for all that.

Nancy went back to the room. “Won’t you just look downstairs?” she said.
“I—I don’t much mind going with you.”
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“Not any necessity,” replied he, and began to undress—and slipped the
bolt again.

“Why do you bolt the door to-night?” asked Nancy.

“To keep the thief out,” said he, in grim tones, which Nancy took for
jesting. But she could not at all understand him.

His restlessness kept her awake. “It must have been all fancy,” she more
than once heard him mutter to himself.

When he rose in the morning, his restlessness seemed still to hang upon
him. Remarking to Nancy, who was only half-awake, that his nerves were out
of order, and he should be all the better for a sea-bath, he dressed and left the
room. Nancy got down at the usual hour, half-past eight; and was told by
Flore that monsieur had left word madame was not to wait breakfast for him:
he was gone to have a dip in the sea, and should probably take a long
country walk after it.

Flore was making the coffee at the kitchen stove; her mistress stood by,
as if wanting to watch the process. These last few days, since Lavinia had
been carried from the house, Nancy had felt easier in Flore’s company than
when alone with her own.

“That’s to steady his nerves; they are out of order,” replied Nancy, who had
as much idea of reticence as a child. “Monsieur had a great fright last night,
Flore.”

“Truly!” said Flore, much occupied just then with her coffee-pot.
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“He was coming up to bed between ten and eleven; I had gone on. When
nearly at the top of the stairs he thought he heard some one behind him. It
startled him frightfully. Not being prepared for it, supposing that the house was
empty, you see, Flore, of course it would startle him.”

“Naturally, madame.”

“He cried out, and dashed into the bedroom and bolted the door. I never
saw any one in such a state of terror, Flore; he was trembling all over; his
face was whiter than your apron.”

“Vraiment!” returned Flore, turning to look at her mistress in a little
surprise. “But, madame, what had terrified him? What was it that he had
seen?”

“Why, he could have seen nothing,” corrected Mrs. Fennel. “There was
nothing to see.”

“Madame has reason; there could have been nothing, the house being
empty. But then, what could have frightened him?” repeated Flore.

“Why, he must have fancied it, I suppose. Any way, he fancied some one
was there. The first question he asked me was, whether you were in the
house.”

“Moi! Monsieur might have known I should not be in the house at that hour,
madame. And why should he show terror if he thought it was me?”

Mrs. Fennel shrugged her shoulders. “It was a moment’s scare; just that, I
conclude; and it upset his nerves. A sea-bath will put him all right again.”
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Flore carried the coffee into the salon, and her mistress sat down to
breakfast.

Now it chanced that this same week a guest came to stay with Madame
Carimon. Stella Featherston, from Buttermead, was about to make a sojourn
in Paris, and she took Sainteville on her route that she might stay a few days
with her cousin, Mary Carimon, whom she had not seen for several years.

Lavinia and Ann Preen had once been very intimate with Miss
Featherston, who reached Madame Carimon’s on the Thursday. On the Friday
morning Mrs. Fennel called to see her—and, in Nancy’s impromptu way, she
invited her and Mary Carimon to take tea at seven o’clock that same evening
at the Petite Maison Rouge.

Nancy went home delighted. It was a little divertissement to her present
saddened life. Captain Fennel knitted his brow when he heard of the
arrangement, but made no objection in words. His wife shrank at the frown.

“Don’t you like my having invited Miss Featherston to tea, Edwin?”

“Oh! I’ve no objection to it,” he carelessly replied. “I am not in love with
either Carimon or his wife, and don’t care how little I see of them.”

“He cannot come, having a private class on to-night. And I could not invite
Miss Featherston without Mary Carimon,” pleaded Nancy.

“Just so. I am not objecting.”

With this somewhat ungracious assent, Nancy had to content herself. She
ordered a gâteau Suisse, the nicest sort of gâteau to be had at Sainteville;
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and told Flore that she must for once remain for the evening.

The guests appeared punctually at seven o’clock. Such a thing as being
invited for one hour, and strolling in an hour or two after it, was a mark of
English breeding never yet heard of in the simple-mannered French town.
Miss Featherston, a smart, lively young woman, wore a cherry-coloured silk;
Mary Carimon was in black; she had gone into slight mourning for Lavinia.
Good little Monsieur Jules had put a small band on his hat.

Captain Fennel was not at home to tea, and the ladies had it all their own
way in the matter of talking. What with items of news from the old home,
Buttermead, and Stella’s telling about her own plans, the conversation never
flagged a moment.

“Yes, that’s what I am going to Paris for,” said Stella, explaining her plans.
“I don’t seem likely to marry, for nobody comes to ask me, and I mean to go
out in the world and make a little money. It is a sin and a shame that a
healthy girl, the eldest of three sisters, should be living upon her poor mother
in idleness. Not much of a girl, you may say, for I was three-and-thirty last
week! but we all like to pay ourselves compliments when age is in question.”

Nancy laughed. Almost the first time she had laughed since Lavinia’s
death.

“So you are going to Paris to learn French, Stella!”

“I am going to Paris to learn French, Nancy,” assented Miss Featherston.
“I know it pretty well, but when I come to speak it I am all at sea; and you
can’t get out as a governess now unless you speak it fluently. At each of the
two situations I applied for in Worcestershire, it was the one fatal objection:
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‘We should have liked you, Miss Featherston, but we can only engage a lady
who will speak French with the children.’ So I made my mind up to speak
French; and I wrote to good Monsieur Jules Carimon, and he has found me a
place to go to in Paris, where not a soul in the household speaks English. He
says, and I say, that in six months I shall chatter away like a native,” she
concluded, laughing.

14

About nine o’clock Captain Fennel came home. He was gracious to the
visitors. Stella Featherston thought his manners were pleasing. Shortly
afterwards Charley Palliser called. He apologized for the lateness of the hour,
but his errand was a good-natured one. His aunt, Mrs. Hardy, had received a
box of delicious candied fruits from Marseilles; she had sent him with a few to
Mrs. Fennel, if that lady would kindly accept them. The truth was, every one
in Sainteville felt sorry just now for poor Nancy Fennel.

Nancy looked as delighted as a child. She called to Flore to bring plates,
turned out the fruits and handed them round. Flore also brought in the gâteau
Suisse and glasses, and a bottle of Picardin wine, that the company might
regale themselves. Charley Palliser suddenly spoke; he had just thought of
something.

“Would it be too much trouble to give me back that book which I lent you a
week or two ago—about the plans of the fortifications?” he asked, turning to
Captain Fennel. “I want it sometimes for reference in my studies.”

“Not at all; I ought to have returned it to you before this—but the trouble
here has driven other things out of my head,” replied Captain Fennel. “Let me
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see—where did I put it? Nancy, do you remember where that book is?—the
heavy one, you know, with red edges and a mottled cover.”

“That book? Why, it is on the drawers in our bedroom,” replied Nancy.

“To be sure; I’ll get it,” said Captain Fennel.

His wife called after him to bring down the dominoes also; some one might
like a game. The captain did not intend to take the trouble of going himself; he
meant to send Flore. But Flore was not in the kitchen, and he took it for
granted she was upstairs. In fact, Flore was in the yard at the pump; but he
never thought of the yard or the pump. Lighting a candle, he strode upstairs.

He was coming down again, the open box of dominoes and Charley
Palliser’s book in one hand, the candlestick in the other, when the same sort
of thing seemed to occur which had occurred on Sunday night. Hearing, as he
thought, some one close behind him, almost treading, as it were, upon his
heels, and thinking it was Flore, he turned his head round, intending to tell her
to keep her distance.

Then, with a frightful yell, down dashed Captain Fennel the few remaining
stairs, the book, the candlestick, and the box of dominoes all falling in the
passage from his nerveless hands. The dominoes were hard and strong, and
made a great crash. But it was the yell which had frightened the company in
the salon.

They flocked out in doubt and wonder. The candle had gone out; and
Charley Palliser was bringing forth the lamp to light up the darkness, when he
was nearly knocked down by Captain Fennel. Flore, returning from the pump
with her own candle, much damaged by the air of the yard, held it up to
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survey the scene.

Captain Fennel swept past Charley into the salon, and threw himself into a
chair behind the door, after trying to dash it to; but they were trooping in
behind him. His breath was short, his terrified face looked livid as one meet
for the grave.

“Why, what has happened to you, sir?” asked Charles, intensely
surprised.

“Oh! he must have seen the thief again!” shrieked Nancy.

“Shut the door; bolt it!” called out the stricken man.

They did as they were bid. This order, as it struck them all, could only
have reference to keeping out some nefarious intruder, such as a thief. Flore
had followed them in, after picking up the débris. She put the book and the
dominoes on the table, and stood staring over her mistress’s shoulder.

“Has the thief got in again, Edwin?” repeated Mrs. Fennel, who was
beginning to tremble. “Did you see him?—or hear him?”

“My foot slipped; it sent me headforemost down the stairs,” spoke the
captain at last, conscious, perhaps, that something must be said to satisfy
the inquisitive faces around him. “I heard Flore behind me, and——”

“Not me, sir,” put in Flore in her best English. “I was not upstairs at all; I
was out at the pump. There is nobody upstairs, sir; there can’t be.” But
Captain Fennel only glared at her in answer.
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“What did you cry out at?” asked Charles Palliser, speaking soothingly, for
he saw that the man was pitiably unstrung. “Have you had a thief in the
house? Did you think you saw one?”

“I saw no thief; there has been no thief in the house that I know of; I tell
you I slipped—and it startled me,” retorted the captain, his tones becoming
savage.

“Then—why did you have the door bolted, captain?” struck in Miss Stella
Featherston, who was extremely practical and matter-of-fact, and who could
not understand the scene at all.

This time the captain glared at her. Only for a moment; a sickly smile then
stole over his countenance.

“Somebody here talked about a thief: I said bolt him out,” answered he.

With this general explanation they had to be contented; but to none of
them did it sound natural or straightforward.

Order was restored. The ladies took a glass of wine each and some of the
gâteau, which Flore handed round. Charles Palliser said good-night and
departed with his book. Captain Fennel went out at the same time. He turned
into the café on the Place Ronde, and drank three small glasses of cognac in
succession.

“Nancy, what did you mean by talking about a thief?” began Madame
Carimon, the whole thing much exercising her mind.

Upon which, Mrs. Fennel treated them all, including Flore, to an elaborate
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account of her husband’s fright on the Sunday night.

“It was on the stairs; just as it was again now,” she said. “He thought he
heard some one following behind him as he came up to bed. He fancied it
was Flore; but Flore had left hours before. I never saw any one show such
terror in all my life. He said it was Flore behind him to-night, and you saw how
terrified he was.”

“But if he took it to be Flore, why should he be frightened?” returned Mary
Carimon.

“Pardon, mesdames, but it is the same argument I made bold to use to
madame,” interposed Flore from the background, where she stood. “There is
not anything in me to give people fright.”

“I—think—it must have been,” said Mrs. Fennel, speaking slowly, “that he
grew alarmed when he found it was not Flore he saw. Both times.”

“Then who was it that he did see—to startle him like that?” asked Mary
Carimon.

“Why, he must have thought it was a thief,” replied Nancy. “There’s nothing
else for it.”

At this juncture the argument was brought to a close by the entrance of
Monsieur Jules Carimon, who had come to escort his wife and Stella
Featherston home.

These curious attacks of terror were repeated; not often, but at a few days’
interval; so that at length Captain Fennel took care not to go about the house
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alone in the dark. He went up to bed when his wife did; he would not go to the
door, if a ring came after Flore’s departure, without a light in his hand. By-and-
by he improvised a lamp, which he kept on the slab.

What was it that he was scared at? An impression arose in the minds of
the two or three people who were privy to this, that he saw, or fancied he saw,
in the house the spectre of one who had just been carried out of it, Lavinia
Preen. Nancy had no such suspicion as yet; she only thought her husband
could not be well. She was much occupied about that time, having at length
nerved herself to the task of looking over her poor sister’s effects.

One afternoon, when sitting in Lavinia’s room (Flore—who stayed with her
for company—had run down to the kitchen to see that the dinner did not
burn), Nancy came upon a small, thin green case. Between its leaves she
found three one-hundred-franc notes—twelve pounds in English value. She
rightly judged that it was all that remained of her sister’s nest-egg, and that
she had intended to take it with her to Boulogne.

“Poor Lavinia!” she aspirated, the tears dropping from her eyes. “Every
farthing remaining of the quarter’s money she left with me for housekeeping.”

But now a thought came to Nancy. Placing the case on the floor near her,
intending to show it to her husband—she was sitting on a stool before one of
Lavinia’s boxes—it suddenly occurred to her that it might be as well to say
nothing to him about it. He would be sure to appropriate the money to his own
private uses: and Nancy knew that she should need some for hers. There
would be her mourning to pay for; and——

The room-door was wide open, and at this point in her reflections Nancy
heard the captain enter the house with his latch-key, and march straight
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upstairs. In hasty confusion, she thrust the little case into the nearest hiding-
place, which happened to be the front of her black dress bodice.

“Nancy, I have to go to England,” cried the captain. “How hot you look!
Can’t you manage to do that without stooping?”

“To go to England!” repeated Nancy, lifting her flushed face.

“Here’s a letter from my brother; the postman gave it me as I was crossing
the Place Ronde. It’s only a line or two,” he added, tossing it to her. “I must
take this evening’s boat.”

Nancy read the letter. Only a line or two, as he said, just telling the
captain to go over with all speed upon a pressing matter of business, and that
he could return before the week was ended.

“Oh, but, Edwin, you can’t go,” began Nancy, in alarm. “I cannot stay here
by myself.”

“Not go! Why, I must go,” he said very decisively. “How do I know what it is
that I am wanted for? Perhaps that property which we are always expecting to
fall in.”

“But I should be so lonely. I could not stay here alone.”

“Nonsense!” he sharply answered. “I shall not be away above one clear
day; two days at the furthest. This is Thursday, and I shall return by Sunday’s
boat. You will only be alone tomorrow and Saturday.”

He turned away, thus putting an end to the discussion, and entered their
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own room. As Nancy looked after him in despair, it suddenly struck her how
very thin and ill he had become; his face worn and grey.

“He wants a change,” she said to herself; “our trouble here has upset him
as much as it did me. I’ll say no more; I must not be selfish. Poor Lavinia
used to warn me against selfishness.”

So Captain Fennel went off without further opposition, his wife enjoining
him to be sure to return on Sunday. The steamer was starting that night at
eight o’clock; it was a fine evening, and Nancy walked down to the port with
her husband and saw him on board. Nancy met an acquaintance down there;
no other than Charley Palliser. They strolled a little in the wake of the
departing steamer; Charley then saw her as far as the Place Ronde, and
there wished her good-night.

And now an extraordinary thing happened. As Mrs. Fennel opened the
door with her latch-key, Flore having left, and was about to enter the dark
passage, the same curious and unaccountable terror seized her which had
been wont to attack Lavinia. Leaving the door wide open, she dashed up the
passage, felt for the match-box, and struck a light. Then, candle in hand, she
returned to shut the door; but her whole frame trembled with fear.

“Why, it’s just what poor Lavinia felt!” she gasped. “What on earth can it
be? Why should it come to me? I will take care not to go out tomorrow night
or Saturday.”

And she held to her decision. Mrs. Hardy sent Charley Palliser to invite
her for either day, or both days; Mary Carimon sent Pauline with a note to the
same effect; but Nancy returned a refusal in both cases, with her best thanks.
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The boat came in on Sunday night, but it did not bring Captain Fennel. On
the Sunday morning the post had brought Nancy a few lines from him, saying
he found the business on which he had been called to London was of great
importance, and he was obliged to remain another day or two.

Nancy was frightfully put out: not only vexed, but angry. Edwin had no
business to leave her alone like that so soon after Lavinia’s death. She
bemoaned her hard fate to several friends on coming out of church, and Mrs.
Smith carried her off to dinner. The major was not out that morning—a twinge
of gout in the right foot had kept him indoors.

This involved Nancy’s going home alone in the evening, for the major could
not walk with her. She did not like it. The same horror came over her before
opening the door. She entered somehow, and dashed into the kitchen, hoping
the stove was alight: a very silly hope, for Flore had been gone since the
afternoon.

Nancy lighted the candle in the kitchen, and then fancied she saw some
one looking at her from the open kitchen-door. It looked like Lavinia. It
certainly was Lavinia. Nancy stood spell-bound; then she gave a cry of
desperate horror and dropped the candlestick.

How she picked it up she never knew; the light had not gone out. Nothing
was to be seen then. The apparition, if it had been one, had vanished. She got
up to bed somehow, and lay shivering under the bedclothes until morning.

Quite early, when Nancy was at breakfast, Madame Carimon came in.
She had already been to the fish-market, and came on to invite Nancy to her
house for the day, having heard that Mr. Fennel was still absent. With a
scared face and trembling lips, Nancy told her about the previous night—the
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strange horror of entering which had begun to attack her, the figure of Lavinia
at the kitchen-door.

Madame Carimon, listening gravely, took, or appeared to take, a sensible
view of it. “You have caught up this fear of entering the house, Nancy, through
remembering that it attacked poor Lavinia,” she said. “Impressionable minds
—and yours is one of them—take fright just as children catch measles. As to
thinking you saw Lavinia——”

“She had on the gown she wore the Sunday she was taken ill: her silver-
grey silk, you know,” interrupted Nancy. “She looked at me with a mournful,
appealing gaze, just as if she wanted something.”

“Ay, you were just in the mood to fancy something of the kind,” lightly
spoke Madame Carimon. “The fright of coming in had done that for you. I dare
say you had been talking of Lavinia at Major Smith’s.”

“Well, so we had,” confessed Nancy.

“Just so; she was already on your mind, and therefore that and the fright
you were in caused you to fancy you saw her. Nancy, my dear, you cannot
imagine the foolish illusions our fancies play us.”

Easily persuaded, Mrs. Fennel agreed that it might have been so. She
strove to forget the matter, and went out there and then with Mary Carimon.

But this state of things was to continue. Captain Fennel did not return, and
Nancy grew frightened to death at being alone in the house after dark. Flore
was unable to stay longer than the time originally agreed for, her old mother
being dangerously ill. As dusk approached, Nancy began to hate her destiny.
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Apart from nervousness, she was sociably inclined, and yearned for company.
Now and again the inclination to accept an invitation was too strong to be
resisted, or she went out after dinner, uninvited, to this friend or that. But the
pleasure was counterbalanced by having to go in again at night; the horror
clung to her.

If a servant attended her home, or any gentleman from the house where
she had been, she made them go indoors with her whilst she lighted her
candle; once she got Monsieur Gustave’s errand-boy to do so. But it was
almost as bad with the lighted candle—the first feeling of being in the lonely
house after they had gone. She wrote letter after letter, imploring her husband
to return. Captain Fennel’s replies were rich in promises: he would be back
the very instant business permitted; probably “tomorrow, or the next day.” But
he did not come.

One Sunday, when he had been gone about three weeks, and Nancy had
been spending the day in the Rue Pomme Cuite, Mary Carimon walked home
with her in the evening. Monsieur Jules had gone to see his cousin off by the
nine-o’clock train—Mademoiselle Priscille Carimon, who had come in to
spend the day with them. She lived at Drecques.

“You will come in with me, Mary?” said Ann Fennel, as they gained the
door.

“To be sure I will,” replied Madame Carimon, laughing lightly, for none knew
about the fears better than she.

Nancy took her hand as they went up the passage. She lighted the candle
at the slab, and they went into the salon. Madame Carimon sat down for a
few minutes, by way of reassuring her. Nancy took off her bonnet and mantle.
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On the table was a small tray with the tea-things upon it. Flore had left it
there in readiness, not quite certain whether her mistress would come in to
tea or not.

“I had such a curious dream last night,” began Nancy; “those tea-things
put me in mind of it. Lavinia——”

“For goodness’ sake don’t begin upon dreams to-night!” interposed
Madame Carimon. “You know they always frighten you.”

“Oh, but this was a pleasant dream, Mary. I thought that I and Lavinia were
seated at a little table, with two teacups between us full of tea. The cups were
very pretty; pale amber with gilt scrolls, and the china so thin as to be
transparent. I can see them now. And Lavinia said something which made me
smile; but I don’t remember what it was. Ah, Mary! if she were only back
again with us!”

“She is better off, you know,” said Mary Carimon in tender tones.

“All the same, it was a cruel fate that took her; I shall never think
otherwise. I wish I knew what it was she died of! Flore told me one day that
Monsieur Podevin quite laughed at the idea of its being a chill.”

“Well, Nancy, it was you who stopped it, you know.”

“Stopped what?” asked Nancy.

“The investigation the doctors would have made after death. Both of them
were much put out at your forbidding it: for their own satisfaction they wished
to ascertain particulars. I may tell you now that I thought you were wrong to
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interfere.”

“It was Captain Fennel,” said Nancy calmly.

“Captain Fennel!” echoed Mary Carimon. “Monsieur Dupuis told me that
Captain Fennel wished for it as much as he and Monsieur Podevin.”

Captain Fennel’s wife shook her head. “They asked him about it before
they left, after she died. He came to me, and I said, Oh, let them do what
they would; it could not hurt her now she was dead. I was in such terrible
distress, Mary, that I hardly knew or cared what I said. Then Edwin drew so
dreadful a picture of what post-mortems are, and how barbarously her poor
neck and arms would be cut and slashed, that I grew sick and frightened.”

“And so you stopped it—by reason of the picture he drew?”

“Yes. I came running down here to Monsieur Dupuis—Monsieur Podevin
had gone—for Edwin said it must be my decision, not his, and his name had
better not be mentioned; and I begged and prayed Monsieur Dupuis not to
hold it. I think I startled him, good old man. I was almost out of my mind;
quite wild with agitation; and he promised me it should be as I wished. That’s
how it all was, Mary.”

Mary Carimon’s face wore a curious look. Then she rallied, speaking even
lightly.

“Well, well; it could not have brought her back to life; and I repeat that we
must remember she is better off. And now, Nancy, I want you to show me the
pretty purse that Miss Perry has knitted for you, if you have it at hand.”
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Nancy rose, opened her workbox, which stood on the side-table, and
brought forth the purse. Of course Madame Carimon’s motive had been to
change her thoughts. After admiring the purse, and talking of other pleasant
matters, Mary took her departure.

