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  The Queer Chair




  
THE BAGMAN’S STORY





  One winter’s evening, about five o’clock, just as it began to grow dusk, a man in a gig might have been seen urging his tired horse along the road which leads

  across Marlborough Downs, in the direction of Bristol. I say he might have been seen, and I have no doubt he would have been, if anybody but a blind man had happened to pass that way; but the

  weather was so bad, and the night so cold and wet, that nothing was out but the water, and so the traveller jogged along in the middle of the road, lonesome and dreary enough. If any bagman of that

  day could have caught sight of the little neck-or-nothing sort of gig, with a clay-coloured body and red wheels, and the vixenish ill-tempered fast-going bay mare that looked like a cross between a

  butcher’s horse and a twopenny post-office pony, he would have known at once that this traveller could have been no other than Tom Smart, of the great house of Bilson and Slum, Cateaton

  Street, City. However, as there was no bagman to look on, nobody knew anything at all about the matter; and so Tom Smart and his clay-coloured gig with the red wheels, and the vixenish mare with

  the fast pace, went on together keeping the secret among them: and nobody was a bit the wiser.




  There are many pleasanter places even in this dreary world than Marlborough Downs when it blows hard; and if you throw in beside, a gloomy winter’s evening, a miry and sloppy road, and a

  pelting fall of heavy rain, and try the effect, by way of experiment, in your own proper person, you will experience the full force of this observation.




  The wind blew – not up the road or down it, though that’s bad enough, but sheer across it, sending the rain slanting down like the lines they used to rule in the copy-books at

  school, to make the boys slope well. For a moment it would die away, and the traveller would begin to delude himself into the belief that, exhausted with its previous fury, it had quietly lain

  itself down to rest, when, whoo! he would hear it growling and whistling in the distance, and on it would come rushing over the hilltops, and sweeping along the plain, gathering sound and strength

  as it drew nearer, until it dashed with a heavy gust against horse and man, driving the sharp rain into their ears and its cold damp breath into their very bones; and past them it would scour, far,

  far away, with a stunning roar, as if in ridicule of their weakness and triumphant in the consciousness of its own strength and power.




  The bay mare splashed away, through the mud and water, with drooping ears; now and then tossing her head as if to express her disgust at this very ungentlemanly behaviour of the elements, but

  keeping a good pace notwithstanding, until a gust of wind, more furious than any that had yet assailed them, caused her to stop suddenly and plant her four feet firmly against the ground, to

  prevent her being blown over. It’s a special mercy that she did this, for if she had been blown over, the vixenish mare was so light, and the gig was so light, and Tom Smart such a

  light weight into the bargain, that they must infallibly have all gone rolling over and over together, until they reached the confines of earth, or until the wind fell; and in either case the

  probability is that neither the vixenish mare, nor the clay-coloured gig with the red wheels, nor Tom Smart, would ever have been fit for service again.




  ‘Well, damn my straps and whiskers,’ says Tom Smart (Tom sometimes had an unpleasant knack of swearing), ‘Damn my straps and whiskers,’ says Tom, ‘if this

  ain’t pleasant, blow me!’




  You’ll very likely ask me why, as Tom Smart had been pretty well blown already, he expressed this wish to be submitted to the same process again. I can’t say – all I know is

  that Tom Smart said so – or at least he always told my uncle he said so, and it’s just the same thing.




  ‘Blow me,’ says Tom Smart; and the mare neighed as if she were precisely of the same opinion.




  ‘Cheer up, old girl,’ said Tom, patting the bay mare on the neck with the end of his whip. ‘It won’t do pushing on, such a night as this; the first house we come to

  we’ll put up at, so the faster you go the sooner it’s over. Soho, old girl – gently – gently.’




  Whether the vixenish mare was sufficiently well acquainted with the tones of Tom’s voice to comprehend his meaning, or whether she found it colder standing still than moving on, of course

  I can’t say. But I can say that Tom had no sooner finished speaking, than she pricked up her ears, and started forward at a speed which made the clay-coloured gig rattle till you would have

  supposed every one of the red spokes were going to fly out on the turf of Marlborough Downs; and even Tom, whip as he was, couldn’t stop or check her pace, until she drew up, of her own

  accord, before a roadside inn on the right-hand side of the way, about half a quarter of a mile from the end of the Downs.




  Tom cast a hasty glance at the upper part of the house as he threw the reins to the hostler, and stuck the whip in the box. It was a strange old place, built of a kind of shingle, inlaid, as it

  were, with crossbeams, with gabled-topped windows projecting completely over the pathway and a low door with a dark porch, and a couple of steep steps leading down into the house, instead of the

  modern fashion of half a dozen shallow ones leading up to it. It was a comfortable-looking place though, for there was a strong cheerful light in the bar-window, which shed a bright ray across the

  road, and even lighted up the hedge on the other side; and there was a red flickering light in the opposite window, one moment but faintly discernible, and the next gleaming strongly through the

  drawn curtains, which intimated that a rousing fire was blazing within. Marking these little evidences with the eye of an experienced traveller, Tom dismounted with as much agility as his

  half-frozen limbs would permit, and entered the house.




  In less than five minutes’ time, Tom was ensconced in the room opposite the bar – the very room where he had imagined the fire blazing – before a substantial matter-of-fact

  roaring fire, composed of something short of a bushel of coals, and wood enough to make half a dozen decent gooseberry bushes, piled halfway up the chimney, and roaring and crackling with a sound

  that of itself would have warmed the heart of any reasonable man. This was comfortable, but this was not all, for a smartly-dressed girl, with a bright eye and a neat ankle, was laying a very clean

  white cloth on the table; and as Tom sat with his slippered feet on the fender, and his back to the open door, he saw a charming prospect of the bar reflected in the glass over the chimneypiece,

  with delightful rows of green bottles and gold labels, together with jars of pickles and preserves, and cheeses and boiled hams, and rounds of beef arranged on shelves in the most tempting and

  delicious array. Well, this was comfortable too; but even this was not all – for in the bar, seated at tea at the nicest possible little table, drawn close up before the brightest possible

  little fire, was a buxom widow of somewhere about eight-and-forty or thereabouts, with a face as comfortable as the bar, who was evidently the landlady of the house, and the supreme ruler over all

  these agreeable possessions. There was only one drawback to the beauty of the whole picture, and that was a tall man – a very tall man – in a brown coat and bright basket buttons, and

  black whiskers and wavy black hair, who was seated at tea with the widow, and who it required no great penetration to discover was in a fair way of persuading her to be a widow no longer, but to

  confer upon him the privilege of sitting down in that bar for and during the whole remainder of the term of his natural life.




