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  Chapter One




  
An Obituary from The Daily Scot




  William Herbert Dugdale, M.B., Ch.B., M.A., Ph.D., KCB, FRS, FRCP




  PROFESSOR RITCHIE writes: So small is the world of immuno-toxinology that it is not surprising – though

  somewhat ironic – that it should fall to myself to write the obituary of William Herbert Dugdale. The fact that I have outlived him is an irony that his mordant sense of humour might have

  equipped him to appreciate.1




  William Herbert Dugdale was a man of rare qualitites. In simple terms, he may be said to have enjoyed a successful career by finding ways of using natural venom to good effect.




  He was born in Perth, Scotland, on March 11th., 1916, the son of a railway guard who died in an accident just a few months before his birth, and rose far and fast, though he was affected by his

  early experiences to such a degree that it could be said of him that in later life he never betrayed his working-class origins. Seizing the opportunities provided by the local high-school, he

  obtained a scholarship to Balliol, Oxford, and on graduating with a (disappointing) Second, made his way to Cambridge where he quickly became part of the circle of young immuno-toxinologists who

  were drawn to the brilliant but unstable Max Spitzer in the years just before the War. Taking from Spitzer and the others what he could, Dugdale left for the USA shortly after Spitzer’s

  tragic death with its well-known repercussions within the Cambridge scientific community. He embarked at Stanford University on a well-publicised career which had, perhaps, more than its share of

  ups and downs.




  Although his warmest admirers – and in the media, public administration, and government he found many of those – always claimed that he never behaved dishonourably except when he

  believed it necessary to achieve the aims he held most dear, even they conceded that he was excessively susceptible to the belief that his own success was essential to the advance of science.




  Happiest when fronting a team of talented and hard-working colleagues, Dugdale was seen at his best when publicity was required. He was not one to shun the limelight nor overly self-effacing

  when it was a question of sharing with others the credit for an important discovery, and this quirk often poisoned his relations with fellow-researchers. Outside his band of fiercely loyal

  subordinates, many found his style of leadership somewhat rebarbative. Never one (as he often boasted) to suffer fools gladly, he had a ready and a sharp tongue, which some called venomous. It is

  only fair to say that many tolerated his idiosyncrasies with more or less composure. Even his most devoted colleagues, however, found their faith tested in the scandal involving the death of a

  laboratory technician which cut short his career in the USA.




  It was on his return to the UK and to an unusually precocious and controversial chair in my own department at Imperial College in the early Fifties, that he and I first crossed paths. Dazzled

  from the start by the reputation of this slightly younger man – for he was possessed of considerable natural charm, whenever he chose to exercise it – I eagerly invited him to take part

  in my current research project. It was now that we undertook the work on the clinical implications of the toxins derived from spider-venom with which his name – and I might add, without undue

  immodesty, my own name, too – will always be associated. I have no wish to rake over the smouldering ashes of the controversy which was provoked when Dugdale alone was awarded the Nobel Prize

  for Medicine despite the fact that many of those best qualified to know the facts believed that I myself had made the crucial breakthrough. Nor is it my intention to discuss the web of allegations

  and insinuations into which many of even the most responsible commentators were lured.




  The abrupt ending of our scientific partnership, and of what I had always thought to be our friendship, coincided with the break-up of my marriage. Despite persistent and malicious rumours, I

  bore no particular ill-will towards either party when my former spouse became Dugdale’s third wife in a marriage which was not a success and was fated to be cut short by the early death of

  that last-mentioned individual – an event which had for Dugdale the happy consequence that it released him (very opportunely as some said at the time) to marry his fourth wife.




  In later life honours and distinctions came to him with little effort, for his scientific achievements were widely respected by public opinion, if less so by fellow-specialists. He was awarded a

  KCB in 1975 and became an FRS in 1979. From 1973 to 1982 he was a member of the Adverse Reaction Sub-committee of the Committee on the Safety of Medicines. And from 1981 to 1986 he was Secretary to

  the Advisory Council on the Misuse of Drugs. In 1984 he returned to his native land to become Pierre L’Angelier Professor of Immuno-Toxinology at the University of Glasgow.




  Throughout his life Dugdale dabbled with inventions and discoveries in areas other than his specialism, and had a number of successes. The ‘electronic cat’, however, whose failure

  had such tragic repercussions, cannot be counted among them.




  Dugdale’s capacity to stimulate controversy was recently displayed when he published a provocative – some called it outrageous – paper suggesting that there was immunological

  evidence to support the belief of the Ewe people of North-western Africa that an individual who survives the highly toxic sting of the red sand-scorpion (my own specialism for the last decade)

  thereby acquires immunity to the otherwise fatal disease of rabies. He claimed to have discovered evidence for this by experiments using the live form of the virus rather than the less dangerous

  attenuated form. With this Parthian shot, he threw down the gauntlet to the rest of the scientific community working in the field. It remains to be seen whether anyone will have the courage to pick

  up the poisoned chalice he has left behind.




  William Herbert Dugdale died suddenly on February 4th under mysterious circumstances, following a series of controversial and much-publicised incidents at Glasgow University. He leaves a widow

  and five daughters by his four earlier marriages.




  





  Chapter Two




  The Wrong Tracks




  IT WAS at the main-line station that we set eyes on each other for the first time.




  The train had two carriages and, as it happened, we had entered different compartments in each of them. (The ladies were, of course, in the ‘Ladies Only’ compartment.) There

  was then a deucedly long wait. The weather was cold and there was thick snow on the ground, but it was not snowing at that time. If it had been, events might not have turned out as they did.




  The delay occurred because of an animated discussion amongst the employees of the railway-company – for the most part stupid old men brought out of retirement – who were gathered on

  the platform to argue about whether or not the train should depart. The Driver was in favour of departing while the Guard was raising objections on the grounds that there was a blizzard blowing

  ahead. (It seems that he was in communication by telegraph with a signal-box further up the line.)




  At last the view of the Driver prevailed. Of course we were delighted and certainly had no reason at that time to suspect his motives.




  The reason why, having boarded different compartments of the train, we ended up sharing a single compartment is really very simple: the Guard, presumably having realised that we were likely

  to endure an arduous journey (though quite how arduous it seems impossible to believe he could have imagined), was so courteous as to bring a lighted brazier and place it in the middle compartment

  of the front carriage. He then walked down the length of the platform – for the train had no corridor, of course – inviting all of us to remove into that one.




  Once we were all in the same compartment, we did not speak for some time, and then only to comment on the late departure. The old lady, who I later learned to be Mrs Armytage, remarked that

  the line had always had a reputation for lengthy delays.




  Certainly – to the best of my recollection – no-one asked anyone where the other was going nor volunteered that information on his or her own behalf. And no names were uttered

  since no introductions were made. The Parson was the first and indeed the only passenger to mention his business, for he frankly and openly said very early on that he was going to visit a friend

  for the festive season. Another clergyman. An Episcopalian, of course.




  The train moved off at last. It was still only about four o’clock, but already growing dark because of the snow, which was falling fairly heavily now. We therefore couldn’t see

  much through the windows. Once the train was in motion such conversation as there had been came to an end. Mrs Armytage, naturally, spoke to the young lady. She did not, of course, reply. Not in

  speech, at least.




  Frankly, she seemed to be mentally incompetent. Her subsequent allegations confirm that fairly conclusively.