And the moment the outer door had closed upon her that feeling of terror
seized upon Nancy. Catching up her mantle with one hand and the candle
with the other, she made for the staircase, leaving her bonnet and gloves in
the salon. The staircase struck cold to her, and she could hear the wind
whistling, for it was a windy night. As to the candle, it seemed to burn with a
pale flame and not to give half its usual light.

In her nervous agitation, just as she gained the uppermost stair, she
dropped her mantle. Raising her head from stooping to pick it up, she
suddenly saw some figure before her at the end of the passage. It stood
beyond the door of her own room, close to that which had been her sister’s.

It was Lavinia. She appeared to be habited in the silver-grey silk already
spoken of. Her gaze was fixed upon Nancy, with the same imploring aspect of
appeal, as if she wanted something; her pale face was inexpressibly
mournful. With a terrible cry, Nancy tore into her own room, the mantle trailing
after her. She shut the door and bolted it, and buried her face in the
counterpane in wild agony.

And in that moment a revelation came to Ann Fennel. It was this
apparition which had been wont to haunt her husband in the house and terrify
him beyond control. Not a thief; not Flore—but Lavinia!

15
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On the Monday morning Flore found her mistress in so sick and suffering
and strange a state, that she sent for Madame Carimon. In vain Mary
Carimon, after hearing Nancy’s tale, strove to convince her that what she saw
was fancy, the effect of diseased nerves. Nancy was more obstinate than a
mule.

“What I saw was Lavinia,” she shivered. “Lavinia’s apparition. No good to
tell me it was not; I have seen it now twice. It was as clear and evident to me,
both times, as ever she herself was in life. That’s what Edwin used to see; I
know it now; and he became unable to bear the house. I seem to read it all as
in a book, Mary. He got his brother to send for him, and he is staying away
because he dreads to come back again. But you know I cannot stay here
alone now.”

Madame Carimon wrote off at once to Captain Fennel, Nancy supplying
the address. She told him that his wife was ill; in a nervous state; fancying
she saw Lavinia in the house. Such a report, she added, should if possible be
kept from spreading to the town, and therefore she must advise him to return
without delay.

The letter brought back Captain Fennel, Flore having meanwhile remained
entirely at the Petite Maison Rouge. Perhaps the captain did not in secret like
that little remark of its being well to keep it from the public; he may have
considered it suggestive, coming from Mary Carimon. He believed she read
him pretty correctly, and he hated her accordingly. Any way, he deemed it
well to be on the spot. Left to herself, there was no telling what ridiculous
things Nancy might be saying or fancying.

Edwin Fennel did not return alone. His brother’s wife was with him. Mrs.
James, they called her, James being the brother’s Christian name. Mrs.
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James was not a lady in herself or in manner; but she was lively and very
good-natured, and these qualities were what the Petite Maison Rouge wanted
in it just now; and perhaps that was Captain Fennel’s motive in bringing her.
Nancy was delighted. She almost forgot her fears and fancies. Flore was
agreeable also, for she was now at liberty to return to ordinary arrangements.
Thus there was a lull in the storm. They walked out with Mrs. James on the
pier, and took her to see the different points of interest in the town; they even
gave a little soirée for her, and in return were invited to other houses.

One day, when the two ladies were gossiping together, Nancy, in the
openness of her heart, related to Mrs. James the particulars of Lavinia’s
unexpected and rather mysterious death, and of her appearing in the house
again after it. Captain Fennel disturbed them in the midst of the story. His wife
was taking his name in vain at the moment of his entrance, saying how
scared he had been at the apparition.

“Hold your peace, you foolish woman!” he thundered, looking as if he
meant to strike her. “Don’t trouble Mrs. James’s head with such miserable
rubbish as that.”

Mrs. James did not appear to mind it. She burst into a hearty laugh. She
never had seen a ghost, she said, and was sure she never should; there were
no such things. But she should like to hear all about poor Miss Preen’s
death.

“There was nothing else to hear,” the captain growled. “She caught a chill
on the Sunday, coming out of the hot church after morning service. It struck
inwardly, bringing on inflammation, which the medical men could not subdue.”

“But you know, Edwin, the church never is hot, and you know the doctors
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decided it was not a chill. Monsieur Podevin especially denied it,” dissented
Nancy, who possessed about as much insight as a goose, and a little less
tact.

“Then what did she die of?” questioned Mrs. James. “Was she poisoned?”

“Oh, how can you suggest so dreadful a thing!” shrieked Nancy.
“Poisoned! Who would be so wicked as to poison Lavinia? Every one loved
her.”

Which again amused the listening lady. “You have a quick imagination,
Mrs. Edwin,” she laughed. “I was thinking of mushrooms.”

“And I of tinned meats and copper saucepans,” supplemented Captain
Fennel. “However, there could be no suspicion even of that sort in Lavinia’s
case, since she had touched nothing but what we all partook of. She died of
inflammation, Mrs. James.”

“Little doubt of it,” acquiesced Mrs. James. “A friend of mine went, not
twelve months ago, to a funeral at Brompton Cemetery; the ground was
damp, and she caught a chill. In four days she was dead.”

“Women have no business at funerals,” growled Edwin Fennel. “Why
should they parade their grief abroad? You see nothing of the kind in France.”

“In truth I think you are not far wrong,” said Mrs. James. “It is a fashion
which has sprung up of late. A few years ago it was as much unknown with
us as it is with the French.”

“They will be catching it up next, I suppose,” retorted the captain, as if the
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thing were a personal grievance to him.

“Little doubt of it,” laughed Mrs. James.

After staying at Sainteville for a month, Mrs. James Fennel took her
departure for London. Captain Fennel proposed to escort her over; but his wife
went into so wild a state at the mere mention of it, that he had to give it up.

“I dare not stay in the house by myself, Edwin,” she shuddered. “I should
go to the Vice–Consul and to other influential people here, and tell them of my
misery—that I am afraid of seeing Lavinia.”

And Captain Fennel believed she would be capable of doing it. So he
remained with her.

That the spectre of the dead-and-gone Lavinia did at times appear to them,
or else their fancies conjured up the vision, was all too certain. Three times
during the visit of Mrs. James the captain had been betrayed into one of his
fits of terror: no need to ask what had caused it. After her departure the same
thing took place. Nancy had not again seen anything, but she knew he had.

“We shall not be able to stay in the house, Edwin,” his wife said to him
one evening when they were sitting in the salon at dusk after Flore’s
departure; nothing having led up to the remark.

“I fancy we should be as well out of it,” replied he.

“Oh, Edwin, let us go! If we can! There will be all the rent to pay up first.”

“All the what?” said he.
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“The rent,” repeated Nancy; “up to the end of the term we took it for. About
three years longer, I think, Edwin. That would be sixty pounds.”

“And where do you suppose the sixty pounds would come from?”

“I don’t know. There’s the impediment, you see,” remarked Nancy blankly.
“We cannot leave without paying up.”

“Unless we made a moonlight flitting of it, my dear.”

“That I never will,” she rejoined, with a firmness he could not mistake. “You
are only jesting, Edwin.”

“It would be no jesting matter to pay up that claim, and others; for there
are others. Our better plan, Nancy, will be to go off by the London boat some
night, and not let any one know where we are until I can come back to pay.
You may see it is the only thing to be done, and you must bring your mind to
it.”

“Never by me,” said Nancy, strong in her innate rectitude. “As to hiding
ourselves anywhere, that can never be; I should not conceal my address from
Mary Carimon—I could not conceal it from Colonel Selby.”

Captain Fennel ground his teeth. “Suppose I say that this shall be, that we
will go, and order you to obey me? What then?”

“No, Edwin, I could not. I should go in to Monsieur Gustave Sauvage, and
say to him, ‘We were thinking of running away, but I cannot do it; please put
me in prison until I can pay the debt.’ And then——”
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“Are you an idiot?” asked Captain Fennel, staring at her.

“And then, when I was in prison,” went on Nancy, “I should write to tell
William Selby; and perhaps he would come over and release me. Please
don’t talk in this kind of way again, Edwin. I should keep my word.”

Mr. Edwin Fennel could not have felt more astounded had his wife then
and there turned into a dromedary before his eyes. She had hitherto been
tractable as a child. But he had never tried her in a thing that touched her
honour, and he saw that the card which he had intended to play was lost.

Captain Fennel played another. He went away himself.

Making the best he could of the house and its haunted state (though day
by day saw him looking more and more like a walking skeleton) throughout
the greater part of June, for the summer had come in, he despatched his wife
to Pontipette one market day—Saturday—to remain there until the following
Wednesday. Old Mrs. Hardy had gone to the homely but comfortable hotel at
Pontipette for a change, and she wrote to invite Nancy to stay a short time
with her. Charles Palliser was in England. Captain Fennel proceeded to
London by that same Saturday night’s boat, armed with a letter from his wife
to Colonel Selby, requesting the colonel to pay over to her husband her
quarterly instalment instead of sending it to herself. Captain Fennel had
bidden her do this; and Nancy, of strict probity in regard to other people’s
money, could not resist signing over her own.

“But you will be sure to bring it all back, won’t you, Edwin? and to be here
by Wednesday, the day I return?” she said to him.

“Why, of course I shall, my dear.”
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“It will be a double portion now—thirty-five pounds.”

“And a good thing, too; we shall want it,” he returned.

“Indeed, yes; there’s such a heap of things owing for,” concluded Nancy.

Thus the captain went over to England in great glee, carrying with him the
order for the money. But he was reckoning without his host.

Upon presenting himself at the bank in the City on Monday morning, he
found Colonel Selby absent; not expected to return before the end of that
week, or the beginning of the next. This was a check for Captain Fennel. He
quite glared at the gentleman who thus informed him—Mr. West, who sat in
the colonel’s room, and was his locum tenens for the time being.

“Business is transacted all the same, I conclude?” said he snappishly.

“Why, certainly,” replied Mr. West, marvelling at the absurdity of the
question. “What can I do for you?”

Captain Fennel produced his wife’s letter, requesting that her quarter’s
money should be paid over to him, and handed in her receipt for the same.
Mr. West read them both, the letter twice, and then looked direct through his
silver-rimmed spectacles at the applicant.

“I cannot do this,” said he; “it is a private matter of Colonel Selby’s.”

“It is not more private than any other payment you may have to make,”
retorted Captain Fennel.
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“Pardon me, it is. This really does not concern the bank at all. I cannot
pay it without Colonel Selby’s authority: he has neither given it nor mentioned
it to me. Another thing: the payment, as I gather from the wording of Mrs. Ann
Fennel’s letter, is not yet due. Upon that score, apart from any other, I should
decline to pay it.”

“It will be due in two or three days. Colonel Selby would not object to
forestall the time by that short period.”

“That would, of course, be for the colonel’s own consideration.”

“I particularly wish to receive the money this morning.”

Mr. West shook his head in answer. “If you will leave Mrs. Fennel’s letter
and receipt in my charge, sir, I will place them before the colonel as soon as
he returns. That is all I can do. Or perhaps you would prefer to retain the
latter,” he added, handing back the receipt over the desk.

“Business men are the very devil to stick at straws,” muttered Captain
Fennel under his breath. He saw it was no use trying to move the one before
him, and went out, saying he would call in a day or two.

Now it happened that Colonel Selby, who was only staying at Brighton for
a rest (for he had been very unwell of late), took a run up to town that same
Monday morning to see his medical attendant. His visit paid, he went on to
the bank, surprising Mr. West there about one o’clock. After some conference
upon business matters, Mr. West spoke of Captain Fennel’s visit, and handed
over the letter he had left.

Colonel Selby drew in his lips as he read it. He did not like Mr. Edwin
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Fennel; and he would most assuredly not pay Ann Fennel’s money to him.
He returned the letter to Mr. West.

“Should the man come here again, West, tell him, as you did this
morning, that he can see me on my return—which will probably be on this
day week,” said the colonel. “No need to say I have been up here today.”

And on the following day, Tuesday, Colonel Selby, being then at Brighton,
drew out a cheque for the quarter almost due and sent it by post to Nancy at
Sainteville.

Thus checkmated in regard to the money, Captain Fennel did not return
home at the time he promised, even if he had had any intention of doing so.
When Nancy returned to Sainteville on the Wednesday from Pontipette, he
was not there. The first thing she saw waiting for her on the table was Colonel
Selby’s letter containing the cheque for five-and-thirty pounds.

“How glad I am it has come to me so soon!” cried Nancy; “I can pay the
bills now. I suppose William Selby thinks it would not be legal to pay it to
Edwin.”

The week went on. Each time a boat came in, Nancy was promenading
the port, expecting to see her husband land from it. On the Sunday morning
Nancy received a letter from him, in which he told her he was waiting to see
Colonel Selby, to get the money paid to him. Nancy wrote back hastily,
saying it had been received by herself, and that she had paid it nearly all
away in settling the bills. She begged him to come back by the next boat.
Flore was staying in the house altogether, but at an inconvenience.

On the Monday evening Mrs. Fennel had another desperate fright. She
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went to take tea with an elderly lady and her daughter, Mrs. and Miss
Lambert, bidding Flore to come for her at half-past nine o’clock. Half-past nine
came, but no Flore; ten o’clock came, and then Mrs. Fennel set off alone,
supposing Flore had misunderstood her and would be found waiting for her at
home. The moonlit streets were crowded with promenaders returning from
their summer evening walk upon the pier.

Nancy rang the bell; but it was not answered. She had her latch-key in her
pocket, but preferred to be admitted, and she rang again. No one came.
“Flore must have dropped asleep in the kitchen,” she petulantly thought, and
drew out her key.

“Flore!” she called out, pushing the door back. “Flore, where are you?”

Flore apparently was nowhere, very much to the dismay of Mrs. Fennel.
She would have to go in alone, all down the dark passage, and wake her up.
Leaving the door wide open, she advanced in the dark with cautious steps,
the old terror full upon her.

The kitchen was dark also, so far as fire or candlelight went, but a glimmer
of moonlight shone in at the window. “Are you not here, Flore?” shivered
Nancy. But there was no response.

Groping for the match-box on the mantel-shelf over the stove, and not at
once finding it, Nancy suddenly took up an impression that some one was
standing in the misty rays of the moon. Gazing attentively, it seemed to
assume the shadowy form of Lavinia. And with a shuddering cry Nancy
Fennel fell down upon the brick floor of the kitchen.
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It was a lovely summer’s day, and Madame Carimon’s neat little slip of a
kitchen was bright and hot with the morning sun. Madame, herself, stood
before the paste-board, making a green-apricot tart. Of pies and tarts à la
mode Anglaise, Monsieur Jules was more fond than a schoolboy; and of all
tarts known to the civilized world, none can equal that of a green apricot.

Madame had put down the rolling-pin, and stood for the moment idle,
looking at Flore Pamart, and listening to something that Flore was saying.
Flore, whisking out of the Petite Maison Rouge a few minutes before,
ostensibly to do her morning’s marketings, had whisked straight off to the
Rue Pomme Cuite, and was now seated at the corner of the pastry-table,
telling a story to Madame Carimon.

“It was madame’s own fault,” she broke off in her tale to remark. “Madame
will give me her orders in French, and half the time I can’t understand them.
She had an engagement to take tea at Madame Smith’s in the Rue Lambeau,
was what I thought she said to me, and that I must present myself there at
half-past nine to walk home with her. Well, madame, I went accordingly, and
found nobody at home there but the bonne, Thomasine. Her master was
dining out at the Sous-préfet’s, and her mistress had gone out with some
more ladies to walk on the pier, as it was so fine an evening. Naturally I
thought my mistress was one of the ladies, and sat there waiting for her and
chatting with Thomasine. Madame Smith came in at ten o’clock, and then
she said that my lady had not been there and that she had not expected her.”

“She must have gone to tea elsewhere,” observed Madame Carimon.
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“Clearly, madame; as I afterwards found. It was to Madame Lambert’s, in
the Rue Lothaire, that I ought to have gone. I could only go home, as madame
sees; and when I arrived there I found the house-door wide open. Just as I
entered, a frightful cry came from the kitchen, and there I found her dropped
down on the floor, half senseless with terror. Madame, she avowed to me that
she had seen Mademoiselle Lavinia standing near her in the moonlight.”

Madame Carimon took up her rolling-pin slowly before she spoke. “I know
she has a fancy that she appears in the house.”

“Madame Carimon, I think she is in the house,” said Flore solemnly. And
for a minute or two Madame Carimon rolled her paste in silence.

“Monsieur Fennel used to see her—I am sure he did—and now his wife
sees her,” went on the woman. “I think that is the secret of his running away
so much: he can’t bear the house and what is haunting it.”

“It is altogether a dreadful thing; I lie awake thinking of it,” bewailed Mary
Carimon.

“But it cannot be let go on like this,” said Flore; “and that’s what has
brought me running here this morning—to ask you, madame, whether
anything can be done. If she is left alone to see these sights, she’ll die of it.
When she got up this morning she was shivering like a leaf in the wind. Has
madame noticed that she is wasting away? For the matter of that, so was
Monsieur Fennel.”

Madame Carimon, beginning to line her shallow dish with paste, nodded in
assent. “He ought to be here with her,” she remarked.
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“Catch him,” returned Flore, in a heat. “Pardon, madame, but I must avow I
trust not that gentleman. He is no good. He will never come back to stay at
the house so long as there is in it—what is there. He dare not; and I would
like to ask him why not. A man with the conscience at ease could not be that
sort of coward. Honest men do not fly away, all scared, when they fancy they
see a revenant.”

Deeming it might be unwise to pursue the topic from this point, Madame
Carimon said she would go and see Mrs. Fennel in the course of the day, and
Flore clattered off, her wooden shoes echoing on the narrow pavement of the
Rue Pomme Cuite.

But, as Madame Carimon was crossing the Place Ronde in the afternoon
to pay her visit, she met Mrs. Fennel. Of course, Flore’s communication was
not to be mentioned.

“Ah,” said Madame Carimon readily, “is it you? I was coming to ask if you
would like to take a walk on the pier with me. It is a lovely afternoon, and not
too hot.”

“Oh, I’ll go,” said Nancy. “I came out because it is so miserable at home.
When Flore went off to the fish-market after breakfast, I felt more lonely than
you would believe. Mary,” dropping her voice, “I saw Lavinia last night.”

“Now I won’t listen to that,” retorted Mary Carimon, as if she were
reprimanding a child. “Once give in to our nerves and fancies, there’s no end
to the tricks they play us. I wish, Ann, your house were in a more lively
situation, where you might sit at the window and watch the passers-by.”

“But it isn’t,” said Nancy sensibly. “It looks upon nothing but the walls.”
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Walking on, they sat down upon a bench that stood back from the port,
facing the harbour. Nearly opposite lay the English boat, busily loading for
London. The sight made Nancy sigh.

“I wish it would bring Edwin the next time it comes in,” she said in low
tones.

“When do you expect him?”

“I don’t know when,” said poor Nancy with emphasis. “Mary, I am
beginning to think he stays away because he is afraid of seeing Lavinia.”

“Men are not afraid of those foolish things, Ann.”

“He is. Recollect those fits of terror he had. He used to hear her following
him up and downstairs; used to see her on the landings.”

Madame Carimon found no ready answer. She had witnessed one of those
fits of terror herself.

“Last night,” went on Mrs. Fennel, after a pause, “when Flore had left me
and I could only shiver in my bed, and not expect to sleep, I became calm
enough to ask myself why Lavinia should come back again, and what it is she
wants. Can you think why, Mary?”

“Not I,” said Madame Carimon lightly. “I shall only believe she does come
when she shows herself to me.”

“And I happened on the thought that, possibly, she may be wanting us to
inquire into the true cause of her death. It might have been ascertained at the
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time, but for my stopping the action of the doctors, you know.”

“Ann, my dear, you should exercise a little common sense. I would ask
you what end ascertaining it now would answer, to her, dead, or to you,
living?”

“It might be seen that she could have been cured, had we only known what
the malady was.”

“But you did not know; the doctors did not know. It could only have been
discovered, even at your showing, after her death, not in time to save her.”

“I wish Monsieur Dupuis had come more quickly on the Monday night!”
sighed Nancy. “I am always wishing it. You can picture what it was, Mary—
Lavinia lying in that dreadful agony and no doctor coming near her. Edwin was
gone so long—so long! He could not wake up Monsieur Dupuis. I think now
that the bell was out of order.”

“Why do you think that now? Captain Fennel must have known whether
the bell answered to his summons, or not.”

“Well,” returned Nancy, “this morning when Flore returned with the fish,
she said I looked very ill. She had just seen Monsieur Dupuis in the Place
Ronde, and she ran out again and brought him in——”

“Did you mention to him this fancy of seeing Lavinia?” hastily interrupted
Madame Carimon.

“No, no; I don’t talk of that to people. Only to you and Flore; and—yes—I
did tell Mrs. Smith. I let Monsieur Dupuis think I was ill with grieving after
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Lavinia, and we talked a little about her. I said how I wished he could have
been here sooner on the Monday night, and that my husband had rung
several times before he could arouse him. Monsieur Dupuis said that was a
mistake; he had got up and come as soon as he was called; he was not
asleep at the time, and the bell had rung only once.”

“What an extraordinary thing!” exclaimed Mary Carimon. “I know your
husband said he rang many times.”

“That’s why I now think the bell must have been out of order; but I did not
say so to Monsieur Dupuis,” returned Nancy. “He is a kind old man, and it
would grieve him: for of course we know doctors ought to keep their door-bells
in order.”

Madame Carimon rose in silence, but full of thought, and they continued
their walk. It was low water in the harbour, but the sun was sparkling and
playing on the waves out at sea. On the pier they found Rose and Anna
Bosanquet; and in chatting with them Nancy’s mood became more cheerful.

That same evening, on that same pier, Mary Carimon spoke a few
confidential words to her husband. They sat at the end of it, and the beauty of
the night, so warm and still, induced them to linger. The bright moon sailed
grandly in the heavens and glittered upon the water that now filled the harbour,
for the tide was in. Most of the promenaders had turned down the pier again,
after watching out the steamer. What a fine passage she would make, and
was making, cutting there so smoothly through the crystal sea!

