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INTRODUCTION


During what is often called the Golden Age of mystery fiction, the years between the two World Wars, one of the best-selling writers in America was Mary Roberts Rinehart. Not just a bestselling mystery writer—a bestselling writer, period. The list of the top ten bestselling books for each year in the 1920s showed Rinehart on the list five times, an impressive feat matched only by Sinclair Lewis. The only mystery titles that outsold her in those years were Rebecca by Daphne du Maurier and two titles by S.S. Van Dine, The Greene Murder Case and The Bishop Murder Case.


In many regards, Mary Roberts Rinehart was the American Agatha Christie, both in terms of popularity and productivity. Like her British counterpart, the prolific Rinehart wrote a large number of bestselling mysteries, short stories, straight novels, and stage plays, some of which were hugely successful—especially 1920’s The Bat.


Unlike Christie, however, Rinehart’s popularity waned after her death in 1958. One cause of this decreased interest was likely the lack of a long-running series character, which would have given new readers an easy entry-point into her work (although Miss Letitia Carberry, known as Tish, appeared in several books, and Nurse Adams, dubbed “Miss Pinkerton” by the police for her uncanny ability to become embroiled in criminal activities, had a few appearances). At the same time, reading tastes in the United States were changing towards the end of her career, tending towards more straightforward detection; while Christie’s detectives, notably Hercule Poirot, were reasoning creatures largely lacking in emotions, Rinehart’s characters were swept up in the very human responses of romance, curiosity, fear, and tenacity.


Furthermore, many of the characteristics that made Rinehart’s writing so unique and exciting in its day became hackneyed by writers seeking to cash in on the popularity of her style; as a result, her work, though it retains the mark of originality, was all but forgotten in the ensuing flood of half-rate imitations.


For example, a common element in Rinehart’s mysteries was the author’s penchant for moving the storyline along with foreshadowing. While this is a frequently used device in contemporary literature, Rinehart often employed a method that has become mocked by some, partially because of its simplicity. The statement (and its numerous variations) “had I but known then what I know now, this could have been avoided,” often creeps into her books, so commonly, in fact, that Rinehart’s use of the contrivance is famously credited (or blamed, depending on your point of view) for creating the entire “Had-I-But-Known” school of fiction. The Red Lamp provides a good example of how this device works: compelled by a desire to catch a murderer in the act, the main character, William Porter, continually arrives at the scene of the crime just before the authorities, further implicating himself as a suspect. Had he but known that the murder was to happen at that time, in that place, this could have been avoided—but then, of course, there would be no story to tell, and no way to increase the tension between the police, the suspect, and the actual killer.


In this way, Porter is typical of Rinehart’s protagonists, who often exhibit very poor judgment. Warned never—never—to enter the basement under any circumstances, for instance, they are absolutely certain to be found there within the next few pages, only to be rescued at the very last instant. The characters—almost exclusively female, with the exception of the present example—often have flashes of insight that come moments too late to prevent another murder.


Born to a poor family in Pittsburgh, the author’s father committed suicide just as she was graduating from nursing school, where she had met Dr. Stanley Marshall Rinehart, who she married in 1896 at the age of twenty; they had three sons. Because of poor investments, the young nurse and her doctor husband struggled financially so she began to write, selling forty-five stories in the first year (1903). The editor of Munsey’s Magazine suggested that she write a novel, which he would serialize, and she quickly produced The Man in Lower Ten, followed immediately by The Circular Staircase, which was published in book form first, in 1908. She was a consistent best-seller from that point on. After her husband died in 1932, Mary Roberts Rinehart, now a fabulously wealthy woman from the sales of her books, moved into a luxurious, eighteen-room Park Avenue apartment where she lived alone for the rest of her life.


Rinehart’s mysteries have a surprisingly violent side to them (though never graphically described), with the initial murder serving as a springboard to subsequent multiple murders. Her tales are unfailingly filled with sentimental love stories and gentle humor, both unusual elements of crime fiction in the early decades of the twentieth century. Describing some of her books, Rinehart displayed her sly sense of humor while conceding the levels of violence and the body count are not entirely expected from an author known for her romantic and heart-warming mystery fiction. Here are some selected titles about which she warned readers:


*The After House (1914): “I killed three people with one axe, raising the average number of murders per crime book to a new high level.”


*The Album (1933): “The answer to four gruesome murders lies in a dusty album for everyone to see.”


*The Wall (1938): “I commit three shocking murders in a fashionable New England summer colony.”


*The Great Mistake (1940): “A murder story set in the suburbs, involving a bag of toads, a pair of trousers and some missing keys.”


Of the present book, The Red Lamp, first published in 1925, she wrote “a murder is committed every time the sinister red lamp goes out.” A bit of an exaggeration for effect, perhaps, but the novel remains chilling. College professor William Porter inherits an isolated estate that comes with more than its share of rumors and gossip, mainly about ghosts and murder. A skeptic about all things supernatural, he’s not likely to be easily convinced of such goings-on, but then a shadowy apparition appears in the glow of a red lamp. Could the house really be haunted, or is someone trying to convince them to abandon the house? And when the murders begin, he’s convinced that that apparition, be it man or spirit, is to blame.


