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			Foreword: Supernatural Horror Short Stories
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			This collection of classic tales stretches all the way from John Polidori’s ‘The Vampyre’ (1819) to H.P. Lovecraft’s ‘The Shunned House’ (1937). Polidori’s story was the Romantic tale that first introduced the vampire as an aristocratic libertine to literature – Lord Ruthven is clearly the model for Bram Stoker’s Count Dracula. Polidori had worked as Lord Byron’s doctor, before being fired for cramping his boss’s style. When ‘The Vampyre’ was first published anonymously in London it was read as a sensational confession of Byron’s secret life. 

			The most recent of the classic fiction was a pulp horror by Lovecraft, published in the American magazine Weird Tales just before the Second World War. It is written in Lovecraft’s baroque style under completely different conditions from Polidori’s shocker: this is sensational horror fiction written for a mass audience that read the ‘shudder pulps’ that poured off the New York presses of the 1930s in their hundreds of thousands. That culture of reading was all to disappear with the onset of war in 1939.

			These tales bookend a remarkable century, often considered the golden age of the ghost story. It was an era in which the religious framework of the old Gothic romances of Ann Radcliffe and her myriad followers was replaced by something much more uncertain, anxious, and riven with doubt. That was mainly the fault of scientists such as Charles Lyell and Charles Darwin, pioneers of geology and biology, whose theories challenged the Biblical account of the creation of the world. Darwin, uncertain himself about the implications of his theory of natural selection, famously held off publishing The Origin of Species for as long as he could. After that, the authority of the sciences steadily grew while religious believers felt ever more hemmed in with doubt. This transition produced a lot of strange symptoms: new religions, a revival of the occult, and respectable intellectuals chasing empirical proof of spirits at the séance table. 

			Ghost stories and horror tales are also symptoms of this era. Ghosts thrive on hesitations: we know they are dubious stories from outdated, superstitious days. Yet, as Sigmund Freud once observed, a simple creak of a door or a bump in the night can throw the modern cynic back into childhood, paralysed with fear. Ghost stories are compromise formations, fictions that let us entertain the fugitive possibility that the supernatural may still be hiding in the natural.

			The authors in this collection represent the range of beliefs. E.F. Benson was the son of the Archbishop of Canterbury no less, yet wrote tales of particularly nasty hauntings. Arthur Conan Doyle trained first as a medic but ended his life as the leading advocate of Spiritualism. H.G. Wells was one of the first to be formally trained to teach biology in the 1880s and was (mostly) an atheist, although never as vitriolic in the view of a cruel and indifferent universe as the pitiless Lovecraft. There are many ways of coming to horror, it seems.

			Edgar Allan Poe influentially suggested that the best tales were read in one sitting, to achieve a full ‘unity of impression.’ This collection is perfectly designed just for that: bite-sized stories perfect for producing shivers of unease. Do enjoy, but maybe check behind the curtain.

			Roger Luckhurst

			Publisher’s Note 

			This latest title in our deluxe Gothic Fantasy short story anthologies crawls with the dark fingers of terror, the chilling sensation of another presence sitting alongside you while you read the tales of horror laid out before you. From mysterious deaths to cursed objects, haunted houses and terrifying creatures – the array of masterfully penned classic fiction on offer in Supernatural Horror Short Stories will make you shudder to your very soul. We’ve included beloved works such as John Polidori’s The Vampyre and M.R. James’s ‘Casting the Runes’ alongside lesser-seen but no less terrifying works like Hanns Heinz Ewers’ ‘The Spider’.

			Every year the response to our call for submissions seems to grow and grow, giving us a rich universe of stories to choose from, but making our job all the more difficult in narrowing down the final selection. We’ve loved delving into so many dark and haunted spaces, and ultimately chose a selection of stories we hope sit alongside each other and with the classic selection, to provide a fantastic Supernatural Horror book for all to enjoy. 
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			Caterpillars

			E.F. Benson
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			I saw a month or two ago in an Italian paper that the Villa Cascana, in which I once stayed, had been pulled down, and that a manufactory of some sort was in process of erection on its site.