Mary Carimon began in a low voice, though no one was near to listen and
the waves could not hear her. She spoke pretty fully of a haunting doubt that
lay upon her mind, as to whether Lavinia had died a natural death.
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“If we make the best of it,” she concluded, “her dying in that strangely
sudden way was unusual; you know that, Jules; quite unaccountable. It never
has been accounted for.”

Monsieur Jules, gazing on the gentle waves as they rose and fell in the
moonlight at the mouth of the harbour, answered nothing.

“He had so much to wish her away for, that man: all the money would
become Nancy’s. And I’m sure there was secret enmity between them—on
both sides. Don’t you see, Jules, how suspicious it all looks?”

The moonbeams, illumining Monsieur Jules Carimon’s face, showed it to
be very impassive, betraying no indication that he as much as heard what his
wife was talking about.

“I have not forgotten, I can never forget, Jules, the very singular Fate-
reading, or whatever you may please to call it, spoken by the Astrologer
Talcke last winter at Miss Bosanquet’s soirée. You were not in the room, you
know, but I related it to you when we arrived home. He certainly foretold
Lavinia’s death, as I, recalling the words, look upon it now. He said there was
some element of evil in their house, threatening and terrible; he repeated it
more than once. In their house, Jules, and that it would end in darkness;
which, as every one understood, meant death: not for Mrs. Fennel; he took
care to tell her that; but for another. He said the cards were more fateful than
he had ever seen them. That evil in the house was Fennel.”

Still Monsieur Jules offered no comment.

“And what could be the meaning of those dreams Lavinia had about him, in
which he always seemed to be preparing to inflict upon her some fearful ill,
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and she knew she never could and never would escape from it?” ran on Mary
Carimon, her eager, suppressed tones bearing a gruesome sound in the
stillness of the night. “And what is the explanation of the fits of terror which
have shaken Fennel since the death, fancying he sees Lavinia? Flore said to
me this morning that she is sure Lavinia is in the house.”

Glancing at her husband to see that he was at least listening, but
receiving no confirmation of it by word or motion, Mary Carimon continued:

“Those dreams came to warn her, Jules. To warn her to get out of the
house while she could. And she made arrangements to go, and in another
day or two would have been away in safety. But he was too quick for her.”

Monsieur Jules Carimon turned now to face his wife. “Mon amie, tais toi,”
said he with authority. “Such a topic is not convenable,” he added, still in
French, though she had spoken in English. “It is dangerous.”

“But, Jules, I believe it to have been so.”

“All the same, and whether or no, it is not your affair, Marie. Neither must
you make it so. Believe me, my wife, the only way to live peaceably ourselves
in the world is to let our neighbours’ sins alone.”

17

Captain Edwin Fennel was certainly in no hurry to return to Sainteville, for
he did not come. Nancy, ailing, weak, wretchedly uncomfortable, wrote letter
after letter to him, generally sending them over by some friend or other who
might be crossing, to be put in a London letter-box, and so evade the foreign
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postage. Once or twice she had written to Mrs. James, telling of her lonely life
and that she wanted Edwin either to take her out of the dark and desolate
house, or else to come back to it himself. Captain Fennel would answer now
and again, promising to come—she would be quite sure to see him on one of
the first boats if she looked out for their arrival. Nancy did look, but she had
not yet seen him. She was growing visibly thinner and weaker. Sainteville said
how ill Mrs. Fennel was looking.

One evening at the end of July, when the London steamer was due about
ten o’clock, Nancy went to watch it in, as usual, Flore attending her. The port
was gay, crowded with promenaders. There had been a concert at the
Rooms, and the company was coming home from it. Mrs. Fennel had not
made one: latterly she had felt no spirit for amusement. Several friends met
her; she did not tell them she had come down to meet her husband, if haply
he should be on the expected boat; she had grown tired and half ashamed of
saying that; she let them think she was only out for a walk that fine evening.
There was a yellow glow still in the sky where the sun had set; the north-west
was clear and bright with its opal light.

The time went on; the port became deserted, excepting a few passing
stragglers. Ten o’clock had struck, eleven would soon strike. Flore and her
mistress, tired of pacing about, sat down on one of the benches facing the
harbour. One of two young men, passing swiftly homewards from the pier,
found himself called to.

“Charley! Charley Palliser!”

Charles turned, and recognized Mrs. Fennel. Stepping across to her, he
shook hands.
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“What do you think can have become of the boat?” she asked. “It ought to
have been in nearly an hour ago.”

“Oh, it will be here shortly,” he replied. “The boat often makes a slow
passage when there’s no wind. What little wind we have had today has been
dead against it.”

“As I’ve just said to madame,” put in Flore, always ready to take up the
conversation. “Mr. Charles knows there’s no fear it has gone down, though it
may be a bit late.”

“Why, certainly not,” laughed Charley. “Are you waiting here for it, Mrs.
Fennel?”

“Ye—s,” she answered, but with hesitation.

“And as it’s not even in sight yet, madame had much better go home and
not wait, for the air is getting chilly,” again spoke Flore.

“We can’t see whether it’s in sight or not,” said her mistress. “It is dark out
at sea.”

“Shall I wait here with you, Mrs. Fennel?” asked Charley in his good
nature.

“Oh no, no; no, thank you,” she answered quickly. “If it does not come in
soon, we shall go home.”

He wished them good-night, and went onwards.
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“She is hoping the boat may bring that mysterious brute, Fennel,”
remarked Charles to his companion.

“Brute, you call him?”

“He is no better than one, to leave his sick wife alone so long,” responded
Charles in hearty tones. “She has picked up an idea, I hear, that the house is
haunted, and shakes in her shoes in it from morning till night.”

The two watchers sat on, Flore grumbling. Not for herself, but for her
mistress. A sea-fog was rising, and Flore thought madame might take cold.
Mrs. Fennel wrapped her light fleecy shawl closer about her chest, and
protested she was quite hot. The shawl was well enough for a warm
summer’s night, but not for a cold sea-fog. About half-past eleven there
suddenly loomed into view through the mist the lights of the steamer, about to
enter the harbour.

“There she is!” exultingly cried Nancy, who had been shivering inwardly for
some time past, and doing her best not to shiver outwardly for fear of Flore.
“And now, Flore, you go home as quickly as you can and make a fire in the
salon to warm us. I’m sure he will need one—at sea in this cold fog.”

“If he is come,” mentally returned Flore in her derisive heart. She had no
faith in the return of Monsieur Fennel by any boat, a day or a night one. But
she needed no second prompting to hasten away; was too glad to do it.

Poor Nancy waited on. The steamer came very slowly up the port, or she
fancied so; one must be cautious in a fog; and it seemed to her a long time
swinging round and settling itself into its place. Then the passengers came on
shore one by one, Nancy standing close to look at them. There were only
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about twenty in all, and Captain Fennel was not one of them. With misty eyes
and a rising in her throat and spiritless footsteps, Nancy arrived at her home,
the Petite Maison Rouge. Flore had the fire burning in the salon; but Nancy
was too thoroughly chilled for any salon fire to warm her.

The cold she caught that night stuck to her chest. For some days
afterwards she was very ill indeed. Monsieur Dupuis attended her, and brought
his son once or twice, Monsieur Henri. Nancy got up again, and was, so to
say, herself once more; but she did not get up her strength.

She would lie on the sofa in the salon those August days, which were very
hot ones, too languid to get off it. Friends would call in to see her; Major and
Mrs. Smith, the Miss Bosanquets, the Lamberts, and so on. Madame
Carimon was often there. They would ask her why she did not “make an effort”
and sit up and occupy herself with a book or a bit of work, or go out a little;
and Nancy’s answer was nearly always the same—she would do all that
when the weather was somewhat cooler. Charley Palliser was quite a
constant visitor. An English damsel, who was casting a covetous eye to
Charles, though she might have spared herself the pains, took a fit of jealousy
and said one might think sick Nancy Fennel was his sweetheart, going there
so often. Charley rarely went empty-handed either. Now it would be half-a-
dozen nectarines in their red-ripe loveliness, now some choice peaches, then
a bunch of hot-house grapes, “purple and gushing,” and again an amusing
novel just out in England.

“Mary, she is surely dying!”

The sad exclamation came from Stella Featherston. She and Madame
Carimon, going in to take tea at the Petite Maison Rouge, had been sent by
its mistress to her chamber above to take off their bonnets. The words had
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broken from Stella the moment they were alone.

“Sometimes I fear it myself,” replied Madame Carimon. “She certainly
grows weaker instead of stronger.”

“Does any doctor attend her?”

“Monsieur Dupuis; a man of long experience, kind and clever. I was talking
to him the other day, and he as good as said his skill and care seemed to
avail nothing: were wasted on her.”

“Is it consumption?”

“I think not. She caught a dreadful cold about a month ago through being
out in a night fog, thinly clad; and there’s no doubt it left mischief behind; but
it seems to me that she is wasting away with inward fever.”

“I should get George to run over to see her, if I were you, Mary,” remarked
Stella. “French doctors are very clever, I believe, especially as surgeons; but
for an uncertain case like this they don’t come up to the English. And George
knows her constitution.”

They went down to the salon, Mary Carimon laughing a little at the remark.
Stella Featherston had not been long enough in France to part with her native
prejudices. The family with whom she lived in Paris had journeyed to
Sainteville for a month for what they called “les eaux,” and Stella
accompanied them. They were in lodgings on the port.

Mrs. Fennel seemed more like her old self that evening than she had been
for some time past. The unexpected presence of her companion of early days
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changed the tone of her mind and raised her spirits. Stella exerted all her
mirth, talked of their doings in the past, told of Buttermead’s doings in the
present. Nancy was quite gay.

“Do you ever sing now, Stella?” she suddenly asked.

“Why, no,” laughed Stella, “unless I am quite alone. Who would care to
hear old ditties sung without music?”

“I should. Oh, Stella, sing me a few!” urged the invalid, her tone quite
imploring. “It would bring the dear old days back to me.”

Stella Featherston had a most melodious voice, but she did not play. It
was not unusual in those days for girls to sing without any accompaniment,
as Stella had for the most part done.

“Have you forgotten your Scotch songs, Stella?” asked Mary Carimon.

“Not I; I like them best of all,” replied Miss Featherston. And without more
ado she broke into “Ye banks and braes.”

It was followed by “The Banks of Allan Water,” and others. Flore stole to
the parlour-door, and thought she had never heard so sweet a singer. Last of
all, Stella began a quaint song that was more of a chant than anything else,
low and subdued:

“Woe’s me, for my heart is break in’,
I think  on my brither sma’,
And on my sister greetin’,
When I cam’ from home awa’.
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And O, how my mither sobbit,
As she took from me her hand,
When I left the door of our old house
To come to this stranger land.
“There’s nae place like our ain home,
O, I would that I were there!
There’s nae home like our ain home
To be met wi’ onywhere.
And O, that I were back again
To our farm and fields sae green,
And heard the tongues of our ain folk ,
And was what I hae been!”

A feeling of despair ran through the whole words; and the tears were
running down Ann Fennel’s hectic cheeks as the melody died away in a
plaintive silence.

“It is what I shall never see again, Stella,” she murmured—“the green fields
of our home; or hear the tongues of all the dear ones there. In my dreams,
sometimes, I am at Selby Court, light-hearted and happy, as I was before I left
it for this ‘stranger land.’ Woe’s me, also, Stella!”

And now I come into the story—I, Johnny Ludlow. For what I have told of it
hitherto has not been from any personal knowledge of mine, but from diaries,
and from what Mary Carimon related to me, and from Featherston. It may be
regarded as singular that I should have been, so to say, present at its ending,
but that I was there is as true as anything I ever wrote. The story itself is true
in all its chief facts; I have already said that; and it is true that I saw the close
of it.
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18

To say that George Featherston, Doctor-in-ordinary at Buttermead, felt as
if he were standing on his head instead of his heels, would not in the least
express his mental condition as he stood in his surgery that September
afternoon and read a letter, just delivered, from his sister, Madame Carimon.

“Wants me to go to Sainteville to see Ann Preen; thinks she will die if I
refuse, for the French doctors can do nothing for her!” commented
Featherston, staring at the letter in intense perplexity, and then looking off it
to stare at me.

I wonder whether anything in this world happens by chance? In the days
and years that have gone by since, I sometimes ask myself whether that did:
that I should be at that particular moment in Featherston’s surgery. Squire
Todhetley was staying with Sir John Whitney for partridge shooting. He had
taken me with him, Tod being in Gloucestershire; and on this Friday afternoon
I had run in to say “How-d’ye-do” to Featherston.

“Sainteville!” repeated he, quite unable to collect his senses. “Why, I must
cross the water to get there!”

I laughed. “Did you think Sainteville would cross to you, sir?”

“Bless me! just listen to this,” he went on, reading parts of the letter aloud
for my benefit. “‘It is a dreadful story, George; I dare not enter into details
here. But I may tell you this much: that she is dying of fright as much as of
fever—or whatever it may be that ails her physically. I am sure it is not
consumption, though some of the people here think it is. It is fright and
superstition. She lives in the belief that the house is haunted: that Lavinia’s
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ghost walks in it.’”

“Now what on earth can Mary mean by that?” demanded the doctor,
looking off to ask me. “Ann Preen’s wits must have left her. And Mary’s too,
to repeat so nonsensical a thing.”

Turning to the next page of the letter, Featherston read on.

“‘To see her dying by inches before my eyes, and not make any attempt
to, save her is what I cannot reconcile myself to, George. I should have it on
my conscience afterwards. I think there is this one chance for her: that you,
who have attended her before and must know her constitution, would see her
now. You might be able to suggest some remedy or mode of treatment which
would restore her. It might even be that the sight of a home face, of her old
home doctor, would do for her what the strange doctors here cannot do. No
one knows better than you how marvellously in illness the mind influences the
body.’

“True enough,” broke off Featherston. “But it seems to me there must be
something mysterious about the sickness.” He read on again.

“‘Stella, who is here, was the first to suggest your seeing her, but it was
already exercising my thoughts. Do come, George! the sooner the better. I
and Jules will be delighted to have you with us.’”

Featherston slowly folded up the letter. “What do you think of all this,
Johnny Ludlow? Curious, is it not?”

“Very. Especially that hint about the house being haunted by the dead-
and-gone Miss Preen.”
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“I have never heard clearly what it was Lavinia Preen died of,” observed
Featherston, leaving, doctor-like, the supernatural for the practical. “Except
that she was seized with some sort of illness one day and died the next.”

“But that’s no reason why her ghost should walk. Is it?”

“Nancy’s imagination,” spoke Featherston slightingly. “She was always
foolish and fanciful.”

“Shall you go to Sainteville, Mr. Featherston?”

He gave his head a slow, dubious shake, but did not speak.

“Don’t I wish such a chance were offered to me!”

Featherston sat down on a high stool, which stood before the physic
shelves, to revolve the momentous question. And by the time he took over it,
he seemed to find it a difficult task.

“One hardly likes to refuse the request, put as Mary writes it,” remarked
he presently. “Yet I don’t see how I can go all the way over there; or how I
could leave my patients here. What a temper some of them would be in!”

“They wouldn’t die of it. It would be a rare holiday for you. Set you up in
health for a year to come.”

“I’ve not had a holiday since that time at Pumpwater,” he rejoined dreamily;
“when I went over for a day or two to see poor John Whitney. You remember
it, Johnny; you were there.”

411



“Ay, I remember it.”

“Not that this is a question of a holiday for me or no holiday, and I wonder
you should put it so, Johnny Ludlow; it turns upon Ann Preen. Ann Fennel,
that’s to say. If I thought I could do her any good, and those French doctors
can’t, why, I suppose I ought to make an effort to go.”

“To be sure. Make one also to take me with you!”

“I dare say!” laughed Featherston. “What would the Squire say to that?”

“Bluster a bit, and then see it was the very thing for me, and ask what the
cost would be. Mr. Featherston, I shall be ready to start when you are. Please
let me go!”

Of course I said this half in jest. But it turned out to be earnest. Whether
Featherston feared he might get lost if he crossed the sea alone, I can’t say;
but he said I might put the question to the Squire if I liked, and he would see
him later and second it.

Featherston did another thing. He carried Mary Carimon’s letter that
evening to Selby Court. Colonel Selby was staying with his brother for a
week’s shooting. Mr. Selby, a nervous valetudinarian, would not have gone out
with a gun if bribed to it, but he invited his friends to do so. They had just
finished dinner when Featherston arrived; the two brothers, and a short, dark,
younger man with a rather keen but good-natured face and kindly dark eyes.
He was introduced as Mr. David Preen, and turned out to be a cousin, more or
less removed, of all the Preens and all the Selbys you have ever heard of,
dead or living.
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Featherston imparted his news to them, and showed his sister’s letter. It
was pronounced to be a very curious letter, and was read over more than
once. Colonel Selby next told them what he knew and what he thought of
Edwin Fennel: how he had persistently schemed to get the quarterly money
of the two ladies into his own covetous hands, and what a shady sort of
individual he was believed to be. Mr. Selby, nervous at the best of times, let
alone the worst, became painfully impressed: he seemed to fear poor Nancy
was altogether in a hornet’s nest, and gave an impulsive opinion that some
one of the family ought to go over with Featherston to look into things.

“Lavinia can’t have been murdered, can she?” cried he, his thoughts
altogether confused; “murdered by that man for her share of the money? Why
else should her ghost come back?”

“Don’t make us laugh, Paul,” said the colonel to his brother. “Ghosts are
all moonshine. There are no such things.”

“I can tell you that there are, William,” returned the elder. “Though
mercifully the power to see them is accorded to very few mortals on earth.
Can you go with Mr. Featherston to look into this strange business, William?”

“No,” replied the colonel, “I could not possibly spare the time. Neither
should I care to do it. Any inquiry of that kind would be quite out of my line.”

“I will go,” quietly spoke David Preen.

“Do so, David,” said Mr. Selby eagerly. “It shall cost you nothing, you
know.” By which little speech, Featherston gathered that Mr. David Preen was
not more overdone with riches than were many of the other Preens.
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“Look into it well, David. See the doctor who attended Lavinia; see all and
every one able to throw any light upon her death,” urged Mr. Selby. “As to
Ann, she was lamentably, foolishly blamable to marry as she did, but she
must not be left at the villain’s mercy now things have come to this pass.”

To which Mr. David Preen nodded an emphatic assent.

The Squire gave in at last. Not to my pleading—he accused me of having
lost my head only to think of it—but to Featherston. And when the following
week was wearing away, the exigencies of Featherston’s patients not
releasing him sooner, we started for Sainteville; he, I, and David Preen.
Getting in at ten at night after a boisterous passage, Featherston took up his
quarters at Monsieur Carimon’s, we ours at the Hôtel des Princes.

She looked very ill. Ill and changed. I had seen Ann Preen at Buttermead
when she lived there, but the Ann Preen (or Fennel) I saw now was not much
like her. The once bright face was drawn and fallen in, and very nearly as long
and grey as Featherston’s. Apart from that, a timid, shrinking look sat upon it,
as though she feared some terror lay very near to her.

The sick have to be studied, especially when suffering from whims and
fancies. So they invented a little fable to Mrs. Fennel—that Featherston and
David Preen were taking an excursion together for their recreation, and the
doctor had extended it as far as Sainteville to see his sister Mary; never
allowing her to think that it was to see her. I was with them, but I went for
nobody—and in truth that’s all I was in the matter.

It was the forenoon of the day after we arrived. David Preen had gone in
first, her kinsman and distant cousin, to the Petite Maison Rouge, paving the
way, as it were, for Featherston. We went in presently. Mrs. Fennel sat in a
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large armchair by the salon fire, wrapped in a grey shawl; she was always
cold now, she told us; David Preen sat on the sofa opposite, talking
pleasantly of home news. Featherston joined him on the sofa, and I sat down
near the table.

Oh, she was glad to see us! Glad to see us all. Ours were home faces,
you see. She held my hands in hers, and the tears ran down her face,
betraying her state of weakness.

“You have not been very well of late, Mary tells me,” Featherston said to
her in a break of the conversation. “What has been the matter?”

“I—it came on from a bad cold I caught,” she answered with some
hesitation. “And there was all the trouble about Lavinia’s death. I could not get
over the grief.”

“Well, I must say you don’t look very robust,” returned Featherston, in a
half-joking tone. “I think I had better take you in hand whilst I am here, and set
you up.”

“I do not think you can set me up; I do not suppose any one can,” she
replied, shaking back her curls, which fell on each side of her face in ringlets,
as of old.

Featherston smiled cheerily. “I’ll try,” said he. “Some of my patients say
the same when I am first called in to them; but they change their tone after I
have brought back their roses. So will you; never fear. I’ll come in this
afternoon and have a professional chat with you.”

That settled, they went on with Buttermead again; David Preen giving
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scraps and revelations of the Preen and Selby families; Featherston telling
choice items of the rural public in general. Mrs. Fennel’s spirits went up to
animation.

“Shall you be able to do anything for her, sir?” I asked the doctor as we
came away and went through the entry to the Place Ronde.

“I cannot tell,” he answered gravely. “She has a look on her face that I do
not like to see there.”

Betrayed into confidence, I suppose, by the presence of the old friend of
her girlhood, Ann Fennel related everything to Mr. Featherston that afternoon,
as they sat on the sofa side by side, her hand occasionally held soothingly in
his own. He assured her plainly that what she was chiefly suffering from was
a disorder of the nerves, and that she must state to him explicitly the
circumstances which brought it on before he could decide how to treat her for
it.

Nancy obeyed him. She yearned to get well, though a latent impression
lay within her that she should not do so. She told him the particulars of
Lavinia’s unexpected death just when on the point of leaving Sainteville; and
she went on to declare, glancing over her shoulders with frightened eyes, that
she (Lavinia) had several times since then appeared in the house.

“What did Lavinia die of?” inquired the doctor at this juncture.

“We could not tell,” answered Mrs. Fennel. “It puzzled us. At first
Monsieur Dupuis thought it must be inflammation brought on by a chill; but
Monsieur Podevin quite put that opinion aside, saying it was nothing of the
sort. He is a younger and more energetic practitioner than Monsieur Dupuis.”
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“Was it never suggested that she might, in one way or another, have taken
something which poisoned her?”