The Red Lamp is not the only mystery by Roberts to involve a whisper of horror. In her most famous work, The Bat, strange events permeate the Long Island manor in which most of the action occurs. The Circular Staircase, her first book, was adapted for a stage play titled The Bat (a sobriquet for a bank robber), which she wrote with Avery Hopkins. The play was then novelized under the same title as the wildly successful drama. Oddly, perhaps wary (or weary) of rewriting her plot yet again, it has been rumored that Rinehart hired Stephen Vincent Benet to write the novelization. The Bat, proving to be ubiquitous, was adapted for a 1926 silent movie, then a sound film in 1930 titled The Bat Whispers, and yet again in 1959 as The Bat, as well as several television adaptations. The Bat, incidentally, later served as one of the inspirations for Bob Kane’s Batman.


Although some of the mores and social niceties of her time have changed, Rinehart’s greatest strengths as a writer were her ability to tell a story that compelled the reader to turn the page, and to create universal characters to which all of us can relate. That ability never goes out of style—and as long as people read books, neither will Mary Roberts Rinehart, the universally beloved writer who, for two decades, was the best-paid writer in America.


—OTTO PENZLER




Introduction to the Journal of William A. Porter, A. B., M. A., Ph. D., Litt. D., etc.


June 30, 1924


A few weeks ago, at a dinner, a discussion arose as to the unfinished dramas recorded in the daily press. The argument was, if I remember correctly, that they give us the beginning of many stories, and the endings of as many more. But that what followed those beginnings, or preceded those endings, was seldom or never told.


It was Pettingill, of all persons, who turned the attention of the table to me.


“Take that curious case of yours, Porter,” he said. “Not yours, of course, but near your summer place two years ago. What ever happened there? Grace and I used to sit up all night to see who would get the morning paper first; then—it quit on us. That’s all. Quit on us.” He surveyed the table with an aggrieved air.


Helena Lear glanced across at me maliciously.


“Do tell us, Willie,” she said. She is the only person in the world who calls me Willie. “And give us all the horrible details. You know, I have always had a sneaking belief that you did the things yourself!”


Under cover of the laugh that went up, I glanced at my wife. She was sitting erect and unsmiling, her face drained of all its color, staring across the flowers and candles into the semidarkness above the buffet. As though she saw something.


I do not know; I never shall know, probably. I saw little Pettingill watching her unobtrusively, and following her eyes to the space over the buffet behind me, but I did not turn around. Possibly it was only the memories aroused by that frivolous conversation which made me feel, for a moment, that there was a cold wind eddying behind my back—


It occurred to me then that many people throughout the country had been intensely interested in our Oakville drama, and had been left with that same irritating sense of noncompletion. But not only that. At least three of the women had heard me make that absurd statement of mine, relative to the circle enclosing a triangle. There were more than Helena Lear, undoubtedly, who had remembered it when, early in July, the newspapers had announced the finding of that diabolical symbol along with the bodies of the slain sheep.


It seemed to me that it might be a duty I owed to myself as well as to the University, to clarify the matter; to complete the incomplete; to present to them the entire story with its amazing climax, and in effect to say to them and to the world at large, “This is what happened. As you see, the problem is solved, and here is your answer. But do not blame me if here and there is found an unknown factor in the equation; an X we do not know what to do with, but without which there would have been no solution. I can show you the X. I have used it. But I cannot explain it.”


As will be seen, I have taken the portion of my journal extending from June 16th, to September 10th of that year. Before that period, and after it, it is merely the day-by-day record of an uneventful life. Rather more fully detailed, since like Pepys I have used it as a reservoir into which to pour much of that residue which remains in a man’s mind over and above the little he gives out each day. Rather more fully detailed, too, since I keep it in shorthand, an accomplishment acquired in my student days, and used not to ensure the privacy of the diary itself, although I think my dear wife so believes, but to enable me, frankly, to exercise that taste for writing which exists in all of us whose business is English literature.


Show me any man who teaches literature, and I will show you a man thwarted. For it is our universal, hidden conviction that we, too, could write, were it not for the necessity of earning our daily bread. We start in as writers, only temporarily sidetracked. “Some day—” we say to ourselves, and go to our daily task of Milton or Dryden or Pope as those who, seeking the beauties of the country, must travel through a business thoroughfare to get there.


But time goes by, and still we do not write. We find, as life goes on, that all the great thoughts have already been recorded; that there is not much to say that has not been already said. And, because we are always staring at the stars, we learn the shortness of our arms.


We find a vicarious consolation in turning out, now and then, a man who is not daunted by tradition, and who puts his old wine into new bottles. We read papers before small and critical societies. And we sometimes keep journals.


And so—this journal. Much the same as when, under stress of violent excitement or in the peaceful interludes, I went to it as one goes to a friend, secure against betrayal. Here and there I have detailed more fully conversations which have seemed to bear on the mystery; now and again I have rounded a sentence. But in the main it remains as it was, the daily history of that strange series of events which culminated so dramatically on the night of September 10th in the paneled room of the main house at Twin Hollows.


Of this house itself, since it figures so largely in the narrative, a few words should be said. The main portion of it, the hall which extended from the terrace toward the sea through to the rear and the drive, the paneled den and the large library in front of it are very old. To this portion, in the seventies, had been added across the hall, by some long-forgotten builder, a dining-room opposite the library and facing the sea, pantries, kitchen, laundry, and beyond the laundry a nondescript room originally built as a gun room and still containing the gun cases on the walls.