			There is therefore no longer any reason for refraining from writing of those things which I myself saw (or imagined I saw) in a certain room and on a certain landing of the villa in question, nor from mentioning the circumstances which followed, which may or may not (according to the opinion of the reader) throw some light on or be somehow connected with this experience.

			The Villa Cascana was in all ways but one a perfectly delightful house, yet, if it were standing now, nothing in the world – I use the phrase in its literal sense – would induce me to set foot in it again, for I believe it to have been haunted in a very terrible and practical manner.

			Most ghosts, when all is said and done, do not do much harm; they may perhaps terrify, but the person whom they visit usually gets over their visitation. They may on the other hand be entirely friendly and beneficent. But the appearances in the Villa Cascana were not beneficent, and had they made their ‘visit’ in a very slightly different manner, I do not suppose I should have got over it any more than Arthur Inglis did.

			The house stood on an ilex-clad hill not far from Sestri di Levante on the Italian Riviera, looking out over the iridescent blues of that enchanted sea, while behind it rose the pale green chestnut woods that climb up the hillsides till they give place to the pines that, black in contrast with them, crown the slopes. All round it the garden in the luxuriance of mid-spring bloomed and was fragrant, and the scent of magnolia and rose, borne on the salt freshness of the winds from the sea, flowed like a stream through the cool vaulted rooms.

			On the ground floor a broad pillared loggia ran round three sides of the house, the top of which formed a balcony for certain rooms of the first floor. The main staircase, broad and of grey marble steps, led up from the hall to the landing outside these rooms, which were three in number, namely, two big sitting-rooms and a bedroom arranged en suite. The latter was unoccupied, the sitting-rooms were in use. From these the main staircase was continued to the second floor, where were situated certain bedrooms, one of which I occupied, while from the other side of the first-floor landing some half-dozen steps led to another suite of rooms, where, at the time I am speaking of, Arthur Inglis, the artist, had his bedroom and studio. Thus the landing outside my bedroom at the top of the house commanded both the landing of the first floor and also the steps that led to Inglis’ rooms. Jim Stanley and his wife, finally (whose guest I was), occupied rooms in another wing of the house, where also were the servants’ quarters.

			I arrived just in time for lunch on a brilliant noon of mid-May. The garden was shouting with colour and fragrance, and not less delightful after my broiling walk up from the marina, should have been the coming from the reverberating heat and blaze of the day into the marble coolness of the villa. Only (the reader has my bare word for this, and nothing more), the moment I set foot in the house I felt that something was wrong. This feeling, I may say, was quite vague, though very strong, and I remember that when I saw letters waiting for me on the table in the hall I felt certain that the explanation was here: I was convinced that there was bad news of some sort for me. Yet when I opened them I found no such explanation of my premonition: my correspondents all reeked of prosperity. Yet this clear miscarriage of a presentiment did not dissipate my uneasiness. In that cool fragrant house there was something wrong.

			I am at pains to mention this because to the general view it may explain that though I am as a rule so excellent a sleeper that the extinction of my light on getting into bed is apparently contemporaneous with being called on the following morning, I slept very badly on my first night in the Villa Cascana. It may also explain the fact that when I did sleep (if it was indeed in sleep that I saw what I thought I saw) I dreamed in a very vivid and original manner, original, that is to say, in the sense that something that, as far as I knew, had never previously entered into my consciousness, usurped it then. But since, in addition to this evil premonition, certain words and events occurring during the rest of the day might have suggested something of what I thought happened that night, it will be well to relate them.

			After lunch, then, I went round the house with Mrs. Stanley, and during our tour she referred, it is true, to the unoccupied bedroom on the first floor, which opened out of the room where we had lunched.

			“We left that unoccupied,” she said, “because Jim and I have a charming bedroom and dressing-room, as you saw, in the wing, and if we used it ourselves we should have to turn the dining-room into a dressing-room and have our meals downstairs. As it is, however, we have our little flat there, Arthur Inglis has his little flat in the other passage; and I remembered (aren’t I extraordinary?) that you once said that the higher up you were in a house the better you were pleased. So I put you at the top of the house, instead of giving you that room.”