  There was thus no general conversation until, about twenty minutes later, the old lady suddenly exclaimed that we were on the wrong track. There was some dismay expressed at this rather

  remarkable proposition and she was invited to clarify it. She explained that in order to take the branch-line, the train had to halt and the Driver dismount and himself turn a point to re-direct

  the train. She insisted that this should have occurred by now. The Major dismissed this idea in rather robust terms and when the old lady indignantly insisted that she was correct, he suggested

  that she was remembering a practice that must have been discontinued many years ago. The points were now controlled, he insisted, by a signal-box rather than manually. The old lady stuck to her

  guns and the more the Major sneered at this idea the more convinced she became that she was correct. The Driver, she maintained, had neglected to stop at the correct place on account of the

  darkness and the snow. The Major invited her to look out of the window and she would see that we were now running along a single-track line which indicated that we were already on the branch-line.

  She said it proved no such thing since the main-line itself consisted of only a single track. He snorted derisively at this and said that on the contrary it had had a double track for at least

  thirty years.




  Mrs Armytage asked him if he had travelled on the line before this. He answered that he had studied a map of it before leaving Edinburgh. The old lady made a remark implying scepticism

  towards a claim to knowledge derived from maps rather than direct experience. The Major, clearly stung by this, was quick to defend the usefulness of the art of cartography which the old

  lady’s remark had aspersed.




  He pointed out somewhat indignantly that as a military man he knew how to read a map and was trained to remember what he had seen. Lives might be lost or saved, he pointed out with

  considerable gravity, depending on the ability to find one’s way through territory one knew only from a map one had seen just once.




  Mrs Armytage riposted by saying that if we had indeed turned on to the branch-line and entered Killiecrankie Glen, then we should soon see its famous landmark, Meikle Jock’s Yeird. The

  Major laughed angrily and said it would be much too dark to see it. She insisted that in spite of that we would soon know whether or not we were in the Glen for if we were then the train would

  start to climb an incline – from the top of which the landmark would normally be visible – that was much steeper than any on the main-line. The Parson asked her at this point if she was

  familiar with this terrain but she failed to answer, apparently not having heard his question. Or she chose not to answer. And the Major was surely correct about the impossibility of

  seeing the landmark, for the density of the snow, and therefore the darkness as well, increased within the next few minutes.




  When, after about ten minutes, the train was still running along the flat, the old lady announced triumphantly that she had been proved right: we were still on the main-line. The Major

  insisted, with some asperity, that we had failed to reach the incline only because the train was travelling much more slowly than usual. The old lady answered that the sound of the engine

  indicated, to the contrary, that the train was running at normal speed. The Major answered that the engine was indeed functioning at its usual speed for flat-running, but the train was going more

  slowly than under normal circumstances. When the old lady smiled sarcastically at this and asked him what he meant, the Major explained with some heat that this anomaly was caused by the snow, for

  as it formed drifts across the rails it offered resistance to the passage of the locomotive and so slowed it. He said he understood these matters and described a similar observation he had once had

  occasion to make in Waziristan.




  As it transpired, the Major was correct.




  The Parson, attempting to distract the disputants (who were exhibiting a surprising degree of hostility), now pointed out that whatever speed the train had been making, it was now getting

  slower and slower. All four looked out of the windows and agreed that this seemed to be the case, though it was difficult to be sure. This was because the violence with which the snow was being

  hurled at the windows made it impossible to see anything very clearly. We seemed, moreover, to be ascending a gradient.




  All doubts were cast aside when the train began very suddenly to slow down, and then stopped. The Major lowered the window and put his head out. At that moment the Guard came hurrying past

  from the rear coach which was the brake-van. He seemed to be bent upon passing without speaking but the Major called out to him to ask why we had halted. He merely jerked his head insolently and

  didn’t answer. Mrs Armytage commented that this must be where the branch-line diverged and the Guard and Driver were going to change the points. The Major rejected this without

  ceremony.




  A moment later we heard the sound of an argument from the front of the train. It was between, on the one hand, the Guard and the Stoker, and, on the other, the Driver. The Major kept his

  head half out of the window – despite the protests of Mrs Armytage that with the window open the compartment was growing even colder – but he could make out nothing.




  It later transpired that the Guard was angry that the Driver had continued to take the train along the track when the snow-drifts were becoming so deep. Until the train stopped he could not,

  stuck as he was in the Guard’s-van at the rear, speak to his colleague. He wanted the Driver to take the train backwards until it met the main-line (for the Major had been correct about

  that as well) and then communicate with the signalman at the box near there and obtain leave to return to the station. The Driver, however, insisted on going forward on the grounds that going

  backwards with the engine at the rear of the train was much more dangerous in deep snow than going forwards. There was a halt at the top of the gradient, he had pointed out, where the passengers

  could wait more comfortably and in greater safety than in the train. The Guard had angrily given way.




  We knew nothing of this at the time, of course. The Guard passed us on his way back to the rear of the train, and once again failed to acknowledge the Major’s question. He was about to

  jump out and talk to the man but at that moment the train moved off. It continued slowly up the gradient. We could see how deep the snow-drifts were growing beside and across the track. Our

  progress grew slower and slower and at last the train halted.




  Once more the Guard passed us and we heard the sound of raised voices. Now the Major opened the door and climbed down. He walked to the front of the train where he found the crew involved in a

  fierce argument. The snow had drifted so deeply across the line that further progress was likely to be difficult or impossible. The Guard was reproaching the Driver for having landed them in that

  situation by insisting on taking the train out in the first place. The Major quickly made the men direct their attention to the issue at hand. After some discussion it was agreed that the Guard

  would go for help. The Driver only consented to this very reluctantly because the Guard and the Stoker outnumbered him. He was still for pressing on in the face of the deepening drifts, insisting

  that the best policy was to reach the shelter of the halt. The Major reported back to his fellow-passengers that the Guard had volunteered to walk along a short cut which went down a steep path to

  the main-line where there was a signal-box with a telegraph. (The old lady, incidentally, made no apology for having maintained the absurd proposition that they were still on the main-line in the

  teeth of the evidence and in opposition to someone whose professional competence depended on the understanding of such matters.) The Guard would use the telegraph to ask for a train with a plough

  to be sent to rescue us. This meant that we would have to wait where we were for several hours. The old lady protested at this but the Major patiently and courteously explained that there was no

  alternative. He himself, as well as the Guard and the Stoker, had chosen this course of action as preferable to the Driver’s rash intention to continue. And he pointed out that it was

  courageous of the Guard to undertake his somewhat perilous mission. The Guard, he added, had already set off and so the decision was a fait accompli.




  We fell silent. A moment later the gas-lights went out. It now grew colder and colder. The brazier was quite inadequate and to our alarm it soon became apparent that the charcoal would before

  long be wholly consumed since it had not been intended to last so long. The old lady began to become quite frightened at the prospect of being in the cold and darkness for much longer. The

  Major suggested that we might think of leaving the train and making our way to the safety of the halt on foot. At this the old lady exclaimed that we were stuck like a badger in a trap: we were in

  danger if we went forward, or if we remained where we were, or if we tried to go back. And then the Major – perhaps intending to raise the old lady’s spirits, though if that was his

  intention it went sadly awry – said he recalled an intriguing story about someone who had indeed entered a trap and died most horribly in it.




  It was now that the Parson, acting on this hint from the Major but hoping to divert his thoughts towards happier themes, raised the idea of their telling each other stories in turn. It

  seemed to him preferable to the hazards of conversation and he reflected that they could hardly sit in complete silence for several more hours. Rather ingeniously he pretended to think that it was

  the young woman whose attention needed to be occupied. In fact, he knew that the young are often the most insouciant. And it was indeed on this occasion manifestly the oldest person present, Mrs

  Armytage, who was the most frightened. The young woman seemed quite unconcerned, as if she didn’t fully comprehend the danger she was in. It was obvious that she didn’t and that

  she was a few pence short of the full shilling.