“Why, yes, it was; I believe Monsieur Dupuis did think so—I am sure
Monsieur Podevin did. But it was impossible it could have been the case, you
see, because Lavinia touched nothing either of the days that we did not also
partake of.”

“There ought to have been an examination after death. You objected to
that, I fancy,” continued Featherston, who had talked a little with Madame
Carimon.

“True—I did; and I have been sorry for it since,” sighed Ann Fennel. “It was
through what my husband said to me that I objected. Edwin thought it would
be distasteful to me. He did not like the idea of it either. Being dead, he held
that she should be left in reverence.”

Featherston coughed. She was evidently innocent as any lamb of
suspicion against him.

“And now,” went on Mr. Featherston, “just tell me what you mean by
saying you see your sister about the house.”

“We do see her,” said Nancy.

“Nonsense! You don’t. It is all fancy. When the nerves are unstrung, as
yours are, they play us all sorts of tricks. Why, I knew a man once who took
up a notion that he walked upon his head, and he came to me to be cured!”

“But it is seeing Lavinia’s apparition, and the constant fear of seeing it
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which lies upon me, that has brought on this nervousness,” pleaded Nancy. “It
is to my husband, when he is here, that she chiefly appears; nothing but that
is keeping him away. I have seen her only three or four times.”

She spoke quietly and simply, evidently grounded in the belief. Mr.
Featherston wondered how he was to deal with this: and perhaps he was not
himself so much of a sceptic in the supernatural as he thought fit to pretend.
Nancy continued:

“It was to my husband she appeared first. Exactly a week after her death.
No; a week after the evening she was first taken ill. He was coming upstairs
to bed—I had gone on—when he suddenly fancied that some one was
following him, though only he and I were in the house. Turning quickly round,
he saw Lavinia. That was the first time; and I assure you I thought he would
have died of it. Never before had I witnessed such mortal terror in man.”

“Did he tell you he had seen her?”

“No; never. I could not imagine what brought on these curious attacks of
fright, for he had others. He put it upon his health. It was only when I saw
Lavinia myself after he went to England that I knew. I knew then what it must
have been.”

Mr. Featherston was silent.

“She always appears in the same dress,” continued Nancy; “a silver-grey
silk that she wore at church that Sunday. It was the last gown she ever put
on: we took it off her when she was first seized with the pain. And in her face
there is always a sad, beseeching aspect, as if she wanted something and
were imploring us to get it for her. Indeed we see her, Mr. Featherston.”
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“Ah, well,” he said, perceiving it was not from this quarter that light could
be thrown on the suspicious darkness of the past, “let us talk of yourself. You
are to obey my orders in all respects, Mistress Nancy. We will soon have you
flourishing again.”

Brave words. Perhaps the doctor half believed in them himself. But he and
they received a check all too soon.

That same evening, after David Preen had left—for he went in to spend an
hour at the little red house to gossip about the folks at home—Nancy was
taken with a fit of shivering. Flore hastily mixed her a glass of hot wine-and-
water, and then went upstairs to light a fire in the bedroom, thinking her
mistress would be the better for it. Nancy, who could hear Flore moving about
overhead, suddenly remembered something that she wanted brought down.
Rising from her chair, she went to the door of the salon, intending to call out.
A sort of side light, dim and indistinct, fell upon her as she stood in the
recess at the foot of the stairs from the lamp in the salon and from the stove
in the kitchen, for both doors were open.

“Flore,” she was beginning, “will you bring down my——”

And there Ann Fennel’s words ended. With a wild cry, which reached the
ears of Flore and nearly startled her into fits, Mrs. Fennel collapsed. The
servant came dashing downstairs, expecting to hear that the ghost had
appeared again.

It was not that. Her mistress was looking wild and puzzled; and when she
recovered herself sufficiently to speak, declared that she had been startled by
some animal. Either a cat or a rabbit, she could not tell which, the glimpse
she caught of it was so brief and slight; it had run against her legs as she
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was calling out.

Flore did not know what to make of this. She looked about, but neither cat
nor rabbit was to be seen; and she told her mistress it could have been
nothing but fancy. Mrs. Fennel thought she knew better.

“Why, I felt it and saw it,” she said. “It came right against me and ran over
my feet. It seemed to be making for the passage, as if it wanted to get out by
the front-door.”

We were gathered together in the salon of the Petite Maison Rouge the
following morning, partly by accident. Ann Fennel, exceedingly weak and
nervous, lay in bed. Featherston and Monsieur Dupuis were both upstairs.
She put down her illness to the fright, which she talked of to them freely. They
did not assure her it was only “nerves”—to what purpose? I waited in the
salon with David Preen, and just as the doctors came down Madame Carimon
came in.

David Preen seized upon the opportunity. Fearing that one so favourable
might not again occur, unless formally planned, he opened the ball. Drawing
his chair to the table, next to that of Madame Carimon, the two doctors sitting
opposite, David Preen avowed, with straightforward candour, that he, with
some other relatives, held a sort of doubt as to whether it might not have been
something Miss Lavinia Preen took which caused her death; and he begged
Monsieur Dupuis to say if any such doubt had crossed his own mind at the
time.

The fair-faced little médecin shook his head at this appeal, as much as to
say he thought that the subject was a puzzling one. Naturally the doubt had
crossed him, and very strongly, he answered; but the difficulty in assuming
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that view of the matter lay in her having partaken solely of the food which the
rest of the household had partaken of; that and nothing else. His confrère,
Monsieur Podevin, held a very conclusive opinion—that she had died of
poison.

David Preen drew towards him a writing-case which lay on the table, took
a sheet of paper from it, and a pencil from his pocket. “Let us go over the
facts quietly,” said he; “it may be we shall arrive at some decision.”

So they went over the facts, the chief speakers being Madame Carimon
and Flore, who was called in. David Preen dotted down from time to time
something which I suppose particularly impressed him.

Miss Preen was in perfectly good health up to that Sunday—the first after
Easter. On the following Tuesday she was about to quit Sainteville for
Boulogne, her home at the Petite Maison Rouge having become intolerable to
her through the residence in it of Captain Fennel.

“Pardon me if I state here something which is not positively in the line of
facts; rather, perhaps, in that of imagination,” said Madame Carimon, looking
up. “Lavinia had gradually acquired a most painful dread of Captain Fennel.
She had dreams which she could only believe came to warn her against him,
in which he appeared to be threatening her with some evil that she could not
escape from. Once or twice—and this I cannot in any way account for—she
saw him in the house when he was not in it, not even at Sainteville——”

“What! saw his apparition?” cried Featherston. “When the man was living!
Come, come, Mary, that is going too far!”

“Quelle drôle d’idée!” exclaimed the little doctor.
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“He appeared to her twice, she told me,” continued Mary Carimon. “She
had been spending the evening out each time; had come into the house, this
house, closing the street-door behind her. When she lighted a candle at the
slab, she saw him standing just inside the door, gazing at her with the same
dreadful aspect that she saw afterwards in her dreams. You may laugh,
George; Monsieur Dupuis, I think you are already laughing; but I fully believe
that she saw what she said she did, and dreamt what she did dream.”

“But it could not have been the man’s apparition when he was not dead;
and it could not have been the man himself when he was not at Sainteville,”
contended Featherston.

“And I believe that it all meant one of those mysterious warnings which are
vouchsafed us from our spiritual guardians in the unseen world,” added
Madame Carimon, independently pursuing her argument. “And that it came to
Lavinia to warn her to escape from this evil house.”

“And she did not do it,” remarked David Preen. “She was not quick
enough. Well, let us go on.”

“As Lavinia came out of church, Charles Palliser ran after her to ask her to
go home to dine with him and his aunt,” resumed Madame Carimon. “If she
had only accepted it! The dinner here was a very simple one, and they all
partook of it, including Flore——”

“And it was Flore who cooked and served it?” interrupted David Preen,
looking at her.

“Mais oui, monsieur. The tart excepted; that was frangipane, and did come
from the pastrycook,” added Flore, plunging into English. “Then I had my own
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dinner, and I had of every dish; and I drank of the wine. Miss Lavinia would
give me a glass of wine on the Sunday, and she poured it out for me herself
that day from the bottle of Bordeaux on their own table. Nothing was the
matter with any of all that. The one thing I did not have of was the liqueur.”

“What liqueur was that?”

“It was chartreuse, I believe,” said Flore. “While I was busy removing the
dinner articles from the salon, monsieur was busy at his cupboard outside
there, where he kept his bottles. He came into the kitchen just as I had sat
down to eat, and asked me for three liqueur glasses, which I gave to him on a
plate. I heard him pour the liqueur into them, and he carried them to the
ladies.”

Mr. David Preen wrote something down here.

“After that the captain went out to walk, saying he would see the English
boat enter; and when I had finished washing up I carried the tea-tray to the
salon-table and went home. Miss Lavinia was quite well then; she sat in her
belle robe of grey silk talking with her sister. Then, when I was giving my boy
Dion his collation, a tartine and a cooked apple, I was fetched back here, and
found the poor lady fighting with pain for her life.”

“Did you wash those liqueur glasses?” asked Mr. Featherston.

“But yes, sir. I had taken them away when I carried in the tea-things, and
washed them at once, and put them on the shelf in their places.”

“You see,” observed Monsieur Dupuis, “the ill-fated lady appears to have
taken nothing that the others did not take also. I applied my remedies when I
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was called to her, and the following day she had, as I believed, recovered from
the attack; nothing but the exhaustion left by the agony was remaining. But
that night she was again seized, and I was again fetched to her. The attack
was even more violent than the first one. I made a request for another doctor,
and Monsieur Podevin was brought. He at once set aside my suggestion of
inflammation from a chill, and said it looked to him more like a case of
poison.”

“She had had nothing but slops all day, messieurs, which I made and
carried to her,” put in Flore; “and when I left, at night, she was, as Monsieur le
Médecin put it, ‘all well to look at.’”

“Flore did not make the arrowroot which she took later,” said Mary
Carimon, taking up the narrative. “When Lavinia went up to bed, towards nine
o’clock, Mrs. Fennel made her a cup of arrowroot in the kitchen——”

“And a cup for herself at the same time, as I was informed, madame,”
spoke the little doctor.

“Oh yes, I know that, Monsieur Dupuis. Mrs. Fennel brought her sister’s
arrowroot, when it was ready, into this room, asking her husband whether she
might venture to put a little brandy into it. He sent her to ask the question of
Lavinia, bidding her leave the arrowroot on the table here. She came down for
it, saying Lavinia declined the brandy, carried it up to her and saw her take it.
Mrs. Fennel wished her good-night and came down for her own portion, which
she had left in the kitchen. Before eleven o’clock, when they were going to
bed, cries were heard in Lavinia’s room; she was seized with the second
attack, and—and died in it.”

“This second attack was so violent, so unmanageable,” said Monsieur
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Dupuis, as Mary Carimon’s voice faltered into silence, “that I feel convinced I
could not have saved her had I been present when it came on. I hear that
Captain Fennel says he rang several times at my door before he could arouse
me. Such was not the case. I am a very light sleeper, waking, from habit, at
the slightest sound. But in this case I had not had time to fall asleep when I
fancied I heard the bell sound very faintly. I thought I must be mistaken, as
the bell is a loud bell, and rings easily; and people who ring me up at night
generally ring pretty sharply. I lay listening, and some time afterwards, not
immediately, it did ring. I opened my window, saw Captain Fennel outside,
and was dressed and with him in two minutes.”

“That sounds as if he did not want you to go to her too quickly, monsieur,”
observed Mr. Featherston, which went, as the French have it, without saying.
“And I have heard of another suspicious fact: that he put his wife up to stop
the medical examination after death.”

“It amounts to this,” spoke David Preen, “according to our judgment, if
anything wrong was administered to her, it was given in the glass of liqueur on
the Sunday afternoon, and in the cup of arrowroot on the Monday evening.
They were the only things affording an opportunity of being tampered with; and
in each case the pain came on about two hours afterwards.”

Grave suspicion, as I am sure they all felt it to be. But not enough, as
Featherston remarked, to accuse a man of murder. There was no proof to be
brought forward, especially now that months had elapsed.

“What became of the cup which had contained the arrowroot?” inquired
David Preen, looking at Flore. “Was it left in the bedroom?”

“That cup, sir, I found in a bowl of water in the kitchen, and also the other
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one which had been used. The two were together in the wooden bowl. I
supposed Madame Fennel had put them there; but she said she had not.”

“Ah!” exclaimed David Preen, drawing a deep breath.

He had come over to look into this suspicious matter; but, as it seemed,
nothing could be done. To stir in it, and fail, would be worse than letting it
alone.

“Look you,” said David Preen, as he put up his note-book. “If it be true that
Lavinia cannot rest now she’s dead, but shows herself here in the house, I
regard it as a pretty sure proof that she was sent out of the world unjustly. But
——”

“Then you hold the belief that spirits revisit the earth, monsieur,”
interrupted Monsieur Dupuis, “and that revenants are to be seen?”

“I do, sir,” replied David. “We Preens see them. But I cannot stir in this
matter, I was about to say, and the man must be left to his conscience.”

And so the conference broke up.

The thing which lay chiefly on hand now was to try to bring health back to
Ann Fennel. It was thought well to take her out of the house for a short time,
as she had such fancies about it; so Featherston gave up his room at
Madame Carimon’s, and Ann was invited to move into it, whilst he joined us
at the hotel. I thought her very ill, as we all did. But after her removal there,
she recovered her spirits wonderfully, and went out for short walks and
laughed and chatted: and when Featherston and David Preen took the boat
back to return home, she went to the port to see them steam off.
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“Will it be all right with her?” was the last question Mary Carimon
whispered to her brother.

“I’m afraid not,” he answered. “A little time will show one way or the other.
Depends somewhat, perhaps, upon how that husband of hers allows things to
go on. I have done what I can, Mary; I could not do more.”

Does the reader notice that I did not include myself in those who steamed
off? For I did not go. Good, genial little Jules Carimon, who was pleased to
say he had always liked me much at school, invited me to make a stay at his
house, if I did not mind putting up with a small bedroom in the mansarde. I did
not mind it at all; it was large enough for me. Nancy was delighted. We had
quite a gay time of it; and I made the acquaintance of Major and Mrs. Smith,
the Misses Bosanquet and Charley Palliser, who was shortly to quit
Sainteville. Charley’s impression of Mrs. Fennel was that she would quit it
before he did, but in a different manner.

One fine afternoon, when we were coming off the pier, Nancy was walking
between me and Mary Carimon, for she needed the support of two arms if she
went far—yes, she was as weak as that—some one called out that the
London boat was coming in. Turning round, we saw her gliding smoothly up
the harbour. No one in these Anglo–French towns willingly misses that sight,
and we drew up on the quay to watch the passengers land. There were only
eight or ten of them.

Suddenly Nancy gave a great cry, which bore a sound both of fear and of
gladness—“Oh, there’s Edwin!”—and the next moment began to shake her
pocket-handkerchief frantically.

A thin, grey, weasel of a man, whose face I did not like, came stalking up
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the ladder. Yes, it was the ex-Captain, Edwin Fennel.

“He has not come for her sake; he has come to grab the quarter’s money,”
spoke Mary, quite savagely, in my ear. No doubt. It would be due the end of
September, which was at hand.

The captain was elaborately polite; quite effusive in his greeting to us.
Nancy left us and took his arm. At the turning where we had to branch off to
the Rue Pomme Cuite, she halted to say good-bye.

“But you are coming back to us, are you not?” cried Madame Carimon to
her.

“Oh, I could not let Edwin go home alone,” said she. “Nobody’s there but
Flore, you know.”

So she went back there and then to the Petite Maison Rouge, and never
came out of it again. I think he was kind to her, that man. He had sometimes
a scared look upon his face, and I guessed he had been seeing sights. The
man would have given his head to be off again; to remain in that haunted
house must have been to him a most intolerable penance; but he had some
regard (policy dictating it) for public opinion, and could not well run away from
his wife in her failing health.

It was curious how quickly Nancy declined. From the very afternoon she
entered the house it seemed to begin. He had grabbed the money, as Mary
Carimon called it, and brought her nice and nourishing things; but nothing
availed. And a fine way he must have been in, to see that; for with his wife’s
death the money would go away from him for evermore.
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Monsieur Dupuis, sometimes Monsieur Henry Dupuis, saw her daily; and
Captain Fennel hastily called in another doctor who had the reputation of
being the best in the town, next to Monsieur Podevin; one Monsieur
Lamirand. Mary Carimon spent half her time there; I went in most days. It
could not be said that she had any special complaint, but she was too weak
to live.

In less than three weeks it was all over. The end, when it came, was quite
sudden. For a day or two she had seemed so much better that we told her
she had taken a turn at last. On the Thursday evening, quite late—it was
between eight and nine o’clock—Madame Carimon asked me to run there
with some jelly which she had made, and which was only then ready. When I
arrived, Flore said she was sure her mistress would like me to go up to her
room; she was alone, monsieur having stepped out.

Nancy, wrapped in a warm dressing-gown, sat by the fire in an easy-chair
and a great shawl. Her fair curls were all put back under a small lace cap,
which was tied at the chin with grey ribbon; her pretty blue eyes were bright. I
told her what I had come for, and took the chair in front of her.

“You look so well this evening, Nancy,” I said heartily—for I had learnt to
call her so at Madame Carimon’s, as they did. “We shall have you getting
well now all one way.”

“It is the spurt of the candle before going out,” she quietly answered. “I
have not the least pain left anywhere—but it is only that.”

“You should not say or think so.”

“But I know it; I cannot mistake my own feelings. Fancy any one, reduced
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as I am, getting well again!”

I am a bad one to keep up “make-believes.” Truth to say, I felt as sure of it
as she did.

“And it will not be very long first. Johnny,” she went on, in a half-whisper, “I
saw Lavinia today.”

I looked at her, but made no reply.

“I have never seen her since I came back here. Edwin has, though; I am
sure of it. This afternoon at dusk I woke up out of a doze, for getting up to sit
here quite exhausts me, and I was moving forward to touch the hand-bell on
the table there, to let Flore know I was ready for my tea, when I saw Lavinia.
She was standing over there, just in the firelight. I thought she seemed to be
holding out her hand to me, as if inviting me to go to her, and on her face
there was the sweetest smile of welcome; sweeter than could be seen on any
face in life. All the sad, mournful, beseeching look had left it. She stood there
for about a minute, and then vanished.”

“Were you very much frightened?”

“I had not a thought of fear, Johnny. It was the contrary. She looked
radiantly happy; and it somehow imparted happiness to me. I think—I think,”
added Nancy impressively, though with some hesitation, “that she came to let
me know I am going to her. I believe I have seen her for the last time. The
house has, also, I fancy; she and I will shortly go out of it together.”

What could I answer to that?
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“And so it is over at last,” she murmured, more to herself than to me. “Very
nearly over. The distress and the doubt, the terror and the pain. I brought it all
on; you know that, Johnny Ludlow. I feel sure now that she has pardoned me.
I humbly hope that God has.”

She caught up her breath with a long-drawn sigh.

“And you will give my dear love to all the old friends in England, Johnny,
beginning with Mr. Featherston; he has been very kind to me; you will see
them again, but I shall not. Not in this life. But we shall be together in the Life
which has no ending.”

At twelve o’clock that night Nancy Fennel died. At least, it was as near
twelve as could be told. Just after that hour Flore went into the room,
preparatory to sitting up with her, and found her dead—just expired,
apparently—with a sweet smile on her face, and one hand stretched out as if
in greeting. Perhaps Lavinia had come to greet her.

We followed her to the grave on Saturday. Captain Fennel walked next the
coffin—and I wondered how he liked it. I was close behind him with Monsieur
Carimon. Charley Palliser came next with little Monsieur le Docteur Dupuis
and Monsieur Gustave Sauvage. And we left Nancy in the cemetery, side by
side with her sister.

Captain Edwin Fennel disappeared. On the Sunday, when we English were
looking for him in church, he did not come—his grief not allowing him, said
some of the ladies. But an English clerk in the broker’s office, hearing this,
told another tale. Fennel had gone off by the boat which left the port for
London the previous night at midnight.
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And he did not come back again. He had left sundry debts behind him,
including that owing to Madame Veuve Sauvage. Monsieur Carimon, later,
undertook the payment of these at the request of Colonel Selby. It was
understood that Captain Edwin Fennel had emigrated to South America. If he
had any conscience at all, it was to be hoped he carried it with him. He did
not carry the money. The poor little income which he had schemed for, and
perhaps worse, went back to the Selbys.

And that is the story. It is a curious history, and painful in more ways than
one. But I repeat that it is true.
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The Story of the Moor Road

by Hesketh Hesketh-Prichard and Kate O'Brien Ryall Prichard

“K. and Hesketh Prichards ‘Flaxman Low’ is most ingenious and successful, but
rather over-technically ‘occult’.” 

M.R. James (Some Remarks on Ghost Stories)

‘The medical profession must always have its own peculiar offshoots,’ said
Mr. Flaxman Low, ‘some are trades, some mere hobbies, others, again, are
allied subjects of a serious and profound nature. Now, as a student of
psychical phenomena, I account myself only two degrees removed from the
ordinary general practitioner.’ ‘How do you make that out?’ returned Colonel
Daimley, pushing the decanter of old port invitingly across the table. ‘The
nerve and brain specialist is the link between myself and the man you would
send for if you had a touch of lumbago,’ replied Low, with a slight smile. ‘Each
division is but a higher grade of the same ladder—a step upwards into the
unknown. I consider that I stand just one step above the specialist who
makes a study of brain disease and insanity; he is at work on the disorders of
the embodied spirit, while I deal with abnormal conditions of the free and
detached spirit.’ Colonel Daimley laughed aloud. ‘That won’t do, Low! No, no!
First prove that your ghosts are sick.’ ‘Certainly,’ replied Low gravely. ‘A very
small proportion of spirits return as apparitions after the death of the body.
Hence we may conclude that a ghost is a spirit in an abnormal condition.
Abnormal conditions of the body usually indicate disease; why not of the
spirit also?’ ‘That sounds fair enough,’ observed Lane Chaddam, the third man
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present. ‘Has the Colonel told you of our spook?’ The Colonel shook his
handsome grey head in some irritation. ‘You haven’t convinced me yet, Lane,
that it is a spook,’ he said dryly. ‘Human nature is at the bottom of most
things in this world according to my opinion.’

