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			“What terrified me will terrify others;

			and I need only describe the spectre which had haunted

			my midnight pillow.”

			~Mary Shelley
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			Introduction

			Katherine Kerestman and S. T. Joshi

			A

			 man’s home is his castle—but what if his castle is the Castle of Otranto? Suzie’s a good homemaker, but what if all the Fuller Brush Man’s cleaning solutions cannot get the luminous mold from her basement floor? And what if the answer to the draftiness of your ancestral mansion is double-walled insulation consisting of an internment vault between two stone walls? Some say home is where the heart is, but what if the heart is the “Tell-Tale Heart”?

			In the best weird fiction, and in mainstream literature, too, houses are often key players. Not merely backdrops contributing to atmosphere and setting, houses often carry the burdens of past hopes and dread, death and misdeeds. In general—whether or not the supernatural plays a role in its biography—a house is haunted. Sometimes it is the uncertainty (whether a house is haunted merely by its history or by ghosts) that is the crux of the matter, as in Henry James’s The Turn of the Screw (1898) or Shirley Jackson’s The Haunting of Hill House (1959).

			We face these qualms in real life, too. For example, people often find the elderly houses of Gettysburg, whose wooden frames are aerated with bullet holes, every bit as disturbing as the spirits that are said to haunt them: when contemplating the bores in the planks of the old walls, one is hard pressed to avoid picturing a dust storm raised by blue-coated soldiers on horseback—as they thread their way through a terrified citizenry fleeing on foot or in wagons along the dirt roads—or hearing the booming of cannons and feeling the shuddering of the earth, as the awful battle is being waged in the meadows and rolling hills just out of eyesight. Visitors (and overnight guests) at Lizzie Borden’s house in Fall River, Massachusetts, are shown the precise place on the stairs people were standing when they first glimpsed Mrs. Borden’s axe-slain body lying on the floor betwixt the bed and the dresser, and even the stove in the kitchen where Lizzie burned her stained dress. Visitors to the Tower of London gravitate to the beheading site of Anne Boleyn.

			Indeed, accounts of “real” haunted houses have an ancient lineage, if the letter of Pliny the Younger (1st century c.e.) included here is any guide. This account is the ultimate ancestor of countless others that followed in its wake. The American poet John Greenleaf Whittier, in his first book, Legends of New-England (1831), found occasion to write a quasi-fictional account of a haunted house he had read about in the work of Cotton Mather. The Society of Psychical Research, founded in England in 1882 (an American branch was established in 1885), made a specialty of investigating purported haunted houses. Jessie Adelaide Middleton wrote dozens of accounts in the early twentieth century, one of which we have included. The great weird writer Algernon Blackwood recounts one such venture in which he participated in his contribution to this volume.

			Houses, and other places, can be reservoirs of joy or misery. When this affective power endures, a place is said to be “haunted.” When this energy for good or evil (or any other manner of energy) continues—especially when it touches people who were not involved in the primary circumstance which occurred in that location—then a place is considered alive. Places, then, may serve as portals through which a person can enter into the past, both psychically and physically; moreover, the effects of a place upon a person may influence what happens going forward. Places are causes, and they are effects.

			Among places, one’s home is special, and yet the word “home” may be infused with doubtful associations. At the end of a stressful day at work, a person may want to run home—to the house that functions as his harbor, shelter, or castle (as in “king of one’s castle”); on the other hand, a person’s home is sometimes a place to run away from, a cage or a trap. A house may be a homeowner’s medium for self-expression, a blank canvas or parchment upon which a decorator may realize her artistic vision—except when the artist is entangled in the crawling vines within the “Yellow Wallpaper,” the imperishable 1892 tale by Charlotte Perkins Gilman.

			The Gothic novel of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries specialized in the “haunted castle,” in such novels as the aforementioned Castle of Otranto (1764) by Horace Walpole, Ann Radcliffe’s The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794), and many others. The late Gothic writer G. P. R. James produced a compelling account in “A Night in an Old Castle” (1854), included here.

			With thick stone walls and narrow windows, Wuthering Heights (in the 1848 novel by Emily Brontë) is a fortress with endless, barren moors that serve as an earthen moat, built to withstand a siege. Its owner, Heathcliff, too, has built a suit of emotional armor around himself, for he is determined to brook no further abuse or deprivation—and to launch the first strike in any fray. Heathcliff’s bedroom has

			a carpet—a good one, but the pattern was obliterated by dust; a fireplace hung with cut-paper, dropping to pieces; a handsome oak-bedstead with ample crimson curtains of rather expensive material and modern make; but they had evidently experienced rough usage: the vallances hung in festoons, wrenched from their rings, and the iron rod supporting them was bent in an arc on one side, causing the drapery to trail upon the floor. The chairs were also damaged, many of them severely; and deep indentations deformed the panels of the walls.

			Heathcliff has made his house over in his own image.

			

			In Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The House of the Seven Gables (1851), the house rests upon land stolen from the Maules by the Pyncheons. The description of its “seven acutely peaked gables, facing towards various points of the compass” is suggestive of circumspection, as if the house holds many secrets; indeed, within its walls an ancestral portrait conceals an ill-gotten land deed. Just as the family home has fallen into disrepair, the Pyncheons have come down in the world to such an extent that Hepzibah has added a cent shop to the manse and taken in a boarder to supplement her income. At the resolution of their lifelong ordeal (living under a Maule curse), the blameless descendants of their larcenous forebear move out of the blood-soaked mansion.

			But it was Edgar Allan Poe who, as in so many other ways, refashioned the haunted house in the course of revolutionizing the weird tale. The repetition of the phrase “vacant eye-like windows” at the opening of “The Fall of the House of Usher” (1839) cues the reader that this gloomy edifice is more alive than inanimate wood and brick. The narrator, upon first viewing the house, experiences a deep depression: “I looked upon the scene before me—upon the mere house, and the simple landscape features of the domain—upon the bleak walls . . . with an utter depression of soul which I can compare to no earthly sensation more properly than to the after-dream of the reveller upon opium.” He puzzles over his reaction: “what was it that so unnerved me in the contemplation of the House of Usher?” and concludes that “there are combinations of very simple natural objects which have the power of thus affecting us . . . a mere different arrangement of the particulars of the scene, of the details of the picture, would be sufficient to modify, or perhaps to annihilate its capacity for sorrowful impression.” At length, he comes to understand that the house and the Usher siblings, Roderick and Madeline, are one and the same: the lack of issue to inherit either the patronymic or the house of Usher “so identified the two as to merge . . . both the family and the mansion.”

			Among Poe’s many successors, Guy de Maupassant and Ambrose Bierce hold a high place. Maupassant’s “The Inn” (1886) is a grim tale of psychological terror that closely approaches the conte cruel (cruel tale) mastered by Villiers de l’Isle-Adam, Maurice Level, and other French writers. Bierce’s “Whither?” (1889) is an early version of the well-known tale “The Spook House”—and this version suggests that he was crafting a pseudo-“real” account, possibly as a parody of the actions of the Society for Psychical Research, toward which he cast a skeptical eye.