  The Parson’s suggestion that we should tell each other stories was well received. The Major made a somewhat macabre joke about the advantages of a clergyman being present to hear

  confessions. Mrs Armytage disparaged this as being in poor taste and, warmly taking up the idea, pointed out that it was the time of the year when it was traditional to tell stories around a

  cheerful fire.




  The Major answered that all we had was the brazier and it was dying. In response to this, the Parson had the happy idea of proposing that the stories be set in hot places in order to take

  our minds off the cold. The Major agreed, commenting in the words of the Bard that nothing was cold but thinking made it so.




  Then Mrs Armytage, entering into the spirit of the thing, suggested that if the stories were to be really traditional, then they should have a ghost since all the best Christmas stories had

  one. She said that she could tell a story with a ghost – except that whether they would think it truly met this requirement remained to be seen.




  The Major disagreed with her suggestion, saying that in the traditional Christmas story the presence of a ghost was optional, but what was essential was that the story should have a surprise

  or ‘twist’ at the end. Or at the very least it should turn out not to be quite as straightforward as it seemed. The rest of us readily consented to this condition.




  Mrs Armytage then asked if the stories had to be true, and the Major asked what else they should be if not true? The Parson concurred and this condition was accepted, though it was conceded

  that the story need not have been experienced by the person telling it so long as he or she could vouch for its having happened.




  When we came to decide who was to tell the first story it occurred to the Parson as somewhat embarrassing that the poor young lady was necessarily being left out of this. But there was no

  remedy.




  Mrs Armytage offered to go first, saying that she had a story which was highly appropriate to tell in the situation in which we found ourselves.




  Nobody objected and so she began.




  Mrs Armytage’s Story: ‘The Masque’




  This story was told to me by my aunt many years ago when I was hardly more than a girl.




  My aunt, whose name was Gwendolyn, was then unmarried. You must understand that she was at the time these events occurred quite a young woman. One summer she attended a

  house-party in the highlands of Scotland. Her hosts were a very good family whom I will call the Fordyces, though that was not their name. Sir Archibald – he was a baronet – and Lady

  Fordyce moved in a very fast set and were connected with a Most Eminent Person. I’ll say no more about them here because they don’t matter to this story, but what does concern us is

  that they had a son, the only son and therefore the heir to the fortune and the title. This young man – who was extremely good-looking and whom I shall call Randolph – was a talented

  amateur artist and already a member of the British Society of Painters. Randolph was engaged to be married and, indeed, the young woman concerned was a guest at that house-party. (None of you, of

  course, is old enough to remember that world at the height of its glory – that world which has now vanished completely. The War has finally closed that chapter.)




  Another of the guests was a young woman of about nineteen or twenty who was, I suppose, the heroine of this little anecdote. I shall call her Mona Elliott. My aunt was not more than ten years

  older than she and since they were on intimate terms with none of the others in the party, they struck up a friendship. They enjoyed comparing notes on their fellow-guests for Mona had a lively and

  sharp wit – as did my aunt.




  The engagement between Randolph and his fiancée – whom I shall call Isadora – was considered a strange match, for she was from a family which, though once fairly

  distinguished, had lost most of its position and all of its money. Randolph Fordyce was, of course, rich enough to make up for the lost fortunes of Isadora’s family. My aunt thought the whole

  affair rather rum, however. And the more so since the happy couple seemed to take very little pleasure in each other’s company. She was not handsome, though she had a good figure and was of a

  height with the young woman whom I have called Mona. I think I may go so far as to say that Mona was a much better-looking girl, a few years younger and with finer features. Not that the

  fiancée was plain, exactly. Her one glory was that she had flame-red hair – if you consider that to be an attraction. I confess, I don’t, but I am aware that some gentlemen

  do.




  Throughout the period of the house-party the weather remained extremely hot. There is the heat you asked for, Reverend. How strange it seems to think of it in this bitter cold. Probably it was

  because of this unseasonable mugginess that the occasion passed off badly. Everyone was unaccountably listless and conversations petered out soon after beginning or turned into long rambling

  disagreements that never quite became open arguments. The guests sat for hours at a stretch sprawling in front of the great open doors into the garden, fanning themselves. They found themselves as

  irritated by the attentions of the servants as on other occasions by their fancied neglect. They were, I suppose, directing onto them the annoyance they felt with each other but could not express

  openly. What we call civilised intercourse among well-bred people always, I believe, skates on the thin ice of barely concealed dislike and rivalry. Sometimes worse things. On this occasion the ice

  – perhaps because of the heat! – was wearing thin. I believe all those present half-knew that some kind of rupture of the appearance of civility was about to take place.




  And so it was that, only a day or two after the party had assembled, my aunt thankfully escaped from the oppressive company of her fellow-guests and went strolling late one afternoon in the

  enormous grounds. And it was now that something happened which didn’t seem significant at the time – didn’t seem, that is to say, likely to have any further consequences.




  The grounds were very extensive and she wandered a mile or more from the Castle towards the west. (I call it a castle but in fact the original mediaeval fortress formed only a very small part of

  it and the rest of it was a modern house in that barbarous style the Scots adored sixty or seventy years ago.)




  My aunt wandered as far as she could in that direction for, following a path through a little wood, she came to a high cliff. Along its foot there ran a stream – a burn, as they say here

  – and my aunt pursued its course along the bank where the path continued. After a few hundred yards she came to a little wooden bridge across the burn which seemed, queerly, to run straight

  into the cliff. But as my aunt peered at its face she saw steps cut into the rock which descended perilously from the cliff-top. Untempted, she walked on and a few yards further came to a place

  where the burn had been dammed to form behind it a small lake which extended some thirty or forty yards to the foot of the cliff. The lake was fed by a small but spectacular waterfall that came

  tumbling down from the top of the cliff from beside a tall rock that thrust up strangely from the top of the cliff. This, with its romantic Scotch name, was a well-known landmark. It was truly a

  wild and most picturesque spot – though largely contrived, of course, by human ingenuity. And how cool the water looked in that oppressive heat! My aunt walked along the edge of the lake and

  all sorts of literary associations, as far as I remember, came into her mind. At least, so I imagine. Suddenly she saw a figure some twenty or thirty yards ahead of her at the edge of the lake. She

  was quite surprised for she had believed she was alone in so remote a spot. The figure was that of a woman and when my aunt went closer she saw it was Mona. She was standing quite still facing the

  cliff and seemed to be looking intently at something. As my aunt advanced she was struck by the fact that Mona seemed quite pale. Now that she was almost upon her she was able to see what it was

  that she was looking at. There was somebody standing beneath the waterfall on the other side of the lake. He was about thirty yards away. He had his back turned towards us and he was letting the

  cold water run off his body.




  My aunt saw that it was a young man and that he was quite quite naked. Well, in those days one was brought up so differently from young girls these days that it was really a most extraordinary

  shock. My aunt wondered if he were one of the gentlemen in the house-party, so – rather wickedly – she advanced a little closer, while taking care not to be seen either by him or by

  Mona – for a kind of prospective embarrassment had come upon her so that she dreaded to be caught watching the other young woman observing the naked youth. At that moment he turned and she

  recognised him as one of the Castle servants. It was a young footman she had seen waiting at table and whose handsomeness she now believed she had noticed. Well, the lake was so remote that it was

  quite reasonable for him to assume that he would remain unobserved and my aunt had no intention of getting him into trouble by reporting what she had seen. The young man had no apparent

  consciousness that he was being observed – and observed not even by one but two ladies. And, across the lake and shielded by young trees and high shrubs, it was not likely that any of the

  three of them would be seen by anybody else. The youth was a very handsome lad with a fine frame, his skin not completely pale but slightly golden as if he were accustomed to occasional

  exposure in the sun, and with strands of dark hair curling about his chest and below it. After a few moments my aunt turned back and left Mona standing there.