  Tom Smart was by no means of an irritable or envious disposition, but somehow or other the tall man with the brown coat and the bright basket buttons did rouse what little gall he had in his

  composition, and did make him feel extremely indignant: the more especially as he could now and then observe, from his seat before the glass, certain little affectionate familiarities passing

  between the tall man and the widow, which sufficiently denoted that the tall man was as high in favour as he was in size. Tom was fond of hot punch – I may venture to say he was very

  fond of hot punch – and after he had seen the vixenish mare well fed and well littered down, and had eaten every bit of the nice little hot dinner which the widow tossed up for him with her

  own hands, he just ordered a tumbler of it, by way of experiment. Now, if there was one thing in the whole range of domestic art which the widow could manufacture better than another, it was this

  identical article; and the first tumbler was adapted to Tom Smart’s taste with such peculiar nicety that he ordered a second with the least possible delay. Hot punch is a pleasant thing,

  gentlemen – an extremely pleasant thing under any circumstances – but in that snug old parlour, before the roaring fire, with the wind blowing outside till every timber in the old house

  creaked again, Tom Smart found it perfectly delightful. He ordered another tumbler, and then another – I am not quite certain whether he didn’t order another after that – but the

  more he drank of the hot punch, the more he thought of the tall man.




  ‘Confound his impudence!’ said Tom to himself, ‘what business has he in that snug bar? Such an ugly villain too!’ said Tom. ‘If the widow had any taste, she might

  surely pick up some better fellow than that.’ Here Tom’s eye wandered from the glass on the chimneypiece, to the glass on the table; and as he felt himself become gradually sentimental,

  he emptied the fourth tumbler of punch and ordered a fifth.




  Tom Smart, gentlemen, had always been very much attached to the public line. It had long been his ambition to stand in a bar of his own, in a green coat, knee-cords, and tops. He had a great

  notion of taking the chair at convivial dinners, and he had often thought how well he could preside in a room of his own in the talking way, and what a capital example he could set to his customers

  in the drinking compartment. All these things passed rapidly through Tom’s mind as he sat drinking the hot punch by the roaring fire, and he felt very justly and properly indignant that the

  tall man should be in a fair way of keeping such an excellent house, while he, Tom Smart, was as far from it as ever. So, after deliberating over the last two tumblers, whether he hadn’t a

  perfect right to pick a quarrel with the tall man for having contrived to get into the good graces of the buxom widow, Tom Smart at last arrived at the satisfactory conclusion that he was a very

  ill-used and persecuted individual, and had better go to bed.




  Up a wide and ancient staircase the smart girl preceded Tom, shading the chamber candle with her hand, to protect it from the currents of air which in such a rambling old place might have found

  plenty of room to disport themselves in, without blowing the candle out, but which did blow it out nevertheless; thus affording Tom’s enemies an opportunity of asserting that it was he, and

  not the wind, who extinguished the candle, and that while he pretended to be blowing it alight again, he was in fact kissing the girl. Be this as it may, another light was obtained, and Tom was

  conducted through a maze of rooms, and a labyrinth of passages, to the apartment which had been prepared for his reception, where the girl bade him good-night and left him alone.




  It was a good large room with big closets, and a bed which might have served for a whole boarding-school, to say nothing of a couple of oaken presses that would have held the baggage of a small

  army; but what struck Tom’s fancy most was a strange, grim-looking high-backed chair, carved in the most fantastic manner, with a flowered damask cushion, and the round knobs at the bottom of

  the legs carefully tied up in red cloth, as if it had got the gout in its toes. Of any other queer chair, Tom would only have thought it was a queer chair, and there would have been an end

  of the matter; but there was something about this particular chair, and yet he couldn’t tell what it was, so odd and so unlike any other piece of furniture he had ever seen, that it seemed to

  fascinate him. He sat down before the fire, and stared at the old chair for half an hour; deuce take the chair, it was such a strange old thing, he couldn’t take his eyes off it.




  ‘Well,’ said Tom, slowly undressing himself, and staring at the old chair all the while, which stood with a mysterious aspect by the bedside, ‘I never saw such a rum concern as

  that in all my days. Very odd,’ said Tom, who had got rather sage with the hot punch. ‘Very odd.’ Tom shook his head with an air of profound wisdom, and looked at the chair again.

  He couldn’t make anything of it though, so he got into bed, covered himself up warm, and fell asleep.




  In about half an hour, Tom woke up, with a start, from a confused dream of tall men and tumblers of punch: and the first object that presented itself to his waking imagination was the queer

  chair.




  ‘I won’t look at it any more,’ said Tom to himself, and he squeezed his eyelids together, and tried to persuade himself he was going to sleep again. No use; nothing but queer

  chairs danced before his eyes, kicking up their legs, jumping over each other’s backs, and playing all kinds of antics.




  ‘I may as well see one real chair, as two or three complete sets of false ones,’ said Tom, bringing out his head from under the bedclothes. There it was, plainly discernible by the

  light of the fire, looking as provoking as ever.




  Tom gazed at the chair; and, suddenly as he looked at it, a most extraordinary change seemed to come over it. The carving of the back gradually assumed the lineaments and expression of an old

  shrivelled human face; the damask cushion became an antique, flapped waistcoat; the round knobs grew into a couple of feet, encased in red cloth slippers; and the old chair looked like a very ugly

  old man of the previous century, with his arms akimbo. Tom sat up in bed, and rubbed his eyes to dispel the illusion. No. The chair was an ugly old gentleman; and what was more, he was winking at

  Tom Smart.




  Tom was naturally a headlong, careless sort of dog, and he had had five tumblers of hot punch into the bargain; so, although he was a little startled at first, he began to grow rather indignant

  when he saw the old gentleman winking and leering at him with such an impudent air. At length he resolved he wouldn’t stand it; and as the old face still kept winking away as fast as ever,

  Tom said, in a very angry tone: ‘What the devil are you winking at me for?’




  ‘Because I like it, Tom Smart,’ said the chair; or the old gentleman, whichever you like to call him. He stopped winking though, when Tom spoke, and began grinning like a

  superannuated monkey.




  ‘How do you know my name, old nutcracker face!’ enquired Tom Smart, rather staggered – though he pretended to carry it off so well.




  ‘Come, come, Tom,’ said the old gentleman, ‘that’s not the way to address solid Spanish mahogany. Dam’me, you couldn’t treat me with less respect if I was

  veneered.’ When the old gentleman said this, he looked so fierce that Tom began to be frightened.




  ‘I didn’t mean to treat you with any disrespect, sir,’ said Tom; in a much humbler tone than he had spoken in at first.