			The residence in William Hope Hodgson’s The House on the Borderland (1908) is far more than merely a “haunted house,” and the extract from an early chapter that we present here attests to the author’s power in creating a powerful atmosphere of the weird by means of telling details and a focus on the protagonist’s disturbed reactions as he ventures through the cavernous house in a remote corner of Ireland. A. E. W. Mason abandoned his usual practice of detective-story writing to pen an unforgettable haunted house tale on a novel premise, “The House of Terror” (1917). And the obscure English writer M. A. Manhood, in “Misery Cottage” (1928), evokes both terror and a grisly personal tragedy.1

			H. P. Lovecraft’s “The Shunned House” (1924) features a deadly domicile (based on an actual house in the author’s native city of Providence, Rhode Island—one that he earlier dramatized in the poem “The House,” included here) possessed by a natural, rather than a supernatural, entity that “insidiously sap[s]” the “vitality” of its occupants, unnaturally hastening a natural death for most of its victims, although “those who did not die displayed in varying degree a type of anemia or consumption, and sometimes a decline of the mental faculties, which spoke ill for the salubriousness of the building.”

			The danger in “The Shunned House” is not merely a sanitary problem for the Providence Department of Health, but a weird enigma waiting to be unraveled by a physician with a penchant for occult detective work. Dr. Elihu Whipple, who has always been fascinated by the house with a bad reputation, with his nephew, the narrator, conducts a scientific investigation of the moldy, shunned house and discovers an anthropomorphic form in the basement mold, “a sort of cloudy whitish pattern on the dirt floor—a vague, shifting deposit of mold or nitre which we sometimes thought we could trace amidst the sparse fungous growths near the huge fireplace of the basement kitchen. Once in a while it struck us that this patch bore an uncanny resemblance to a doubled-up human figure, though generally no such kinship existed, and often there was no whitish deposit whatever.”

			While science saves the day on this occasion (although Dr. Whipple dies in the process), the fatal experiment has exposed the malicious properties of nature to the horrified narrator. Thus, a house, whose purpose is the protection of its inhabitants, may be invaded by enemies (ghosts, other people, curses, or more nameless entities), and, once breached, may become the enemy, sucking the life force of its occupants or falling down and crushing the life out of them. But what alternative is possible? Wide-open spaces, no roof to keep out the rain, no walls to keep out foes and animals, no walls to contain secrets and information?

			Contemporary writers have not failed to draw upon the venerable trope of the haunted house and made it their own by novelties of approach, tone, and theme; and we are proud to present here a representative sample of recent and original tales and poems. Ramsey Campbell’s “Napier Court” (1971) is simultaneously a weird tale about the supernatural properties of a house and a psychological portrait of the disturbed young woman who occupies it. Campbell went on to write the outstanding The House on Nazareth Hill (1996), which may challenge The Haunting of Hill House as the best haunted house novel ever written.

			Anna Taborska, in “Endless,” tells of the weird goings-on in a rental house. A decrepit hotel is the source of horror in Michael Aronovitz’s “Share Your Bounty,” where even social media posts contribute to the atmosphere of terror. Tony LaMalfa’s “The Red Ensign” takes us to a baleful farmhouse in New England, while Katherine Kerestman’s “Haunted House” is a stream-of-consciousness narrative of a sinister house that kids on Halloween approach at their peril. The residence in Stephen Mark Rainey’s “The House at Black Tooth Pond” is the locus of a poignant domestic trauma, while the seedy residence in John Shirley’s “Empty Bottles” houses terrors uniquely associated with our own technology-engulfed world. Jacob Moon’s “The Space” is a rumination on the gruesome Victorian tradition of photographing the recently dead.

			It is unsurprising that weird houses have entered poetry over the centuries. Whether it is the “stately pleasure-dome” that Samuel Taylor Coleridge saw in a dream, or the “haunted palace” that Poe envisioned, or the mysterious abodes found in the poems of Edwin Arlington Robinson, Robert Frost, and others, or the “home of Poe” that Frank Belknap Long speaks of in a haunting prose poem, the spectral house stalks through poetry at the highest levels. The pulp magazine Weird Tales seemed particularly receptive to such work, as the poems of Cristel Hastings and Lilla Price Savino in this volume attest. We are grateful that such leading contemporary poets and prose-poets as Adam Bolivar, Frank Coffman, Margaret Curtis, Rebecca Fraser, Ian Futter, Maxwell I. Gold, Lori R. Lopez, D. L. Myers, Ngo Binh Anh Khoa, Michael Potts, Ann K. Schwader, DJ Tyrer, and Kyla Lee Ward have offered their distinctive riffs on this age-old motif.

			The haunted house is not only the preserve of literature. The theme is particularly amenable to such visual media as film, television, and the graphic novel. Five afternoons a week for five years, millions of devotees ran home from school or work to watch television’s Dark Shadows. Fans regarded Collinwood—the brooding, decaying, sinister, secretive, ancestral hall of the Collins family—as their own ancestral mansion, and love of the mansion inculcated a fondness for the brooding, decaying, sinister, secretive, ancestral personality as well. The architecture of Collinwood mirrors the character of those who live within its walls—to wit, the secret panels, closed-off wings, cellar cells with iron bars, and disused towers of Collinwood. Barnabas, Tom Jennings, Burke Devlin, and assorted family members are haunted people whose tragic memories and experiences plague them every bit as much as the ghosts of Josette, Quentin, Beth, and Bill Malloy haunt the chambers of Collinwood. The house has a crenellated roof for falling off of, a dirt floor in the basement for digging up bodies under, false walls for hiding doors behind, and great Gothic stone fireplaces in every room; the Old House on the estate, restored to its 1795 condition and intentionally lacking all the modern conveniences, is an appropriate setting for its 175-year-old vampire inmate; and the children on the estate play in a cemetery and a mausoleum, as well as on Widows’ Hill, a favorite place for suicides and murderers. 

			The best we can do is hope that we live in a benevolent house. Exorcise often. Perhaps propitiate the Lares and Penates. And scrub our walls and floors regularly.

			Perhaps you’re thinking now that “home” sounds rather a nasty thing you would rather do without.

			
				
						1	We are grateful to Debra K. Every for providing us with the text of this story.


				

			

		


		
			Kubla Khan

			Or, a Vision in a Dream. A Fragment

			Samuel Taylor Coleridge

			In Xanadu did Kubla Khan

			A stately pleasure-dome decree:

			Where Alph, the sacred river, ran

			Through caverns measureless to man

			Down to a sunless sea.

			So twice five miles of fertile ground

			With walls and towers were girdled round;

			And there were gardens bright with sinuous rills,

			Where blossomed many an incense-bearing tree;

			And here were forests ancient as the hills,

			Enfolding sunny spots of greenery.

			But oh! that deep romantic chasm which slanted

			Down the green hill athwart a cedarn cover!