			It is true, that a doubt, vague as my uneasy premonition, crossed my mind at this. I did not see why Mrs. Stanley should have explained all this, if there had not been more to explain. I allow, therefore, that the thought that there was something to explain about the unoccupied bedroom was momentarily present to my mind.

			The second thing that may have borne on my dream was this.

			At dinner the conversation turned for a moment on ghosts. Inglis, with the certainty of conviction, expressed his belief that anybody who could possibly believe in the existence of supernatural phenomena was unworthy of the name of an ass. The subject instantly dropped. As far as I can recollect, nothing else occurred or was said that could bear on what follows.

			We all went to bed rather early, and personally I yawned my way upstairs, feeling hideously sleepy. My room was rather hot, and I threw all the windows wide, and from without poured in the white light of the moon, and the love-song of many nightingales. I undressed quickly, and got into bed, but though I had felt so sleepy before, I now felt extremely wide-awake. But I was quite content to be awake: I did not toss or turn, I felt perfectly happy listening to the song and seeing the light. Then, it is possible, I may have gone to sleep, and what follows may have been a dream. I thought, anyhow, that after a time the nightingales ceased singing and the moon sank. I thought also that if, for some unexplained reason, I was going to lie awake all night, I might as well read, and I remembered that I had left a book in which I was interested in the dining-room on the first floor. So I got out of bed, lit a candle, and went downstairs. I went into the room, saw on a side-table the book I had come to look for, and then, simultaneously, saw that the door into the unoccupied bedroom was open. A curious grey light, not of dawn nor of moonshine, came out of it, and I looked in. The bed stood just opposite the door, a big four-poster, hung with tapestry at the head. Then I saw that the greyish light of the bedroom came from the bed, or rather from what was on the bed. For it was covered with great caterpillars, a foot or more in length, which crawled over it. They were faintly luminous, and it was the light from them that showed me the room. Instead of the sucker-feet of ordinary caterpillars they had rows of pincers like crabs, and they moved by grasping what they lay on with their pincers, and then sliding their bodies forward. In colour these dreadful insects were yellowish-grey, and they were covered with irregular lumps and swellings. There must have been hundreds of them, for they formed a sort of writhing, crawling pyramid on the bed. Occasionally one fell off on to the floor, with a soft fleshy thud, and though the floor was of hard concrete, it yielded to the pincerfeet as if it had been putty, and, crawling back, the caterpillar would mount on to the bed again, to rejoin its fearful companions. They appeared to have no faces, so to speak, but at one end of them there was a mouth that opened sideways in respiration.

			Then, as I looked, it seemed to me as if they all suddenly became conscious of my presence.

			All the mouths, at any rate, were turned in my direction, and next moment they began dropping off the bed with those soft fleshy thuds on to the floor, and wriggling towards me. For one second a paralysis as of a dream was on me, but the next I was running upstairs again to my room, and I remember feeling the cold of the marble steps on my bare feet. I rushed into my bedroom, and slammed the door behind me, and then – I was certainly wide-awake now – I found myself standing by my bed with the sweat of terror pouring from me. The noise of the banged door still rang in my ears. But, as would have been more usual, if this had been mere nightmare, the terror that had been mine when I saw those foul beasts crawling about the bed or dropping softly on to the floor did not cease then. Awake, now, if dreaming before, I did not at all recover from the horror of dream: it did not seem to me that I had dreamed. And until dawn, I sat or stood, not daring to lie down, thinking that every rustle or movement that I heard was the approach of the caterpillars. To them and the claws that bit into the cement the wood of the door was child’s play: steel would not keep them out.

			But with the sweet and noble return of day the horror vanished: the whisper of wind became benignant again: the nameless fear, whatever it was, was smoothed out and terrified me no longer. Dawn broke, hueless at first; then it grew dove-coloured, then the flaming pageant of light spread over the sky.