In later years the gun room, still so called, had fallen from its previous dignity and served divers purposes. In my Uncle Horace’s time old Thomas, the gardener, used it on occasion as a potting-room. And on wet days washing was hung up in it to dry. But it remained the “gun room,” and so figures in this narrative.


In the rebuilding considerable judgment had been shown, and the broad white structure, with its colonial columns to the roof, makes a handsome appearance from the bay. It stands on a slight rise, facing the water, and its lawn extends to the edge of the salt marsh which divides it from the sea.


This is Twin Hollows. A place restful and beautiful to the eye; a gentleman’s home, with its larkspurs and zinnias, its roses and its sundial, its broad terrace, its great sheltered porch, and its old paneling. Some lovely woman should sweep down its wide polished staircase or, armed with basket and shears, should cut roses in the garden with its sundial—that sundial where I stood the night the bell clanged. But it stands idle. It will, so long as I live, always stand idle.


Of my Uncle Horace, who also figures largely in the journal, a few words are necessary. He graduated from this University. He had died suddenly in June of the year before the journal takes up the narrative, presumably of cardiac asthma, from which he had long suffered. A gentleman and a scholar, an essential solitary, there had been no real intimacy between us. Once in a while I passed a week-end in the country with him, and until the summer of the narrative, my chief memory of him had been of a rather small and truculent elderly gentleman, with the dry, sharp cough of the heart sufferer, pacing the terrace beneath my window at night in the endless search of the asthmatic for air, and smoking for relief some particularly obnoxious brand of herbal cigarette.


Until the summer of the narrative—


Ever since I have been considering the making public of the journal, I have been asking myself this question, as one which will undoubtedly be asked when the book is published. What effect have the events of that summer had on my previous convictions?


Have I changed? Do I now believe that death is but a veil, and that through that veil we may now and then, as through a glass, see darkly?


I can only answer that as time has gone on I find they have exerted no permanent effect whatever. I am still profoundly agnostic. My wife and I have emerged from it, I imagine, as one emerges from a seance room where the phenomena have been particularly puzzling; that is, bewildered and half convinced for the moment, but without any change in our fundamental incredulity.


The truth is that if these things be, they are too great for our human comprehension; the revolution demanded in our ideas of the universe is too basic. And, as the journal will show, too dangerous.


All houses in which men have lived and suffered and died are haunted houses, I have written somewhere in the journal. And if thoughts are entities, which may impress themselves on their surroundings, perhaps this is true.


But dare I go further? Restate my conviction at the time that the solution of our crimes had been facilitated by assistance from some unseen source? And that, having achieved its purpose, this force forthwith departed from us? I do not know.


The X remains unsolved.


But I admit that more than once, during the recent editing of this journal for publication, I have wakened at night covered with a cold sweat, from a dream in which I am once more standing in the den of the house at Twin Hollows, the red lamp lighted behind me, and am looking out into the hall at a dim figure standing at the foot of the staircase.


A figure which could not possibly be there. But was there.


(Signed)
WILLIAM A. PORTER.


June 16th.


Commencement week is over at last, thank heaven, and with no more than the usual casualties. Defeated at the ball game, 9–6. Lear down with ptomaine, result of bad ice cream somewhere or other. Usual reunions of old boys, with porters staggering under the suitcases, which seem to grow heavier each year.


Nevertheless, the very old ’uns always give me a lump in the throat, and I fancy there was a considerable amount of globus hystericus as Uncle Horace’s class marched onto the field on Class Day. Only eight of them this year, Uncle Horace being missing. Poor old boy!


Which reminds me that Jane thought she saw him with the others as they marched in. Wonderful woman, Jane! No imagination ordinarily, meticulous mind and only a faint sense of humor. Yet she drags poor old Horace out of his year-old grave and marches him onto the field, and then becomes slightly sulky with me when I laugh!


“I told you to bring your glasses, my dear,” I said.


“How many men are in that group?” she demanded tensely.


“Eight. And, for heaven’s sake, lower your voice.”


“I see nine, William,” she said quietly. And when she stood up to take her usual snapshots of the alumni procession she was trembling.


A curious woman, Jane.


So another year is over, and what have I to show for it? A small addition to my account in the savings bank, a volume or two of this uneventful diary, some hundreds of men who perhaps know the Cavalier Poets and perhaps not, and some few who have now an inkling that English literature did not begin with Shakespeare.


What have I to look forward to? Three months of uneventful summering, perhaps at Twin Hollows—if Larkin ever gets the estate settled—and then the old round again. Milton and Dryden and Pope. Addison and Swift.


“Mr. Sims, have you any idea who wrote the Ancient Mariner? Or have you by chance ever heard of the Ancient Mariner?”


“Wordsworth, I believe, sir.”


Yet I am not so much discontented as afraid of sinking into a lethargy of smug iconoclasm. It is bad for the soul to cease to expect grapes of a thistle, for the next stage is to be “old and a cynic; a carrion crow,” like the old man in Prince Otto, with rotten eggs the burthen of my song.


Yet what is that I want? My little rut is comfortable; so long have I lain in it that now my very body has conformed. I fit my easy chair beside my reading lamp; my thumbs are broadened with much holding of books. I depend on my tea.


Yesterday, calling on Lear, I must have voiced my uneasiness, for he at once suggested a hobby. His bed was littered with mutilated envelopes.


“Nothing like it,” he said. “It’s the safety valve of middle life, and the solace of age.”


“I’m not quite sure I want a safety valve,” I said, and I fancied he looked at me suspiciously.