			A savage place! as holy and enchanted

			As e’er beneath a waning moon was haunted

			By woman wailing for her demon-lover!

			And from this chasm, with ceaseless turmoil seething,

			As if this earth in fast thick pants were breathing,

			A mighty fountain momently was forced:

			Amid whose swift half-intermitted burst

			Huge fragments vaulted like rebounding hail,

			Or chaffy grain beneath the thresher’s flail:

			And mid these dancing rocks at once and ever

			It flung up momently the sacred river.

			

			Five miles meandering with a mazy motion

			Through wood and dale the sacred river ran,

			Then reached the caverns measureless to man,

			And sank in tumult to a lifeless ocean;

			And ’mid this tumult Kubla heard from far

			Ancestral voices prophesying war!

			The shadow of the dome of pleasure

			Floated midway on the waves;

			Where was heard the mingled measure

			From the fountain and the caves.

			It was a miracle of rare device,

			A sunny pleasure-dome with caves of ice!

			A damsel with a dulcimer

			In a vision once I saw:

			It was an Abyssinian maid

			And on her dulcimer she played,

			Singing of Mount Abora.

			Could I revive within me

			Her symphony and song,

			To such a deep delight ’twould win me,

			That with music loud and long,

			I would build that dome in air,

			That sunny dome! those caves of ice!

			And all who heard should see them there,

			And all should cry, Beware! Beware!

			His flashing eyes, his floating hair!

			Weave a circle round him thrice,

			And close your eyes with holy dread

			For he on honey-dew hath fed,

			And drunk the milk of Paradise.

		


		
			The House in the Arena

			William Hope Hodgson

			A

			 minute came and went, and I was at the exit of the chasm, staring out upon an enormous amphitheatre of mountains. Yet, of the mountains, and the terrible grandeur of the place, I recked nothing; for I was confounded with amazement, to behold, at a distance of several miles, and occupying the centre of the arena, a stupendous structure, built apparently of green jade. Yet, in itself, it was not the discovery of the building that had so astonished me; but the fact, which became every moment more apparent, that in no particular, save in colour and its enormous size, did the lonely structure vary from this house in which I live.

			For awhile, I continued to stare, fixedly. Even then, I could scarcely believe that I saw aright. In my mind, a question formed, reiterating incessantly: “What does it mean?” “What does it mean?” and I was unable to make answer, even out of the depths of my imagination. I seemed capable only of wonder and fear. For a time longer, I gazed, noting, continually, some fresh point of resemblance that attracted me. At last, wearied and sorely puzzled, I turned from it, to view the rest of the strange place on to which I had intruded.

			Hitherto, I had been so engrossed in my scrutiny of the House, that I had given only a cursory glance round. Now, as I looked, I began to realise upon what sort of a place I had come. The arena, for so I have termed it, appeared a perfect circle of about ten to twelve miles in diameter, the House, as I have mentioned before, standing in the centre. The surface of the place, like to that of the Plain, had a peculiar, misty appearance, that was yet not mist.

			

			From a rapid survey, my glance passed quickly upwards, along the slopes of the circling mountains. How silent they were. I think that this same abominable stillness was more trying to me, than anything that I had, so far, seen or imagined. I was looking up, now, at the great crags, towering so loftily. Up there, the impalpable redness gave a blurred appearance to everything.

			And then, as I peered, curiously, a new terror came to me; for, away up among the dim peaks to my right, I had descried a vast shape of blackness, giant-like. It grew upon my sight. It had an enormous equine head, with gigantic ears, and seemed to peer steadfastly down into the arena. There was that about the pose, that gave me the impression of an eternal watchfulness—of having warded that dismal place, through unknown eternities. Slowly, the monster became plainer to me; and then, suddenly, my gaze sprang from it to something further off and higher among the crags. For a long minute, I gazed, fearfully. I was strangely conscious of something not altogether unfamiliar—as though something stirred in the back of my mind. The thing was black, and had four grotesque arms. The features showed, indistinctly. Round the neck, I made out several light-coloured objects. Slowly, the details came to me, and I realised, coldly, that they were skulls. Further down the body was another circling belt, showing less dark against the black trunk. Then, even as I puzzled to know what the thing was, a memory slid into my mind, and straightway, I knew that I was looking at a monstrous representation of Kali, the Hindu goddess of death.

			Other remembrances of my old student days drifted into my thoughts. My glance fell back upon the huge beast-headed Thing. Simultaneously, I recognised it for the ancient Egyptian god Set, or Seth, the Destroyer of Souls. With the knowledge, there came a great sweep of questioning—“Two of the—!” I stopped, and endeavoured to think. Things beyond my imagination, peered into my frightened mind. I saw, obscurely. “The old gods of mythology!” I tried to comprehend to what it was all pointing. My gaze dwelt, flickeringly, between the two. “If—”

			

			An idea came swiftly, and I turned, and glanced rapidly upwards, searching the gloomy crags, away to my left. Something loomed out under a great peak, a shape of greyness. I wondered I had not seen it earlier, and then remembered I had not yet viewed that portion. I saw it more plainly now. It was, as I have said, grey. It had a tremendous head; but no eyes. That part of its face was blank.

			Now, I saw that there were other things up among the mountains. Further off, reclining on a lofty ledge, I made out a livid mass, irregular and ghoulish. It seemed without form, save for an unclean, half-animal face, that looked out, vilely, from somewhere about its middle. And then, I saw others—there were hundreds of them. They seemed to grow out of the shadows. Several, I recognised, almost immediately, as mythological deities; others were strange to me, utterly strange, beyond the power of a human mind to conceive.

			On each side, I looked, and saw more, continually. The mountains were full of strange things—Beast-gods, and Horrors, so atrocious and bestial that possibility and decency deny any further attempt to describe them. And I—I was filled with a terrible sense of overwhelming horror and fear and repugnance; yet, spite of these, I wondered exceedingly. Was there then, after all, something in the old heathen worship, something more than the mere deifying of men, animals and elements? The thought gripped me—was there?

			Later, a question repeated itself. What were they, those Beast-gods, and the others? At first, they had appeared to me, just sculptured Monsters, placed indiscriminately among the inaccessible peaks and precipices of the surrounding mountains. Now, as I scrutinised them with greater intentness, my mind began to reach out to fresh conclusions. There was something about them, an indescribable sort of silent vitality, that suggested, to my broadening consciousness, a state of life-in-death—a something that was by no means life, as we understand it; but rather an inhuman form of existence, that well might be likened to a deathless trance—a condition in which it was possible to imagine their continuing, eternally. “Immortal!” the word rose in my thoughts unbidden; and, straightway, I grew to wondering whether this might be the immortality of the gods.