			The admirable rule of the house was that everybody had breakfast where and when he pleased, and in consequence it was not till lunch-time that I met any of the other members of our party, since I had breakfast on my balcony, and wrote letters and other things till lunch. In fact, I got down to that meal rather late, after the other three had begun. Between my knife and fork there was a small pill-box of cardboard, and as I sat down Inglis spoke.

			“Do look at that,” he said, “since you are interested in natural history. I found it crawling on my counterpane last night, and I don’t know what it is.”

			I think that before I opened the pill-box I expected something of the sort which I found in it.

			Inside it, anyhow, was a small caterpillar, greyish-yellow in colour, with curious bumps and excrescences on its rings. It was extremely active, and hurried round the box, this way and that.

			Its feet were unlike the feet of any caterpillar I ever saw: they were like the pincers of a crab. I looked, and shut the lid down again.

			“No, I don’t know it,” I said, “but it looks rather unwholesome. What are you going to do with it?”

			“Oh, I shall keep it,” said Inglis. “It has begun to spin: I want to see what sort of a moth it turns into.”

			I opened the box again, and saw that these hurrying movements were indeed the beginning of the spinning of the web of its cocoon. Then Inglis spoke again.

			“It has got funny feet, too,” he said. “They are like crabs’ pincers. What’s the Latin for crab?”

			“Oh, yes, Cancer. So in case it is unique, let’s christen it: ‘Cancer Inglisensis.’” Then something happened in my brain, some momentary piecing together of all that I had seen or dreamed. Something in his words seemed to me to throw light on it all, and my own intense horror at the experience of the night before linked itself on to what he had just said. In effect, I took the box and threw it, caterpillar and all, out of the window. There was a gravel path just outside, and beyond it, a fountain playing into a basin. The box fell on to the middle of this.

			Inglis laughed.

			“So the students of the occult don’t like solid facts,” he said. “My poor caterpillar!”

			The talk went off again at once on to other subjects, and I have only given in detail, as they happened, these trivialities in order to be sure myself that I have recorded everything that could have borne on occult subjects or on the subject of caterpillars. But at the moment when I threw the pill-box into the fountain, I lost my head: my only excuse is that, as is probably plain, the tenant of it was, in miniature, exactly what I had seen crowded on to the bed in the unoccupied room. And though this translation of those phantoms into flesh and blood – or whatever it is that caterpillars are made of – ought perhaps to have relieved the horror of the night, as a matter of fact it did nothing of the kind. It only made the crawling pyramid that covered the bed in the unoccupied room more hideously real.

			After lunch we spent a lazy hour or two strolling about the garden or sitting in the loggia, and it must have been about four o’clock when Stanley and I started off to bathe, down the path that led by the fountain into which I had thrown the pill-box. The water was shallow and clear, and at the bottom of it I saw its white remains. The water had disintegrated the cardboard, and it had become no more than a few strips and shreds of sodden paper. The centre of the fountain was a marble Italian Cupid which squirted the water out of a wine-skin held under its arm. And crawling up its leg was the caterpillar. Strange and scarcely credible as it seemed, it must have survived the falling-to-bits of its prison, and made its way to shore, and there it was, out of arm’s reach, weaving and waving this way and that as it evolved its cocoon.

			Then, as I looked at it, it seemed to me again that, like the caterpillar I had seen last night, it saw me, and breaking out of the threads that surrounded it, it crawled down the marble leg of the Cupid and began swimming like a snake across the water of the fountain towards me. It came with extraordinary speed (the fact of a caterpillar being able to swim was new to me), and in another moment was crawling up the marble lip of the basin. Just then Inglis joined us.

			“Why, if it isn’t old ‘Cancer Inglisensis’ again,” he said, catching sight of the beast. “What a tearing hurry it is in!”

			We were standing side by side on the path, and when the caterpillar had advanced to within about a yard of us, it stopped, and began waving again as if in doubt as to the direction in which it should go. Then it appeared to make up its mind, and crawled on to Inglis’ shoe.

