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​THE GLASGOW HOUSE
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WINTER HAD LEFT US with a final wash of slushy snow, and my feet were quite numb by the time I arrived on Carnacki's doorstep that particular Friday evening. My discomfort did not last long. As usual the house was warm and cozy, and the company convivial, so by the time we had finished supper and retired to our chairs around the fire in the parlor, I was quite at ease, and ready for a tale. Our host did not keep us waiting, and launched into it with little preamble.

"I will tell you this first part as it was told to me, in a letter I received from a Mr. George Hoskins," Carnacki said, taking out several sheaves of paper. "He was rather voluble I’m afraid, but trust me on this, it is all pertinent to what comes after, so settle down, chaps, and pay attention." 

I was closest to Carnacki's position by the fire, and saw that the papers he held were covered in precise, almost obsessively neat, handwriting in dark ink. There looked to be a dozen pages, so I settled back, hoping for a longish story as Carnacki started to read aloud.

*
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"MY NAME IS GEORGE HOSKINS, Assistant Director at Jennings Enterprises in Scotland, and I write this in the hope that you can help me, Mr. Carnacki, for I know of nobody else who will so much as believe this tale. I shall tell it here in its entirety, in the hope that there might be something, anything, in any of the small details that will pique your interest enough to come to my aid, for I have no one else to turn to.

"My job in Glasgow was supposed to be a simple one; the row of tumbledown houses to the north of Clydeside docks stood in the way of the development and expansion of a new shipyard, and the residents were proving loath to depart. Several attempts at housing the occupants elsewhere in the city had come to naught, and a forcible eviction had gone so badly wrong the ensuing riot ran for two days and resulted in three policemen and two old ladies ending up in the Infirmary. This was not seen as being good for business, so my employer, Sir John Jennings, sent me in to manage what was hoped would be a more conciliatory approach with a greater chance of success.

"'Just don't promise them money,' Sir John said to me. 'If these blasted Glaswegian chippies get a whiff of that idea it will cost me a fortune to get them moved.'

"I made a start the very next morning after our talk. If I am to be honest with myself – and the nature of this tale demands a rigid adherence to the facts of the matter in setting them down here – I was not at all suited to the task. My expertise lay more in persuading industrialists to use our shipping line for their cargo; dealing with the surly residents of what was, quite frankly, a slum is not something I have previously considered part of my duties. But one does not argue with Sir John, not if one wishes to remain employed, and since becoming a widower, work was all I had left to me. So the morning found me walking out of the warren of warehouses of the docks and into Threepenny Lane. 

"The houses were every bit as run down as I had been led to expect, and sullen gazes followed my every step; I was not welcome here. That fact was made perfectly clear to me in every household, whether I conversed with man, woman or child. I was met with curses, taunts and harsh language the likes of which I had only previously encountered in engine rooms at sea. But by lunchtime I deemed the morning somewhat of a success; the first rule of negotiating is to ensure that you talk to the person capable of making a decision. In every household I had heard the same thing when I asked what it would take to get them to move.

"'You will have to talk to Mrs. MacDougall about that.'

"After returning to the shipyard offices for a spot of lunch, I returned to Threepenny Lane in search of my quarry."

*

[image: ]


"NUMBER ONE, THREEPENNY Lane was the northernmost property on the street, making it the furthest from the dockyard. It was also the oldest by quite some way; the façade had a Tudor look to it, timber and plaster, crudely painted in black and white, with thick leaded-glass windows coated in soot and grime. It was with some trepidation that I knocked on the door, as I fully expected it to be even more of a hovel than the dwellings I had encountered the day before. I was therefore rather surprised to be shown into a clean, obviously well maintained hallway when the door was opened to me. 

"Mrs. MacDougall was another surprise, for I had expected a rather elderly, if not severe woman, but the lady was of ages with myself, and kept herself as well as she kept her home. A tight bun held her black hair in place, her features were plain, but clean, and her dark clothing, although rather threadbare in places, was free from dirt, and patched and darned by a neat, tidy hand. Her hand felt cold in mine as she surprised me with a firm handshake. 

"The hallway ran off away from us into dark shadow at the rear of the house. I saw the darker opening of a stairwell leading upward, but the lady led me into the first room on the left. It was a neat, well-apportioned apartment with thick flock wallpaper, and even thicker carpet, a cot bed, two chairs and a large iron range that served as heater and cooker. Heat poured from the range in waves that reminded me of some of my less comfortable sea journeys in the bowels of engine rooms, but the lady was cool and collected as she set about making a pot of tea. 

"We had barely spoken so far apart from my introductions, and I was about to broach the subject of my visit when she spoke up first, and her first words quite discombobulated me.

"'You can see her again, you know?'

"I was at quite a loss how to respond to that; I did not have a bally clue what was being said to me.

"'I beg your pardon?'

"'Your wife – Elaine, isn't it? You can see her again.'

"'My wife is deceased these past six months, and I would ask you not to mention her name again in my company,' I replied. My anger rose, for if this was a negotiating tactic on her part, it was in dashed poor taste, and I was of a mind to berate her thoroughly.

"As for the lady herself, she seemed quite calm – serious even, but did not elaborate on her first statement so I took the opportunity to get straight to the point.

"'I am here because I have been told you will be able to help me effect a resolution to our problem,' I said.

"'I do not have a problem,' she replied calmly. 'This street does not have a problem. And if your masters left well alone, they would not have a problem either.'

"'You cannot stand in the way of progress,' I said. 

She smiled at that.

"'But that is precisely what I do,' she replied. 'It is what this house does best.'

"'We appear to be talking at cross-purposes.'

"'No, sir. I am trying to tell you something important, but you do not appear willing to listen to me. But perhaps there is something else that might help you understand.'
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