  ‘Well, well,’ said the old fellow, ‘perhaps not – perhaps not. Tom – ’




  ‘Sir – ’




  ‘I know everything about you, Tom; everything. You’re very poor, Tom.’




  ‘I certainly am,’ said Tom Smart. ‘But how came you to know that?’




  ‘Never mind that,’ said the old gentleman; ‘you’re much too fond of punch, Tom.’




  Tom Smart was just on the point of protesting that he hadn’t tasted a drop since his last birthday, but when his eye encountered that of the old gentleman, he looked so knowing that Tom

  blushed, and was silent.




  ‘Tom,’ said the old gentleman, ‘the widow’s a fine woman – remarkably fine woman – eh, Tom?’ Here the old fellow screwed up his eyes, cocked up one of

  his wasted little legs, and looked altogether so unpleasantly amorous, that Tom was quite disgusted with the levity of his behaviour – at his time of life, too!




  ‘I am her guardian, Tom,’ said the old gentleman.




  ‘Are you?’ enquired Tom Smart.




  ‘I knew her mother, Tom,’ said the old fellow; ‘and her grandmother. She was very fond of me – made me this waistcoat, Tom.’




  ‘Did she?’ said Tom Smart.




  ‘And these shoes,’ said the old fellow, lifting up one of the red-cloth mufflers; ‘but, don’t mention it, Tom. I shouldn’t like to have it known that she was so

  much attached to me. It might occasion some unpleasantness in the family.’ When the old rascal said this, he looked so extremely impertinent, that, as Tom Smart afterwards declared, he could

  have sat upon him without remorse.




  ‘I have been a great favourite among the women in my time, Tom,’ said the profligate old debauchee; ‘hundreds of fine women have sat in my lap for hours together. What do you

  think of that, you dog, eh!’ The old gentleman was proceeding to recount some other exploits of his youth, when he was seized with such a violent fit of creaking that he was unable to

  proceed.




  ‘Just serves you right, old boy,’ thought Tom Smart; but he didn’t say anything.




  ‘Ah!’ said the old fellow, ‘I am a good deal troubled with this now. I am getting old, Tom, and have lost nearly all my rails. I have had an operation performed, too – a

  small piece let into my back and I found it a severe trial, Tom.’




  ‘I dare say you did, sir,’ said Tom Smart.




  ‘However,’ said the old gentleman, ‘that’s not the point. Tom! I want you to marry the widow.’




  ‘Me, sir!’ said Tom.




  ‘You,’ said the old gentleman.




  ‘Bless your reverend locks,’ said Tom (he had a few scattered horse-hairs left), ‘bless your reverend locks, she wouldn’t have me.’ And Tom sighed involuntarily, as

  he thought of the bar.




  ‘Wouldn’t she?’ said the old gentleman, firmly.




  ‘No, no,’ said Tom; ‘there’s somebody else in the wind. A tall man – a confoundedly tall man – with black whiskers.’




  ‘Tom,’ said the old gentleman; ‘she will never have him.’




  ‘Won’t she?’ said Tom. ‘If you stood in the bar, old gentleman, you’d tell another story.’




  ‘Pooh, pooh,’ said the old gentleman. ‘I know all about that.’




  ‘About what?’ said Tom.




  ‘The kissing behind the door, and all that sort of thing, Tom,’ said the old gentleman. And here he gave another impudent look, which made Tom very wroth, because as you all know,

  gentlemen, to hear an old fellow, who ought to know better, talking about these things, is very unpleasant – nothing more so.




  ‘I know all about that, Tom,’ said the old gentleman. ‘I have seen it done very often in my time, Tom, between more people than I should like to mention to you; but it never

  came to anything after all.’




  ‘You must have seen some queer things,’ said Tom with an inquisitive look.




  ‘You may say that, now,’ replied the old fellow, with a very complicated wink. ‘I am the last of my family, Tom,’ said the old gentleman, with a melancholy sigh.




  ‘Was it a large one?’ enquired Tom Smart.




  ‘There were twelve of us, Tom,’ said the old gentleman; ‘fine straight-backed, handsome fellows as you’d wish to see. None of your modern abortions – all with arms,

  and with a degree of polish, though I say it that should not, which would have done your heart good to behold.’




  ‘And what’s become of the others, sir?’ asked Tom Smart.




  The old gentleman applied his elbow to his eye as he replied, ‘Gone, Tom, gone. We had hard service, Tom, and they hadn’t all my constitution. They got rheumatic about the legs and

  arms, and went into kitchens and other hospitals; and one of ’em, with long service and hard usage, positively lost his senses: he got so crazy that he was obliged to be burnt. Shocking thing

  that, Tom.’




  ‘Dreadful!’ said Tom Smart.




  The old fellow paused for a few minutes, apparently struggling with his feelings of emotion, and then said: ‘However, Tom, I am wandering from the point. This tall man, Tom, is a rascally

  adventurer. The moment he married the widow, he would sell off all the furniture, and run away. What would be the consequence? She would be deserted and reduced to ruin, and I should catch my death

  of cold in some broker’s shop.’




  ‘Yes, but – ’




  ‘Don’t interrupt me,’ said the old gentleman. ‘Of you, Tom, I entertain a very different opinion; for I well know that if you once settled yourself in a public-house, you

  would never leave it, as long as there was anything to drink within its walls.’




  ‘I am very much obliged to you for your good opinion, sir,’ said Tom Smart.




  ‘Therefore,’ resumed the old gentleman, in a dictatorial tone, ‘you shall have her, and he shall not.’




  ‘What is to prevent it?’ said Tom Smart, eagerly.




  ‘This disclosure,’ replied the old gentleman; ‘he is already married.’




  ‘How can I prove it?’ said Tom, starting half out of bed.




  The old gentleman untucked his arm from his side, and having pointed to one of the oaken presses, immediately replaced it in its old position.




  ‘He little thinks,’ said the old gentleman, ‘that in the right-hand pocket of a pair of trousers in that press, he has left a letter, entreating him to return to his

  disconsolate wife, with six – mark me, Tom – six babes, and all of them small ones.’




  As the old gentleman solemnly uttered these words, his features grew less and less distinct, and his figure more shadowy. A film came over Tom Smart’s eyes. The old man seemed gradually

  blending into the chair, the damask waistcoat to resolve into a cushion, the red slippers to shrink into little red cloth bags. The light faded gently away, and Tom Smart fell back on his pillow,

  and dropped asleep.




  Morning aroused Tom from the lethargic slumber into which he had fallen on the disappearance of the old man. He sat up in bed, and for some minutes vainly endeavoured to recall the events of the

  preceding night. Suddenly they rushed upon him. He looked at the chair; it was a fantastic grim-looking piece of furniture, certainly, but it must have been a remarkably ingenious and lively

  imagination that could have discovered any resemblance between it and an old man.