A hobby! Shall I gather postage stamps, and inquire of a letter not from whom it comes, but from where? Or adopt Jane’s camera, and take little pictures of unimportant folk doing uninteresting things? Or go, as Lear finally suggested, afishing? Is it to be my greatest adventure to pull a fish out of the water and watch it drown with wide-opened mouth, in the air? Ah, me!


“Greatest rest in the world for the brain,” Lear said. “Fishing.


“I’m not sure I want a rest for my brain,” I protested. “I dare say what I need is a complete change.”


“Well, try ptomaine,” he said dryly, and with that I went away.


But I dare say Lear is right. The prospect of my three months vacation has gone to my head somewhat. And I dare say, too, that I am much like the solitary water beetle Jock found on the kitchen floor last night. That is, willing enough to leave my snug spot behind the warm pipes of life until danger threatens, or discomfort, and then all for scurrying back, atremble, into unexciting security again.


June 17th.


After all, security has its points.


I am the object of a certain amount of suspicion today on the part of my household! There is no place in the world, I imagine, for a philosopher with a sense of humor, a new leisure, and an inquiring turn of mind! In fact, I sometimes wonder whether any philosopher belongs in the present day and generation. These are times of action. Men think and then act; sometimes, indeed, they simply act.


But a philosopher, of course, should only think.


And all this because last night I set Jane’s clock forward one hour. Because, forsooth, I had determined to cease casting my eyes out on the world, and to study intensively that small domain of my own which lies behind the drain pipe!


During some nine months of the year I bring home to Jane from the lecture room the mere husk of a man; exhausted with the endeavor to implant one single thought into a brain where it will germinate, I sink into my easy chair and accept the life of my household. Tea. Dinner. A book. Bed. And this is my life. My existence, rather.


But with the close of the spring term I find a faint life stirring within me.


“Isn’t this a new tea?” I will say.


“You have been drinking it all winter,” Jane will reply, rather shortly.


Yesterday was my first free day, and last night I wandered about the house, looking over my possessions and rediscovering them.


“You’ve had the sofa done over, my dear.”


“Before Christmas,” Jane replied, and glanced at me. In return I glanced at Jane.


It dawns on a man now and then that he knows very little about his wife. He knows, of course, the surface attributes of her mind, her sense of order—Jane is orderly—her thrift, and Jane is thrifty. She has had to be! But it came to me suddenly that I knew very little of Jane, after all.


She is making one of those endless bits of tapestry, which some day she will put on the seat of a chair, and thereafter I shall not be expected to sit in that chair. But it is not a work which requires profound attention. She was working at it at the moment, her head bent, her face impassive.


“What are you thinking about, Jane?” I asked her.


“I really wasn’t thinking at all.”


I dare say from that I fell to speculating on Jane’s mind, and that does not imply a criticism. Rather on the contrary, for Jane has an excellent mental equipment. But I am sometimes aware that she possesses certain qualities I do not possess. For example, it would be impossible for me to imagine, as Jane did on Class Day, that I saw Uncle Horace. Although, like all men with defective vision, I have occasional optical illusions. But it is equally impossible for me to deny that she did see Uncle Horace, and there has been a certain subtle change in her since which convinces me of her sincerity.


What, then, I considered, is the difference between Jane’s mind and my own? She has some curious ability, which she hides like one of the seven deadly sins, and which makes her at times a difficult person with whom to live.


I have already recorded in this journal that one occasion in my life when at the reunion of my class, some wag proposed mixing all that was left of the various liquors in the punch bowl and drinking a stirrup cup out of it, and the fact that I was extremely dizzy on my way home.


But I did not record, I think, the fact that after I had quietly entered the house and got myself to bed, Jane came into my room.


“Oh! So you are back!” she said.


“Certainly I am back, my dear.”


It seemed unnecessary to state that neither she nor the doorway in which she stood seemed entirely steady at the moment, nor did I so state. But perhaps it was not necessary, for after eyeing me coldly for a moment, she said, “Were you supporting the chapel half an hour ago, William, or was it supporting you?”


“I don’t know what you are talking about!”


“Don’t you?” she observed, and retired quietly, after removing my shoes from the top of my bookcase.


But the humiliating fact remains that I had stopped for a moment’s rest beside the chapel, and that somehow Jane knew it.


Or take again that incident already recorded in this journal, under the date of June 28th of last year, when she wakened me at seven o’clock and said she had seen Uncle Horace lying dead on the floor of the library at Twin Hollows.


“Dreams,” I said drowsily, “are simply wish fulfillments. Go on back to bed, my dear. The old boy’s all right.”


“I wasn’t asleep,” she said quietly. “And you will have a telephone message soon telling you I was not.”


And so true was this that she had hardly ceased speaking before Annie Cochran called up to tell us she had found him, at seven o’clock, dead on the library floor.


(Note: In preparing these notes for publication one thing occurs to me very strongly, and that is this. It is curious that my wife’s vision, or whatever it may be called, did not occur until some hours after the death. If there came some mental call to her, why not when he was in extremis? Not only would it have helped us greatly in the mystery which was so soon to develop, but it would have been more true to the usual type of such phenomena.


In this case, if we are to admit anything but coincidence, it is easier to accept the fact that we are dealing with mental telepathy. In other words, that the servant Annie Cochran, who actually found the body at seven in the morning, at once thought of Jane and so flashed the scene to her.