‘What spook is this?’ asked Flaxman Low. ‘I heard nothing of it when I was
down with you last year.’ ‘It’s a recent acquisition,’ replied Lane Chaddam. ‘I
wish we were rid of it, for my part.’ ‘Have you seen it?’ asked Low as he relit
his long German pipe. ‘Yes, and felt it!’ ‘What is it?’ ‘That’s for you to say. He
nearly broke my neck for me—that’s all I can swear to.’ Low knew Chaddam
well. He was a long limbed, athletic young fellow, with a good show of cups in
his rooms, and was one of the various short-distance runners mentioned in
the Badminton as having done the hundred in time, level and not the sort of
man whose neck is easy to break. ‘How did it happen?’ asked Flaxman Low.
‘About a fortnight ago,’ replied Chaddam, ‘I was flight-shooting near the burn
where the hounds killed the otter last year. When the light began to fail, I
thought I would come home by the old quarry, and pot anything that showed
itself. As I walked along the far bank of the burn, I saw a man on the near side
standing on the patch of sand below the reeds and watching me. As I came
nearer I heard him coughing; it sounded like a sick cow. He stood still as if
waiting for me. I thought it odd, because amongst the meres and water-
meadows down there one never meets a stranger.’ ‘Could you see him pretty
clearly?’ ‘I saw his outline clearly, but not his face, because his back was
toward the west. He was tall and jerry-built, so to speak, and had a little head
no bigger than a child’s, and he wore a fur cap with queer upstanding ears.
When I came close, he suddenly slipped away; he jumped behind a big dyke,
and I lost sight of him. But I didn’t pay much attention; I had my gun, and I
concluded it was a tramp.’ ‘Tramps don’t follow men of your size,’ observed
Low, with a smile.

434



‘This fellow did, at any rate. When I got across to the spot where he had
been standing the sand is soft there—I looked for his tracks. I knew he was
bound to have a big foot of his own considering his height. But there were no
footprints!’ ‘No footprints? You mean it was too dark for you to see them?’
broke in Colonel Daimley. ‘I am sure I should have seen them had there been
any,’ persisted Chaddam quietly. ‘Besides, a man can’t take a leap as he did
without leaving a good hole behind him. The sand was perfectly smooth,
because there had been a strong east wind all day. After looking about and
seeing no marks, I went on to the top of the knoll above the quarry. After a bit
I felt I was followed, though I couldn’t see any one. You remember the thorn-
bush that overhangs the quarry pool? I stopped there and bent over the edge
of the cliff to see if there was anything in the pool. As I stooped I felt a point
like a steel puncheon catch me in the small of the back. I kicked off from the
quarry wall as well as I could, so as to avoid the broken rocks below, and I
just managed to clear them, but I fell into the water with a flop that knocked
the wind out of me. However, I held on to the gun, and, after a minute, I
climbed to a ledge under the cliff and waited to see what my friend on top
would do next. He waited too. I couldn’t see him, but I heard him—he
coughed up there in the dusk, the most ghastly noise I ever heard. The
Colonel laughs at me, but it was about as nasty a half-hour as I care to have.
In the end, I swam out across the pool and got home.’ ‘I laugh at Lane,’ said
the Colonel; ‘but all the same, it’s a bad spot for a fall.’ ‘You say he struck
you in the back?’ asked Flaxman Low, turning to Chaddam. ‘Yes, and his
finger was like a steel punch.’ ‘What does Mrs. Daimley say to this affair?’
went on Low presently. ‘Not a word to my wife or Olivia, my dear Low!’
exclaimed Colonel Daimley. ‘It would frighten them needlessly; besides, there
would be an infernal fuss if we wanted to go flighting or anything after dark. I
only fear for them, as they often drive into Nerbury by the Moor Road, which
passes close by the quarry.’ ‘Do they go in for their letters every evening as
they used to do?’ ‘Just the same. And they won’t take Stubbs with them, in
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spite of advice.’ The Colonel looked disconsolately at Low. ‘Women are
angels, bless them! but they are the dickens to deal with, because they
always want to know why.’ ‘And now, Low, what have you to say about it?’
asked Chaddam. ‘Have you told me all?’ ‘Yes. The only other thing is that Livy
says she hears someone coughing in the spinney most nights.’ ‘If all is as
you say, Chaddam—pardon me, but in cases like this imagination is apt to
play an unsuspected part—I should think that you have come upon a unique
experience. What you have told me is not to be explained upon the lines of
any ordinary theory.’ After this they followed the ladies into the drawing-room,
where they found Mrs. Daimley immersed in a novel as usual, and Livy
looking pretty enough to account for the frequent presence of Lane Chaddam
at Low Riddings. He was a distant cousin of the Colonel, and took advantage
of his relationship to pay protracted visits to Northumberland. Some years
previous to the date of the above events, Colonel Daimley had bought and
enlarged a substantial farmhouse which stood in a dip south of a lonely
sweep of Northumbrian moors. It was a land of pale blue skies and far off
fringes of black and ragged pine-trees. From the house a lane led over the
windswept shoulder of the upland down to a hollow spanned by a railway
bridge, then up again across the high levels of the moors until at length it lost
itself in the outskirts of the little town of Nerbury. This Moor Road was
peculiarly lonely; it approached but a single cottage the whole way, and ran
very nearly over the doorstep of that one—a deserted-looking slip of a place
between the railway bridge and the quarry. Beyond the quarry stretched acres
of marshland, meadows and reedy meres, all of which had been manipulated
with such ability by the Colonel, that the duck-shooting on his land was the
envy of the neighbourhood. In spite of its loneliness the Moor Road was much
frequented by the Daimleys, who preferred it to the high-road, which was
uninteresting and much longer. Mrs. Daimley and Olivia drove in of an evening
to fetch the letters—being people with nothing on earth to do, they were
naturally always in a hurry to get their letters—and they perpetually had
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parcels waiting for them at the station which required to be called for at all
sorts of hours. Thus it will be seen that the fact of the quarry being haunted
by Lane Chaddam’s assailant formed a very real danger to the inhabitants of
Low Riddings. At breakfast next day Livy said the tramp had been coughing in
the spinney half the night. ‘In what direction?’ asked Flaxman Low. Livy
pointed to the window which looked on to the gate and the thick boundary
hedge, the last still full of crisp ruddy leaves. ‘You feel an interest in your
tramp, Miss Daimley?’ ‘Of course, poor creature! I wanted to go out to look for
him the other night, but they would not allow me.’ ‘That was before we knew
he was so interesting,’ said Chaddam. ‘I promise we’ll catch him for you next
time he comes.’ And this was in fact the programme they tried to carry out,
but although the coughing was heard in the spinney, no one even caught a
glimpse of any living thing moving or hiding among the trees.

The next stage of the affair happened to be an experience of Livy. In some
excitement she told the assembled family at dinner that she had just seen
the coughing tramp. Lane Chaddam changed colour. ‘You don’t mean to say,
Livy, that you went to search for him alone?’ he exclaimed half angrily.
Flaxman Low and the Colonel wisely went on eating oyster patties without
taking any apparent notice of the girl’s news. ‘Why shouldn’t I?’ asked Livy
quickly, ‘but as it happens, I saw him in Scully’s cottage by the quarry this
evening.’ ‘What?’ exclaimed Colonel Daimley, ‘in Scully’s cottage. I’ll see to
that.’ ‘Why? Are you all so prejudiced against my poor tramp?’ ‘On the
contrary,’ replied Flaxman Low, ‘we all want to know what he’s like.’ ‘So odd-
looking! I was driving home alone from the post when, as I passed the quarry
cottage, I heard the cough. You know it is quite unmistakable; I looked up at
the window, and there he was. I have never seen anybody in the least like
him. His face is ghastly pale and perfectly hairless, and he has such a little
head. He stared at me so threateningly that I whipped up Lorelie.’ ‘Were you
frightened, then?’ ‘Not exactly, but he had such a wicked face that I drove
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away as fast as I could.’ ‘I understood that you had arranged to send Stubbs
for the letters?’ said Colonel Daimley, with some annoyance. ‘Why can’t girls
say what they mean?’ Livy made no reply, and after a pause Chaddam put a
question. ‘You must have passed along the Moor Road about seven o’clock?’
‘Yes, it was after six when I left the Post Office,’ replied Livy. ‘Why?’ ‘It was
quite dark—how did you see the hairless man so plainly? I was round on the
marshes all the evening, and I am quite certain there was no light at any time
in Scully’s cottage.’ ‘I don’t remember whether there was any light behind him
in the room,’ returned Livy, after a moment’s consideration; ‘I only know that I
saw his head and face quite plainly.’ There was no more said on the subject
at the time, though the Colonel forbade Livy to run any further risks by going
alone on the Moor Road. After this the three men paraded the lane and lay in
wait for the hairless tramp or ghost. On the second evening their watch was
rewarded, when Chaddam came hurriedly into the smoking-room to say that
the coughing could at that instant be heard in the hedge by the dining-room. It
was still early, although the evening had closed in with clouds, and all outside
was dark. ‘I’ll deal with him this time effectually!’ exclaimed the Colonel. ‘I’ll
slip out the back way, and lie in the hedge down the road by the field gate.
You two must chivy him out to me, and when he comes along, I’ll have him
against the sky-line and give him a charge of No. 4 if he shows fight.’ The
Colonel stole down the lane while the others beat the spinney and hedge,
Flaxman Low very much chagrined at being forced to deal with an interesting
problem in this rough and ready fashion. However, he saw that on this
occasion at least it would be useless to oppose the Colonel’s notions. When
he and Chaddam met after beating the hedge they saw a tall figure shamble
away rapidly down the lane towards the Colonel’s hiding-place. They stood
still and waited for developments, but the minutes followed each other in
intense stillness. Then they went to find the Colonel. ‘Hullo, Colonel, anything
wrong?’ asked Chaddam, on nearing the field gate. The Colonel straightened
himself with the help of Chaddam’s arm. ‘Did you see him?’ he whispered.
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‘We thought so. Why did you not fire?’ ‘Because,’ said the Colonel in a husky
voice, ‘I had no gun!’ ‘But you took it with you?’ ‘Yes.’ Flaxman Low opened
the lantern he carried, and, as the light swept round in a wide circle,
something glinted on the grass. It was the stock of the Colonel’s gun. A little
further off they came upon the Damascus barrels bent and twisted into a ball
like so much fine wire. Presently the Colonel explained. ‘I saw him coming
and meant to meet him, but I seemed dazed—I couldn’t move! The gun was
snatched from me, and I made no resistance I don’t know why.’ He took the
gun-barrels and examined them slowly. ‘I give in, Low; no human hand did
that.’ During dinner Flaxman Low said abruptly: ‘I suspect you have lately had
an earthquake down here.’ ‘How did you know?’ asked Livy. ‘Have you been to
the quarry?’ Low said he had not. ‘It was such a poor little earthquake that
even the papers did not think it worth while to mention it!’ went on Livy. ‘We
didn’t feel any shock, and, in fact, knew nothing about it, until Dr. Petterped
told us.’ ‘You had a landslip though?’ went on Low. Livy opened her pretty
eyes. ‘But you know all about it,’ she said. ‘Yes, the landslip was just by the
old quarry.’ ‘I should like to see the place to-morrow,’ observed Low. Next day,
therefore, when the Colonel went off to the coverts with a couple of
neighbours, whom he had invited to join him, Flaxman Low accompanied
Chaddam to examine the scene of the landslip. From the edge of the upland,
looking across the hollow crowded with reedy pools, they could see in the
torn, reddish flank of the opposite slope the sharp tilt of the broken strata. To
the right of this lay the old quarry, and about a hundred yards to the left the
lonely house and the curving road. Low descended into the hollow and spent
a long time in the spongy ground between the back of the quarry and the
lower edge of the newly uncovered strata, using his little hammer freely,
especially about one narrow black fissure round which he sniffed and pottered
in absorbed silence. Presently he called to Chaddam. ‘There has been a
slight explosion of gas—a rare gas, here,’ he said. ‘I hardly hoped to find
traces of it, but it is unmistakable.’ ‘Very unmistakable,’ agreed Chaddam,
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with a laugh. ‘You’d have said so had you been here when it happened.’ ‘Ah,
very satisfactory indeed. And that was a fortnight ago, you say?’ ‘Rather more
now. It took place a couple of days before my fall into the quarry pool.’ ‘Any
one ill near by—at that cottage, for instance?’ asked Low, as he joined
Chaddam. ‘Why? Was that gas poisonous? There’s a man in the Colonel’s
employ named Scully in that cottage, who has had pneumonia, but he was on
the mend when the landslip occurred. Since then he has grown steadily
worse.’ ‘Is there any one with him?’ ‘Yes, the Daimleys sent for a woman to
look after him. Scully’s a very decent man. I often go in to see him.’ ‘And so
does the hairless man, apparently,’ added Low. ‘No; that’s the queer part of it.
Neither he nor the woman in charge have ever seen such a person as Livy
described. I don’t know what to think.’ ‘The first thing to be done is to get the
man from here at once,’ said Low decidedly. ‘Let’s go in and see him.’ They
found Scully low and drowsy. The nurse shook her head at the two visitors in
a despondent way. ‘He grows weaker day by day,’ she said. ‘Get him away
from here at once,’ repeated Low, as they went out. ‘We might have him up at
Low Riddings, but he seems almost too weak to be moved,’ replied Chaddam
doubtfully.

‘My dear fellow, it’s his only chance of life.’ The Daimleys made
arrangements for the reception of Scully, provided Dr. Thomson of Nerbury
gave his consent to the removal. In the afternoon, therefore, Chaddam
bicycled into Nerbury to see the doctor on the subject. ‘If I were you,
Chaddam,’ said Low, before he started, ‘I’d be back by daylight.’ Unfortunately
Dr. Thomson was on his rounds, and did not return until after dark, by which
time it was too late to remove Scully that evening. After leaving the doctor’s
house Chaddam went to the station to inquire about a box from Mudie’s. The
books having arrived, he took out a couple of volumes for Mrs. Daimley’s
present consumption, and was strapping them on in front of his bicycle, when
it struck him that unless he went home by the Moor Road he would be late for
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dinner. Accordingly he branched off into the bare track which led over the
moors. The twilight had deepened into a fine, cold night, and a moon was
swinging up into a pale, clear sky. The spread of heather, purple in the
daytime, appeared jet black by moonlight, and across it he could see the
white ribbon of road stretching ahead into the distance. The scents of the
night were fresh in his nostrils, as he ran easily along the level with the
breeze behind him. He soon reached the incline past Scully’s cottage. Well
away to the left lay the quarry pool like a blotch of ink under its shadowing
cliff. There was no light in the cottage, and it seemed even more deserted-
looking than usual. As Chaddam flashed under the bridge, he heard a cough,
and glanced back over his shoulder. A tall, loose-jointed form he had seen
once before was rearing itself up upon the railway bridge. There was
something curiously unhuman about the lank outlines and the cant of the
small head with its prick-eared cap showing out so clearly against the lighter
sky behind.

When Chaddam looked again, he saw the thing on the bridge fling up its
long arms and leap down on to the road some thirty feet below. Then
Chaddam rode. He began to think he had been a fool to come, and he
counted that he was a good mile from home. At first he fancied he heard
footfalls, then he fancied there were none. The hard road flew under him, all
thoughts of economising his strength were lost, his single aim was to make
the pace. Suddenly his bicycle jerked violently, and he was shot over into the
road. As he fell, he turned his head and was conscious of a little, bleached,
bestial face, wet with fury, not ten yards behind! He sprang to his feet, and ran
up the road as he had never run before. He ran wonderfully, but he might as
well have tried to race a cheetah. It was not a question of speed, the game
was in the hands of this thing with the limbs of a starved Hercules, whose
bony knees seemed to leap into its ghastly face at every stride. Chaddam
topped the slope with a sickening sense of his own powerlessness. Already
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he saw Low Riddings in the distance, and a dim light came creeping along
the road towards him. Another frantic spurt, and he had almost reached the
light, when a hand closed like a vice on his shoulder, and seemed to fasten
on the flesh. He rushed blindly on towards the house. He saw the door-handle
gleam, and in another second he had pitched head foremost on to the knotted
matting in the hall. When he recovered his senses his first question was:
‘Where is Low?’ ‘Didn’t you meet him?’ asked Livy, ‘I —that is, we were
anxious about you, as you were so late, and I was just starting to meet you
when Mr. Low came downstairs and insisted on going instead.’ Chaddam
stood up. ‘I must follow him.’ But as he spoke the front door opened, and
Flaxman Low entered, and looked up at the clock. ‘Eight-fifteen,’ he said.
‘You’re late, Chaddam.’ Afterwards, in the smoking-room, he gave an account
of what he had seen. ‘I saw Chaddam racing up the road with a tall figure
behind him. It stretched out its hand and grasped his shoulder. The next
instant it stopped short as if it had been shot. It seemed to reel back and
collapse, and then limped off into the hedge like a disappointed dog.’
Chaddam stood up and began to take off his coat. ‘Whatever the thing is, it is
something out of the common. Look here!’ he said, turning up his shirt sleeve
over the point of his shoulder, where three singular marks were visible,
irregularly placed as the fingers of a hand might fall. They were oblong in
shape, about the size of a bean, and swollen in purple lumps well above the
surface of the skin. ‘Looks as if some one had been using a small cupping-
glass on you,’ remarked the Colonel uneasily. ‘What do you say to it, Low?’ ‘I
say that since Chaddam has escaped with his life, I have only to congratulate
him on what, in Europe certainly, is a unique adventure.’ The Colonel threw his
cigar into the fire. ‘Such adventures are too dangerous for my taste,’ he said.
‘This creature has on two occasions murderously attacked Lane Chaddam,
and it would, no doubt, have attacked Livy if it had had the chance. We must
leave this place at once, or we shall be murdered in our beds!’ ‘I don’t think,
Colonel, that you will be troubled with this mysterious visitant again,’ replied

442



Flaxman Low. ‘Why not? Who or what is this horrible thing?’ ‘I believe it to be
an Elemental Earth Spirit,’ returned Low. ‘No other solution fits the facts of the
case.’

‘What is an Elemental?’ resumed the Colonel irritably. ‘Remember, Low, I
expect you to prove your theories so that a plain man may understand, if I am
to stay on at Low Riddings.’ ‘Eastern occultists describe wandering tribes of
earth spirits, evil intelligences, possessing spirit as distinct from soul—all
inimical to man.’ ‘But how do you know that the thing on the Moor Road is an
Elemental?’ ‘Because the points of resemblance are curiously remarkable.
The occultists say that when these spirits materialise, they appear in
grotesque and uncouth forms; secondly, that they are invariably bloodless and
hairless; thirdly, they move with extraordinary rapidity, and leave no footprints;
and lastly, their agility and strength is superhuman. All these peculiarities
have been observed in connection with the figure on the Moor Road.’ ‘I admit
that no man I have ever met with,’ commented Colonel Daimley, ‘could jump
uninjured from a height of thirty feet, race a bicycle, and twist up gun-barrels
like so much soft paper. So perhaps you’re right. But can you tell me why or
how it came here?’ ‘My conclusions,’ began Low, ‘may seem to you far-
fetched and ridiculous, but you must give them the benefit of the fact that they
precisely account for the otherwise unaccountable features which mark this
affair. I connect this appearance with the earthquake and the sick man.’
‘What? Scully in league with the devil?’ exclaimed the Colonel bluntly. ‘Why,
the man is too weak to leave his bed; besides, he is a short, thick-set fellow,
entirely unlike our haunting friend.’ ‘You mistake me, Colonel,’ said Low, in his
quiet tones. ‘These Elementals cannot take visible form without drawing upon
the resources of the living. They absorb the vitality of any ailing person until it
is exhausted, and the person dies.’ ‘Then they begin operations upon a fresh
victim? A pleasant look-out to know we keep a well-attested vampire in the
neighbourhood!’ ‘Vampires are a distinct race, with different methods; one
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being that the Elemental is a wanderer, and goes far afield to search for a new
victim.’ ‘But why should it want to kill me?’ put in Chaddam. ‘As I have told
you, they are animated solely by a blind malignity to the human race, and
you happened to be handy.’ ‘But the earthquake, Low; where is the
connection there?’ demanded the Colonel, with the air of a man who intends
to corner his opponent. Flaxman Low lit one cigar at the end of another before
he replied. ‘At this point,’ he said, ‘my own theories and observations and
those of the old occultists overlap. The occultists held that some of these
spirits are imprisoned in the interior of the earth, but may be set free in
consequence of those shiftings and disturbances which take place during an
earthquake. This in more modern language simply means that Elementals are
in some manner connected with certain of the primary strata. Now, my own
researches have led me to conclude that atmospheric influences are
intimately associated with spiritual phenomena. Some gases appear to be
productive of such phenomena. One of these is generated when certain of the
primary formations are newly exposed to the common air.’ ‘This is almost
beyond belief—I don’t understand you,’ said the Colonel. ‘I am sorry that I
cannot give you all the links in my own chain of reasoning,’ returned Low.
‘Much is still obscure, but the evidence is sufficiently strong to convince me
that in such a case of earthquake and landslip as has lately taken place here
the phenomenon of an embodied Elemental might possibly be expected to
follow, given the one necessary adjunct of a sick person in the near
neighbourhood of the disturbance.’ ‘But when this brute got hold of me, why
didn’t it finish me off?’ asked Chaddam. ‘Or was it your coming that prevented
it?’ Flaxman Low considered. ‘No; I don’t think I can flatter myself that my
coming had anything to do with your escape. It was a near thing—how near
you will understand when we hear further news of Scully in the morning.’ A
servant entered the room at this moment. ‘The woman has come up from the
cottage, sir, to say that Scully is dead.’ ‘At what hour did he die?’ asked Low.
‘About ten minutes past eight, sir, she says.’ ‘Five minutes before I got in. The
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hour agrees exactly,’ commented Low, when the man had left the room. ‘The
figure stopped and collapsed so suddenly that I believed something of this
kind must have happened.’ ‘But surely this is a very unprecedented
occurrence?’ ‘It is,’ said Flaxman Low. ‘But I can assure you that if you take
the trouble to glance through the pages of the psychical periodicals you will
find many statements at least as wonderful.’ ‘But are they true?’ Flaxman Low
shrugged his shoulders. ‘At any rate,’ said he, ‘we know this is.’ The
Daimleys have spent many pleasant days at Low Riddings since then, but
Chaddam—who has acquired a right to control Miss Livy’s actions more or
less—persists in his objection to any solitary expeditions to Nerbury along
the Moor Road. For, although the figure has never been seen about Low
Riddings since, some strange stories have lately appeared in the papers of a
similar mysterious figure which has been met with more than once in the
lonelier spots about North London. If it be true that this nameless wandering
spirit, with the strength and activity of twenty men, still haunts our lonely
roads, the sooner Mr. Flaxman Low exorcises it the better.
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The Monkey's Paw

by W. W. Jacobs

“But I do not think that ‘The Monkey’s Paw’ (1902), nor any other of Mr Jacobs’s
supernatural stories, can thus be provided with an ancestry. They seem absolutely

original. They are always terrible, and they are wonderful examples of the art, which I
commended at the outset, of leaving a loophole for a rationalistic explanation, which

is, after all, not quite practicable. You are sure that the ghost did intervene, but
sometimes you will find it quite difficult to put your finger on the moment when it did

so.”
M.R. James (Introduction - Ghosts and Marvels)

1

Without, the night was cold and wet, but in the small parlour of Laburnam
Villa the blinds were drawn and the fire burned brightly. Father and son were
at chess, the former, who possessed ideas about the game involving radical
changes, putting his king into such sharp and unnecessary perils that it even
provoked comment from the white-haired old lady knitting placidly by the fire.