  ‘How are you, old boy?’ said Tom. He was bolder in the daylight – most men are.




  The chair remained motionless, and spoke not a word.




  ‘Miserable morning,’ said Tom. No. The chair would not be drawn into conversation.




  ‘Which press did you point to? – can you tell me that?’ said Tom. Devil a word, gentlemen, the chair would say.




  ‘It’s not much trouble to open it anyhow,’ said Tom, getting out of bed very deliberately. He walked up to one of the presses. The key was in the lock; he turned it, and opened

  the door. There was a pair of trousers there. He put his hand into the pocket and drew forth the identical letter the old gentleman had described!




  ‘Queer sort of thing, this,’ said Tom Smart; looking first at the chair and then at the press, and then at the letter, and then at the chair again. ‘Very queer,’ said

  Tom. But, as there was nothing in either to lessen the queerness, he thought he might as well dress himself and settle the tall man’s business at once – just to put him out of his

  misery.




  Tom surveyed the rooms he passed through on his way downstairs with the scrutinising eye of a landlord; thinking it not impossible, that before long, they and their contents would be his

  property. The tall man was standing in the snug little bar, with his hands behind him, quite at home. He grinned vacantly at Tom. A casual observer might have supposed he did it only to show his

  white teeth; but Tom Smart thought that a consciousness of triumph was passing through the place where the tall man’s mind would have been, if he had had any. Tom laughed in his face; and

  summoned the landlady.




  ‘Good-morning, ma’am,’ said Tom Smart, closing the door of the little parlour as the widow entered.




  ‘Good-morning, sir,’ said the widow. ‘What will you take for breakfast, sir?’




  Tom was thinking how he should open the case, so he made no answer.




  ‘There’s a very nice ham,’ said the widow, ‘and a beautiful cold larded fowl. Shall I send ’em in, sir?’




  These words roused Tom from his reflections. His admiration of the widow increased as she spoke. Thoughtful creature! Comfortable provider!




  ‘Who is that gentleman in the bar, ma’am?’ enquired Tom.




  ‘His name is Jinkins, sir,’ said the widow, slightly blushing.




  ‘He’s a tall man,’ said Tom.




  ‘He is a very fine man,’ replied the widow, ‘and a very nice gentleman.’




  ‘Ah!’ said Tom.




  ‘Is there anything more you want, sir?’ enquired the widow, rather puzzled by Tom’s manner.




  ‘Why, yes,’ said Tom. ‘My dear ma’am, will you have the kindness to sit down for one moment?’




  The widow looked much amazed but she sat down, and Tom sat down too, close beside her. I don’t know how it happened, gentlemen – indeed my uncle used to tell me that Tom Smart said

  he didn’t know how it happened either – but somehow or other the palm of Tom’s hand fell upon the back of the widow’s hand, and remained there while he spoke.




  ‘My dear ma’am,’ said Tom Smart – he had always a great notion of committing the amiable – ‘My dear ma’am, you deserve a very excellent husband; you do

  indeed.’




  ‘Lor, sir!’ said the widow – as well she might: Tom’s mode of commencing the conversation being rather unusual, not to say startling; the fact of his never having set

  eyes upon her before the previous night, being taken into consideration. ‘Lor, sir!’




  ‘I scorn to flatter, my dear ma’am,’ said Tom Smart. ‘You deserve a very admirable husband, and whoever he is, he’ll be a very lucky man.’ As Tom said this

  his eye involuntarily wandered from the widow’s face, to the comforts around him.




  The widow looked more puzzled than ever, and made an effort to rise. Tom gently pressed her hand, as if to detain her, and she kept her seat. Widows, gentlemen, are not usually timorous, as my

  uncle used to say.




  ‘I am sure I am very much obliged to you, sir, for your good opinion,’ said the buxom landlady, half laughing; ‘and if ever I marry again – ’




  ‘If,’ said Tom Smart, looking very shrewdly out of the right-hand corner of his left eye. ‘If – ’




  ‘Well,’ said the widow, laughing outright this time. ‘When I do, I hope I shall have as good a husband as you describe.’




  ‘Jinkins to wit,’ said Tom.




  ‘Lor, sir!’ exclaimed the widow.




  ‘Oh, don’t tell me,’ said Tom, ‘I know him.’




  ‘I am sure nobody who knows him, knows anything bad of him,’ said the widow, bridling up at the mysterious air with which Tom had spoken.




  ‘Hem!’ said Tom Smart.




  The widow began to think it was high time to cry, so she took out her handkerchief, and enquired whether Tom wished to insult her: whether he thought it like a gentleman to take away the

  character of another gentleman behind his back; why, if he had got anything to say, he didn’t say it to the man, like a man, instead of terrifying a poor weak woman in that way; and so

  forth.




  ‘I’ll say it to him fast enough,’ said Tom, ‘only I want you to hear it first.’




  ‘What is it?’ enquired the widow, looking intently in Tom’s countenance.




  ‘I’ll astonish you,’ said Tom, putting his hand in his pocket.




  ‘If it is that he wants money,’ said the widow, ‘I know that already, and you needn’t trouble yourself.’




  ‘Pooh, nonsense, that’s nothing,’ said Tom Smart. ‘I want money. ’Tain’t that.’




  ‘Oh, dear, what can it be?’ exclaimed the poor widow.




  ‘Don’t be frightened,’ said Tom Smart. He slowly drew forth the letter, and unfolded it. ‘You won’t scream?’ said Tom doubtfully.




  ‘No, no,’ replied the widow; ‘let me see it.’




  ‘You won’t go fainting away, or any of that nonsense?’ said Tom.




  ‘No, no,’ returned the widow, hastily.




  ‘And don’t run out, and blow him up,’ said Tom, ‘because I’ll do all that for you; you had better not exert yourself.’




  ‘Well, well,’ said the widow, ‘let me see it.’




  ‘I will,’ replied Tom Smart; and, with these words, he placed the letter in the widow’s hand.




  Gentlemen, I have heard my uncle say that Tom Smart said the widow’s lamentations when she heard the disclosure would have pierced a heart of stone. Tom was certainly very tender-hearted,

  but they pierced his, to the very core. The widow rocked herself to and fro, and wrung her hands.




  ‘Oh, the deception and villainy of man!’ said the widow.




  ‘Frightful, my dear ma’am; but compose yourself,’ said Tom Smart.




  ‘Oh, I can’t compose myself,’ shrieked the widow. ‘I shall never find anyone else I can love so much!’