  During the next day or two my aunt, though tempted to tease the younger woman and perhaps share their little secret, said nothing to Mona about what she had seen. She noticed the servant a few

  times after that, though it was some time before she was able to identify him in his somewhat unflattering livery of a footman and smiled at the memory of how beautiful he was when the ugly uniform

  was off.




  It was a few days later at breakfast that the next incident occurred. (I should mention that, of the ladies, only my aunt and Mona were in the habit of taking breakfast downstairs with the

  gentlemen. The other ladies breakfasted in their own rooms.) When Mona entered the room, my aunt was struck by her appearance. She was quite pale and during the course of the meal was unusually

  quiet. She looked as if she had been deeply upset by something. My aunt asked her in an undertone if she were unwell and she admitted that she had hardly slept the previous night. Randolph happened

  to overhear this remark and teasingly demanded to know if she had been kept awake by ‘the banging of the bogle’. When she looked alarmed and asked in dismay what he was referring to, he

  explained that he was wondering if she had seen or heard the Castle’s famous ghost – a ‘bogle’ in the Scotch dialect – which accompanied its appearances with a

  thumping noise. She seemed disconcerted by this reply and to fill the silence Rudolph’s friend – whom I shall call Valentine Fanshaw – begged him to narrate the story. He happily

  obliged.




  The story was simple enough and a fairly characteristic piece of Scotch history. A wife who had married into the Fordyce family in the sixteenth century had been accused by her husband of having

  formed an improper relation with a manservant while he was away at the wars. And, indeed, of having borne a child by him. When the husband had returned he had tortured both her and the servant in

  the hope of making them confess. They had both died without admitting the offence. The surviving portion of the old Castle was haunted by the tortured – and perhaps guilty – wife.




  ‘Why,’ Mona said rather strangely, when she had heard the legend. ‘I believe I may have seen the ghost.’ Instantly the gentlemen desired her to tell them the story

  – but she would say no more and made an excuse to withdraw soon afterwards, looking so pale that my aunt was quite alarmed.




  Well, the rest of the day passed, as far as my aunt was concerned, without anything untoward occurring. The next morning at breakfast, however, she was surprised to discover that nobody was

  down. Neither of the two young men who had spoken to Mona about the ghost the previous morning was present, and Mona herself was not there. Stranger things were to come. During the morning it

  became known that the engagement between Randolph and Isadora had been broken off. This was an extraordinary occurrence at that time and amongst people of Randolph’s kind. And gradually it

  emerged that something – something possibly of a scandalous nature – had come to light the night before which had precipitated this. And then by the time luncheon was served – a

  meal for which only a handful of the guests and none of their hosts were present – my aunt learned that Randolph’s former fiancée had left for the station earlier that

  morning.




  Most of the guests found an excuse for terminating their visit earlier than intended and departed that day or the next. For various reasons Gwendolyn was unable to do this. (Mona, too, was one

  of those who stayed on.) Randolph departed for a shooting-lodge in a remote part of the estate where it was announced that he intended to spend a few days. His parents, of course, maintained the

  formalities but it was an awkward situation. My aunt was dying to know what had occurred. At last, she found herself alone with Valentine, who had remained for some reason, and pressed him to tell

  her what he knew. He needed some persuasion but at last he consented to confide in her on terms of the strictest confidentiality. (I might say that only the fact that these events occurred so long

  ago and the participants must nearly all be dead licenses me to betray that confidence now.)




  Valentine began by reminding her of how Mona had implied that she had seen a ghost at breakfast the day before the breaking-off of the engagement, but had seemed to be hiding something. Now he

  told her that later that morning he and Randolph had encountered Mona in the library and there they had, very gently and tactfully, prevailed upon her to tell them the story of how she had –

  apparently – seen the ghost.




  This was the narrative she had given them.




  It had been a hot night and she had been unable to sleep. She had therefore dressed and gone downstairs and then let herself out into the garden. Now I know that this must strike you as rather

  rash and the more so since I am speaking of a time more than fifty years ago when young girls were expected to behave more decorously than our present very lax manners permit. However, she was a

  head-strong young woman and had rarely failed to act upon her impulses. She therefore roamed around the gardens for a time gazing up, she said, at the great black bulk of the unlighted tower of the

  Castle. It was a cloudless night and there was a bright moon.




  Now, in order to comprehend the point of what I am going to say you must understand the disposition of the buildings concerned. At the rear and to the side of the Castle there was the

  stable-block. It was on the upper floor of this that most of the male servants slept. Between the Castle and the stable-block there was an old tower which was almost the only part of the mediaeval

  Castle that remained. Merely from idle curiosity, Mona tried the handle of its great door. It opened and she climbed its twisting staircase.




  When she was about half-way up it she found a kind of window-seat and seated herself upon it. She looked out of the window. It was a beautiful quiet night and she sat there for about twenty

  minutes. And now it was that she saw the ghost. She seemed very shocked at the memory and would not describe it to the two young men, despite their efforts to persuade her.




  They, of course, were intrigued. Valentine assured her that it must have been a cruel prank. There was a passion for theatricals and charades at that time and there were boxes upon boxes of

  costumes and wigs for that purpose left in one of the bedrooms of the Castle. Someone, he suggested, must have dressed up in some of these clothes as a joke. But Mona insisted that nobody could

  have known that she would be watching in that spot and at that time, and they agreed that this was irrefutable. And similarly, nobody had told her until that very morning at breakfast the legend of

  the Castle’s murdered wife. She begged them to tell nobody what she had seen. The experience had so upset her that she did not wish to be asked to speak of it again, much less that it should

  become a subject of general discussion.




  When the two young men were alone – Valentine now explained to my aunt – they had discussed Mona’s story at length and resolved that they would stay up that night to watch for

  the ghost. And so they took up their watch shortly after midnight in exactly the position described by the young woman.




  At this point in his narrative Valentine’s resolve faltered and he apologised to my aunt for being unable to continue with any degree of precision in describing what they had seen. He

  would only say that it was something that left his friend with no choice though it put him, as a man of honour, in a cruel position. It was as a result of this that the engagement was ended before

  breakfast the next morning.




  And now you are all going to hate me for I am afraid my own story is going to end very inconclusively, since my aunt was never able to establish for certain what had occurred. She was, as you

  may conceive, tormented by curiosity and, being an inquisitive as well as a resourceful young woman, she resolved to climb the tower that very night and see if she could thereby learn anything that

  would cast light on what had happened. And so that evening, while the remaining members of the party were drinking coffee in the drawing-room after dinner, she crept out of the house and climbed

  the tower.




  She saw, as far as she knew, nothing of any significance except that she happened to notice that from the window-seat one had a clear view of part of the stable-block. Nothing of much moment

  occurred. In the course of a couple of hours one or two of the house-maids came and went. And once a man-servant came out of a room in the stable-block where some of them had their quarters, and

  she recognised him as the young footman she had seen bathing in the lake. (This, incidentally, was the last time she saw him for he had been given notice and left the next day.)