			And then, in the midst of my wondering and musing, something happened. Until then, I had been staying, just within the shadow of the exit of the great rift. Now, without volition on my part, I drifted out of the semi-darkness, and began to move slowly across the arena—towards the House. At this, I gave up all thoughts of those prodigious Shapes above me—and could only stare, frightenedly, at the tremendous structure, towards which I was being conveyed so remorselessly. Yet, though I searched earnestly, I could discover nothing that I had not already seen, and so became gradually calmer.

			Presently, I had reached a point more than half-way between the House and the gorge. All around, was spread the stark loneliness of the place, and the unbroken silence. Steadily, I neared the great building. Then, all at once, something caught my vision, something that came round one of the huge buttresses of the House, and so into full view. It was a gigantic thing, and moved with a curious lope, going almost upright, after the manner of a man. It was quite unclothed, and had a remarkable luminous appearance. Yet it was the face that attracted and frightened me the most. It was the face of a swine.

			Silently, intently, I watched this horrible creature, and forgot my fear, momentarily, in my interest in its movements. It was making its way, cumbrously, round the building, stopping, as it came to each window, to peer in, and shake at the bars, with which—as in this house—they were protected; and whenever it came to a door, it would push at it, fingering the fastening stealthily. Evidently, it was searching for an ingress into the House.

			I had come now to within less than a quarter of a mile of the great structure, and still I was compelled forward. Abruptly, the Thing turned, and gazed, hideously, in my direction. It opened its mouth, and, for the first time, the stillness of that abominable place was broken, by a deep, booming note, that sent an added thrill of apprehension through me. Then, immediately, I became aware that it was coming towards me, swiftly and silently. In an instant, it had covered half the distance that lay between. And still, I was borne helplessly to meet it. Only a hundred yards, and the brutish ferocity of the giant face numbed me with a feeling of unmitigated horror. I could have screamed, in the supremeness of my fear; and then, in the very moment of my extremity and despair, I became conscious that I was looking down upon the arena, from a rapidly-increasing height. I was rising, rising. In an inconceivably short while, I had reached an altitude of many hundred feet. Beneath me, the spot that I had just left, was occupied by the foul Swine-creature. It had gone down on all fours, and was snuffing and rooting, like a veritable hog, at the surface of the arena. A moment, and it rose to its feet, clutching upwards, with an expression of desire upon its face, such as I have never seen in this world.

			Continually, I mounted higher. A few minutes, it seemed, and I had risen above the great mountains—floating, alone, afar in the redness. At a tremendous distance below, the arena showed, dimly; with the mighty House looking no larger than a tiny spot of green. The Swine-thing was no longer visible.

			Presently, I passed over the mountains, out above the huge breadth of the plain. Far away, on its surface, in the direction of the ring-shaped sun, there showed a confused blur. I looked towards it, indifferently. It reminded me, somewhat, of the first glimpse I had caught of the mountain-amphitheatre.

			With a sense of weariness, I glanced upwards at the immense ring of fire. What a strange thing it was! Then, as I stared, out from the dark centre, there spurted a sudden flare of extraordinary vivid fire. Compared with the size of the black centre, it was as naught; yet, in itself, stupendous. With awakened interest, I watched it carefully, noting its strange boiling and glowing. Then, in a moment, the whole thing grew dim and unreal, and so passed out of sight. Much amazed, I glanced down to the Plain from which I was still rising. Thus, I received a fresh surprise. The Plain—everything, had vanished, and only a sea of red mist was spread, far below me. Gradually, as I stared, this grew remote, and died away into a dim, far mystery of red, against an unfathomable night. Awhile, and even this had gone, and I was wrapped in an impalpable, lightless gloom.

		


		
			The Haunted House

			Cristel Hastings 

			It stands deserted through the mildewed years; 

			Its only friends the wind and evening star 

			And the gray mist that rains its dripping tears 

			And wonders who its ghostly tenants are. 

			They say it’s best to take the upper trail 

			Where sunshine floods the flowered, perfumed way, 

			Avoiding an old road where thistles sail 

			And blank-eyed windows stare back, gaunt and gray. 

			They say the wails have bullet-tunneled holes, 

			And that the rats run screeching through the night; 

			They say queer shapes slip out and Avalk the knolls, 

			Seeking the souls that long ago took flight. 

			Queer lights glow where the zero hour sounds, 

			And winds moan through the empty, aching halls; 

			And as they bend the trees, a shadow bounds 

			From room to room, and sends its shrieking calls. 

			Forgotten with each dawn the moaning croon, 

			The screeching rats, the shadow shapes that strode; 

			But if I must go by, even at noon, 

			It’s just as well to take the upper road.

		


		
			A Haven for the Homeless

			Frank Coffman

			(An Interlocking Rubaiyat, with a definite nod to Robert Frost)

			Whose house this was I think I know—

			He died these many years ago.

			Vacant, but less cold than outdoors.

			Burr! It must be ten below!

			Outside these walls, a blizzard roars;

			Through tattered coat the wind just bores.

			These walls stop that, and now I will

			Set down my bedroll on these floors.

			In this tight corner, safe until

			I face tomorrow’s Winter chill,

			I hope this pile of rags will keep

			What warmth my body clings to still.

			*	*	*

			I startle from a fitful sleep.

			It’s not the cold makes my flesh creep!

			For there, beside me, is the man!

			The Owner sits in darkness deep.

			And softly—softly as he can—

			He tells me that he has a plan:

			“Just let your woes all drift away;

			Remember the good race you ran.

			“There is no further debt to pay,

			No better day than this Today.”

			And so, I think that I will stay.

			And now, I know that I shall stay.

		


		
			The House of Terror

			A. E. W. Mason

			T

			here are eager spirits who enter upon each morning like adventurers upon an unknown sea. Mr. Rupert Glynn, however, was not of that company. He had been christened “Rupert” in an ironical moment, for he preferred the day to be humdrum. Possessed of an easy independence, which he had never done a stroke of work to enlarge, he remained a bachelor, not from lark of opportunity to become a husband, but in order that his comfort might not be disarranged.

			“A hunting-box in the Midlands,” he used to say, “a set of chambers in the Albany, the season in town, a cure in the autumn at some French spa where a modest game of baccarat can be enjoyed, and a five-pound note in my pocket at the service of a friend—these conditions satisfy my simple wants, and I can rub along.”

			Contentment had rounded his figure, and he was a little thicker in the jaw and redder in the face than he used to be. But his eye was clear, and he had many friends, a fact for which it was easy to account. For there was a pleasant earthliness about him which made him restful company. It seemed impossible that strange startling things could happen in his presence; he had so stolid and comfortable a look, his life was so customary and sane. “When I am frightened by queer shuffling sounds in the dead of night,” said a nervous friend of his, “I think of Rupert Glynn and I am comforted.” Yet just because of this atmosphere of security which he diffused about him, Mr. Glynn was dragged into mysteries, and made acquainted with terrors.

			

			In the first days of February Mr. Glynn found upon his breakfast-table at Melton a letter which he read through with an increasing gravity. Mr. Glynn being a man of method, kept a file of the Morning Post. He rang the bell for his servant, and fetched to the table his pocket diary. He turned back the pages until he read in the space reserved for November 15th, “My first run of the year.”