  ‘Oh yes, you will, my dear soul,’ said Tom Smart, letting fall a shower of the largest sized tears, in pity for the widow’s misfortunes. Tom Smart, in the energy of his

  compassion, had put his arm round the widow’s waist; and the widow, in a passion of grief, had clasped Tom’s hand. She looked up in Tom’s face, and smiled through her tears. Tom

  looked down in hers, and smiled through his.




  I never could find out, gentlemen, whether Tom did or did not kiss the widow at that particular moment. He used to tell my uncle he didn’t, but I have my doubts about it. Between

  ourselves, gentlemen, I rather think he did.




  At all events, Tom kicked the very tall man out at the front door half an hour after, and married the widow a month after. And he used to drive about the country, with the clay-coloured gig with

  red wheels, and the vixenish mare with the fast pace, till he gave up business many years afterwards, and went to France with his wife; and then the old house was pulled down.




  





  A Madman’s Manuscript




  ‘Yes! – a madman’s! How that word would have struck to my heart, many years ago! How it would have roused the terror that used to come upon me sometimes,

  sending the blood hissing and tingling through my veins, till the cold dew of fear stood in large drops upon my skin and my knees knocked together with fright! I like it now though. It’s a

  fine name. Show me the monarch whose angry frown was ever feared like the glare of a madman’s eye – whose cord and axe were ever half so sure as a madman’s grip. Ho! ho!

  It’s a grand thing to be mad! to be peeped at like a wild lion through the iron bars – to gnash one’s teeth and howl, through the long still night, to the merry ring of a heavy

  chain – and to roll and twine among the straw, transported with such brave music. Hurrah for the madhouse! Oh, it’s a rare place!




  ‘I remember days when I was afraid of being mad; when I used to start from my sleep, and fall upon my knees, and pray to be spared from the curse of my race; when I rushed from

  the sight of merriment or happiness, to hide myself in some lonely place and spend the weary hours in watching the progress of the fever that was to consume my brain. I knew that madness was mixed

  up with my very blood, and the marrow of my bones! that one generation had passed away without the pestilence appearing among them, and that I was the first in whom it would revive. I knew it

  must be so: that so it always had been, and so it ever would be: and when I cowered in some obscure corner of a crowded room, and saw men whisper, and point, and turn their eyes towards

  me, I knew they were telling each other of the doomed madman; and I slunk away again to mope in solitude.




  ‘I did this for years; long, long years they were. The nights here are long sometimes – very long; but they are nothing to the restless nights, and dreadful dreams I had at that

  time. It makes me cold to remember them. Large dusky forms with sly and jeering faces crouched in the corners of the room, and bent over my bed at night, tempting me to madness. They told me in low

  whispers that the floor of the old house in which my father’s father died, was stained with his own blood, shed by his own hand in raging madness. I drove my fingers into my ears, but they

  screamed into my head till the room rang with it, that in one generation before him the madness slumbered, but that his grandfather had lived for years with his hands fettered to the ground, to

  prevent his tearing himself to pieces. I knew they told the truth – I knew it well. I had found it out years before, though they had tried to keep it from me. Ha! ha! I was too cunning for

  them, madman as they thought me.




  ‘At last it came upon me, and I wondered how I could ever have feared it. I could go into the world now, and laugh and shout with the best among them. I knew I was mad, but they did not

  even suspect it. How I used to hug myself with delight when I thought of the fine trick I was playing them after their old pointing and leering when I was not mad but only dreading that I might one

  day become so! And how I used to laugh for joy when I was alone and thought how well I kept my secret, and how quickly my kind friends would have fallen from me if they had known the truth. I could

  have screamed with ecstasy when I dined alone with some fine roaring fellow to think how pale he would have turned and how fast he would have run if he had known that the dear friend who sat close

  to him, sharpening a bright, glittering knife, was a madman with all the power and half the will to plunge it in his heart. Oh, it was a merry life!




  ‘Riches became mine, wealth poured in upon me, and I rioted in pleasures enhanced a thousandfold to me by the consciousness of my well-kept secret. I inherited an estate. The law –

  the eagle-eyed law itself – had been deceived and had handed over disputed thousands to a madman’s hands. Where was the wit of the sharp-sighted men of sound mind? Where the dexterity

  of the lawyers eager to discover a flaw? The madman’s cunning had overreached them all.




  ‘I had money. How I was courted! I spent it profusely. How I was praised! How those three proud, overbearing brothers humbled themselves before me! The old, white-headed father, too

  – such deference – such respect – such devoted friendship – he worshipped me! The old man had a daughter, and the young men a sister; and all the five were poor. I was rich;

  and when I married the girl, I saw a smile of triumph play upon the faces of her needy relatives, as they thought of their well-planned scheme, and their fine prize. It was for me to smile. To

  smile! To laugh outright, and tear my hair, and roll upon the ground with shrieks of merriment. They little thought they had married her to a madman.




  ‘Stay. If they had known it, would they have saved her? A sister’s happiness against her husband’s gold. The lightest feather I blow into the air, against the gay chain that

  ornaments my body!




  ‘In one thing I was deceived with all my cunning. If I had not been mad – for though we madmen are sharp-witted enough, we get bewildered sometimes – I should have known that

  the girl would rather have been placed, stiff and cold, in a dull leaden coffin than borne an envied bride to my rich, glittering house. I should have known that her heart was with the dark-eyed

  boy whose name I once heard her breathe in her troubled sleep; and that she had been sacrificed to me, to relieve the poverty of the old, white-headed man and the haughty brothers.




  ‘I don’t remember forms or faces now, but I know the girl was beautiful. I know she was; for in the bright moonlight nights, when I start up from my sleep, and all is quiet

  about me, I see, standing still and motionless in one corner of this cell, a slight and wasted figure with long black hair, which, streaming down her back, stirs with no earthly wind, and eyes that

  fix their gaze on me, and never wink or close. Hush! the blood chills at my heart as I write it down – that form is hers; the face is very pale, and the eyes are glassy bright; but I

  know them well. That figure never moves; it never frowns and mouths as others do, that fill this place sometimes; but it is much more dreadful to me, even than the spirits that tempted me many

  years ago – it comes fresh from the grave; and is so very deathlike.




  ‘For nearly a year I saw that face grow paler; for nearly a year I saw the tears steal down the mournful cheeks, and never knew the cause. I found it out at last though. They could not

  keep it from me long. She had never liked me: I had never thought she did; she despised my wealth, and hated the splendour in which she lived: but I had not expected that. She loved another. This I

  had never thought of. Strange feelings came over me, and thought, forced upon me by some secret power, whirled round and round my brain. I did not hate her though I hated the boy she still wept

  for. I pitied – yes, I pitied – the wretched life to which her cold and selfish relations had doomed her. I knew that she could not live long; but the thought that before her death she

  might give birth to some ill-fated being, destined to hand down madness to its offspring, determined me. I resolved to kill her.