  I can tell you very little more. It might be of interest that my aunt learned that when confronted by Randolph with the charge on the basis of which he was ending their engagement, his

  fiancée – his former fiancée, I should say – was literally speechless and unable to defend herself. I am afraid that although Randolph behaved most honourably towards her,

  the story has a very sad outcome. For as a consequence of this affair, the young woman’s good name was lost, and she was later forced to make a very inauspicious marriage. I believe she

  married a man in the Indian Army – in my youth not considered at all the thing. The marriage, I understand, was made with some haste. And I believe I heard that it was not successful. I

  learned, in fact, some very shocking things about the young woman’s later conduct in India. Randolph married not long afterwards and enjoyed many years of happiness.




  The Parson, who was, if the truth be known, rather shocked by the story, said that he had to confess that – doubtless through his own stupidity alone rather than

  owing to any deficiencies on the part of its narrator – he did not understand what the young gentlemen had seen that had led to the breaking-off of the engagement. The old lady glanced

  towards the young one and said that she was unwilling to make her meaning more precise beyond saying that gross and scandalous misconduct was the cause. The Parson was now extremely embarrassed

  that his obtuseness had forced her to be so explicit. (Though it was hardly the poor man’s fault that the old lady had been so circumspect.)




  The Major said it was a most intriguing story and he only wondered at the ability of Mrs Armytage to recall it in such detail so many years after hearing it from another, and to make it so

  vivid that you’d think she had been there herself. Indeed, he pointed out, at one moment she had become so carried away that she had forgotten that she had not been present. He wondered if

  the young girl whom Mrs Armytage had called Mona had indeed seen – or believed she had seen – a ghost that first night?




  Mrs Armytage did not reply but contented herself with looking mysterious.




  The Parson asked whether, supposing she had seen nothing supernatural – indeed, he had to say, something only too natural (not that he wished to be understood to be condoning the

  frailty of the flesh) – but whether in that event, she were justified in doing what she did?




  Mrs Armytage said she would be most anxious to know his own views, as a clergyman, on this matter.




  Before the Parson could speak, however, the Major pointed out that quite another explanation was possible given the presence near at hand of all those costumes – and, he assumed,

  wigs – which were used for charades, but when the Parson, apologising again for his stupidity which must be such a bore to the others, asked what he meant, he declined to say any

  more.




  And then the Major announced that he would give a great deal to know whether Mona had eventually married Randolph? Mrs Armytage appeared to be taken aback by his acuteness (which was

  nothing more than a deuced thrust in the dark). She said nothing and after that fell silent for several minutes, glancing at the Major occasionally.




  The Parson now invited the Major to tell the next story. He, however, declined and insisted that the Parson take precedence. The Parson was not anxious to do so and the two were engaged in a

  courteous battle of pleasantries when the train, with a violent jerk, suddenly shot backwards. It travelled a short distance, stopped, and then started forward again. The Major once again

  peered out of the window but could see virtually nothing. After travelling no more than a hundred yards the train began to slow down and then to be buffeted by the rear carriage running up against

  it, presumably as its forward progress was impeded by the drifts. It was now making no more progress than a man walking. After a few minutes of this most unpleasant mode of travel it came to a halt

  again.




  The Stoker now came back and told us, as far as we could understand his thick accent, that the reason why the train had moved off so suddenly was because the Driver – despite the earlier

  discussion and the Guard’s departure in search of assistance – had decided to make another attempt to get through the snow to the halt. The Stoker said he had wanted to wait for the

  Guard to return with the plough and was obviously very angry. After saying this he went back to rejoin the Driver, commenting that it was a great deal warmer on the footplate.




  It was certainly getting much colder in the carriage now that the brazier was almost extinguished. When Mrs Armytage quite brusquely urged the two gentlemen to decide which of them was going to

  tell the next story, for otherwise the cold was going to kill her, the Parson mentioned that his anecdote was set in Africa. Instantly the old lady insisted that an African narrative was exactly

  what she needed to ‘warm her old bones up’. So the Parson began.




  The Parson’s Story: ‘The Scapegoat’




  I was out in the North-Western Territories as a very young man more than twenty years ago and I heard this story from a district magistrate who, though as old as I am now

  when I knew him, had been a young man himself when it occurred. It had made a profound impression upon him for he had found himself faced with a hideous situation at an early age and had ever since

  reproached himself for failing to resolve it satisfactorily.




  You must understand that it happened in an area that was under British protection but not under our rule. The tribes who inhabited it were untouched by civilisation, and Christianity had

  barely begun to reach them. The D.M. whom I have mentioned was based at the provincial capital of Sansanne Aissa, about five days from the coast by steamer. One day a young Englishman came to him

  from far in the north of the Zanfara district. His name was Huxtable and he was known to the D.M. by reputation as an anthropologist, though it happened that he had not met him before. An

  anthropologist was an unusual person to encounter in those days.




  Huxtable was living with a tribe about a day’s journey from there and had been with them about two years. He was collecting material for an ethnographic monograph on their religion and

  was close to the end of his stay. Indeed, had an unfortunate occurrence not taken place, he would have been within a few weeks of leaving the tribe altogether.




  He first asked the D.M. if he might be allowed to have a hot bath and then to put some things in the bag for the official post which went off to the coast every couple of weeks on the

  steamer in the custody of a special messenger. It was due to go in a couple of days. When this had been done he said there was something that he wanted to tell the D.M.




  He explained that he had had a young servant attending on him. This boy was the reason why he had come to appeal for help. The youth was from a different tribe from the one the

  anthropologist was studying, which had in itself been a cause of friction with the tribespeople. But now the boy had been found guilty by the tribe of having done something very foolish and

  dangerous, though he denied it. Huxtable was concerned because the boy was in grave danger and he felt a degree of responsibility.




  He was a good boy and reliable, though occasionally careless and even mischievous. He had sometimes been late serving his master’s dinner and once or twice he had been caught wearing

  his djellaba. But these were no more than the high-spirited pranks to be expected of a good-humoured youth. Now, however, he had been found guilty of something much more serious. He was accused of

  having stolen the most sacred part of the tribe’s idol.




  I should explain that this barbaric object was some kind of fetish or totem which the tribe believed gave them potency in battle and in the raising of their crops and in various other

  matters. It was a hideous thing made from ivory and wood, taking the form of a grotesque human figure with certain elements, certain parts, hugely magnified. And it occupied the largest and most

  ornate of the villager’s huts. It looked like nothing so much as an elephant’s head with the head of a pig stuck on top.




  The tribe believed that their god spoke through the particular part of the idol which was hideously enlarged. On ceremonial occasions the population of the village assembled before the

  idol’s hut and performed various dances and rituals under the direction of the medicine-man or high priest or witch-doctor or whatever you choose to call him. (This individual was, in effect,

  the village’s chief, although it had a nominal king who was a very fat old man who rarely spoke – and never without consulting the medicine-man.) Huxtable had been permitted to watch,

  though from a distance. He had then seen and heard how, at the climax of these proceedings, the tribe’s god gave its commands to the people for the next few months. It ‘spoke’

  through the idol which was hidden by a screen from all its worshippers except a very few. In fact, the medicine-man, as Huxtable had established beyond reasonable doubt, stood behind the idol and

  spoke through this particular part of it rather as if through a speaking trumpet. Huxtable had heard the high-pitched voice of the medicine-man rising and falling from where he stood.