			Then he spoke to his servant, who was now waiting in the room:

			“Thompson, bring me the Morning Post of November 16th.”

			Mr. Glynn remembered that he had read a particular announcement in the paper on the morning after his first run, when he was very stiff. Thompson brought him the copy for which he had asked, and, turning over the pages, he soon lighted upon the paragraph.

			“Mr. James Thresk has recovered from his recent breakdown, and left London yesterday with Mrs. Thresk for North Uist.”

			Glynn laid down his newspaper and contemplated the immediate future with gloom. It was a very long way to the Outer Hebrides, and, moreover, he had eight horses in his stable. Yet he could hardly refuse to take the journey in the face of that paragraph. It was not, indeed, in his nature to refuse. For the letter written by Linda Thresk claimed his presence urgently. He took it up again. There was no reason expressed as to why he was needed. And there were instructions, besides, which puzzled him, very explicit instructions. He was to bring his guns, he was to send a telegram from Loch Boisdale, the last harbour into which the steamer from Oban put before it reached North Uist, and from no other place. He was, in a word, to pretend that he had been shooting in a neighbouring island to North Uist, and that, since he was so near, he ventured to trespass for a night or two on Mrs. Thresk’s hospitality. All these precautions seemed to Glynn ominous, but still more ominous was the style of the letter. A word here, a sentence there—nay, the very agitation of the handwriting, filled Glynn with uneasiness. The appeal was almost pitiful. He seemed to see Linda Thresk bending over the pages of the letter which he now held in his hand, writing hurriedly, with a twitching, terrified face, and every now and then looking up, and to this side and to that, with the eyes of a hunted animal. He remembered Linda’s appearance very well as he held her letter in his hand, although three years had passed since he had seen her—a fragile, slender woman with a pale, delicate face, big dark eyes, and masses of dark hair—a woman with the look of a girl and an almost hot-house air of refinement.

			Mr. Glynn laid the letter down again, and again rang for his servant.

			“Pack for a fortnight,” he said. “And get my guns out. I am going away.”

			Thompson was as surprised as his self-respect allowed him to be.

			“Your guns, sir?” he asked. “I think they are in town, but we have not used them for so long.”

			“I know,” said Mr. Glynn impatiently. “But we are going to use them now.”

			Thompson knew very well that Mr. Glynn could not hit a haystack twenty yards away, and had altogether abandoned a sport in which he was so lamentably deficient. But a still greater shock was to be inflicted upon him.

			“Thompson,” said Mr. Glynn, “I shall not take you with me. I shall go alone.”

			And go alone he did. Here was the five-pound note, in a word, at the service of a friend. But he was not without perplexities, to keep his thoughts busy upon his journey.

			Why had Linda Thresk sent for him out of all her friends?

			For since her marriage three years before, he had clean lost sight of her, and even before her marriage he had, after all, been only one of many. He found no answer to that question. On the other hand, he faithfully fulfilled Mrs. Thresk’s instructions. He took his guns with him, and when the steamer stopped beside the little quay at Loch Boisdale he went ashore and sent off his telegram. Two hours later he disembarked at Lochmaddy in North Uist, and, hiring a trap at the inn, set off on his long drive across that flat and melancholy island. The sun set, the swift darkness followed, and the moon had risen before he heard the murmurous thunder of the sea upon the western shore. It was about ten minutes later when, beyond a turn of the road, he saw the house and lights shining brightly in its windows. It was a small white house with a few out-buildings at the back, set in a flat peat country on the edge of a great marsh. Ten yards from the house a great brake of reeds marked the beginning of the marsh, and beyond the reeds the bog stretched away glistening with pools to the low sand-hills. Beyond the sand-hills the Atlantic ran out to meet the darkness, a shimmering plain of silver. One sapling stood up from the middle of the marsh, and laid a finger across the moon. But except that sapling, there were not any trees.

			To Glynn, fresh from the meadowlands of Leicestershire with their neat patterns of hedges, white gates and trees, this corner of the Outer Hebrides upon the edge of the Atlantic had the wildest and most desolate look. The seagulls and curlews cried perpetually above the marsh, and the quiet sea broke upon the sand with a haunting and mournful sound. Glynn looked at the little house set so far away in solitude, and was glad that he had come. To his southern way of thinking, trouble was best met and terrors most easily endured in the lighted ways of cities, where companionship was to be had by the mere stepping across the threshold.

			When the trap drove up to the door, there was some delay in answering Glynn’s summons. A middle-aged man-servant came at last to the door, and peered out from the doorway in surprise.

			“I sent a telegram,” said Glynn, “from Loch Bois-dale. I am Mr. Glynn.”

			“A telegram?” said the man. “It will not come up until the morning, sir.”

			Then the voice of the driver broke in.

			“I brought up a telegram from Lochmaddy. It’s from a gentleman who is coming to visit Mrs. Thresk from South Uist.”

			

			In the outer islands, where all are curious, news is not always to be had, and the privacy of the telegraph system is not recognised. Glynn laughed, and the same moment the man-servant opened an inner door of the tiny hall. Glynn stepped into a low-roofed parlour which was obviously the one living-room of the house. On his right hand there was a great fireplace with a peat fire burning in the grate, and a high-backed horsehair sofa in front of it. On his left at a small round table Thresk and his wife were dining.

			Both Thresk and his wife sprang up as he entered. Linda advanced to him with every mark of surprise upon her face.

			“You!” she cried, holding out her hand. “Where have you sprung from?”

			“South Uist,” said Glynn, repeating his lesson.

			“And you have come on to us That is kind of you! Martin, you must take Mr. Glynn’s bag up to the guest-room. I expect you will be wanting your dinner.”

			“I sent you a telegram asking you whether you would mind if I trespassed upon your hospitality for a night or so.”

			He saw Linda’s eyes fixed upon him with some anxiety, and he continued at once:

			“I sent it from Loch Boisdale.”

			A wave of relief passed over Linda’s face.

			“It will not come up until the morning,” she said with a smile.

			“As a matter of fact, the driver brought it up with him,” said Glynn. And Martin handed to Mrs. Thresk the telegram. Over his shoulder, Glynn saw Thresk raise his head. He had been standing by the table listening to what was said. Now he advanced. He was a tall man, powerfully built, with a strongly-marked, broad face, which was only saved from coarseness by its look of power. They made a strange contrast, the husband and wife, as they stood side by side—she slight and exquisitely delicate in her colour, dainty in her movements, he clumsy and big and masterful. Glynn suddenly recalled gossip which had run through the town about the time of their marriage. Linda had been engaged to another—a man whose name Glynn did not remember, but on whom, so the story ran, her heart was set.

			“Of course you are very welcome,” said Thresk, as he held out his hand, and Glynn noticed with something of a shock that his throat was bandaged. He looked towards Linda. Her eyes were resting upon him with a look of agonised appeal. He was not to remark upon that wounded throat. He took Thresk’s hand.