			“It likes me best,” he said, “but I don’t really know that I like it. And as it won’t drown I think perhaps –”

			He shook it off his shoe on to the gravel path and trod on it.

			All afternoon the air got heavier and heavier with the Sirocco that was without doubt coming up from the south, and that night again I went up to bed feeling very sleepy; but below my drowsiness, so to speak, there was the consciousness, stronger than before, that there was something wrong in the house, that something dangerous was close at hand. But I fell asleep at once, and – how long after I do not know – either woke or dreamed I awoke, feeling that I must get up at once, or I should be too late. Then (dreaming or awake) I lay and fought this fear, telling myself that I was but the prey of my own nerves disordered by Sirocco or what not, and at the same time quite clearly knowing in another part of my mind, so to speak, that every moment’s delay added to the danger. At last this second feeling became irresistible, and I put on coat and trousers and went out of my room on to the landing. And then I saw that I had already delayed too long, and that I was now too late.

			The whole of the landing of the first floor below was invisible under the swarm of caterpillars that crawled there. The folding doors into the sitting-room from which opened the bedroom where I had seen them last night were shut, but they were squeezing through the cracks of it and dropping one by one through the keyhole, elongating themselves into mere string as they passed, and growing fat and lumpy again on emerging. Some, as if exploring, were nosing about the steps into the passage at the end of which were Inglis’ rooms, others were crawling on the lowest steps of the staircase that led up to where I stood. The landing, however, was completely covered with them: I was cut off. And of the frozen horror that seized me when I saw that I can give no idea in words.

			Then at last a general movement began to take place, and they grew thicker on the steps that led to Inglis’ room. Gradually, like some hideous tide of flesh, they advanced along the passage, and I saw the foremost, visible by the pale grey luminousness that came from them, reach his door. Again and again I tried to shout and warn him, in terror all the time that they would turn at the sound of my voice and mount my stair instead, but for all my efforts I felt that no sound came from my throat. They crawled along the hinge-crack of his door, passing through as they had done before, and still I stood there, making impotent efforts to shout to him, to bid him escape while there was time.

			At last the passage was completely empty: they had all gone, and at that moment I was conscious for the first time of the cold of the marble landing on which I stood barefooted. The dawn was just beginning to break in the Eastern sky.

			Six months after I met Mrs. Stanley in a country house in England. We talked on many subjects and at last she said:

			“I don’t think I have seen you since I got that dreadful news about Arthur Inglis a month ago.”

			“I haven’t heard,” said I.

			“No? He has got cancer. They don’t even advise an operation, for there is no hope of a cure: he is riddled with it, the doctors say.”

			Now during all these six months I do not think a day had passed on which I had not had in my mind the dreams (or whatever you like to call them) which I had seen in the Villa Cascana.

			“It is awful, is it not?” she continued, “and I feel I can’t help feeling, that he may have –”

			“Caught it at the villa?” I asked.

			She looked at me in blank surprise.

			“Why did you say that?” she asked. “How did you know?”

			Then she told me. In the unoccupied bedroom a year before there had been a fatal case of cancer. She had, of course, taken the best advice and had been told that the utmost dictates of prudence would be obeyed so long as she did not put anybody to sleep in the room, which had also been thoroughly disinfected and newly white-washed and painted. But – 
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			The Boarded Window

			Ambrose Bierce
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			In 1830, only a few miles away from what is now the great city of Cincinnati, lay an immense and almost unbroken forest. The whole region was sparsely settled by people of the frontier – restless souls who no sooner had hewn fairly habitable homes out of the wilderness and attained to that degree of prosperity which today we should call indigence, than, impelled by some mysterious impulse of their nature, they abandoned all and pushed farther westward, to encounter new perils and privations in the effort to regain the meagre comforts which they had voluntarily renounced. Many of them had already forsaken that region for the remoter settlements, but among those remaining was one who had been of those first arriving. He lived alone in a house of logs surrounded on all sides by the great forest, of whose gloom and silence he seemed a part, for no one had ever known him to smile nor speak a needless word. His simple wants were supplied by the sale or barter of skins of wild animals in the river town, for not a thing did he grow upon the land which, if needful, he might have claimed by right of undisturbed possession. There were evidences of ‘improvement’ – a few acres of ground immediately about the house had once been cleared of its trees, the decayed stumps of which were half concealed by the new growth that had been suffered to repair the ravage wrought by the axe. Apparently the man’s zeal for agriculture had burned with a failing flame, expiring in penitential ashes.