But I admit that this is merely explaining one mystery with another.)


So I was reflecting, as Jane pushed her needle through her tapestry, slow, infinitely plodding and absolutely composed. What portion of Jane, then, wandered out at night, and saw me with a death grip on the chapel wall? Or, with a fine contempt of distance and a house she loathed, went to Twin Hollows and found Uncle Horace on the floor?


It was an interesting thought, and I played with it out of sheer joy in idleness. The Jane, then, whom I could reach out and touch at night, might only be the shell of Jane, while the real Jane might be off on some spirit adventure of her own! I considered this. It has, one must admit, its possibilities. And just then she glanced up at me.


“What are you thinking about?” she asked.


“My dear,” I said gravely, “I am worrying.”


“What about?”


“About you.”


“I’m all right,” she said. “Although of course I’d like to get away somewhere.”


“That’s precisely what I’m worrying about!” I observed, and she looked puzzled but said nothing.


I went back to Jane’s mind, with a volume of Von Humboldt unnoticed on my knee. Had she true clairvoyance, whatever that may mean? Or was telepathy the answer? She is Scotch, and the Scots sometimes claim what is called “second sight.” I know that in her heart she believes she has this curious gift. She was, they say, a queer child, seeing and hearing things unseen and unheard by others. And I know she fears and hates it; it is somehow irreligious to her.


But—has she?


No immediate answer being forthcoming, I went back to my book, and very soon I happened on the following paragraph: A presumptuous skepticism which rejects facts without examining them to see if they are real, is more blameworthy than an irrational credulity.


It was, in a way, a challenge, but there were no facts to examine. I could believe that Jane is merely a fine recording instrument on which telepathic impressions are recorded, or I could accept that she is able to leave that still lovely but slightly matronly body of hers on occasion and travel on the wings of space. But, because my interest was aroused, I consulted the dictionary on clairvoyance, and found that it was the faculty of being able to perceive objects without the customary use of the senses.


It was “vision without eyes.”


Even then—on so small a base does one’s comfort behind the pipe sometimes depend—all would have been well had not Clara entered with the dish of fruit which is my method of telling the seasons; the winter orange and banana gradually giving way to the early berries which mark the spring, and so on. And with that Jane looked at the clock.


That glance was at once my downfall and my triumph. For it occurred to me then to make a simple experiment, and to “examine the facts.”


Jane, I argued, rises by her bedroom clock every morning, and punctually to the minute. But Jane does not look at her clock. Then, if I set it forward one hour—


And set it forward one hour I did, after Jane was asleep. And at the moment its hands indicated seven-thirty, although it was but half past six, did Jane open her eyes, rise from her bed without so much as a glance toward the clock, and call her household.


So Jane saw her clock without eyes, Clara has been sulky all day, and I am in extreme disfavor.


“Really, William,” Jane said with a sigh this afternoon, “you are very difficult in the holidays.”


“Difficult?”


“You know perfectly well you turned my clock on.”


“Why in the world should I turn your clock on?”


“It is your idea of being funny, I dare say.”


“It isn’t funny to be wakened an hour too soon, my dear.”


But she is suspicious of me, and cold toward me. Thus I suffer the usual lot of the seeker after truth. And Jane, my dear Jane, can see without her eyes. But she cannot understand why I turned her clock on for all her curious ability. Nor, after eating the burned biscuits Clara served tonight, can I.


But if Jane can see without her eyes, if she can perceive objects not visible to those of us who depend on the usual senses, then is one to admit that she saw Uncle Horace, as she said she did, marching at the head of his class procession last Tuesday?


June 18th.


I feel tonight rather like the man who had caught a bull by the tail and daren’t let go. And yet I am certain there is a perfectly natural explanation.


The difficulty is that I cannot very well go to Jane about it. If it is what it appears to be, and not a double exposure, it will frighten her. If it is a double exposure, she will wonder at my inquiry, and think I am watching her. She has not, even today, quite forgotten the clock.


But certain things are very curious; she thought she saw Uncle Horace marching onto the field with his class. So much did this upset her that, when she stood up to take her picture, the camera shook in her hands. Then she takes the picture, and instead of the eight old men of the class there are nine.


And she knows it. Why else would she hide the print, and pretend that she had mislaid it? It was that fact which made me suspicious.


“I’ll look them up for you later, William,” she said. “You aren’t in a hurry, are you?”


“In the bright lexicon of vacation there is no such word as hurry,” I observed brightly. And she who usually smiles at my feeblest effort turned abruptly away.


So Jane had lost her picture. Jane, whose closets are marvels of mathematical exactness, who keeps my clothing so exactly that I can find it in the dark, save for that one incident, duly noted in this journal, when I unfolded a washcloth at the president’s dinner, having taken it from my handkerchief box.


And shortly after Jane went out for a walk, Jane who never exercises save about her household. Poor Jane, I feel tonight, face to face with the inexplicable and hiding it like one of the seven deadly sins.


There are nine men in the picture; there is no getting away from it. And there is no denying, either, a faint difference in the ninth figure, a sort of shadowiness, a lack of definition. Under Jane’s reading-glass it gains nothing. The features, owing to the distance, are indistinct, but if one could imagine the ghost of old Horace, in his brocaded dressing-gown and slightly stooped to cough, in that blare of noise, shouting, and sunshine, it is there.