			“We shall be delighted if you will stay with us as long as you can,” said Thresk. “We have been up here for more than three months. You come to us from another world, and visitors from another world are always interesting, aren’t they, Linda?”

			He spoke his question with a quiet smile, like a man secretly amused. But on Linda’s face fear flashed out suddenly and was gone. It seemed to Glynn that she was at pains to repress a shiver.

			“Martin will show you your room,” said Thresk. “What’s the matter?”

			Glynn was staring at the table in consternation. Where had been the use of all the pretence that he had come unexpectedly on an unpremeditated visit? His telegram had only this minute arrived—and yet there was the table laid for three people. Thresk followed the direction of his visitor’s eyes.

			“Oh, I see,” he said with a laugh.

			Glynn flushed. No wonder Thresk was amused. He had been sitting at the table; and between himself and his wife the third place was laid.

			“I will go up and change,” said Glynn awkwardly.

			“Well, don’t be long!” replied Thresk.

			Glynn followed Martin to the guest-room. But he was annoyed. He did not, under any circumstances, like to look a fool. But he had the strongest possible objection to travelling three hundred miles in order to look it. If he wanted to look a fool, he grumbled, he could have managed it just as well in the Midlands.

			But he was to be more deeply offended. For when he came down into the dining-room he walked to the table and drew out the vacant chair. At once Thresk shot out his hand and stopped him.

			“You mustn’t sit there!” he cried violently. Then his face changed. Slowly the smile of amusement reappeared upon it. “After all, why not?” he said. “Try, yes, try,” and he watched Glynn with a strange intentness.

			Glynn sat down slowly. A trick was being played upon him—of that he was sure. He was still more sure when Thresk’s face relaxed and he broke into a laugh.

			“Well, that’s funny!” he cried, and Glynn, in exasperation, asked indignantly:

			“What’s funny?”

			But Thresk was no longer listening. He was staring across the room towards the front door, as though he heard outside yet another visitor. Glynn turned angrily towards Linda. At once his anger died away. Her face was white as paper, and her eyes full of fear. Her need was real, whatever it might be. Thresk turned sharply back again.

			“It’s a long journey from London to North Uist,” he said pleasantly.

			“No doubt,” replied Glynn, as he set himself to his dinner. “But I have come from South Uist. However, I am just as hungry as if I had come from London.”

			He laughed, and Thresk joined in the laugh.

			“I am glad of that,” he said, “for it’s quite a long time since we have seen you.”

			“Yes, it is,” replied Glynn carelessly. “A year, I should think.”

			“Three years,” said Thresk. “For I don’t think that you have ever come to see us in London.”

			“We are so seldom there,” interrupted Linda.

			“Three months a year, my dear,” said Thresk. “But I know very well that a man will take a day’s journey in the Outer Islands to see his friends, whereas he wouldn’t cross the street in London. And, in any case, we are very glad to see you. By the way,” and he reached out his hand carelessly for the salt, “isn’t this rather a new departure for you, Glynn? You were always a sociable fellow. A hunting-box in the Midlands, and all the lighted candles in the season. The Outer Islands were hardly in your line.” And he turned quickly towards him. “You have brought your guns?”

			“Of course,” said Glynn, laughing as easily as he could under a cross-examination which he began to find anything but comfortable. “But I won’t guarantee that I can shoot any better than I used to.”

			“Never mind,” said Thresk. “We’ll shoot the bog to-morrow, and it will be strange if you don’t bring down something. It’s full of duck. You don’t mind getting wet, I suppose? There was once a man named Charming—” he broke off upon the name, and laughed again with that air of secret amusement. “Did you ever hear of him?” he asked of Glynn.

			“Yes,” replied Glynn slowly. “I knew him.”

			At the mention of the name he had seen Linda flinch, and he knew why she flinched.

			“Did you?” exclaimed Thresk, with a keen interest. “Then you will appreciate the story. He came up here on a visit.”

			Glynn started.

			“He came here!” he cried, and could have bitten out his tongue for uttering the cry.

			“Oh, yes,” said Thresk easily, “I asked him,” and Glynn looked from Thresk to Thresk’s wife in amazement. Linda for once did not meet Glynn’s eyes. Her own were fixed upon the tablecloth. She was sitting in her chair rather rigidly. One hand rested upon the tablecloth, and it was tightly clenched. Alone of the three James Thresk appeared at ease.

			“I took him out to shoot that bog,” he continued with a laugh. “He loathed getting wet. He was always so very well dressed, wasn’t he, Linda? The reeds begin twenty yards from the front door, and within the first five minutes he was up to the waist!” Thresk suddenly checked his laughter. “However, it ceased to be a laughing matter. Charming got a little too near the sapling in the middle.”

			“Is it dangerous there?” asked Glynn.

			“Yes, it’s dangerous.” Thresk rose from his chair and walked across the room to the window. He pulled up the blind and, curving his hands about his eyes to shut out the light of the room, leaned his face against the window-frame and looked out. “It’s more than dangerous,” he said in a low voice. “Just round that sapling, it’s swift and certain death. You would sink to the waist,” and he spoke still more slowly, as though he were measuring by the utterance of the syllables the time it would take for the disaster to be complete—“from the waist to the shoulders, from the shoulders dean out of sight, before any help could reach you.”

			He stopped abruptly, and Glynn, watching him from the table, saw his attitude change. He dropped his head, he hunched his back, and made a strange hissing sound with his breath.

			“Linda!” he cried, in a low, startling voice, “Linda!”

			Glynn, unimpressionable man that he was, started to his feet. The long journey, the loneliness of the little house set in this wild, flat country, the terror which hung over it and was heavy in the very atmosphere of the rooms, were working already upon his nerves.

			“Who is it?” he cried.

			Linda laid a hand upon his arm.

			“There’s no one,” she said in a whisper. “Take no notice.”

			And, looking at her quivering face, Glynn was inspired to ask a question, was wrought up to believe that the answer would explain to him why Thresk leaned his forehead against the window-pane and called upon his wife in so strange a voice.

			“Did Channing sink—by the sapling?”

			“No,” said Linda hurriedly, and as hurriedly she drew away in her chair. Glynn turned and saw Thresk himself standing just behind his shoulder. He had crept down noiselessly behind them.

			“No,” Thresk repeated. “But he is dead. Didn’t you know that? Oh, yes, he is dead,” and suddenly he broke out with a passionate violence. “A clever fellow—an infernally clever fellow. You are surprised to hear me say that, Glynn. You underrated him like the rest of us. We thought him a milksop, a tame cat, a poor, weak, interloping, unprofitable creature who would sidle obsequiously into your house, and make his home there. But we were wrong—all except Linda there.”

			Linda sat with her head bowed, and said not a word. She was sitting so that Glynn could see her profile, and though she said nothing, her lips were trembling.

			“Linda was right,” and Thresk turned carelessly to Glynn. “Did you know that Linda was at one time engaged to Channing?”