  ‘For many weeks I thought of poison, and then of drowning, and then of fire. A fine sight, the grand house in flames, and the madman’s wife smouldering away to cinders. Think of the

  jest of a large reward, too, and of some sane man swinging in the wind for a deed he never did, and all through a madman’s cunning! I thought often of this, but I gave it up at last. Oh! the

  pleasure of stropping the razor day after day, feeling the sharp edge, and thinking of the gash one stroke of its thin, bright edge would make!




  ‘At last the old spirits who had been with me so often before whispered in my ear that the time was come, and thrust the open razor into my hand. I grasped it firmly, rose softly from the

  bed, and leaned over my sleeping wife. Her face was buried in her hands. I withdrew them softly, and they fell listlessly on her bosom. She had been weeping, for the traces of the tears were still

  wet upon her cheek. Her face was calm and placid; and even as I looked upon it, a tranquil smile lighted up her pale features. I laid my hand softly on her shoulder. She started – it was only

  a passing dream. I leaned forward again. She screamed, and woke.




  ‘One motion of my hand, and she would never again have uttered cry or sound. But I was startled, and drew back. Her eyes were fixed on mine. I knew not how it was, but they cowed and

  frightened me; and I quailed beneath them. She rose from the bed, still gazing fixedly and steadily on me. I trembled; the razor was in my hand, but I could not move. She made towards the door. As

  she neared it, she turned, and withdrew her eyes from my face. The spell was broken. I bounded forward, and clutched her by the arm. Uttering shriek upon shriek, she sank upon the ground.




  ‘Now I could have killed her without a struggle; but the house was alarmed. I heard the tread of footsteps on the stairs. I replaced the razor in its usual drawer, unfastened the door, and

  called loudly for assistance.




  ‘They came, and raised her, and placed her on the bed. She lay bereft of animation for hours; and when life, look and speech returned, her senses had deserted her, and she raved wildly and

  furiously.




  ‘Doctors were called in – great men who rolled up to my door in easy carriages, with fine horses and gaudy servants. They were at her bedside for weeks. They had a great meeting, and

  consulted together in low and solemn voices in another room. One, the cleverest and most celebrated among them, took me aside, and bidding me prepare for the worst, told me – me, the madman!

  – that my wife was mad. He stood close beside me at an open window, his eyes looking in my face, and his hand laid upon my arm. With one effort, I could have hurled him into the street

  beneath. It would have been rare sport to have done it; but my secret was at stake, and I let him go. A few days after, they told me I must place her under some restraint: I must provide a keeper

  for her. I! I went into the open fields where none could hear me, and laughed till the air resounded with my shouts!




  ‘She died next day. The white-headed old man followed her to the grave, and the proud brothers dropped a tear over the insensible corpse of her whose sufferings they had regarded in her

  lifetime with muscles of iron. All this was food for my secret mirth, and I laughed behind the white handkerchief which I held up to my face, as we rode home, till the tears came into my eyes.




  ‘But though I had carried my object and killed her, I was restless and disturbed, and I felt that before long my secret must be known. I could not hide the wild mirth and joy which boiled

  within me, and made me, when I was alone at home, jump up and beat my hands together, and dance round and round, and roar aloud. When I went out, and saw the busy crowds hurrying about the streets;

  or the theatre, and heard the sound of music, and beheld the people dancing, I felt such glee, that I could have rushed among them, and torn them to pieces, limb from limb, and howled in transport.

  But I ground my teeth, and struck my feet upon the floor, and drove my sharp nails into my hands. I kept it down; and no one knew I was a madman yet.




  ‘I remember – though it’s one of the last things I can remember: for now I mix up realities with my dreams, and having so much to do, and being always hurried here,

  have no time to separate the two from some strange confusion in which they get involved – I remember how I let it out at last. Ha! ha! I think I see their frightened looks now, and feel the

  ease with which I flung them from me, and dashed my clenched fist into their white faces, and then flew like the wind, and left them screaming and shouting far behind. The strength of a giant comes

  upon me when I think of it. There – see how this iron bar bends beneath my furious wrench. I could snap it like a twig, only there are long galleries here with many doors – I

  don’t think I could find my way along them; and even if I could, I know there are iron gates below which they keep locked and barred. They know what a clever madman I have been, and they are

  proud to have me here, to show.




  ‘Let me see: yes, I had been out. It was late at night when I reached home, and found the proudest of the three proud brothers waiting to see me – urgent business he said: I

  recollect it well. I hated that man with all a madman’s hate. Many and many a time had my fingers longed to tear him. They told me he was there. I ran swiftly upstairs. He had a word to say

  to me. I dismissed the servants. It was late, and we were alone together – for the first time.




  ‘I kept my eyes carefully from him at first, for I knew what he little thought – and I gloried in the knowledge – that the light of madness gleamed from them like fire. We sat

  in silence for a few minutes. He spoke at last. My recent dissipation, and strange remarks, made so soon after his sister’s death, were an insult to her memory. Coupling together many

  circumstances which had at first escaped his observation, he thought I had not treated her well. He wished to know whether he was right in inferring that I meant to cast a reproach upon her memory,

  and a disrespect upon her family. It was due to the uniform he wore to demand this explanation.




  ‘This man had a commission in the army – a commission purchased with my money, and his sister’s misery! This was the man who had been foremost in the plot to ensnare me and

  grasp my wealth. This was the man who had been the main instrument in forcing his sister to wed me; well knowing that her heart was given to that puling boy. Due to his uniform! The livery

  of his degradation! I turned my eyes upon him – I could not help it – but I spoke not a word.




  ‘I saw the sudden change that came upon him beneath my gaze. He was a bold man but the colour faded from his face, and he drew back in his chair. I dragged mine nearer to him; and as I

  laughed – I was very merry then – I saw him shudder. I felt the madness rising within me. He was afraid of me.




  ‘ “You were very fond of your sister when she was alive,” I said. “Very.”




  ‘He looked uneasily round him, and I saw his hand grasp the back of his chair; but he said nothing.




  ‘ “You villain,” said I, “I found you out; I discovered your hellish plots against me; I know her heart was fixed on someone else before you compelled her to marry me. I

  know it – I know it.”




  ‘He jumped suddenly from his chair, brandishing it aloft, and bid me stand back – for I took care to be getting closer to him all the time I spoke.