“Hark at the wind,” said Mr. White, who, having seen a fatal mistake after it
was too late, was amiably desirous of preventing his son from seeing it.

“I’m listening,” said the latter, grimly surveying the board as he stretched
out his hand. “Check.”
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“I should hardly think that he’d come to-night,” said his father, with his
hand poised over the board.

“Mate,” replied the son.

“That’s the worst of living so far out,” bawled Mr. White, with sudden and
unlooked-for violence; “of all the beastly, slushy, out-of-the-way places to live
in, this is the worst. Pathway’s a bog, and the road’s a torrent. I don’t know
what people are thinking about. I suppose because only two houses in the
road are let, they think it doesn’t matter.”

“Never mind, dear,” said his wife, soothingly; “perhaps you’ll win the next
one.”

Mr. White looked up sharply, just in time to intercept a knowing glance
between mother and son. The words died away on his lips, and he hid a guilty
grin in his thin grey beard.

“There he is,” said Herbert White, as the gate banged to loudly and heavy
footsteps came toward the door.

The old man rose with hospitable haste, and opening the door, was heard
condoling with the new arrival. The new arrival also condoled with himself, so
that Mrs. White said, “Tut, tut!” and coughed gently as her husband entered
the room, followed by a tall, burly man, beady of eye and rubicund of visage.

“Sergeant–Major Morris,” he said, introducing him.

The sergeant-major shook hands, and taking the proffered seat by the fire,
watched contentedly while his host got out whiskey and tumblers and stood a
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small copper kettle on the fire.

At the third glass his eyes got brighter, and he began to talk, the little
family circle regarding with eager interest this visitor from distant parts, as he
squared his broad shoulders in the chair and spoke of wild scenes and
doughty deeds; of wars and plagues and strange peoples.

“Twenty-one years of it,” said Mr. White, nodding at his wife and son.
“When he went away he was a slip of a youth in the warehouse. Now look at
him.”

“He don’t look to have taken much harm,” said Mrs. White, politely.

“I’d like to go to India myself,” said the old man, “just to look round a bit,
you know.”

“Better where you are,” said the sergeant-major, shaking his head. He put
down the empty glass, and sighing softly, shook it again.

“I should like to see those old temples and fakirs and jugglers,” said the
old man. “What was that you started telling me the other day about a
monkey’s paw or something, Morris?”

“Nothing,” said the soldier, hastily. “Leastways nothing worth hearing.”

“Monkey’s paw?” said Mrs. White, curiously.

“Well, it’s just a bit of what you might call magic, perhaps,” said the
sergeant-major, offhandedly.
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His three listeners leaned forward eagerly. The visitor absent-mindedly put
his empty glass to his lips and then set it down again. His host filled it for
him.

“To look at,” said the sergeant-major, fumbling in his pocket, “it’s just an
ordinary little paw, dried to a mummy.”

He took something out of his pocket and proffered it. Mrs. White drew
back with a grimace, but her son, taking it, examined it curiously.

“And what is there special about it?” inquired Mr. White as he took it from
his son, and having examined it, placed it upon the table.

“It had a spell put on it by an old fakir,” said the sergeant-major, “a very
holy man. He wanted to show that fate ruled people’s lives, and that those
who interfered with it did so to their sorrow. He put a spell on it so that three
separate men could each have three wishes from it.”

His manner was so impressive that his hearers were conscious that their
light laughter jarred somewhat.

“Well, why don’t you have three, sir?” said Herbert White, cleverly.

The soldier regarded him in the way that middle age is wont to regard
presumptuous youth. “I have,” he said, quietly, and his blotchy face whitened.

“And did you really have the three wishes granted?” asked Mrs. White.

“I did,” said the sergeant-major, and his glass tapped against his strong
teeth.
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“And has anybody else wished?” persisted the old lady.

“The first man had his three wishes. Yes,” was the reply; “I don’t know
what the first two were, but the third was for death. That’s how I got the paw.”

His tones were so grave that a hush fell upon the group.

“If you’ve had your three wishes, it’s no good to you now, then, Morris,”
said the old man at last. “What do you keep it for?”

The soldier shook his head. “Fancy, I suppose,” he said, slowly. “I did have
some idea of selling it, but I don’t think I will. It has caused enough mischief
already. Besides, people won’t buy. They think it’s a fairy tale; some of them,
and those who do think anything of it want to try it first and pay me afterward.”

“If you could have another three wishes,” said the old man, eyeing him
keenly, “would you have them?”

“I don’t know,” said the other. “I don’t know.”

He took the paw, and dangling it between his forefinger and thumb,
suddenly threw it upon the fire. White, with a slight cry, stooped down and
snatched it off.

“Better let it burn,” said the soldier, solemnly.

“If you don’t want it, Morris,” said the other, “give it to me.”

“I won’t,” said his friend, doggedly. “I threw it on the fire. If you keep it,
don’t blame me for what happens. Pitch it on the fire again like a sensible
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man.”

The other shook his head and examined his new possession closely. “How
do you do it?” he inquired.

“Hold it up in your right hand and wish aloud,” said the sergeant-major, “but
I warn you of the consequences.”

“Sounds like the Arabian Nights,” said Mrs. White, as she rose and began
to set the supper. “Don’t you think you might wish for four pairs of hands for
me?”

Her husband drew the talisman from pocket, and then all three burst into
laughter as the sergeant-major, with a look of alarm on his face, caught him
by the arm.

“If you must wish,” he said, gruffly, “wish for something sensible.”

Mr. White dropped it back in his pocket, and placing chairs, motioned his
friend to the table. In the business of supper the talisman was partly forgotten,
and afterward the three sat listening in an enthralled fashion to a second
instalment of the soldier’s adventures in India.

“If the tale about the monkey’s paw is not more truthful than those he has
been telling us,” said Herbert, as the door closed behind their guest, just in
time for him to catch the last train, “we sha’nt make much out of it.”

“Did you give him anything for it, father?” inquired Mrs. White, regarding
her husband closely.
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“A trifle,” said he, colouring slightly. “He didn’t want it, but I made him take
it. And he pressed me again to throw it away.”

“Likely,” said Herbert, with pretended horror. “Why, we’re going to be rich,
and famous and happy. Wish to be an emperor, father, to begin with; then you
can’t be henpecked.”

He darted round the table, pursued by the maligned Mrs. White armed
with an antimacassar.

Mr. White took the paw from his pocket and eyed it dubiously. “I don’t
know what to wish for, and that’s a fact,” he said, slowly. “It seems to me I’ve
got all I want.”

“If you only cleared the house, you’d be quite happy, wouldn’t you?” said
Herbert, with his hand on his shoulder. “Well, wish for two hundred pounds,
then; that ‘ll just do it.”

His father, smiling shamefacedly at his own credulity, held up the
talisman, as his son, with a solemn face, somewhat marred by a wink at his
mother, sat down at the piano and struck a few impressive chords.

“I wish for two hundred pounds,” said the old man distinctly.

A fine crash from the piano greeted the words, interrupted by a shuddering
cry from the old man. His wife and son ran toward him.

“It moved,” he cried, with a glance of disgust at the object as it lay on the
floor.
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“As I wished, it twisted in my hand like a snake.”

“Well, I don’t see the money,” said his son as he picked it up and placed it
on the table, “and I bet I never shall.”

“It must have been your fancy, father,” said his wife, regarding him
anxiously.

He shook his head. “Never mind, though; there’s no harm done, but it gave
me a shock all the same.”

They sat down by the fire again while the two men finished their pipes.
Outside, the wind was higher than ever, and the old man started nervously at
the sound of a door banging upstairs. A silence unusual and depressing
settled upon all three, which lasted until the old couple rose to retire for the
night.

“I expect you’ll find the cash tied up in a big bag in the middle of your bed,”
said Herbert, as he bade them good-night, “and something horrible squatting
up on top of the wardrobe watching you as you pocket your ill-gotten gains.”

He sat alone in the darkness, gazing at the dying fire, and seeing faces in
it. The last face was so horrible and so simian that he gazed at it in
amazement.’ It got so vivid that, with a little uneasy laugh, he felt on the table
for a glass containing a little water to throw over it. His hand grasped the
monkey’s paw, and with a little shiver he wiped his hand on his coat and went
up to bed.

2
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In the brightness of the wintry sun next morning as it streamed over the
breakfast table he laughed at his fears. There was an air of prosaic
wholesomeness about the room which it had lacked on the previous night,
and the dirty, shrivelled little paw was pitched on the sideboard with a
carelessness which betokened no great belief in its virtues.

“I suppose all old soldiers are the same,” said Mrs. White. “The idea of our
listening to such nonsense! How could wishes be granted in these days? And
if they could, how could two hundred pounds hurt you, father?”

“Might drop on his head from the sky,” said the frivolous Herbert.

“Morris said the things happened so naturally,” said’ his father, “that you
might if you so wished attribute it to coincidence.”

“Well, don’t break into the money before I come back,” said Herbert as he
rose from the table. “I’m afraid it’ll turn you into a mean, avaricious man, and
we shall have to disown you.”

His mother laughed, and following him to the door, watched him down the
road; and returning to the breakfast table, was very happy at the expense of
her husband’s credulity. All of which did not prevent her from scurrying to the
door at the postman’s knock, nor prevent her from referring somewhat shortly
to retired sergeant-majors of bibulous habits when she found that the post
brought a tailor’s bill.

“Herbert will have some more of his funny remarks, I expect, when he
comes home,” she said, as they sat at dinner.

“I dare say,” said Mr. White, pouring himself out some beer; “but for all
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that, the thing moved in my hand; that I’ll swear to.”

“You thought it did,” said the old lady soothingly.

“I say it did,” replied the other. “There was no thought about it; I had just
—— What’s the matter?”

His wife made no reply. She was watching the mysterious movements of a
man outside, who, peering in an undecided fashion at the house, appeared to
be trying to make up his mind to enter. In mental connection with the two
hundred pounds, she noticed that the stranger was well dressed, and wore a
silk hat of glossy newness. Three times he paused at the gate, and then
walked on again. The fourth time he stood with his hand upon it, and then with
sudden resolution flung it open and walked up the path. Mrs. White at the
same moment placed her hands behind her, and hurriedly unfastening the
strings of her apron, put that useful article of apparel beneath the cushion of
her chair.

She brought the stranger, who seemed ill at ease, into the room. He gazed
at her furtively, and listened in a preoccupied fashion as the old lady
apologized for the appearance of the room, and her husband’s coat, a
garment which he usually reserved for the garden. She then waited as
patiently as her sex would permit, for him to broach his business, but he was
at first strangely silent.

“I— was asked to call,” he said at last, and stooped and picked a piece of
cotton from his trousers. “I come from ‘Maw and Meggins.’”

The old lady started. “Is anything the matter?” she asked, breathlessly.
“Has anything happened to Herbert? What is it? What is it?”
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Her husband interposed. “There, there, mother,” he said, hastily. “Sit down,
and don’t jump to conclusions. You’ve not brought bad news, I’m sure, sir;”
and he eyed the other wistfully.

“I’m sorry —” began the visitor.

“Is he hurt?” demanded the mother, wildly.

The visitor bowed in assent. “Badly hurt,” he said, quietly, “but he is not in
any pain.”

“Oh, thank God!” said the old woman, clasping her hands. “Thank God for
that! Thank —”

She broke off suddenly as the sinister meaning of the assurance dawned
upon her and she saw the awful confirmation of her fears in the other’s
perverted face. She caught her breath, and turning to her slower-witted
husband, laid her trembling old hand upon his. There was a long silence.

“He was caught in the machinery,” said the visitor at length in a low voice.

“Caught in the machinery,” repeated Mr. White, in a dazed fashion, “yes.”

He sat staring blankly out at the window, and taking his wife’s hand
between his own, pressed it as he had been wont to do in their old courting-
days nearly forty years before.

“He was the only one left to us,” he said, turning gently to the visitor. “It is
hard.”
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The other coughed, and rising, walked slowly to the window. “The firm
wished me to convey their sincere sympathy with you in your great loss,” he
said, without looking round. “I beg that you will understand I am only their
servant and merely obeying orders.”

There was no reply; the old woman’s face was white, her eyes staring, and
her breath inaudible; on the husband’s face was a look such as his friend the
sergeant might have carried into his first action.

“I was to say that Maw and Meggins disclaim all responsibility,” continued
the other. “They admit no liability at all, but in consideration of your son’s
services, they wish to present you with a certain sum as compensation.”

Mr. White dropped his wife’s hand, and rising to his feet, gazed with a look
of horror at his visitor. His dry lips shaped the words, “How much?”

“Two hundred pounds,” was the answer.

Unconscious of his wife’s shriek, the old man smiled faintly, put out his
hands like a sightless man, and dropped, a senseless heap, to the floor.

3

In the huge new cemetery, some two miles distant, the old people buried
their dead, and came back to a house steeped in shadow and silence. It was
all over so quickly that at first they could hardly realize it, and remained in a
state of expectation as though of something else to happen — something
else which was to lighten this load, too heavy for old hearts to bear.
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But the days passed, and expectation gave place to resignation — the
hopeless resignation of the old, sometimes miscalled, apathy. Sometimes
they hardly exchanged a word, for now they had nothing to talk about, and
their days were long to weariness.

It was about a week after that the old man, waking suddenly in the night,
stretched out his hand and found himself alone. The room was in darkness,
and the sound of subdued weeping came from the window. He raised himself
in bed and listened.

“Come back,” he said, tenderly. “You will be cold.”

“It is colder for my son,” said the old woman, and wept afresh.

The sound of her sobs died away on his ears. The bed was warm, and his
eyes heavy with sleep. He dozed fitfully, and then slept until a sudden wild cry
from his wife awoke him with a start.

“The paw!” she cried wildly. “The monkey’s paw!”

He started up in alarm. “Where? Where is it? What’s the matter?”

She came stumbling across the room toward him. “I want it,” she said,
quietly. “You’ve not destroyed it?”

“It’s in the parlour, on the bracket,” he replied, marvelling. “Why?”

She cried and laughed together, and bending over, kissed his cheek.

“I only just thought of it,” she said, hysterically. “Why didn’t I think of it
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before? Why didn’t you think of it?”

“Think of what?” he questioned.

“The other two wishes,” she replied, rapidly.

“We’ve only had one.”

“Was not that enough?” he demanded, fiercely.

“No,” she cried, triumphantly; “we’ll have one more. Go down and get it
quickly, and wish our boy alive again.”

The man sat up in bed and flung the bedclothes from his quaking limbs.
“Good God, you are mad!” he cried, aghast.

“Get it,” she panted; “get it quickly, and wish — Oh, my boy, my boy!”

Her husband struck a match and lit the candle. “Get back to bed,” he said,
unsteadily. “You don’t know what you are saying.”

“We had the first wish granted,” said the old woman, feverishly; “why not
the second?”

“A coincidence,” stammered the old man.

“Go and get it and wish,” cried his wife, quivering with excitement.

The old man turned and regarded her, and his voice shook. “He has been
dead ten days, and besides he — I would not tell you else, but — I could only
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recognize him by his clothing. If he was too terrible for you to see then, how
now?”

“Bring him back,” cried the old woman, and dragged him toward the door.
“Do you think I fear the child I have nursed?”

He went down in the darkness, and felt his way to the parlour, and then to
the mantelpiece. The talisman was in its place, and a horrible fear that the
unspoken wish might bring his mutilated son before him ere he could escape
from the room seized upon him, and he caught his breath as he found that he
had lost the direction of the door. His brow cold with sweat, he felt his way
round the table, and groped along the wall until he found himself in the small
passage with the unwholesome thing in his hand.

Even his wife’s face seemed changed as he entered the room. It was white
and expectant, and to his fears seemed to have an unnatural look upon it. He
was afraid of her.

“Wish!” she cried, in a strong voice.

“It is foolish and wicked,” he faltered.

“Wish!” repeated his wife.

He raised his hand. “I wish my son alive again.”

The talisman fell to the floor, and he regarded it fearfully. Then he sank
trembling into a chair as the old woman, with burning eyes, walked to the
window and raised the blind.
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He sat until he was chilled with the cold, glancing occasionally at the
figure of the old woman peering through the window. The candle-end, which
had burned below the rim of the china candlestick, was throwing pulsating
shadows on the ceiling and walls, until, with a flicker larger than the rest, it
expired. The old man, with an unspeakable sense of relief at the failure of the
talisman, crept back to his bed, and a minute or two afterward the old woman
came silently and apathetically beside him.

Neither spoke, but lay silently listening to the ticking of the clock. A stair
creaked, and a squeaky mouse scurried noisily through the wall. The
darkness was oppressive, and after lying for some time screwing up his
courage, he took the box of matches, and striking one, went downstairs for a
candle.

At the foot of the stairs the match went out, and he paused to strike
another; and at the same moment a knock, so quiet and stealthy as to be
scarcely audible, sounded on the front door.

The matches fell from his hand and spilled in the passage. He stood
motionless, his breath suspended until the knock was repeated. Then he
turned and fled swiftly back to his room, and closed the door behind him. A
third knock sounded through the house.

“What’s that?” cried the old woman, starting up.

“A rat,” said the old man in shaking tones —“a rat. It passed me on the
stairs.”

His wife sat up in bed listening. A loud knock resounded through the
house.
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“It’s Herbert!” she screamed. “It’s Herbert!”

She ran to the door, but her husband was before her, and catching her by
the arm, held her tightly.

“What are you going to do?” he whispered hoarsely.

“It’s my boy; it’s Herbert!” she cried, struggling mechanically. “I forgot it
was two miles away. What are you holding me for? Let go. I must open the
door.

“For God’s sake don’t let it in,” cried the old man, trembling.

“You’re afraid of your own son,” she cried, struggling. “Let me go. I’m
coming, Herbert; I’m coming.”

There was another knock, and another. The old woman with a sudden
wrench broke free and ran from the room. Her husband followed to the
landing, and called after her appealingly as she hurried downstairs. He heard
the chain rattle back and the bottom bolt drawn slowly and stiffly from the
socket. Then the old woman’s voice, strained and panting.

“The bolt,” she cried, loudly. “Come down. I can’t reach it.”

But her husband was on his hands and knees groping wildly on the floor in
search of the paw. If he could only find it before the thing outside got in. A
perfect fusillade of knocks reverberated through the house, and he heard the
scraping of a chair as his wife put it down in the passage against the door. He
heard the creaking of the bolt as it came slowly back, and at the same
moment he found the monkey’s paw, and frantically breathed his third and
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last wish.

The knocking ceased suddenly, although the echoes of it were still in the
house. He heard the chair drawn back, and the door opened. A cold wind
rushed up the staircase, and a long loud wail of disappointment and misery
from his wife gave him courage to run down to her side, and then to the gate
beyond. The street lamp flickering opposite shone on a quiet and deserted
road.
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The Death-mask

by Henrietta Dorothy Everett

“Going back a few years I l ight on Mrs Everett’s ‘The Death Mask’, of a rather
quieter tone on the whole, but with some excellently conceived stories.”

M.R. James (Some Remarks on Ghost Stories)

“Yes, that is a portrait of my wife. It is considered to be a good likeness.
But of course she was older-looking towards the last."

Enderby and I were on our way to the smoking-room after dinner, and the
picture hung on the staircase. We had been chums at school a quarter of a
century ago, and later on at college; but I had spent the last decade out of
England. I returned to find my friend a widower of four years' standing. And a
good job too, I thought to myself when I heard of it, for I had no great liking for
the late Gloriana. Probably the sentiment, or want of sentiment, had been
mutual : she did not smile on me, but I doubt if she smiled on any of poor Tom
Enderby's bachelor cronies. The picture was certainly like her. She was a fine
woman, with aquiline features and a cold eye. The artist had done the
features justice — and the eye, which seemed to keep a steely watch on all
the comings and goings of the house out of which she had died.

We made only a brief pause before the portrait, and then went on. The
smoking-room was an apartment built out at the back of the house by a
former owner, and shut off by double doors to serve as a nursery. Mrs.
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Enderby had no family, and she disliked the smell of tobacco. So the big
room was made over to Tom's pipes and cigars; and if Tom's friends wanted to
smoke, they must smoke there or not at all. I remembered the room and the
rule, but I was not prepared to find it still existing. I had expected to light my
after dinner cigar over the dessert dishes, now there was no presiding lady to
consider.