Later: I have shown the picture to Lear, and he says it is undoubtedly a case of double exposure.


“What else could it be?” he said, with that peculiar irritation induced in some people by any suggestion of the supernatural.


“I don’t think she ever took a picture of him in her life.”


“Well, somebody has,” he said, and handed the print back to me. “If you don’t believe me, show it to Cameron. He’s a shark on that sort of thing.”


(Note: Cameron, Exchange Professor of Physics, at our University. A member of the Society for Psychical Research, and known, I understand, among the students as “Spooks” Cameron.)


But I have not shown it to Cameron, and I do not intend to. I hardly know the man, for one thing. And for another, Lear is right. The University looks with suspicion on the few among the faculty who have on occasion dabbled with such matters.


“Personally,” he said, “I think it’s a double exposure. But whether it is or not I’m damned certain of one thing, the less said about it the better.”


June 19th.


Curious, when one begins to think on a subject, how it sometimes comes up in the most unexpected places.


I dropped into the dining-room for tea this afternoon after Jane’s bridge party, to find Jane looking uncomfortable and an animated conversation on spiritualism going on, with Helena Lear leading it.


“Ah!” she said when she saw me. “Here comes our cynic. I suppose you don’t believe in automatic writing, either?”


“I should,” I replied gravely. “I have seen as many as fifty men taking notes while in a trance in my lecture room.”


“Nor in spirits?”


“Certainly I do. And in the Smoke of Prophecy, and the Powder of Death.”


She looked rather blank, and Jane flushed a trifle.


“What is more,” I said, a trifle carried away by the tenseness of the room, perhaps, “I know that if I take a piece of chalk—have you any chalk, Jane?—and draw on the floor here the magic circle, and a triangle within it, no evil spirits can approach me. Get the chalk, dear; I promise I shall not be disturbed by so much as one demon.”


In the laughter which followed the subject was dropped. But Helena Lear, when she gave me my tea, eyed me with amusement.


“You and your circle!” she said. “Don’t you know that half these women more than half believe you?”


“And don’t you?”


“You don’t believe yourself.”


“Still,” I said, remembering Von Humboldt, “I am not an out-and-out skeptic. I will admit that Jock there, who is acting as a vacuum cleaner under the table, can hear and see and smell things that I cannot. But I do not therefore believe he communicates with the spirit world.”


“But he sees things you don’t see. You admit that.”


“Certainly. He may see farther into the spectrum than I do.”


“Then what does he see?” she said triumphantly.


A fortunate digression enabled me to escape with a whole skin, but I think there was something rather quizzical in her smiling farewell. After all, if Jock does see things I do not, what does he see? I’m blessed if I know.


June 20th.


Jane knows that I have seen the picture, and that I know it lies behind her refusal to go to Twin Hollows for the summer. When I came back from Larkin’s office today, the final papers having been signed, I could see her almost physically bracing herself.


“So it’s all set, my dear,” I said. “And if we can get Annie Cochran to clean the place a bit—”


“Would you mind so very much,” she asked, almost wistfully, “if we don’t go there?”


“But it’s all settled. Edith is coming back on purpose.”


(Note: The “Edith” of the journal is my niece, who makes her home with us. At this time she was absent on a round of house parties. A very lovely and popular girl, of whom more hereafter.)


“It’s too large for us,” said Jane. “I need a rest in the summer, not a big house to care for.”


And there was a certain definiteness in her statement which ended the conversation. As a result, and following our usual course when there is a difference between us, we have taken refuge in a polite silence all day, the familiar armed neutrality of marriage. An uncomfortable state of affairs, and aggravated by Edith’s absence. When she is here her bright talk fills in the gaps, and in the end she forces a rapprochement.


Lear has told Cameron about the picture. I met Cameron while taking Jock for his evening walk tonight, and he reintroduced himself to me. After today’s repression I fear I was a bit talkative, but he was a good listener.


Evidently he has a certain understanding of Jane’s refusal to go to Twin Hollows, although he said very little.


“Houses are curious, sometimes,” was his comment.


But on the matter of the picture he was frankly interested.


“There is,” he said, “a certain weight in the evidence for psychic photography, Mr. Porter. Of course, it is absurd to claim that all the curious photographs—and thousands of them come to me—are produced by discarnate intelligences. But there is something; I don’t know just what.”


Jane has gone to bed, still politely silent, and I am left alone to wrestle with my two problems; where to spend the summer, and why Jane finds the house at Twin Hollows what Cameron describes as curious.


A mild term, that, for Jane’s feeling about the house. Actually, she hates it. Has always hated it. She has had no pride in our acquisition of it; she has even steadfastly refused to bring away from it any of that early American furniture with which old Horace had filled it.


Yet she collects early American furniture. I write tonight at an utterly inadequate early American desk, because of this taste of hers. Jock has at this moment curled his long length on the hard seat of a Windsor chair, because of it! And yet she will have none of Uncle Horace’s really fine collection.


Nor is she of the type to listen to Annie Cochran’s story that the old portion of the house is haunted by the man killed there.


(Note: An old story and not authenticated, of the shooting of a man many years ago as he hid to escape the Excise. As a matter of fact, none of our later experiences in the house bore out this particular tradition at all.)


If she has a distaste for it, it may possibly relate to the occupancy of the house by the Riggs woman before Uncle Horace bought it. But even here I am doubtful, for Mrs. Riggs was caught in most unblushing fraud and entirely discredited as a medium.