  ‘I screamed rather than talked, for I felt tumultuous passions eddying through my veins, and the old spirits whispering and taunting me to tear his heart out.




  ‘ “Damn you,” said I, starting up, and rushing upon him. “I killed her. I am a madman. Down with you. Blood. Blood! I will have it!”




  ‘I turned aside with one blow the chair he hurled at me in his terror, and closed with him; and with a heavy crash we rolled upon the floor together.




  ‘It was a fine struggle that; for he was a tall, strong man, fighting for his life: and I, a powerful madman, thirsting to destroy him. I knew no strength could equal mine, and I was

  right. Right again, though a madman! His struggles grew fainter. I knelt upon his chest, and clasped his brawny throat firmly with both hands. His face grew purple; his eyes were starting from his

  head, and with protruded tongue, he seemed to mock me. I squeezed the tighter.




  ‘The door was suddenly burst open with a loud noise, and a crowd of people rushed forward, crying aloud to each other to secure the madman.




  ‘My secret was out; and my only struggle now was for liberty and freedom. I gained my feet before a hand was on me, threw myself among my assailants and cleared my way with my strong arm,

  as if I bore a hatchet in my hand, and hewed them down before me. I gained the door, dropped over the banisters, and in an instant was in the street.




  ‘Straight and swift I ran, and no one dared to stop me. I heard the noise of feet behind, and redoubled my speed. It grew fainter and fainter in the distance, and at length died away

  altogether; but on I bounded, through marsh and rivulet, over fence and wall, with a wild shout which was taken up by the strange beings that flocked around me on every side, and swelled the sound,

  till it pierced the air. I was borne upon the arms of demons who swept along upon the wind, and bore down bank and hedge before them, and spun me round and round with a rustle and a speed that made

  my head swim, until at last they threw me from them with a violent shock, and I fell heavily upon the earth. When I woke I found myself here – here in this grey cell, where the sunlight

  seldom comes, and the moon steals in, in rays which only serve to show the dark shadows about me, and that silent figure in its old corner. When I lie awake, I can sometimes hear strange shrieks

  and cries from distant parts of this large place. What they are, I know not; but they neither come from that pale form, nor does it regard them. For from the first shades of dusk till the earliest

  light of morning, it still stands motionless in the same place, listening to the music of my iron chain, and watching my gambols on my straw bed.’




  





  The Goblins who Stole a Sexton




  In an old abbey town, down in this part of the country, a long, long, while ago – so long, that the story must be a true one, because our great-grandfathers implicitly

  believed it – there officiated as sexton and grave-digger in the churchyard, one Gabriel Grub. It by no means follows that because a man is a sexton, and constantly surrounded by the emblems

  of mortality, therefore he should be a morose and melancholy man; your undertakers are the merriest fellows in the world; and I once had the honour of being on intimate terms with a mute, who in

  private life, and off duty, was as comical and jocose a little fellow as ever chirped out a devil-may-care song, without a hitch in his memory, or drained off the contents of a good stiff glass

  without stopping for breath. But, notwithstanding these precedents to the contrary, Gabriel Grub was an ill-conditioned, cross-grained, surly fellow – a morose and lonely man, who consorted

  with nobody but himself, and an old wicker bottle which fitted into his large deep waistcoat pocket – and who eyed each merry face, as it passed him by, with such a deep scowl of malice and

  ill-humour, as it was difficult to meet without feeling something the worse for.




  A little before twilight, one Christmas Eve, Gabriel shouldered his spade, lighted his lantern, and betook himself towards the old churchyard; for he had got a grave to finish by next morning,

  and, feeling very low, he thought it might raise his spirits, perhaps, if he went on with his work at once. As he went his way, up the ancient street, he saw the cheerful light of the blazing fires

  gleam through the old casements, and heard the loud laugh and the cheerful shouts of those who were assembled around them; he marked the bustling preparations for next day’s cheer, and smelt

  the numerous savoury odours consequent thereupon, as they steamed up from the kitchen windows in clouds. All this was gall and wormwood to the heart of Gabriel Grub; and when groups of children

  bounded out of the houses, tripped across the road, and were met, before they could knock at the opposite door, by half a dozen curly-headed little rascals who crowded round them as they flocked

  upstairs to spend the evening in their Christmas games, Gabriel smiled grimly, and clutched the handle of his spade with a firmer grasp, as he thought of measles, scarlet-fever, thrush,

  whooping-cough, and a good many other sources of consolation besides.




  In this happy frame of mind, Gabriel strode along: returning a short, sullen growl to the good-humoured greetings of such of his neighbours as now and then passed him: until he turned into the

  dark lane which led to the churchyard. Now, Gabriel had been looking forward to reaching the dark lane, because it was, generally speaking, a nice, gloomy, mournful place, into which the

  townspeople did not much care to go, except in broad daylight, and when the sun was shining; consequently, he was not a little indignant to hear a young urchin roaring out some jolly song about a

  merry Christmas, in this very sanctuary, which had been called Coffin Lane ever since the days of the old abbey, and the time of the shaven-headed monks. As Gabriel walked on, and the voice drew

  nearer, he found it proceeded from a small boy, who was hurrying along, to join one of the little parties in the old street, and who, partly to keep himself company, and partly to prepare himself

  for the occasion, was shouting out the song at the highest pitch of his lungs. So Gabriel waited until the boy came up, and then dodged him into a corner, and rapped him over the head with his

  lantern five or six times, to teach him to modulate his voice. And as the boy hurried away with his hand to his head, singing quite a different sort of tune, Gabriel Grub chuckled very heartily to

  himself, and entered the churchyard, locking the gate behind him.




  He took off his coat, put down his lantern, and getting into the unfinished grave, worked at it for an hour or so, with right good will. But the earth was hardened with the frost, and it was no

  very easy matter to break it up, and shovel it out; and although there was a moon, it was a very young one, and shed little light upon the grave, which was in the shadow of the church. At any other

  time, these obstacles would have made Gabriel Grub very moody and miserable, but he was so well pleased with having stopped the small boy’s singing that he took little heed of the scanty

  progress he had made, and looked down into the grave, when he had finished work for the night, with grim satisfaction: murmuring as he gathered up his things:




  

    

      ‘Brave lodgings for one, brave lodgings for one,




      A few feet of cold earth, when life is done;




      A stone at the head, a stone at the feet,




      A rich, juicy meal for the worms to eat;




      Rank grass over head, and damp clay around,




      Brave lodgings for one, these, in holy ground!


    


  




  ‘Ho! Ho!’ laughed Gabriel Grub, as he sat himself down on a flat tombstone which was a favourite resting-place of his; and drew forth his wicker bottle. ‘A coffin at Christmas!