We were soon installed in a couple of deep-cushioned chairs before a
good fire. I thought Enderby breathed more freely when he closed the double
doors behind us, shutting off the dull formal house, and the staircase and the
picture. But he was not looking well; there hung about him an unmistakable
air of depression. Could he be fretting after Gloriana? Perhaps during their
married years, he had fallen into the way of depending on a woman to care for
him. It is pleasant enough when the woman is the right sort; but I shouldn't
myself have fancied being cared for by the late Mrs. Enderby. And, if the
fretting was a fact, it would be easy to find a remedy. Evelyn has a couple of
pretty sisters, and we would have him over to stay at our place.

“You must run down and see us," I said presently, pursuing this idea." I
want to introduce you to my wife. Can you come next week?"

His face lit up with real pleasure.

"I should like it of all things," he said heartily. But a qualification came
after. The cloud settled back over him and he sighed. "That is, if I can get
away."

"Why, what is to hinder you?"

"It may not seen much to stay for, but I — I have got in the way of
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stopping here — to keep things together." He did not look at me, but leaned
over to the fender to knock the ash off his cigar.

"Tell you what, Tom, you are getting hipped living by yourself. Why don't
you sell the house, or let it off just as it is, and try a complete change?"

"I can't sell it. I'm only the tenant for life. It was my wife's.”

"Well, I suppose there is nothing to prevent you letting it? Or if you can't
let it, you might shut it up."

"There is nothing legal to prevent me!" The emphasis was too fine to
attract notice, but I remembered it after.

"Then, my dear fellow, why not? Knock about a bit, and see the world.
But, to my thinking, the best thing you could do would be to marry again."

He shook his head drearily.

"Of course it is a delicate matter to urge upon a widower. But you have
paid the utmost ceremonial respect. Four years, you know. The greatest
stickler for propriety would deem it ample.

"It isn't that. Dick, I — I've a great mind to tell you rather a queer story." He
puffed hard at his smoke, and stared into the red coals in the pauses. "But I
don't know what you'd think of it. Or think of me.”

"Try me," I said. " I'll give you my opinion after. And you know I'm safe to
confide in."
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"I sometimes think I should feel better if I told it. It's — it's queer enough to
be laughable. But it hasn't been any laughing matter tome."

He threw the stump of his cigar into the fire, and turned to me. And then I
saw how pale he was, and that a dew of perspiration was breaking out on his
white face.

“I was very much of your opinion, Dick: I thought I should be happier if I
married again. And I went so far as to get engaged. But the engagement was
broken off, and I am going to tell you why.

"My wife was some time ailing before she died, and the doctors were in
consultation. But I did not know how serious her complaint was till the last.
Then they told me there was no hope, as coma had set in. But it was
possible, even probable, that there would be a revival of consciousness before
death, and for this I was to hold myself ready.

"I daresay you will write me down a coward, but I dreaded the revival: I was
ready to pray that she might pass away in her sleep. I knew she held exalted
views about the marriage tie, and I felt sure if there were any last words she
would exact a pledge. I could not at such a moment refuse to promise, and I
did not want to be tied. You will recollect that she was my senior. I was about
to be left a widower in middle life, and in the natural course of things I had a
good many years before me. You see."

"My dear fellow, I don't think a promise so extorted ought to bind you. It
isn't fair!"

"Wait and hear me. I was sitting here, miserable enough, as you- may
suppose, when the doctor came to fetch me to her room. Mrs. Enderby was
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conscious and had asked for me, but he particularly begged me not to agitate
her in any way, lest pain should return. She was lying stretched out in the
bed, looking already like a corpse.

"'Tom,' she said, 'they tell me I am dying, and there is something I want
you to promise.'

"I groaned in spirit. It was all up with me, I thought. But she went on.

"'When I am dead and in my coffin, I want you to cover my face with your
own hands. Promise me this.'

"It was not in the very least what I expected. Of course I promised.

"'I want you to cover my face with a particular handkerchief on which. I set
a value. When the time comes, open the cabinet to the right of the window,
and you will find it in the third drawer from the top. You cannot mistake it, for
it is the only thing in the drawer.'

"That was every word she said, if you believe me, Dick. She just sighed
and shut her eyes as if she was going to sleep, and she never spoke again.
Three or four days later they came again to ask me if I wished to take a last
look, as the undertaker's men were about to close the coffin.

"I felt a great reluctance, but it was necessary I should go. She looked as
if made of wax, and was colder than ice to touch. I opened the cabinet, and
there, just as she said, was a large handkerchief of very fine cambric, lying by
itself. It was embroidered with a monogram device in all four corners, and was
not of a sort I had ever seen her use. I spread it out and laid it over the dead
face; and then what happened was rather curious. It seemed to draw down
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over the features and cling to them, to nose and mouth and fore- head and the
shut eyes, till it became a perfect mask. My nerves were shaken, I suppose; I
was seized with horror, and flung back the covering sheet, hastily quitting the
room. And the coffin was closed that night.

"Well, she was buried, and I put up a monument which the neighbourhood
considered handsome. And you see, I was bound by no pledge to abstain
from marriage; and, though I knew what would have been her wish, I saw no
reason why I should regard it. And, some months after, a family of the name
of Ashcroft came to live at The Leasowes, and they had a pretty daughter.

"I took a fancy to Lucy Ashcroft the first time I saw her, and it was soon
apparent that she was well inclined to me. She was a gentle, yielding little
thing; not the superior style of woman. Not at all like — — "

(I made no comment, but I could well understand that in his new
matrimonial venture Tom would prefer a contrast.)

"But I thought I had a very good chance of happiness with her; and I grew
fond of her: very fond of her indeed. Her people were of the hospitable sort,
and they encouraged me to go to The Leasowes, dropping in when I felt
inclined: it did not seem as if they would be likely to put obstacles in our way.
Matters progressed, and I made up my mind one evening to walk over there
and declare myself. I had been up to town the day before, and came back
with a ring in my pocket: rather a fanciful design of double hearts, but I
thought Lucy would think it pretty, and would let me put it on her finger. I went
up to change into dinner things, making myself as spruce as possible, and
coming to the conclusion before the glass that I was not such a bad figure of
a man after all, and that there was not much grey in my hair. Ay, Dick, you
may smile: it is a good bit greyer now.
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"I had taken out a clean handkerchief, and thrown the one carried through
the day away crumpled on the floor. I don't know what made me turn to look
at it as it lay there, but, once it caught my eye, I stood staring at it as if spell-
bound. The handkerchief was moving — Dick, I swear it — rapidly altering in
shape, puffing up here and there as if blown by wind, spreading and moulding
itself into the features of a face. And what face should it be but that death-
mask of Gloriana, which I had covered in the coffin eleven months before!

"To say I was horror-stricken conveys little of the feeling that possessed
me. I snatched up the rag of cambric and flung it on the fire, and it was
nothing but a rag in my hand, and in another moment no more than blackened
tinder on the bar of the grate. There was no face below."

"Of course not," I said. "It was a mere hallucination. You were cheated by
an excited fancy."

"You may be be sure I told myself all that, and more ; and I went
downstairs and tried to pull myself together with a dram. But I was curiously
upset, and, for that night at least, I found it impossible to play the wooer. The
recollection of the death-mask was too vivid; it would have come between me
and Lucy's lips.

"The effect wore off, however. In a day or two I was bold again, and as
much disposed to smile at my folly as you are at this moment. I proposed,
and Lucy accepted me; and I put on the ring. Ashcroft père was graciously
pleased to approve of the settlements I offered, and Ashcroft mère promised
to regard me as a son. And during the first forty-eight hours of our
engagement, there was not a cloud to mar the blue.

"I proposed on a Monday, and on Wednesday I went again to dine and
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spend the evening with just their family party. Lucy and I found our way
afterwards into the back drawing-room, which seemed to be made over to us
by tacit understanding. Anyway, we had it to ourselves ; and as Lucy sat on
the settee, busy with her work, I was privileged to sit beside her, close
enough to watch the careful stitches she was setting, under which the pattern
grew.

"She was embroidering a square of fine linen to serve as a tea-cloth, and it
was intended for a present to a friend; she was anxious, she told me, to finish
it in the next few days, ready for despatch. But I was somewhat impatient of
her engrossment in the work; I wanted her to look at me while we talked, and
to be permitted to hold her hand. I was making plans for a tour we would take
together after Easter; arguing that eight weeks spent in preparation was
enough for any reasonable bride. Lucy was easily entreated; she laid aside
the linen square on the table at her elbow. I held her fingers captive, but her
eyes wandered from my face, as she was still deliciously shy.

"All at once she exclaimed. Her work was moving, there was growing to be
a face in it: did I not see?

"I saw, indeed. It was the Gloriana death-mask, forming there as it had
formed in my handkerchief at home : the marked nose and chin, the severe
mouth, the mould of forehead, almost complete. I snatched it up and dropped
it over the back of the couch. 'It did look like a face,' I allowed. 'Put never mind
it, darling; I want you to attend to me.'

Something of this sort I said, I hardly know what, for my blood was running
cold. Lucy pouted; she wanted to dwell on the marvel, and my impatient
action had displeased her. I went on talking wildly, being afraid of pauses, but
the psychological moment had gone by. I felt I did not carry her with me as
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before: she hesitated over my persuasions; the forecast of a Sicilian
honeymoon had ceased to charm. By-and-bye she suggested that Mrs.
Ashcroft would expect us to rejoin the circle in the other room. And perhaps I
would pick up her work for her — still with a slight air of offence.

"I walked round the settee to recover the luckless piece of linen; but she
turned also, looking over the back, so at the same instant we both saw.

"There again was the Face, rigid and severe; and now the corners of the
cloth were tucked under, completing the form of the head. And that was not
all. Some white drapery had been improvised and extended beyond it on the
floor, presenting the complete figure laid out straight and stiff, ready for the
grave. Lucy's alarm was excusable. She shrieked aloud, shriek upon shriek,
and immediately an indignant family of Ashcrofts rushed in through the half-
drawn portière which divided the two rooms, demanding the cause of her
distress.

"Meanwhile I had fallen upon the puffed-out form, and destroyed it. Lucy's
embroidery composed the head; the figure was ingeniously contrived out of a
large Turkish bath-sheet, brought in from one of the bedrooms, no one knew
how or when. I held up the things protesting their innocence, while the family
were stabbing me through and through with looks of indignation, and Lucy
was sobbing in her, mother's arms. She might have been foolish, she allowed;
it did seem ridiculous now she saw what it was.

But at the moment it was too dreadful: it looked so like — so like! And
here a fresh sob choked her into silence.

"Peace was restored at last, but plainly the Ashcrofts doubted me. The
genial father stiffened, and Mrs. Ashcroft administered indirect reproofs. She
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hated practical joking, so she informed me; she might be wrong, and no doubt
she was old-fashioned, but she had been brought up to consider it in the
highest degree ill-bred. And perhaps I had not considered how sensitive Lucy
was, and how easily alarmed. She hoped I would take warning for the future,
and that nothing of this kind would occur again.

"Practical joking — oh, ye gods! As if it was likely that I, alone with the girl
of my heart, would waste the precious hour in building up effigies of sham
corpses on the floor! And Lucy ought to have known that the accusation was
absurd, as I had never for a moment left her side. She did take my part when
more composed; but the mystery remained, beyond explanation of hers or
mine.

"As for the future, I could not think of that without a failing heart. If the
Power arrayed against us were in truth what my superstition feared, I might
as well give up hope at once, for I knew there would be no relenting. I could
see the whole absurdity of the thing as well as you do now; but, if you put
yourself in my place, Dick, you will be forced to confess that it was tragic too.

“I did not see Lucy the next day, as I was bound to go again to town; but
we had planned to meet and ride together on the Friday morning. I was to be
at The Leasowes at a certain hour, and you may be sure I was punctual. Her
horse had already been brought round,- and the groom was leading it up and
down. I had hardly dismounted when she came down the steps of the porch;
and I noticed at once a new look on her face, a harder set about that red
mouth of hers which was so soft and kissable. But she let me put her up on
the saddle and settle her foot in the stirrup, and she was the bearer of a
gracious message from her mother. I was expected to return to lunch, and
Mrs. Ashcroft begged us to be punctual, as a friend who had stayed the night
with them, would be leaving immediately after.
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"'You will be pleased to meet her, I think,' said Lucy, leaning forward to pat
her horse. 'I find she knows you very well. It is Miss Kingsworthy.'

"Now Miss Kingsworthy was a school-friend of Gloriana's, who used now
and then to visit us here. I was not aware that she and the Ashcrofts were
acquainted; but, as I have said, they had only recently come into the
neighbourhood as tenants of The Leasowes. I had no opportunity to express
pleasure or the reverse, for Lucy was riding on, and putting her horse to a
brisk pace. It was some time before she drew rein, and again admitted
conversation. We were descending a steep hill, and the groom was following
at a discreet distance behind, far enough to be out of earshot.

"Lucy looked very pretty on horseback; but this is by the way. The
mannish hat suited her, and so did the habit fitting closely to her shape.

"'Tom,' she said; and again I noticed that new hardness in her face. 'Tom,
Miss Kingsworthy tells me your wife did not wish you to marry again, and she
made you promise her that you would not. Miss Kingsworthy was quite
astonished to hear that you and I were engaged. Is this true?'

"I was able to tell her it was not: that my wife had never asked, and I had
never given her, any such pledge. I allowed she disliked second marriages —
in certain cases, and perhaps she had made some remark to that effect to
Miss Kingsworthy; it was not unlikely. And then I appealed to her. Surely she
would not let a mischief-maker's tittle-tattle come between her and me?

"I thought her profile looked less obdurate, but she would not let her eyes
meet mine as she answered:

"'Of course not, if that was all. And I doubt if I would have heeded it, only
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that it seemed to fit in with — something else. Tom, it was very horrible, what
we saw on Wednesday evening. And — and — don't be angry, but I asked
Miss Kingsworthy what your wife was like. I did not tell her why I wanted to
know.'

"'What has that to do with it?' I demanded — stoutly enough; but, alas! I
was too well aware. She told me Mrs. Enderby was handsome, but she had
very marked features, and was severe-looking when she did not smile. A high
forehead, a roman nose, and a decided chin. Tom, the face in the cloth was
just like that. Did you not see?'

"Of course I protested.

"'My darling, what nonsense! I saw it looked a little like a face, but I pulled
it to pieces at once because you were frightened. Why, Lucy, I shall have you
turning into a spiritualist if you take up these fancies.'

"'No,' she said, 'I do not want to be anything foolish. I have thought it over,
and if it happens only once I have made up my mind to believe it a mistake
and to forget. But if it comes again — if it goes on coming!'

Here she shuddered and turned white. 'Oh Tom, I could not — I could not!'

"That was the ultimatum. She liked me as much as ever; she even owned
to a warmer feeling; but she was not going to marry a haunted man. Well, I
suppose I cannot blame her. I might have given the same advice in another
fellow's case, though in my own I felt it hard.

"I am close to the end now, so I shall need to tax your patience very little
longer. A single chance remained. Gloriana's power, whatever its nature and
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however derived, might have been so spent in the previous efforts that she
could effect no more. I clung to this shred of hope, and did my best to play
the part of the light-hearted lover, the sort of companion Lucy expected, who
would shape himself to her mood; but I was conscious that I played it ill.

"The ride was a lengthy business. Lucy's horse cast a shoe, and it was
impossible to change the saddle on to the groom's hack or my own mare, as
neither of them had been trained to the habit. We were bound to return at a
foot-pace, and did not reach The Leasowes until two o'clock. Lunch was over:
Mrs. Ashcroft had set out for the station driving Miss Kingsworthy; but some
cutlets were keeping hot for us, so we were informed, and could be served
immediately.

“We went at once into the dining-room, as Lucy was hungry; and she took
off her hat and laid it on a side-table: she said the close fit of it made her head
ache. The cutlets had been misrepresented : they were lukewarm; but Lucy
made a good meal off them and the fruit-tart which followed, very much at her
leisure. Heaven knows I would not have grudged her so much as a mouthful;
but that luncheon was an ordeal I cannot readily forget.'

"The servant absented himself, having seen us served; and then my
troubles began. The tablecloth seemed alive at the corner which was between
us; it rose in waves as if puffed up by wind, though the window was fast shut
against any wandering airs. I tried to seem unconscious; tried to talk as if no
horror of apprehension was filling all my mind, while I was flattening out the
bewitched damask with a grasp I hardly dared relax. Lucy rose at last, saying
she must change her dress. Occupied with the cloth, it had not occurred to
me to look round, or keep watch on what might be going on in another part of
the room. The hat on the side-table had been tilted over sideways, and in that
position it was made to crown another presentation of the Face. What it was
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made of this time I cannot say; probably a serviette, as several lay about. The
linen material, of whatever sort, was again moulded into the perfect form; but
this time the mouth showed humour, and appeared to relax in a grim smile.

"Lucy shrieked, and dropped into my arms in a swoon: a real genuine
fainting-fit, out of which she was brought round with difficulty, after summoned
help of doctors.

"I hung about miserably till her safety was assured, and then went as
miserably home. Next morning I received a cutting little note from my mother-
in-law elect, in which she returned the ring, and informed me the engagement
must be considered at an end.

"Well, Dick, you know now why I do not marry. And what have you to
say?"
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Negotium Perambulans

by E.F. Benson

“Among the collections of short stories, E. F. Benson’s three volumes rank high,
though to my mind he sins occasionally by stepping over the line of legitimate

horridness.”
M.R. James (Ghosts - Treat them Gently!)

The casual tourist in West Cornwall may just possibly have noticed, as he
bowled along over the bare high plateau between Penzance and the Land’s
End, a dilapidated signpost pointing down a steep lane and bearing on its
battered finger the faded inscription “Polearn 2 miles,” but probably very few
have had the curiosity to traverse those two miles in order to see a place to
which their guide-books award so cursory a notice. It is described there, in a
couple of unattractive lines, as a small fishing village with a church of no
particular interest except for certain carved and painted wooden panels
(originally belonging to an earlier edifice) which form an altar-rail. But the
church at St. Creed (the tourist is reminded) has a similar decoration far
superior in point of preservation and interest, and thus even the
ecclesiastically disposed are not lured to Polearn. So meagre a bait is scarce
worth swallowing, and a glance at the very steep lane which in dry weather
presents a carpet of sharp-pointed stones, and after rain a muddy
watercourse, will almost certainly decide him not to expose his motor or his
bicycle to risks like these in so sparsely populated a district. Hardly a house
has met his eye since he left Penzance, and the possible trundling of a
punctured bicycle for half a dozen weary miles seems a high price to pay for
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the sight of a few painted panels.

Polearn, therefore, even in the high noon of the tourist season, is little
liable to invasion, and for the rest of the year I do not suppose that a couple of
folk a day traverse those two miles (long ones at that) of steep and stony
gradient. I am not forgetting the postman in this exiguous estimate, for the
days are few when, leaving his pony and cart at the top of the hill, he goes as
far as the village, since but a few hundred yards down the lane there stands a
large white box, like a sea-trunk, by the side of the road, with a slit for letters
and a locked door. Should he have in his wallet a registered letter or be the
bearer of a parcel too large for insertion in the square lips of the sea-trunk, he
must needs trudge down the hill and deliver the troublesome missive, leaving
it in person on the owner, and receiving some small reward of coin or
refreshment for his kindness.

But such occasions are rare, and his general routine is to take out of the
box such letters as may have been deposited there, and insert in their place
such letters as he has brought. These will be called for, perhaps that day or
perhaps the next, by an emissary from the Polearn post-office.

As for the fishermen of the place, who, in their export trade, constitute the
chief link of movement between Polearn and the outside world, they would not
dream of taking their catch up the steep lane and so, with six miles farther of
travel, to the market at Penzance. The sea route is shorter and easier, and
they deliver their wares to the pier-head. Thus, though the sole industry of
Polearn is sea-fishing, you will get no fish there unless you have bespoken
your requirements to one of the fishermen. Back come the trawlers as empty
as a haunted house, while their spoils are in the fish-train that is speeding to
London.
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Such isolation of a little community, continued, as it has been, for
centuries, produces isolation in the individual as well, and nowhere will you
find greater independence of character than among the people of Polearn. But
they are linked together, so it has always seemed to me, by some
mysterious comprehension: it is as if they had all been initiated into some
ancient rite, inspired and framed by forces visible and invisible. The winter
storms that batter the coast, the vernal spell of the spring, the hot, still
summers, the season of rains and autumnal decay, have made a spell which,
line by line, has been communicated to them, concerning the powers, evil and
good, that rule the world, and manifest themselves in ways benignant or
terrible . . .

I came to Polearn first at the age of ten, a small boy, weak and sickly, and
threatened with pulmonary trouble. My father’s business kept him in London,
while for me abundance of fresh air and a mild climate were considered
essential conditions if I was to grow to manhood. His sister had married the
vicar of Polearn, Richard Bolitho, himself native to the place, and so it came
about that I spent three years, as a paying guest, with my relations. Richard
Bolitho owned a fine house in the place, which he inhabited in preference to
the vicarage, which he let to a young artist, John Evans, on whom the spell of
Polearn had fallen for from year’s beginning to year’s end he never left it.
There was a solid roofed shelter, open on one side to the air, built for me in
the garden, and here I lived and slept, passing scarcely one hour out of the
twenty-four behind walls and windows. I was out on the bay with the fisher-
folk, or wandering along the gorse-clad cliffs that climbed steeply to right and
left of the deep combe where the village lay, or pottering about on the pier-
head, or bird’s-nesting in the bushes with the boys of the village.

Except on Sunday and for the few daily hours of my lessons, I might do
what I pleased so long as I remained in the open air. About the lessons there
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was nothing formidable; my uncle conducted me through flowering bypaths
among the thickets of arithmetic, and made pleasant excursions into the
elements of Latin grammar, and above all, he made me daily give him an
account, in clear and grammatical sentences, of what had been occupying
my mind or my movements. Should I select to tell him about a walk along the
cliffs, my speech must be orderly, not vague, slip-shod notes of what I had
observed. In this way, too, he trained my observation, for he would bid me tell
him what flowers were in bloom, and what birds hovered fishing over the sea
or were building in the bushes. For that I owe him a perennial gratitude, for to
observe and to express my thoughts in the clear spoken word became my
life’s profession.