			“Yes, I knew,” said Glynn awkwardly.

			“It was difficult for most of us to understand,” said Thresk. “There seemed no sort of reason why a girl like Linda should select a man like Channing to fix her heart upon. But she was right. Channing was a clever fellow—oh, a very clever fellow,” and he leaned over and touched Glynn upon the sleeve, “for he died.”

			Glynn started back.

			“What are you saying?” he cried.

			Thresk burst into a laugh.

			“That my throat hurts me to-night,” he said.

			Glynn recovered himself with an effort. “Oh, yes,” he said, as though now for the first time he had noticed the bandage. “Yes, I see you have hurt your throat. How did you do it?”

			Thresk chuckled.

			“Not very well done, Glynn. Will you smoke?”

			The plates had been cleared from the table, and the coffee brought in. Thresk rose from his seat and crossed to the mantelshelf on which a box of cigars was laid. As he took up the box and turned again towards the table, a parchment scroll which hung on a nail at the side of the fireplace caught his eye.

			“Do you see this?” he said, and he unrolled it. “It’s my landlord’s family tree. All the ancestors of Mr. Robert Donald McCullough right back to the days of Bruce. McCullough’s prouder of that scroll than of anything else in the world. He is more interested in it than in anything else in the world.”

			For a moment he fingered it, and in the tone of a man communing with himself, he added:

			“Now, isn’t that curious?”

			Glynn rose from his chair, and moved down the table so that he could see the scroll unimpeded by Thresk’s bulky figure. Thresk, however, was not speaking any longer to his guest. Glynn sat down again. But he sat down now in the chair which Thresk had used; the chair in which he himself had been sitting between Thresk and Linda was empty.

			“What interests me,” Thresk continued, hie a man in a dream, “is what is happening now—and very strange, queer, interesting things are happening now—for those who have eyes to see. Yes, through centuries and centuries, McCulloughs have succeeded McCulloughs, and lived in this distant, little corner of the Outer Islands through forays and wars and rebellions, and the oversetting of kings, and yet nothing has ever happened in this house to any one of them half so interesting and half so strange as what is happening now to us, the shooting tenants of a year.”

			Thresk dropped the scroll, and, coming out of his dream, brought the cigar-box to the table.

			“You have changed your seat!” he said with a smile, as he offered the box to Glynn. Glynn took out of it a cigar, and leaning back, cut off the end. As he stooped forward to light it, he saw the cigar-box still held out to him. Thresk had not moved. He seemed to have forgotten Glynn’s presence in the room. His eyes were fixed upon the empty chair. He stood strangely rigid, and then he suddenly cried out:

			“Take care, Linda!”

			There was so sharp a note of warning in his voice that Linda sprang to her feet, with her hand pressed upon her heart. Glynn was startled too, and because he was startled he turned angrily to Thresk.

			“Of what should Mrs. Thresk take care?”

			

			Thresk took his eyes for a moment, and only for a moment, from the empty chair.

			“Do you see nothing?” he asked, in a whisper, and his glance went back again. “Not a shadow which leans across the table there towards Linda, darkening the candle-light?”

			“No; for there’s nothing to cast a shadow.”

			“Is there not?” said Thresk, with a queer smile. “That’s where you make your mistake. Aren’t you conscious of something very strange, very insidious, close by us in this room?”

			“I am aware that you are frightening Mrs. Thresk,” said Glynn roughly; and, indeed, standing by the table, with her white face and her bosom heaving under her hand, she looked the very embodiment of terror. Thresk turned at once to her. A look of solicitude made his gross face quite tender. He took her by the arm, and in a chiding, affectionate tone he said very gently:

			“You are not frightened, Linda, are you? Interested—yes, just as I am. But not frightened. There’s nothing to be frightened at. We are not children.”

			“Oh, rim,” she said, and she leaned upon his arm. He led her across to the sofa, and sat down beside her.

			“That’s right. Now we are comfortable.” But the last word was not completed. It seemed that it froze upon his lips. He stopped, looked for a second into space, and then, dropping his arm from about his wife’s waist, he deliberately moved aside from her, and made a space between them.

			“Now we are in our proper places—the four of us,” he said bitterly.

			“The three of us,” Glynn corrected, as he walked round the table. “Where’s the fourth?”

			And then there came to him this extraordinary answer given in the quietest voice imaginable.

			“Between my wife and me. Where should he be?”

			Glynn stared. There was no one in the room but Linda, Thresk, and himself—no one. But—but—it was the loneliness of the spot, and its silence, and its great distance from his world, no doubt, which troubled him. Thresk’s manner, too, and his words were having their effect. That was all, Glynn declared stoutly to himself. But—but—he did not wonder that Linda had written so urgently for him to come to her. His back went cold, and the hair stirred upon his scalp.

			“Who is it, then?” he cried violently.

			Linda rose from the sofa, and took a quick step towards him. Her eyes implored him to silence.

			“There is no one,” she protested in a low voice.

			“No,” cried Glynn loudly. “Let us understand what wild fancy he has! Who is the fourth?”

			Upon Thresk’s face came a look of sullenness.

			“Who should he be?”

			“Who is he?” Glynn insisted.

			“Channing,” said Thresk. “Mildmay Channing.” He sat for a while, brooding with his head sunk upon his breast. And Glynn started back. Some vague recollection was stirring in his memory. There had been a story current amongst Linda’s friends at the time of her marriage. She had been in love with Channing, desperately in love with him. The marriage with Thresk had been forced on her by her parents—yes, and by Thresk’s persistency. It had been a civilised imitation of the Rape of the Sabine Women. That was how the story ran, Glynn remembered. He waited to hear more from James Thresk, and in a moment the words came, but in a thoroughly injured tone.

			“It’s strange that you can’t see either.”

			“There is some one else, then, as blind as I am?” said Glynn.

			“There was. Yes, yes, the dog,” replied Thresk, gazing into the fire. “You and the dog,” he repeated uneasily, “you and the dog. But the dog saw in the end, Glynn, and so will you—even you.”

			Linda turned quickly, but before she could speak, Glynn made a sign to her. He went over to her side. A glance at Thresk showed him that he was lost in his thoughts.

			

			“If you want me to help you, you must leave us alone,” he said.

			She hesitated for a moment, and then swiftly crossed the room and went out at the door. Glynn, who had let his cigar go out, lit it again at the flame of one of the candles on the dining-table. Then he planted himself in front of Thresk.

			“You are terrifying your wife,” he said. “You are frightening her to death.”

			Thresk did not reply to the accusation directly. He smiled quietly at Glynn.

			“She sent for you.”

			Glynn looked uncomfortable, and Thresk went on: “You haven’t come from South Uist. You have come from London.”

			“No,” said Glynn.

			“From Melton, then. You came because Linda sent for you.”

			“If it were so,” stammered Glynn, “it would only be another proof that you are frightening her.” Thresk shook his head.