			The little log house, with its chimney of sticks, its roof of warping clapboards weighted with traversing poles and its ‘chinking’ of clay, had a single door and, directly opposite, a window. The latter, however, was boarded up – nobody could remember a time when it was not. And none knew why it was so closed; certainly not because of the occupant’s dislike of light and air, for on those rare occasions when a hunter had passed that lonely spot the recluse had commonly been seen sunning himself on his doorstep if heaven had provided sunshine for his need. I fancy there are few persons living today who ever knew the secret of that window, but I am one, as you shall see.

			The man’s name was said to be Murlock. He was apparently seventy years old, actually about fifty. Something besides years had had a hand in his ageing. His hair and long, full beard were white, his grey, lustreless eyes sunken, his face singularly seamed with wrinkles which appeared to belong to two intersecting systems. In figure he was tall and spare, with a stoop of the shoulders – a burden bearer. I never saw him; these particulars I learned from my grandfather, from whom also I got the man’s story when I was a lad. He had known him when living nearby in that early day.

			One day Murlock was found in his cabin, dead. It was not a time and place for coroners and newspapers, and I suppose it was agreed that he had died from natural causes or I should have been told, and should remember. I know only that with what was probably a sense of the fitness of things the body was buried near the cabin, alongside the grave of his wife, who had preceded him by so many years that local tradition had retained hardly a hint of her existence. That closes the final chapter of this true story – excepting, indeed, the circumstance that many years afterward, in company with an equally intrepid spirit, I penetrated to the place and ventured near enough to the ruined cabin to throw a stone against it, and ran away to avoid the ghost which every well-informed boy thereabout knew haunted the spot. But there is an earlier chapter – that supplied by my grandfather.

			When Murlock built his cabin and began laying sturdily about with his axe to hew out a farm – the rifle, meanwhile, his means of support – he was young, strong and full of hope. In that eastern country whence he came he had married, as was the fashion, a young woman in all ways worthy of his honest devotion, who shared the dangers and privations of his lot with a willing spirit and light heart. There is no known record of her name; of her charms of mind and person tradition is silent and the doubter is at liberty to entertain his doubt; but God forbid that I should share it! Of their affection and happiness there is abundant assurance in every added day of the man’s widowed life; for what but the magnetism of a blessed memory could have chained that venturesome spirit to a lot like that?

			One day Murlock returned from gunning in a distant part of the forest to find his wife prostrate with fever, and delirious. There was no physician within miles, no neighbour; nor was she in a condition to be left, to summon help. So he set about the task of nursing her back to health, but at the end of the third day she fell into unconsciousness arid so passed away, apparently, with never a gleam of returning reason.

			From what we know of a nature like his we may venture to sketch in some of the details of the outline picture drawn by my grandfather. When convinced that she was dead, Murlock had sense enough to remember that the dead must be prepared for burial. In performance of this sacred duty he blundered now and again, did certain things incorrectly, and others which he did correctly were done over and over. His occasional failures to accomplish some simple and ordinary act filled him with astonishment, like that of a drunken man who wonders at the suspension of familiar natural laws. He was surprised, too, that he did not weep – surprised and a little ashamed; surely it is unkind not to weep for the dead. “Tomorrow,” he said aloud, “I shall have to make the coffin arid dig the grave; and then I shall miss her, when she is no longer in sight; but now – she is dead, of course, but it is all right – it must be all right, somehow. Things cannot be so bad as they seem.”