June 21st.


Edith is back. She came in this morning, kissed Jock, Jane, and myself, Jock first, demanded an enormous breakfast and all the hot water in the house, and descended gaily a half hour later to the table, in her usual aura of bath salts, bath powder, and sunshine.


“Well,” she said, attacking her melon, “and when do we go to the haunted house?”


“Ask your aunt.”


She glanced at me and then shrewdly at Jane.


“Good heavens!” she said. “Don’t tell me there’s any question about it?”


“It isn’t decided yet,” Jane said uneasily. “It’s a big house, Edith, and—”


“All the more reason for taking it,” said Edith, and having finished her melon flung out her pretty arms. “Grass,” she said, “and flowers, and the sea. I shall swim,” she went on. “And old Father William shall fish, and Jane shall sew a fine seam. And at night the ghosts shall walk. And everything will be lovely.”


She turned to me.


“You do believe in ghosts, don’t you, Father William?”


And somehow even Jane caught some of the infection of her gaiety. “Ask him about the triangle in a circle,” she said.


“What’s that?” Edith inquired.


“The triangle in a circle, drawn around you, will keep off demons,” I explained gravely. “Surely you know that?”


“How—convenient!”


“And that the skins of four frogs, killed on a moonless night, will make one invisible if worn as a cap? And that the spirits obey Solomon’s seal—not the plant, of course! And that if you eat a stew of the eyes of a vulture, and the ear tufts of an owl, you will be wise beyond all dreams of wisdom?”


“Who wants to be wise?” said Edith. “But go on. I love to hear you.”


“Very well,” I agreed, with an eye on Jane. “Now, take the figure five. Five is the magic number, not seven. We have five fingers, five toes, five senses. There are five points to a star. Perhaps you noticed my wild excitement when my automobile license this year was 555.”


Jane got up, and I saw that my nonsense had had its effect. She was smiling, for the first time in days.


“If you care to go out and look at the house tomorrow, William,” she said, “I will go.”


And perhaps Edith had sensed a situation she did not understand, for she kissed her, and as I left the room I heard her requesting Jane to bring back with her marketing some frog skins and the ear tufts of an owl.


So this afternoon things are looking brighter. And thus does man deceive himself! Only three days ago I was filled with vague yearnings and aspirations; I recorded here that my little rut was comfortable, but that I feared it. I wrote, Was my greatest adventure to be to drag a fish out of the water, and watch it drown, openmouthed, in the air?


And yet, at the mere thought of not going to Twin Hollows, of being thrown on the mercies of some Mountain House, or set on a horse in the far West, I have been frightened almost into a panic.


The water beetle indeed.


The town is very quiet tonight. The annual student exodus is almost over, although still an occasional truck goes by, piled high with trunks. The Lears intend to stay. Sulzer and Mackintyre are off for the Scottish Lakes, and Cameron, I hear, is going soon to the Adirondacks, where he spends his summer in a boat, and minus ghosts, I dare say.


I have mailed him the picture today, and can only hope Jane does not miss it.


One wonders about men like Cameron. Slight, almost negligible, as is my acquaintance with him—I would not know him in a crowd, even now—there is something of Scottish dourness in him. He neither smokes nor drinks; he lives austerely and alone. He has a reputation as a relentless investigator; it was he who exposed the hauntings at the house on Sabbathday Lake, in Massachusetts.


But he is a believer. That is, he believes in conscious survival after death, and I suspect that he has his own small group here. Among them little Pettingill. It would be a humiliating thought, for me, to feel that after I “passed over,” as they say, little Pettingill might hale me to him, in the light of a red lamp, and request me to lift a table!


Warren Halliday is on the veranda with Edith. I can hear her bubbling laughter, and his quiet, deep voice. After all, I dare say we must make up our minds to lose her sometime, but it hurts.


And it will not be soon. He has not a penny to bless himself with, nor has she. I think, if I were very rich, I would provide an endowment fund for lovers.


But something is wrong with our university system. It takes too long to put a man on a wife-supporting basis. Halliday is twenty-six; he lost two years in the war, and he has another year of law. Truly, Edith will need the eyes of a vulture and the ear tufts of an owl.


June 22nd.


All houses in which men have lived and suffered and died are haunted houses. But, then, all houses are haunted. Why, then, did Jock refuse to enter the house at Twin Hollows today, but crawled under the automobile and remained there, a picture of craven terror, until our departure?


This old house where I am writing tonight, undoubtedly it has seen the passing of more than one human soul. Yet Jock moves through it unconcernedly, his stump of a tail proudly upraised, his head unbowed. His attitude tonight, too, is even slightly more flamboyant than usual, as though to testify that although he may have given the impression of terror during the day, we are laboring under a misapprehension. He but sought the shelter of the car for coolness.


“He may see farther into the spectrum than I do,” I said to Helena Lear the other day, and she countered, “Yes. But what does he see?”


Old Thomas met us in Oakville with the keys, and we drove out to the house. I sensed in Jane a reluctance to enter, but she fought it back bravely, and we examined it with a view to our own occupancy. It is in excellent condition and repair, although the white covers over the library furniture and in the den behind gave those rooms a rather ghostly appearance. Jane, I saw, gave only a cursory glance into those rooms, and soon after, pleading the chill inside, moved out into the sunlight.