			“It wasn’t because Linda was afraid that she sent for you,” he said stubbornly. “I know Linda. I’ll tell you the truth,” and he fixed his burning eyes on Glynn’s face. “She sent for you because she hates being here with me.”

			“Hates being with you!” cried Glynn, and Thresk nodded his head. Glynn could hardly even so believe that he had heard aright. “Why, you must be mad!” he protested. “Mad or blind. There’s just one person of whom your wife is thinking, for whom she is caring, for whose health she is troubled. It has been evident to me ever since I have been in this house—in spite of her fears. Every time she looks at you her eyes are tender with solicitude. That one person is yourself.”

			“No,” said Thresk. “It’s Channing.”

			“But he’s dead, man!” cried Glynn in exasperation. “You told me so yourself not half an hour ago. He is dead.”

			“Yes,” answered Thresk. “He’s dead. That’s where he beat me. You don’t understand that?”

			“No, I don’t,” replied Glynn.

			He was speaking aggressively; he stood with his legs apart in an aggressive attitude. Thresk looked him over from head to foot and agreed.

			“No,” he said, “and I don’t see why you should. You are rather like me, comfortable and commonplace, and of the earth earthy. Before men of our gross stamp could believe and understand what I am going to tell you, they would have to reach—do you mind if I say a refinement?—by passing through the same fires which have tempered me.”

			Glynn made no reply. He shifted his position so that the firelight might fall upon Thresk’s face with its full strength. Thresk leaned forward with his hands upon his knees, and very quietly, though now and then a note of scorn rang in his voice, he told his story.

			“You tell me my wife cares for me. I reply that she would have cared, if Charming had not died. When I first met Linda she was engaged to him. You know that. She was devoted to him. You know that too. I knew it and I didn’t mind. I wasn’t afraid of Channing. A poor, feeble creature—heaps of opportunities, not one of them foreseen, not one of them grasped when it came his way. A grumbler, a bag of envy, a beggar for sympathy at any woman’s lap! Why should I have worried my head about Channing? And I didn’t. Linda’s people were all for breaking off their engagement. After all, I was some good. I had made my way. I had roughed it in South America; and I had come home a rich man—not such a very easy thing, as the superior people who haven’t the heart even to try to be rich men are inclined to think. Well, the engagement was broken off, Channing hadn’t a penny to marry on, and nobody would give him a job. Look here!” And he suddenly swung round upon Glynn.

			“I gave Channing his chance. I knew he couldn’t make any use of it. I wanted to prove he wasn’t any good. So I put a bit of a railway in Chili into his hands, and he brought the thing to the edge of bankruptcy within twelve months. So the engagement was broken off. Linda clung to the fellow. I knew it, and I didn’t mind. She didn’t want to marry me. I knew it, and I didn’t mind. Her parents broke her down to it. She sobbed through the night before we were married. I knew it, and I didn’t mind. You think me a beast, of course,” he added, with a look at Glynn. “But just consider the case from my point of view. Channing was no match for Linda. I was. I wanted time, that was all. Give me only time, and I knew that I could win her.”

			Boastful as the words sounded, there was nothing aggressive in Thresk’s voice. He was speaking with a quiet simplicity which robbed them quite of offence. He was unassumingly certain.

			“Why?” asked Glynn. “Why, given time, were you sure that you could win her?”

			“Because I wanted enough. That’s my creed, Glynn. If you want enough, want with every thought, and nerve, and pulse, the thing you want comes along all right. There was the difference between Channing and me. He hadn’t the heart to want enough. I wanted enough to go to school again. I set myself to learn the small attentions which mean so much to women. They weren’t in my line naturally. I pay so little heed to things of that kind myself that it did not easily occur to me that women might think differently. But I learnt my lesson, and I got my reward. Just simple little precautions, like having a cloak ready for her, almost before she was aware that she was cold. And I would see a look of surprise on her face, and the surprise flush into a smile of pleasure. Oh, I was holding her, Glynn, I can tell you. I went about it so very warily,” and Thresk laughed with a knowing air. “I didn’t shut my door on Channing either. Not I! I wasn’t going to make a martyr of him. I let him sidle in and out of the house, and I laughed. For I was holding her. Every day she came a step or two nearer to me.”

			He broke off suddenly, and his voice, which had taken on a tender and wistful note, incongruous in so big a creature, rose in a gust of anger.

			“But he died! He died and caught her back again.”

			Glynn raised his hands in despair.

			

			“That memory has long since faded,” he argued, and Thresk burst out in a bitter laugh.

			“Memory,” he cried, flinging himself into a chair. “You are one of the imaginative people after all, Glynn.” And Glynn stared in round-eyed surprise. Here to him was conclusive proof that there was something seriously wrong with Thresk’s mind. Never had Mr. Glynn been called imaginative before, and his soul revolted against the aspersion. “Yes,” said Thresk, pointing an accusing finger. “Imaginative! I am one of the practical people. I don’t worry about memories. Actual real things interest me—such as Channing’s presence now—in this house.” And he spoke suddenly, leaning forward with so burning a fire in his eyes and voice that Glynn, in spite of himself, looked nervously across his shoulder. He rose hastily from the sofa, and rather in order to speak than with any thought of what he was saying, he asked:

			“When did he die?”

			“Four months ago. I was ill at the time.”

			The exclamation sprang from Glynn’s lips before he could check it. Here to him was the explanation of Thresk’s illusions. But he was sorry that he had not kept silent. For he saw Thresk staring angrily at him.

			“What did you mean by your ‘Ah’?” Thresk asked roughly.

			“Merely that I had seen a line about your illness in a newspaper,” Glynn explained hastily.

			Thresk leaned back satisfied.

			“Yes,” he resumed. “I broke down. I had had a hard life, you see, and I was paying for it. I am right enough now, however,” and his voice rose in a challenge to Glynn to contradict him.

			Nothing was further from Glynn’s thoughts.

			“Of course,” he said quickly.

			“I saw Channing’s death in the obituary column whilst I was lying in bed, and, to tell you the truth, I was relieved by it.”

			“But I thought you said you didn’t mind about Channing?” Glynn interrupted, and Thresk laughed with a little discomfort.

			

			“Well, perhaps I did mind a little more than I care to admit,” Thresk confessed. “At all events, I felt relieved at his death. What a fool I was!” And he stopped for a moment as though he wondered now that his mind was so clear, at the delusion which had beset him.

			“I thought that it was all over with Charming. Oh, what a fool I was! Even after he came back and would sidle up to my bedside in his old fawning style, I couldn’t bring myself to take him seriously, and I was only amused.”

			“He came to your bedside!” exclaimed Glynn.

			“Yes,” replied Thresk, and he laughed at the recollection. “He came with his humble smirk, and pottered about the room as if he were my nurse. I put out my tongue at him, and told him he was dead and done for, and that he had better not meddle with the bottles on my table. Yes, he amused me. What a fool I was! I thought no one else saw him. That was my first mistake. I thought he was helpless. . . . That was my second.”
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