			He stood over the body in the fading light, adjusting the hair and putting the finishing touches to the simple toilet, doing all mechanically, with soulless care. And still through his consciousness ran an undersense of conviction that all was right – that he should have her again as before, and everything explained. He had had no experience in grief; his capacity had not been enlarged by use. His heart could not contain it all, nor his imagination rightly conceive it. He did not know he was so hard struck; that knowledge would come later, and never go. Grief is an artist of powers as various as the instruments upon which he plays his dirges for the dead, evoking from some the sharpest, shrillest notes, from others the low, grave chords that throb recurrent like the slow beating of a distant drum. Some natures it startles; some it stupefies. To one it comes like the stroke of an arrow, stinging all the sensibilities to a keener life; to another as the blow of a bludgeon, which in crushing benumbs. We may conceive Murlock to have been that way affected, for (and here we are upon surer ground than that of conjecture) no sooner had he finished his pious work than, sinking into a chair by the side of the table upon which the body lay, and noting how white the profile showed in the deepening gloom, he laid his arms upon the table’s edge, and dropped his face into them, tearless yet and unutterably weary. At that moment came in through the open window a long, wailing sound like the cry of a lost child in the far deeps of the darkening woods! But the man did not move. Again, and nearer than before, sounded that unearthly cry upon his failing sense. Perhaps it was a wild beast; perhaps it was a dream. For Murlock was asleep.

			Some hours later, as it afterward appeared, this unfaithful watcher awoke and lifting his head from his arms intently listened – he knew not why. There in the black darkness by the side of the dead, recalling all without a shock, he strained his eyes to see – he knew not what. His senses were all alert, his breath was suspended, his blood had stilled its tides as if to assist the silence. Who – what had waked him, and where was it?

			Suddenly the table shook beneath his arms, and at the same moment he heard, or fancied that he heard, a light, soft step – another – sounds as of bare feet upon the floor!

			He was terrified beyond the power to cry out or move. Perforce he waited – waited there in the darkness through seeming centuries of such dread as one may know, yet live to tell. He tried vainly to speak the dead woman’s name, vainly to stretch forth his hand across the table to learn if she were there. His throat was powerless, his arms and hands were like lead. Then occurred something most frightful. Some heavy body seemed hurled against the table with an impetus that pushed it against his breast so sharply as nearly to overthrow him, and at the same instant he heard and felt the fall of something upon the floor with so violent a thump that the whole house was shaken by the impact. A scuffling ensued, and a confusion of sounds impossible to describe. Murlock had risen to his feet. Fear had by excess forfeited control of his faculties. He flung his hands upon the table. Nothing was there!

			There is a point at which terror may turn to madness; and madness incites to action. With no definite intent, from no motive but the wayward impulse of a madman, Murlock sprang to the wall, with a little groping seized his loaded rifle, and without aim discharged it. By the flash which lit up the room with a vivid illumination, he saw an enormous panther dragging the dead woman toward the window, its teeth fixed in her throat! Then there were darkness blacker than before, and silence; and when he returned to consciousness the sun was high and the wood vocal with songs of birds.

			The body lay near the window, where the beast had left it when frightened away by the flash and report of the rifle. The clothing was deranged, the long hair in disorder, the limbs lay anyhow. From the throat, dreadfully lacerated, had issued a pool of blood not yet entirely coagulated. The ribbon with which he had bound the wrists was broken; the hands were tightly clenched. Between the teeth was a fragment of the animal’s ear. 
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			John Bartine’s Watch

			A Story by a Physician

			Ambrose Bierce
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			“The exact time? Good God! My friend, why do you insist? One would think – but what does it matter; it is easily bedtime – isn’t that near enough? But, here, if you must set your watch, take mine and see for yourself.”

			With that he detached his watch – a tremendously heavy, old-fashioned one – from the chain, and handed it to me; then turned away, and walking across the room to a shelf of books, began an examination of their backs. His agitation and evident distress surprised me; they appeared reasonless. Having set my watch by his, I stepped over to where he stood and said, “Thank you.”