  As long as the idol was intact and was worshipped according to certain rites, the tribe believed that they would continue to thrive. Should it become lost or damaged, then the tribe would

  know that their tutelary deity had deserted them. They would be without a god, without anything to protect them and give purpose and meaning to their lives – unless some new divinity were to

  be made manifest to them. Perhaps a divinity which would show them a way of life that was not founded upon superstition and ignorance. A divinity which might, in rescuing them from the mire of

  sensuality in which they were immersed, show them a prospect of eternal bliss in the life hereafter.




  The hut occupied by the idol was in the centre of the village. Apart from the medicine-man, only a very few elders were allowed into its presence, and profane eyes – especially those

  of women or strangers – were not allowed to look upon it under penalty of death. And within its hearing – what was conceived as its hearing – women had to remain absolutely

  silent. (At certain times, moreover, they were not allowed even to come within hailing distance of it.) Although it was guarded during the day by a succession of worshippers drawn from among the

  elders, at night it was left quite alone and unguarded because of the tribe’s curfew.




  For it is very important for understanding the story I am telling to know that the tribe believed that evil spirits took over the village at night. This was a barbaric and primitive

  superstition that the young anthropologist had laboured – alas, in vain – to eradicate. Consequently there was a kind of curfew under which it was strictly forbidden for anyone to leave

  his hut during the hours of darkness.




  So much Huxtable had to explain. He now told the D.M. that the allegation made by the elders of the tribe was that a couple of nights ago his servant-boy had gone to the hut of the idol and

  stolen the crucial part. He told the D.M. he had no doubt that the boy was guilty, but he had come to request official intervention in order to save him.




  The D.M. asked how the anthropologist could be so sure the boy was guilty. He answered that one of the tribe – an ancient man who was too old to do anything at the time and too

  frightened of evil spirits to leave his hut at night in order to raise the alarm – saw the boy leaving the hut of the idol and carrying something during the very night when the sacred part

  disappeared.




  When its disappearance was discovered in the morning the old man had described to the elders of the tribe what he had seen. The boy was seized and his hut was searched. Nothing was found. (I

  should explain that he had his own little hut some way from his master’s in which he slept at night. I mean, the boy slept in his own hut. And the young anthropologist slept in his

  own.) The medicine-man and the elders of the tribe then began the customary proceeding in such cases. They invited the boy to confess, and when he maintained his innocence they cast the bones

  to decide what to do. So – Huxtable told the D.M. – the chief necromancer, directed by the medicine-man, chanted his superstitious nonsense for a few minutes while he danced and skipped

  around in a circle, and then he flung a handful of bones on to the ground. He, the medicine-man and the other elders pored over them for nearly an hour while Huxtable and the boy watched. At

  intervals the elders glanced towards the two outsiders somewhat threateningly. Huxtable was somewhat perturbed although he knew he was fairly safe since he was under the protection of the British

  authorities.




  When they had finished their deliberations they announced to Huxtable and the boy that they wanted a confession which would reveal the whereabouts of the missing object. They said that if

  they gained the object they would not punish its thief. When Huxtable and the boy both indicated that they could not or would not provide what was sought, the elders explained that in order to

  extract a confession the boy would be stripped naked and tied down in the middle of the village and that bits of his body would be severed – one part every day at sunset – until either

  a confession were forthcoming or he died. His tongue would be cut out first.




  This, the anthropologist admitted to the D.M., seemed at first sight a strange proceeding since the intention was ostensibly to make the victim confess and reveal the hiding-place of the

  stolen object, but you had to have an insight into the childish concepts of the savage mind in order to understand the assumptions behind it. The tribe believed that when a person was charged with

  an offence which he refused to admit but which he was known for certain to be guilty of, then it should first be made plain to him what his fate was to be. If he still refused to admit it after he

  had been given every opportunity, then the mutilation began. The point was that the tongue was cut out first because the tribe believed that in such cases it was for the gods to speak and not the

  merely mortal tongue of the accused person. The tribespeople held some sort of belief that the crime that was denied would be brought to light by means other than speech.




  The D.M. agreed it was a horrible business. He had heard of the savage customs of that particular tribe. In the quite recent past even European missionaries had been brutally killed by them

  – sometimes without even the pretext of a justification. He mentioned that the tribe had a particular abhorrence of unnatural practices, which they were inclined to suspect in the case

  of all men and boys from outside the tribe, especially Christians and Muslims. If the tribe were to repeat such atrocities against British subjects, the authorities would have no hesitation in

  taking punitive military action and extending British dominion over that district.




  Even so, the D.M. said very reluctantly, he had no authority to intervene at present. At least, he had no standing in the matter if the boy was truly guilty. Was Huxtable absolutely certain

  that that was the case? The anthropologist seeemd strangely upset at this. So the D.M. followed this up by asking him where, if the boy had taken it, was the stolen object since it was not found in

  his possession? Could he have hidden it somewhere? Could he even have hidden it in the anthropologist’s own hut? The anthropologist showed great emotion at this. He nearly wept. In fact, I

  recall that he did weep. Then he said that his own hut had been searched minutely in the hope of finding the missing part and being able to save the youth – to whom he was devoted – by

  returning it to the elders. It seemed to the D.M., however, that the anthropologist was holding something back. He continued to press him.




  Well, it appeared that the D.M.’s instinct was correct. The other man was indeed holding something back. For eventually he admitted that there was more to the story than he had so far

  revealed. In fact, he conceded, the boy was in a sense innocent. At least, he had not stolen the part for personal gain but out of a kind of excess of enthusiasm or as a kind of prank. The truth

  was, the anthropologist said – and he begged the D.M. to treat this in the utmost confidence – the truth was that he himself had asked the boy to visit the idol that night in order to

  be able to describe it to him. It was crucial to his work to know what it looked like, and the tribe had never given him permission to see it at close quarters. The anthropologist had asked the boy

  to do this since, being himself black-skinned, he had a better chance of not being seen in the darkness than he, a white man. The boy had done so but in an access of misguided loyalty, he had

  foolishly and on an impulse, stolen the most easily detachable part of the horrible object. He had done so without realising the significance of his action for he had not understood that the part

  he was taking was not incidental but essential and so its loss would bring about these terrible consequences. In stealing it he had, to put it in the mildest terms, exceeded his instructions. But

  that was because, the anthropologist explained, the boy adored him, almost worshipped him in the way that the savage often did a white man because of his superior intelligence, education, and

  morality. The D.M. could see what a difficult situation the boy’s action had placed him in. He couldn’t admit to the elders what had happened because to confess to having spied –

  even at second-hand – into the mysteries of the tribe would undermine his own position there. Several years of work, he explained, would be thrown away if he were unable to complete his

  study. At best it would hamper the work he was trying to do there by destroying their trust in him. At worst he might have to depart immediately. And he would have been lucky to get away

  without being punished himself! The D.M. saw this and also had a larger responsibility to consider, for he saw that such a revelation would undermine the tribe’s faith in British

  authority generally at precisely the moment when an attempt was being made to bring the whole area under the protection of the Empire. He realised that vital trading and military interests were at

  stake.




  The D.M. said that the one possibility he had of exercising any authority lay precisely and paradoxically in the fact that the boy was from another tribe. Unfortunately, this was not a firm

  basis on which to found a claim of jurisdiction since the other tribe was not under British rule either, though it was under our protection. But this might at least give him the chance to argue

  that the tribe should not treat the boy in the way they would do an offender from among themselves.




  He agreed to accompany the anthropologist back to the village and use his good offices to persuade the tribe not to continue with the torture and, in effect, the execution of the

  boy.