But far more formidable than my weekday tasks was the prescribed
routine for Sunday.

Some dark embers compounded of Calvinism and mysticism smouldered
in my uncle’s soul, and made it a day of terror. His sermon in the morning
scorched us with a foretaste of the eternal fires reserved for unrepentant
sinners, and he was hardly less terrifying at the children’s service in the
afternoon. Well do I remember his exposition of the doctrine of guardian
angels. A child, he said, might think himself secure in such angelic care, but
let him beware of committing any of those numerous offences which would
cause his guardian to turn his face from him, for as sure as there were angels
to protect us, there were also evil and awful presences which were ready to
pounce; and on them he dwelt with peculiar gusto. Well, too, do I remember
in the morning sermon his commentary on the carved panels of the altar-rails
to which I have already alluded.

There was the angel of the Annunciation there, and the angel of the
Resurrection, but not less was there the witch of Endor, and, on the fourth
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panel, a scene that concerned me most of all.

This fourth panel (he came down from his pulpit to trace its time-worn
features) represented the lych-gate of the church-yard at Polearn itself, and
indeed the resemblance when thus pointed out was remarkable. In the entry
stood the figure of a robed priest holding up a Cross, with which he faced a
terrible creature like a gigantic slug, that reared itself up in front of him. That,
so ran my uncle’s interpretation, was some evil agency, such as he had
spoken about to us children, of almost infinite malignity and power, which
could alone be combated by firm faith and a pure heart. Below ran the legend
“Negotium perambulans in tenebris” from the ninety-first Psalm. We should
find it translated there, “the pestilence that walketh in darkness,” which but
feebly rendered the Latin. It was more deadly to the soul than any pestilence
that can only kill the body: it was the Thing, the Creature, the Business that
trafficked in the outer Darkness, a minister of God’s wrath on the unrighteous
. . . I could see, as he spoke, the looks which the congregation exchanged
with each other, and knew that his words were evoking a surmise, a
remembrance. Nods and whispers passed between them, they understood to
what he alluded, and with the inquisitiveness of boyhood I could not rest till I
had wormed the story out of my friends among the fisher-boys, as, next
morning, we sat basking and naked in the sun after our bathe. One knew one
bit of it, one another, but it pieced together into a truly alarming legend. In
bald outline it was as follows:

A church far more ancient than that in which my uncle terrified us every
Sunday had once stood not three hundred yards away, on the shelf of level
ground below the quarry from which its stones were hewn. The owner of the
land had pulled this down, and erected for himself a house on the same site
out of these materials, keeping, in a very ecstasy of wickedness, the altar,
and on this he dined and played dice afterwards. But as he grew old some

482



black melancholy seized him, and he would have lights burning there all night,
for he had deadly fear of the darkness. On one winter evening there sprang up
such a gale as was never before known, which broke in the windows of the
room where he had supped, and extinguished the lamps. Yells of terror
brought in his servants, who found him lying on the floor with the blood
streaming from his throat. As they entered some huge black shadow seemed
to move away from him, crawled across the floor and up the wall and out of
the broken window.

“There he lay a-dying,” said the last of my informants, “and him that had
been a great burly man was withered to a bag o’ skin, for the critter had
drained all the blood from him. His last breath was a scream, and he hollered
out the same words as passon read off the screen.”

“Negotium perambulans in tenebris,” I suggested eagerly.

“Thereabouts. Latin anyhow.”

“And after that?” I asked.

“Nobody would go near the place, and the old house rotted and fell in ruins
till three years ago, when along comes Mr. Dooliss from Penzance, and built
the half of it up again. But he don’t care much about such critters, nor about
Latin neither. He takes his bottle of whisky a day and gets drunk’s a lord in
the evening. Eh, I’m gwine home to my dinner.”

Whatever the authenticity of the legend, I had certainly heard the truth
about Mr. Dooliss from Penzance, who from that day became an object of
keen curiosity on my part, the more so because the quarry-house adjoined
my uncle’s garden. The Thing that walked in the dark failed to stir my
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imagination, and already I was so used to sleeping alone in my shelter that
the night had no terrors for me. But it would be intensely exciting to wake at
some timeless hour and hear Mr. Dooliss yelling, and conjecture that the
Thing had got him.

But by degrees the whole story faded from my mind, overscored by the
more vivid interests of the day, and, for the last two years of my out-door life in
the vicarage garden, I seldom thought about Mr. Dooliss and the possible fate
that might await him for his temerity in living in the place where that Thing of
darkness had done business. Occasionally I saw him over the garden fence,
a great yellow lump of a man, with slow and staggering gait, but never did I
set eyes on him outside his gate, either in the village street or down on the
beach. He interfered with none, and no one interfered with him. If he wanted to
run the risk of being the prey of the legendary nocturnal monster, or quietly
drink himself to death, it was his affair. My uncle, so I gathered, had made
several attempts to see him when first he came to live at Polearn, but Mr.
Dooliss appeared to have no use for parsons, but said he was not at home
and never returned the call.

After three years of sun, wind, and rain, I had completely outgrown my
early symptoms and had become a tough, strapping youngster of thirteen. I
was sent to Eton and Cambridge, and in due course ate my dinners and
became a barrister. In twenty years from that time I was earning a yearly
income of five figures, and had already laid by in sound securities a sum that
brought me dividends which would, for one of my simple tastes and frugal
habits, supply me with all the material comforts I needed on this side of the
grave. The great prizes of my profession were already within my reach, but I
had no ambition beckoning me on, nor did I want a wife and children, being, I
must suppose, a natural celibate. In fact there was only one ambition which
through these busy years had held the lure of blue and far-off hills to me, and
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that was to get back to Polearn, and live once more isolated from the world
with the sea and the gorse-clad hills for play-fellows, and the secrets that
lurked there for exploration. The spell of it had been woven about my heart,
and I can truly say that there had hardly passed a day in all those years in
which the thought of it and the desire for it had been wholly absent from my
mind. Though I had been in frequent communication with my uncle there
during his lifetime, and, after his death, with his widow who still lived there, I
had never been back to it since I embarked on my profession, for I knew that
if I went there, it would be a wrench beyond my power to tear myself away
again. But I had made up my mind that when once I had provided for my own
independence, I would go back there not to leave it again. And yet I did leave
it again, and now nothing in the world would induce me to turn down the lane
from the road that leads from Penzance to the Land’s End, and see the sides
of the combe rise steep above the roofs of the village and hear the gulls
chiding as they fish in the bay. One of the things invisible, of the dark powers,
leaped into light, and I saw it with my eyes.

The house where I had spent those three years of boyhood had been left
for life to my aunt, and when I made known to her my intention of coming
back to Polearn, she suggested that, till I found a suitable house or found her
proposal unsuitable, I should come to live with her.

“The house is too big for a lone old woman,” she wrote, “and I have often
thought of quitting and taking a little cottage sufficient for me and my
requirements. But come and share it, my dear, and if you find me
troublesome, you or I can go. You may want solitude — most people in
Polearn do — and will leave me. Or else I will leave you: one of the main
reasons of my stopping here all these years was a feeling that I must not let
the old house starve. Houses starve, you know, if they are not lived in. They
die a lingering death; the spirit in them grows weaker and weaker, and at last
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fades out of them. Isn’t this nonsense to your London notions? . . . ”

Naturally I accepted with warmth this tentative arrangement, and on an
evening in June found myself at the head of the lane leading down to Polearn,
and once more I descended into the steep valley between the hills. Time had
stood still apparently for the combe, the dilapidated signpost (or its
successor) pointed a rickety finger down the lane, and a few hundred yards
farther on was the white box for the exchange of letters. Point after
remembered point met my eye, and what I saw was not shrunk, as is often
the case with the revisited scenes of childhood, into a smaller scale. There
stood the post-office, and there the church and close beside it the vicarage,
and beyond, the tall shrubberies which separated the house for which I was
bound from the road, and beyond that again the grey roofs of the quarry-house
damp and shining with the moist evening wind from the sea. All was exactly
as I remembered it, and, above all, that sense of seclusion and isolation.
Somewhere above the tree-tops climbed the lane which joined the main road
to Penzance, but all that had become immeasurably distant. The years that
had passed since last I turned in at the well-known gate faded like a frosty
breath, and vanished in this warm, soft air. There were law-courts somewhere
in memory’s dull book which, if I cared to turn the pages, would tell me that I
had made a name and a great income there. But the dull book was closed
now, for I was back in Polearn, and the spell was woven around me again.

And if Polearn was unchanged, so too was Aunt Hester, who met me at
the door. Dainty and china-white she had always been, and the years had not
aged but only refined her. As we sat and talked after dinner she spoke of all
that had happened in Polearn in that score of years, and yet somehow the
changes of which she spoke seemed but to confirm the immutability of it all.
As the recollection of names came back to me, I asked her about the quarry-
house and Mr. Dooliss, and her face gloomed a little as with the shadow of a
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cloud on a spring day.

“Yes, Mr. Dooliss,” she said, “poor Mr. Dooliss, how well I remember him,
though it must be ten years and more since he died. I never wrote to you
about it, for it was all very dreadful, my dear, and I did not want to darken your
memories of Polearn. Your uncle always thought that something of the sort
might happen if he went on in his wicked, drunken ways, and worse than that,
and though nobody knew exactly what took place, it was the sort of thing that
might have been anticipated.”

“But what more or less happened, Aunt Hester?” I asked.

“Well, of course I can’t tell you everything, for no one knew it. But he was
a very sinful man, and the scandal about him at Newlyn was shocking. And
then he lived, too, in the quarry-house . . .

“I wonder if by any chance you remember a sermon of your uncle’s when
he got out of the pulpit and explained that panel in the altar-rails, the one, I
mean, with the horrible creature rearing itself up outside the lych-gate?”

“Yes, I remember perfectly,” said I.

“Ah. It made an impression on you, I suppose, and so it did on all who
heard him, and that impression got stamped and branded on us all when the
catastrophe occurred. Somehow Mr. Dooliss got to hear about your uncle’s
sermon, and in some drunken fit he broke into the church and smashed the
panel to atoms. He seems to have thought that there was some magic in it,
and that if he destroyed that he would get rid of the terrible fate that was
threatening him. For I must tell you that before he committed that dreadful
sacrilege he had been a haunted man: he hated and feared darkness, for he
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thought that the creature on the panel was on his track, but that as long as
he kept lights burning it could not touch him. But the panel, to his disordered
mind, was the root of his terror, and so, as I said, he broke into the church
and attempted — you will see why I said ‘attempted’— to destroy it. It
certainly was found in splinters next morning, when your uncle went into
church for matins, and knowing Mr. Dooliss’s fear of the panel, he went
across to the quarry-house afterwards and taxed him with its destruction. The
man never denied it; he boasted of what he had done. There he sat, though it
was early morning, drinking his whisky.

“‘I’ve settled your Thing for you,’ he said, ‘and your sermon too. A fig for
such superstitions.’

“Your uncle left him without answering his blasphemy, meaning to go
straight into Penzance and give information to the police about this outrage to
the church, but on his way back from the quarry-house he went into the
church again, in order to be able to give details about the damage, and there
in the screen was the panel, untouched and uninjured. And yet he had himself
seen it smashed, and Mr. Dooliss had confessed that the destruction of it
was his work. But there it was, and whether the power of God had mended it
or some other power, who knows?”

This was Polearn indeed, and it was the spirit of Polearn that made me
accept all Aunt Hester was telling me as attested fact. It had happened like
that. She went on in her quiet voice.

“Your uncle recognised that some power beyond police was at work, and
he did not go to Penzance or give informations about the outrage, for the
evidence of it had vanished.” A sudden spate of scepticism swept over me.
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“There must have been some mistake,” I said. “It hadn’t been broken . . . ”

She smiled.

“Yes, my dear, but you have been in London so long,” she said. “Let me,
anyhow, tell you the rest of my story. That night, for some reason, I could not
sleep. It was very hot and airless; I dare say you will think that the sultry
conditions accounted for my wakefulness. Once and again, as I went to the
window to see if I could not admit more air, I could see from it the quarry-
house, and I noticed the first time that I left my bed that it was blazing with
lights. But the second time I saw that it was all in darkness, and as I
wondered at that, I heard a terrible scream, and the moment afterwards the
steps of someone coming at full speed down the road outside the gate. He
yelled as he ran; ‘Light, light!’ he called out. ‘Give me light, or it will catch me!’
It was very terrible to hear that, and I went to rouse my husband, who was
sleeping in the dressing-room across the passage. He wasted no time, but by
now the whole village was aroused by the screams, and when he got down to
the pier he found that all was over. The tide was low, and on the rocks at its
foot was lying the body of Mr. Dooliss. He must have cut some artery when
he fell on those sharp edges of stone, for he had bled to death, they thought,
and though he was a big burly man, his corpse was but skin and bones. Yet
there was no pool of blood round him, such as you would have expected. Just
skin and bones as if every drop of blood in his body had been sucked out of
him!”

She leaned forward.

“You and I, my dear, know what happened,” she said, “or at least can
guess. God has His instruments of vengeance on those who bring
wickedness into places that have been holy. Dark and mysterious are His
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ways.”

Now what I should have thought of such a story if it had been told me in
London I can easily imagine. There was such an obvious explanation: the
man in question had been a drunkard, what wonder if the demons of delirium
pursued him? But here in Polearn it was different.

“And who is in the quarry-house now?” I asked. “Years ago the fisher-boys
told me the story of the man who first built it and of his horrible end. And now
again it has happened. Surely no one has ventured to inhabit it once more?”

I saw in her face, even before I asked that question, that somebody had
done so.

“Yes, it is lived in again,” said she, “for there is no end to the blindness . . .
I don’t know if you remember him. He was tenant of the vicarage many years
ago.”

“John Evans,” said I.

“Yes. Such a nice fellow he was too. Your uncle was pleased to get so
good a tenant. And now —” She rose.

“Aunt Hester, you shouldn’t leave your sentences unfinished,” I said.

She shook her head.

“My dear, that sentence will finish itself,” she said. “But what a time of
night! I must go to bed, and you too, or they will think we have to keep lights
burning here through the dark hours.”
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Before getting into bed I drew my curtains wide and opened all the
windows to the warm tide of the sea air that flowed softly in. Looking out into
the garden I could see in the moonlight the roof of the shelter, in which for
three years I had lived, gleaming with dew. That, as much as anything,
brought back the old days to which I had now returned, and they seemed of
one piece with the present, as if no gap of more than twenty years sundered
them. The two flowed into one, like globules of mercury uniting into a softly
shining globe, of mysterious lights and reflections.

Then, raising my eyes a little, I saw against the black hill-side the
windows of the quarry-house still alight.

Morning, as is so often the case, brought no shattering of my illusion. As I
began to regain consciousness, I fancied that I was a boy again waking up in
the shelter in the garden, and though, as I grew more widely awake, I smiled
at the impression, that on which it was based I found to be indeed true. It was
sufficient now as then to be here, to wander again on the cliffs, and hear the
popping of the ripened seed-pods on the gorse-bushes; to stray along the
shore to the bathing-cove, to float and drift and swim in the warm tide, and
bask on the sand, and watch the gulls fishing, to lounge on the pier-head with
the fisher-folk, to see in their eyes and hear in their quiet speech the evidence
of secret things not so much known to them as part of their instincts and their
very being. There were powers and presences about me; the white poplars
that stood by the stream that babbled down the valley knew of them, and
showed a glimpse of their knowledge sometimes, like the gleam of their white
underleaves; the very cobbles that paved the street were soaked in it All that I
wanted was to lie there and grow soaked in it too; unconsciously, as a boy, I
had done that, but now the process must be conscious. I must know what stir
of forces, fruitful and mysterious, seethed along the hill-side at noon, and
sparkled at night on the sea. They could be known, they could even be
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controlled by those who were masters of the spell, but never could they be
spoken of, for they were dwellers in the innermost, grafted into the eternal life
of the world. There were dark secrets as well as these clear, kindly powers,
and to these no doubt belonged the negotium perambulans in tenebris which,
though of deadly malignity, might be regarded not only as evil, but as the
avenger of sacrilegious and impious deeds . . . All this was part of the spell of
Polearn, of which the seeds had long lain dormant in me. But now they were
sprouting, and who knew what strange flower would unfold on their stems?

It was not long before I came across John Evans. One morning, as I lay on
the beach, there came shambling across the sand a man stout and middle-
aged with the face of Silenus. He paused as he drew near and regarded me
from narrow eyes.

“Why, you’re the little chap that used to live in the parson’s garden,” he
said. “Don’t you recognise me?”

I saw who it was when he spoke: his voice, I think, instructed me, and
recognising it, I could see the features of the strong, alert young man in this
gross caricature.

“Yes, you’re John Evans,” I said. “You used to be very kind to me: you
used to draw pictures for me.”

“So I did, and I’ll draw you some more. Been bathing? That’s a risky
performance. You never know what lives in the sea, nor what lives on the land
for that matter. Not that I heed them.

“I stick to work and whisky. God! I’ve learned to paint since I saw you, and
drink too for that matter. I live in the quarry-house, you know, and it’s a
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powerful thirsty place. Come and have a look at my things if you’re passing.
Staying with your aunt, are you? I could do a wonderful portrait of her.
Interesting face; she knows a lot. People who live at Polearn get to know a
lot, though I don’t take much stock in that sort of knowledge myself.”

I do not know when I have been at once so repelled and interested. Behind
the mere grossness of his face there lurked something which, while it
appalled, yet fascinated me. His thick lisping speech had the same quality.
And his paintings, what would they be like? . . .

“I was just going home,” I said. “I’ll gladly come in, if you’ll allow me.”

He took me through the untended and overgrown garden into the house
which I had never yet entered. A great grey cat was sunning itself in the
window, and an old woman was laying lunch in a corner of the cool hall into
which the door opened. It was built of stone, and the carved mouldings let into
the walls, the fragments of gargoyles and sculptured images, bore testimony
to the truth of its having been built out of the demolished church. In one corner
was an oblong and carved wooden table littered with a painter’s apparatus
and stacks of canvases leaned against the walls.

He jerked his thumb towards a head of an angel that was built into the
mantelpiece and giggled.

“Quite a sanctified air,” he said, “so we tone it down for the purposes of
ordinary life by a different sort of art. Have a drink? No? Well, turn over some
of my pictures while I put myself to rights.”

He was justified in his own estimate of his skill: he could paint (and
apparently he could paint anything), but never have I seen pictures so
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inexplicably hellish. There were exquisite studies of trees, and you knew that
something lurked in the flickering shadows. There was a drawing of his cat
sunning itself in the window, even as I had just now seen it, and yet it was no
cat but some beast of awful malignity. There was a boy stretched naked on
the sands, not human, but some evil thing which had come out of the sea.
Above all there were pictures of his garden overgrown and jungle-like, and you
knew that in the bushes were presences ready to spring out on you . . .

“Well, do you like my style?” he said as he came up, glass in hand. (The
tumbler of spirits that he held had not been diluted.) “I try to paint the essence
of what I see, not the mere husk and skin of it, but its nature, where it comes
from and what gave it birth. There’s much in common between a cat and a
fuchsia-bush if you look at them closely enough. Everything came out of the
slime of the pit, and it’s all going back there. I should like to do a picture of
you some day. I’d hold the mirror up to Nature, as that old lunatic said.”

After this first meeting I saw him occasionally throughout the months of
that wonderful summer. Often he kept to his house and to his painting for
days together, and then perhaps some evening I would find him lounging on
the pier, always alone, and every time we met thus the repulsion and interest
grew, for every time he seemed to have gone farther along a path of secret
knowledge towards some evil shrine where complete initiation awaited him . .
. And then suddenly the end came.

I had met him thus one evening on the cliffs while the October sunset still
burned in the sky, but over it with amazing rapidity there spread from the west
a great blackness of cloud such as I have never seen for denseness. The light
was sucked from the sky, the dusk fell in ever thicker layers. He suddenly
became conscious of this.
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“I must get back as quick as I can,” he said. “It will be dark in a few
minutes, and my servant is out. The lamps will not be lit.”

He stepped out with extraordinary briskness for one who shambled and
could scarcely lift his feet, and soon broke out into a stumbling run. In the
gathering darkness I could see that his face was moist with the dew of some
unspoken terror.

“You must come with me,” he panted, “for so we shall get the lights
burning the sooner. I cannot do without light.”

I had to exert myself to the full to keep up with him, for terror winged him,
and even so I fell behind, so that when I came to the garden gate, he was
already half-way up the path to the house.

I saw him enter, leaving the door wide, and found him fumbling with
matches. But his hand so trembled that he could not transfer the light to the
wick of the lamp . . . “But what’s the hurry about?” I asked.

Suddenly his eyes focused themselves on the open door behind me, and
he jumped from his seat beside the table which had once been the altar of
God, with a gasp and a scream.

“No, no!” he cried. “Keep it off! . . . ”

I turned and saw what he had seen. The Thing had entered and now was
swiftly sliding across the floor towards him, like some gigantic caterpillar. A
stale phosphorescent light came from it, for though the dusk had grown to
blackness outside, I could see it quite distinctly in the awful light of its own
presence. From it too there came an odour of corruption and decay, as from
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slime that has long lain below water. It seemed to have no head, but on the
front of it was an orifice of puckered skin which opened and shut and slavered
at the edges. It was hairless, and slug-like in shape and in texture. As it
advanced its fore-part reared itself from the ground, like a snake about to
strike, and it fastened on him . . .

At that sight, and with the yells of his agony in my ears, the panic which
had struck me relaxed into a hopeless courage, and with palsied, impotent
hands I tried to lay hold of the Thing.

But I could not: though something material was there, it was impossible to
grasp it; my hands sunk in it as in thick mud. It was like wrestling with a
nightmare.

I think that but a few seconds elapsed before all was over. The screams of
the wretched man sank to moans and mutterings as the Thing fell on him: he
panted once or twice and was still. For a moment longer there came gurglings
and sucking noises, and then it slid out even as it had entered. I lit the lamp
which he had fumbled with, and there on the floor he lay, no more than a rind
of skin in loose folds over projecting bones.
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