Edith, however, was enchanted with it all, and said so. She danced through the house, shamelessly courting old Thomas, selecting bedrooms for us all, and peering into closets, and I caught up with her at last on the second floor, looking at the boathouse on the beach beyond the marsh.


“What’s above it?” she asked. “Rooms?”


“When the old sloop was in commission, the captain slept there,” I told her.


“How many rooms?”


“Two, I think, and a sort of kitchenette.”


“Are they furnished?”


Old Thomas, being appealed to, said they were, and Edith’s face assumed that air of mysterious calculation which I have learned to associate with what she calls “an idea.” Whatever it was, however, she kept it to herself, and I left her selecting a bedroom for herself, and putting into it sufficient thought to have served a better purpose.


Her surroundings and belongings are very important to her; and yet I believe she is in love with young Halliday, who can, so far as I see, give her neither.


It is a curious thing, to go into a house left, as Twin Hollows has been, without change since old Horace died, and not to find him there; his big armchair near the fireplace in the library, his very pens still on the flat-topped desk which is the only modern piece in the room, the books he was reading still in the desk rack. I had a curious feeling today that if I raised my voice, I would hear the little cough which was so often his preliminary to speech, from the den beyond.


The den, too, is unchanged. (Note: From an ugly room, the original kitchen of the old house, he had made it a sort of treasure house of early American old pewter, brought over perhaps in ships which had anchored in the very bay outside; of early framed charters and deeds of land, signed by English kings and hung on the walls above the old paneling, which he himself had found somewhere and installed; of quaint chairs, a settle, and an old chest, hooked rugs on the floors, and old glass candlesticks.)


I threw back the covering which protected the desk top, and sat down at it. Just there, in all probability, he had been sitting when the fatal attack took place. He may have felt it coming on, but there was no one to call, poor old chap. We had not been overly close, but the thought of him, writing, perhaps, or reading, the sudden consciousness that all was not well, an instant of comprehension, and then the end—it got me, rather.


I think he had been reading. Among the other books on the desk was the one with a scrap of paper thrust in it to mark the place, and a pencil line drawn on the margin of the page to mark a paragraph. But it gives me rather a new line on him. I had always thought that his purchase of a house locally reputed to be haunted, a reputation considerably enhanced by the Riggs woman’s tenancy, was a rather magnificent gesture of pure Calvinism.


But tonight I am wondering. The marked paragraph is in a book entitled Eugenia Riggs and the Oakville Phenomena, and I have brought it home with me. It is a creepy sort of thing, and I find myself looking back over my shoulder as I copy it into this record.


It is to be borne in mind that the room was always subjected to the most careful preliminary examination. Its walls were plastered, and no doors or windows (see photograph) were near the cabinet. As an additional precaution strings of small bells were placed across all possible entrances and exits, which were also closed and locked.


It is also to be remembered that the medium herself was always willing to be searched, and this was frequently done by Madame B—. This had been done on the night when the hand was distinctly seen by all present, reaching out and touching those nearest, on the shoulder, and later making the impression in the pan of soft putty left in the cabinet.


It is to be borne in mind, too, that, except when the controls rapped for no light, there was always sufficient illumination for us to see the medium clearly. A small red lamp was found to offer least disturbance and was customarily used.


There was occasional fraud, but there were also genuine phenomena.


The last few words are italicized.


So tonight I am wondering. Does one find, as life goes on, that the lonely human spirit revolts at the thought of eternal peace, and craves a relief in action in the life beyond? Would I not myself, for instance, prefer even coming back and lifting little Pettingill’s table to the unadulterated society of the saints?


June 23rd.


There is a division in my family. Edith has come out with her plan, which, is to “spread out,” as she puts it, in the main house at Twin Hollows, and to let Warren Halliday spend his vacation at the boat house!


“Renting it to him, I suppose?” I inquired over my breakfast bacon.


“Renting it?” she said indignantly. “You wouldn’t have the nerve to ask money for that tumble-down place, would you? And, anyhow, you can’t get blood out of a stone.”


There is a terrible frankness about Edith at times.


But Jane is as equally determined not to occupy the house at any cost. It was written all over her yesterday, and there is still an ominous set look about her mouth. Between them I am more or less trimming skiff.


If Jane would be more open it would be easier; if she would only come to me and say that she is afraid of the house I think I could reassure her. It may be that that silly photograph is still in her mind. But why would she not even stay in the house yesterday? She went out into the garden and picked some of its neglected flowers instead.


“It’s a pity not to use them,” she said, and then looked at me with such a white and pitiful face that I put my arm around her.


“I must have been a very bad husband,” I said, “if you think I am going to force you to live here. Who am I,” I added, “against you and Jock?”


But she did not smile.


“If you want to come here,” she said, making what I felt was a painful concession, “why couldn’t we live at the Lodge? It is really quite sweet. And we could rent this.”


“Would that be quite moral, under the circumstances? I’m not asking the circumstances,” I added hastily. “I’m simply putting the question.”


“We could ask a lower rent.”


There is, I sometimes think, a fundamental difference in the ethical views of men and women. To Jane it is quite proper to let a house with what she believes is a most undesirable quality, if she lowers the price. She does not suggest advertising, One house, furnished, reputed to be haunted. On the contrary, she proposes to entice tenants with a lower rent, and once having got them there, to be able to say, in effect, “What would you? The house is cheap. True, it has certain disadvantages; I am sorry you have been bothered. But you have saved money.”
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