  So they went back to the village. They travelled more slowly than the D.M. could have done alone for the anthropologist was small and slightly built. Quite a puny little fellow, in

  fact. By the time they got there the next day the boy had lost several fingers from one hand and also a foot. He was staked out on the ground with a canopy over him to keep the sun off and some

  of the village-women were giving him food and water, presumably not from any compassionate motive but in order to preserve him from complete insensibility so that the torture would be the more

  effective. As the two Englishmen approached him he gestured towards his master in a way that the D.M. took to indicate gratitude and devotion, pointing with his bleeding hand as far as he was able,

  and nodding his head while grinning painfully round at the villagers who were watching.




  Once the news had got about that the D.M. had arrived, the elders began to assemble beside the mutilated youth. When they had all gathered, a ritual exchange of courtesies and gifts took

  place.




  The medicine-man came forward. He was tall and thin with a high sharp nose and deep-sunken black eyes which were glittering and humourless. He wore an elaborate cloak of exotically coloured

  feathers, and a tall head-dress also adorned with feathers. He obviously felt frustrated and angry at the prospect of losing the power he had exercised because of the way he had been able to speak

  through the idol. He now made a long speech, the burden of which was that the tribal god had fallen silent now that its part had been stolen. It could be made to speak again only by an act of

  confession involving a sacrifice to atone for the blasphemy. The part it had lost must be given back to it in one form or another. If the actual part could not be restored, then a substitute would

  have to be provided. (While he was speaking he stared intently at the two white men and it occurred to Huxtable that he was trying to put a spell on them.) The medicine-man, reaching the end of his

  speech, now began to curse the thief, promising that he would develop sores all over his body and suffer so horribly that he would eventually kill himself.




  When he had finished, the D.M., speaking through his interpreter, asked to be allowed to speak to the old man who had seen the boy leaving the hut of the idol. The old fellow was brought

  before him.




  The D.M.’s examination, as he modestly admitted to me, was a masterly process of drawing coherence from the savage mind and of attempting to demonstrate to the tribespeople in the most

  practical form the concepts of justice from which they were far removed.




  In the course of his examination of this witness the D.M. discovered that the old man could not have seen – and, indeed, did not claim to have seen – the boy actually leaving the

  hut of the idol. He could not have done so since from his own hut that of the idol was not visible. The D.M. recalled that the anthropologist had summarised the evidence against the boy as if it

  were much more conclusive than turned out to be the case and felt, he told me, encouraged by this at that stage in the proceedings.




  In his calm, rational way, the D.M. first of all established to his own satisfaction the position of the huts. There were two rows of them parallel to each other. Of the four which concern

  us, three were aligned in the same row in this order: the hut of the idol, that of the boy, and finally that of the anthropologist on the outskirts of the village. In the next parallel row was the

  hut of the witness which was level with that of the boy. This meant that he could see the boy’s hut but could not see either of the other two.




  What the old man insisted he had seen was the boy moving about the village at night – which was, it had to be granted, in itself both highly suspicious and absolutely tabu. Moreover,

  the boy had looked as if he had been coming from the direction of the idol’s hut and was certainly carrying something. It was because the part of the idol was missing the next day that this

  evidence was held to be damning. Having established that the boy had not actually been seen coming out of the idol’s hut, the D.M. continued to question the old man. He told him to recount

  precisely what he had seen. The old man began to say that he had seen the boy creeping along carrying something. The D.M. insisted that he describe what he had actually seen rather than what he

  believed he had seen. It took some time for him to convey this distinction to his savage interpreter, but at last he succeeded and eventually the old man was made to grasp the point. He said that

  he had seen in the light of the bright moon a fairly small figure dressed in the distinctive long black garments of the boy, moving away from the direction of the idol’s hut. He admitted that

  he had not seen the face of this figure.




  So the D.M. had considerably weakened the case against the boy: rather than it being the case that he had been seen leaving the idol’s hut, it was only admitted that someone closely

  resembling him had been seen coming from that direction. In a European court – or at least, a British court – the case would have been dismissed at this juncture.




  Now the D.M. pursued another line of questioning. He asked whether it was less unusual for people to move about the village at night than might be supposed, granted that it was contrary to

  the law of the tribe. The old man admitted that it was not uncommon. The elders nodded at this. One of them made a remark – at which there was laughter – which the D.M. interpreted as a

  reference to irregularities of a kind that are all too frequent in our own society and to which the story we have just had the pleasure of hearing itself alludes. He asked the witness and the

  elders if the boy had ever been seen moving about the village at night. The old man admitted that he had seen him a number of times leaving his own hut and then towards dawn returning to it. Was he

  going towards the idol’s hut? No, the old man admitted. He was going in the exactly opposite direction, as on the night of the blasphemous theft. In that event, he was going along the

  row of huts towards the outskirts of the village.




  This gave the D.M. a great deal to think about and a number of ideas came to him. Yet whatever the real truth of the matter might be, he still could not see a way out of the dilemma he was

  in. After some reflection he decided to make an appeal to the natives’ sense of natural justice, of which he believed even the most savage breast to have some intimation. He said that in his

  own country the boy would not be found guilty without more evidence than this. For example, the missing object would need to be found in his possession or in a place where he might be assumed to

  have concealed it. The elders admitted that nothing had been found when the boy’s hut was searched. He asked them about the search of the anthropologist’s hut and they conceded that

  nothing had been found by Huxtable when, following their request, he had searched his own hut in case the boy had hidden the part there.




  Failing all else, the D.M. now used the argument that the boy was from a different tribe as a reason for exercising clemency. The answer of the elders was that this made no difference.

  Indeed, it made his profanation of the idol even more serious. To a youthful member of their own tribe mercy might be extended. In the case of an outsider there was a responsibility to act in a way

  that would deter other strangers from such blasphemy.




  The D.M. told me that he was horrified by the pitilessness and primitiveness revealed by this reply. He began to feel that the tribe, by its display of callous indifference to the fate of

  the boy, had forfeited the right to be treated decently and he began to contemplate the propriety of a punitive expedition. (This was, indeed, carried out a few months later and the protection of

  the British authorities was extended over the survivors.)




  This ‘trial’ – if that is the right term for such a barbaric proceeding – had taken the greater part of the day. And now that the dusk was approaching, the time had

  come for another of the wretched youth’s limbs to be amputated. The D.M. was in an agony of indecision and perplexity for, as he told me, he had by now come to suspect that it was not the boy

  who had committed the sacrilege at all but someone for whom he had been mistaken.




  Yet if this was so, there remained at least one puzzle: how could the witness have seen somebody whose appearance was so different from that of a black boy and yet have believed that that

  was whom he was seeing? Part of the reason was that he had seen the boy surreptitiously creeping about the village at night a number of times in the past and so had assumed that he was seeing him

  again. But it still remained puzzling. You’d need more than a d—d wig this time! The D.M. looked at the boy as he reflected on this.




  The poor lad was quite naked and bleeding profusely from his severed limbs despite the crude attempts that had been made to staunch the flow of blood. The D.M. noticed that he had an

  athlete’s body, slender with narrow hips and wide shoulders – though now twisted into exquisite contortions like the body of the youthful Saint Sebastian in Guido Reni’s famous

  painting. As he looked at the youth and pondered, the D.M. realised the significance of the argument he had just used, so unavailingly, based on the fact that the boy came from a Northern tribe.

  This meant that, when clothed, he was most likely wearing a long black garment – the djellaba – which was traditional in those districts because of the influence of the Arabs. (Indeed,

  the boy was a Muslim rather than an animist – not that that has any relevance since one set of superstitions is much like another.)