  A Christmas Box. Ho! ho! ho!’




  ‘Ho! ho! ho!’ repeated a voice which sounded close behind him.




  Gabriel paused, in some alarm, in the act of raising the wicker bottle to his lips: and looked round. The bottom of the oldest grave about him was not more still and quiet than the churchyard in

  the pale moonlight. The cold hoar-frost glistened on the tombstones, and sparkled like rows of gems, among the stone carvings of the old church. The snow lay hard and crisp upon the ground; and

  spread over the thickly-strewn mounds of earth so white and smooth a cover that it seemed as if corpses lay there, hidden only by their winding sheets. Not the faintest rustle broke the profound

  tranquillity of the solemn scene. Sound itself appeared to be frozen up, all was so cold and still.




  ‘It was the echoes,’ said Gabriel Grub, raising the bottle to his lips again.




  ‘It was not,’ said a deep voice.




  Gabriel started up, and stood rooted to the spot with astonishment and terror; for his eyes rested on a form that made his blood run cold.




  Seated on an upright tombstone, close to him, was a strange unearthly figure, whom Gabriel felt at once was no being of this world. His long fantastic legs which might have reached the ground,

  were cocked up, and crossed after a quaint, fantastic fashion; his sinewy arms were bare; and his hands rested on his knees. On his short round body, he wore a close covering, ornamented with small

  slashes; a short cloak dangled at his back; the collar was cut into curious peaks, which served the goblin in lieu of ruff or neckerchief, and his shoes curled at his toes into long points. On his

  head, he wore a broad-brimmed sugar-loaf hat, garnished with a single feather. The hat was covered with the white frost; and the goblin looked as if he had sat on the same tombstone very

  comfortably for two or three hundred years. He was sitting perfectly still; his tongue was put out, as if in derision; and he was grinning at Gabriel Grub with such a grin as only a goblin could

  call up.




  ‘It was not the echoes,’ said the goblin.




  Gabriel Grub was paralysed, and could make no reply.




  ‘What do you do here on Christmas Eve?’ said the goblin sternly.




  ‘I came to dig a grave, sir,’ stammered Gabriel Grub.




  ‘What man wanders among graves and churchyards on such a night as this?’ cried the goblin.




  ‘Gabriel Grub! Gabriel Grub!’ screamed a wild chorus of voices that seemed to fill the churchyard. Gabriel looked fearfully round – nothing was to be seen.




  ‘What have you got in that bottle?’ said the goblin.




  ‘Hollands, sir,’ replied the sexton, trembling more than ever; for he had bought it off the smugglers, and he thought that perhaps his questioner might be in the excise department of

  the goblins.




  ‘Who drinks Hollands alone, and in a churchyard, on such a night as this?’ said the goblin.




  ‘Gabriel Grub! Gabriel Grub!’ exclaimed the wild voices again.




  The goblin leered maliciously at the terrified sexton, and then raising his voice, exclaimed: ‘And who, then, is our fair and lawful prize?’




  To this enquiry the invisible chorus replied, in a strain that sounded like the voices of many choristers singing to the mighty swell of the old church organ – a strain that seemed borne

  to the sexton’s ears upon a wild wind, and to die away as it passed onward; but the burden of the reply was still the same, ‘Gabriel Grub! Gabriel Grub!’




  The goblin grinned a broader grin than before, as he said, ‘Well, Gabriel, what do you say to this?’




  The sexton gasped for breath.




  ‘What do you think of this, Gabriel?’ said the goblin, kicking up his feet in the air on either side of the tombstone, and looking at the turned-up points with as much complacency as

  if he had been contemplating the most fashionable pair of Wellingtons in all Bond Street.




  ‘It’s – it’s – very curious, sir,’ replied the sexton, half dead with fright; ‘very curious, and very pretty, but I think I’ll go back and finish

  my work, sir, if you please.’




  ‘Work!’ said the goblin, ‘what work?’




  ‘The grave, sir; making the grave,’ stammered the sexton.




  ‘Oh, the grave, eh?’ said the goblin. ‘Who makes graves at a time when all other men are merry, and takes a pleasure in it?’




  Again the mysterious voices replied, ‘Gabriel Grub! Gabriel Grub!’




  ‘I’m afraid my friends want you, Gabriel,’ said the goblin, thrusting his tongue further into his cheek than ever – and a most astonishing tongue it was –

  ‘I’m afraid my friends want you, Gabriel,’ said the goblin.




  

    

      [image: ]


    



    The goblin and the sexton


	


  




  ‘Under favour, sir,’ replied the horror-stricken sexton, ‘I don’t think they can, sir; they don’t know me, sir; I don’t think the gentlemen have ever seen me,

  sir.’




  ‘Oh yes they have,’ replied the goblin; ‘we know the man with the sulky face and grim scowl, that came down the street tonight, throwing his evil looks at the children, and

  grasping his burying spade the tighter. We know the man who struck the boy in the envious malice of his heart, because the boy could be merry, and he could not. We know him, we know him.’




  Here the goblin gave a loud shrill laugh, which the echoes returned twentyfold: and throwing his legs up in the air, stood upon his head, or rather upon the very point of his sugar-loaf hat, on

  the narrow edge of the tombstone: whence he threw a somersault with extraordinary agility right to the sexton’s feet, at which he planted himself in the attitude in which tailors generally

  sit upon the shop-board.




  ‘I – I – am afraid I must leave you, sir,’ said the sexton, making an effort to move.




  ‘Leave us!’ said the goblin, ‘Gabriel Grub going to leave us? Ho! ho! ho!’




  As the goblin laughed, the sexton observed, for one instant, a brilliant illumination within the windows of the church, as if the whole building were lighted up; it disappeared, the organ pealed

  forth a lively air, and whole troops of goblins, the very counterpart of the first one, poured into the churchyard, and began playing at leap-frog with the tombstones: never stopping for an instant

  to take breath, but ‘overing’ the highest among them, one after the other, with the most marvellous dexterity. The first goblin was a most astonishing leaper, and none of the others

  could come near him; even in the extremity of his terror, the sexton could not help observing that while his friends were content to leap over the common-sized gravestones, the first one took the

  family vaults, iron railings and all, with as much ease as if they had been so many street-posts.




  At last the game reached to a most exciting pitch; the organ played quicker and quicker; and the goblins leaped faster and faster, coiling themselves up, rolling head over heels upon the ground,

  and bounding over the tombstones like footballs. The sexton’s brain whirled round with the rapidity of the motion he beheld, and his legs reeled beneath him, as the spirits flew before his

  eyes: when the goblin king, suddenly darting towards him, laid his hand upon his collar, and sank with him through the earth.
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