  So the D.M. put his hypothesis to the anthropologist, explaining in detail and at length his interpretation of the evidence and the conclusions he had drawn from it. Huxtable looked at the

  ground all the while. And the D.M. told me – twenty-five years later – that he was not in the least surprised (but neither was he shaken in his conviction) that the other man, when he

  had finished what he had to say, refused either to look up or to speak. The maimed boy, who was within earshot of this conversation between the two men although he had seemed not to be fully

  conscious, now opened his eyes and appeared to be listening.




  At this moment the smouldering fire that was a few yards from the boy was made to flare up by one of the women, and at this signal that dusk had arrived the medicine-man’s assistant

  advanced towards the boy carrying his knife. At a sign from his superior, however, he paused some distance away from where the boy and the two white men were.




  The rest of the elders, watching from a few yards away, looked on expectantly. Despite the D.M.’s persistence, however, the anthropologist continued to remain silent and after a few

  minutes the boy seemed to have lapsed back into unconsciousness. The D.M., however, was by now convinced that the artefact was more than a day’s journey away and he therefore saw that there

  was no means to save the boy except by repeating – but this time in the hearing of the elders – an accusation which, even though it would be denied, would destroy the authority of the

  white race and the dignity of the white man’s religion.




  He was spared the necessity of making a hideous decision, however, for while he was actually debating within himself what course of action he should take, the medicine-man’s assistant

  came forward and began to cut off another part of the boy. The pain made the poor fellow regain consciousness and now he seemed to be trying to speak although his condition of tonguelessness made

  this impossible. All he could do was hold his mouth open and wiggle the obscene stump of his severed organ. After a few moments he closed his mouth and seemed to be swallowing. Then he choked

  several times while we looked on in utter horror and helplessness. And then, in less than two minutes, the poor fellow died. (He either bled to death or died of shock.) Within the hour the

  anthropologist was packed and had taken leave of the tribe. He returned to the provincial capital in the company of the D.M. Almost no words were exchanged by them during the course of the journey,

  and they parted as soon as they reached the little town. Before doing so the D.M. mentioned that he would have to send an official report on the incident to his superiors who would probably pass it

  on to London. The anthropologist said he had already dispatched to London his own – necessarily partial – account of the events prior to his leaving the village to seek help from the

  D.M.




  The D.M. pointed out, too, that the anthropologist would have to wait nearly two weeks for the next steamer to take him downriver to the coast. (For the fortnightly steamer had, as was

  mentioned at the beginning of this story, just sailed a couple of days earlier, carrying the official post-bag.) He did not, as was customary, offer him the hospitality of his own quarters but

  recommended him to a boarding-house in the town.




  By the time he had reached the end of the story the Parson was close to tears. There was a silence. When he had somewhat composed himself, the Major said he had enjoyed the

  story but was puzzled by several aspects of it. For example, he was surprised that Huxtable was able to describe the appearance of the idol so precisely when no outsider was supposed to have seen

  it. And when the Parson pointed out that the boy must have described it to him, the Major persisted in his view that the description was more vivid than one might have expected given that the

  anthropologist was describing it at second hand.




  Mrs Armytage then commented that she was disappointed that the Parson’s story had not obeyed the requirement for a ‘surprise’. The Major merely said that he was astonished that

  she should say this but she took offence at this innocent remark and withdrew into an angry silence.




  The Major commented that Huxtable’s behaviour was unusual for an anthropologist. And then he asked if an anthropologist usually wore a long black garment.




  The Parson looked upset but they were unable to pursue the point because there was an interruption at this moment.




  At this point the Stoker and the Driver suddenly appeared at the side of the track. The Major opened the window and talked to them. The Driver was in favour of all of us leaving the train and

  going forward to the halt which he calculated was no more than five hundred yards up the line. Being at the top of a hill it would provide much better protection against the snow, he insisted, than

  the train which – because we were in a cutting – could quite literally be buried under drifts if the snow-storm continued for many more hours. (He said that such a thing had happened on

  that very line a few years before.) The Stoker insisted that it was much safer to remain with the train so that the rescuers who must soon be on the way – assuming that the Guard had managed

  to raise the alarm – would be able to find us. And he maintained that the halt was more like a mile and a half away than five hundred yards. The passengers were thrown into confusion by this

  – except for the Major who strongly supported the Driver. He cited his long and frequent experience of blizzards and deep snow on the North-Western Frontier and described similar

  incidents which had occurred involving himself and others. Mrs Armytage, however, expressed in the strongest terms her terror at the prospect of leaving the safety of the carriage for the danger

  represented by the wind and darkness and driving snow. The Major, nevertheless, insisted on the course of action he had advocated. And which had been suggested by the Driver. And so eventually

  it was decided that the Driver would lead us to the halt while the Stoker would stay with the train in order to tell the rescuers where we were.




  Taking the two lanterns, we set off. The Driver walked at the front carrying one of them and the Major brought up the rear. It turned out that the Driver had indeed underestimated – either

  deliberately or inadvertently – the distance to be covered. Stumbling through the driving snow, our hands, faces, and feet numbed by the cold, it took us more than half an hour to cover the

  distance.




  We were then horrified to find that the halt consisted of no more than a small, half-ruined brick building comprising a single apartment. Some harsh things – perhaps unnecessarily

  harsh – were said to the Driver on this account, for he had led us to believe that we would find secure shelter there. All we found was a bare room with no fire lit and no means of

  procuring one. A few chairs were its only furniture and it had no means of illumination. The door was off its hinges and several panes of the window were broken so that snow was piling up inside

  through both the door and the window. Mrs Armytage – doubtless weakened more than any of us by her journey from the station – was particularly angry with the Driver for luring

  us away from the comparative safety of the train. She virtually promised, in fact, that she would undertake to have him dismissed.




  It was apparent that we were no safer than we had been in the train. Indeed, we were in a more dangerous situation since the broken window and unfastened door gave us even less protection

  against the bitter wind than we had had in the carriage. There was obviously, however, no question of our attempting to go back.




  We seated ourselves in the darkness around one of the lanterns, extinguishing the other in order to conserve the oil. The Driver sat at the edge, almost out of earshot. Now it was that the Major

  offered to tell his story – although the rest of us had wholly forgotten our storytelling agreement. Mrs Armytage was clutching the arm of the silent young lady.




  Mrs Armytage, in fact, objected to his proposal on the grounds that it was quite inappropriate under the new and much more dangerous circumstances in which we now found ourselves. She

  suggested that we should be thinking of saving our souls and asked the Parson to lead us in prayer.




  The Major commented that two of the party had made their confessions and now it was his turn. Nobody made any remonstrance at this remark. Then he said he would like the Parson to tell him

  if it was possible to confess to a crime that one had not yet committed. The Parson suggested that he should say a prayer before the Major began his story and this happy thought was accepted by

  both parties to the disagreement.




  The Parson therefore recited from memory the most appropriate prayer he could think of from the Book of Common Prayer which was one of the ‘Prayers to be used in Storms at

  Sea’. (‘We confess, when we have been safe, and seen all things quiet about us, we have forgot Thee Our God, and refused to hearken to the still voice of Thy word, and to obey Thy

  commandments: But now we see how terrible Thou art in all Thy works of wonder.’) And since, by a happy accident, he had in his possession a vial of water from the River Jordan which had been

  blessed by the Archbishop of Jerusalem and which a friend of his had brought back from the Holy Land, he sprinkled it on his hearers while he recited the prayer.
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