			As he took his timepiece and reattached it to the guard I observed that his hands were unsteady. With a tact upon which I greatly prided myself, I sauntered carelessly to the sideboard and took some brandy and water; then, begging his pardon for my thoughtlessness, asked him to have some and went back to my seat by the fire, leaving him to help himself, as was our custom. He did so and presently joined me at the hearth, as tranquil as ever.

			This odd little incident occurred in my apartment, where John Bartine was passing an evening. We had dined together at the club, had come home in a cab and – in short, everything had been done in the most prosaic way; and why John Bartine should break in upon the natural and established order of things to make himself spectacular with a display of emotion, apparently for his own entertainment, I could nowise understand. The more I thought of it, while his brilliant conversational gifts were commending themselves to my inattention, the more curious I grew, and of course had no difficulty in persuading myself that my curiosity was friendly solicitude. That is the disguise that curiosity usually assumes to evade resentment. So I ruined one of the finest sentences of his disregarded monologue by cutting it short without ceremony.

			“John Bartine,” I said, “you must try to forgive me if I am wrong, but with the light that I have at present I cannot concede your right to go all to pieces when asked the time o’ night. I cannot admit that it is proper to experience a mysterious reluctance to look your own watch in the face and to cherish in my presence, without explanation, painful emotions which are denied to me, and which are none of my business.”

			To this ridiculous speech Bartine made no immediate reply, but sat looking gravely into the fire. Fearing that I had offended I was about to apologize and beg him to think no more about the matter, when looking me calmly in the eyes he said:

			“My dear fellow, the levity of your manner does not at all disguise the hideous impudence of your demand; but happily I had already decided to tell you what you wish to know, and no manifestation of your unworthiness to hear it shall alter my decision. Be good enough to give me your attention and you shall hear all about the matter.

			“This watch,” he said, “had been in my family for three generations before it fell to me. Its original owner, for whom it was made, was my great-grandfather, Bramwell Olcott Bartine, a wealthy planter of Colonial Virginia, and as stanch a Tory as ever lay awake nights contriving new kinds of maledictions for the head of Mr. Washington, and new methods of aiding and abetting good King George. One day this worthy gentleman had the deep misfortune to perform for his cause a service of capital importance which was not recognized as legitimate by those who suffered its disadvantages. It does not matter what it was, but among its minor consequences was my excellent ancestor’s arrest one night in his own house by a party of Mr. Washington’s rebels. He was permitted to say farewell to his weeping family, and was then marched away into the darkness which swallowed him up forever. Not the slenderest clew to his fate was ever found. After the war the most diligent inquiry and the offer of large rewards failed to turn up any of his captors or any fact concerning his disappearance. He had disappeared, and that was all.”

			Something in Bartine’s manner that was not in his words – I hardly knew what it was – prompted me to ask:

			“What is your view of the matter – of the justice of it?”

			“My view of it,” he flamed out, bringing his clenched hand down upon the table as if he had been in a public house dicing with blackguards –”my view of it is that it was a characteristically dastardly assassination by that damned traitor, Washington, and his ragamuffin rebels!”

			For some minutes nothing was said: Bartine was recovering his temper, and I waited. Then I said:

			“Was that all?”

			“No – there was something else. A few weeks after my great-grandfather’s arrest his watch was found lying on the porch at the front door of his dwelling. It was wrapped in a sheet of letter paper bearing the name of Rupert Bartine, his only son, my grandfather. I am wearing that watch.”

			Bartine paused. His usually restless black eyes were staring fixedly into the grate, a point of red light in each, reflected from the glowing coals. He seemed to have forgotten me. A sudden threshing of the branches of a tree outside one of the windows, and almost at the same instant a rattle of rain against the glass, recalled him to a sense of his surroundings. A storm had risen, heralded by a single gust of wind, and in a few moments the steady plash of the water on the pavement was distinctly heard. I hardly know why I relate this incident; it seemed somehow to have a certain significance and relevancy which I am unable now to discern. It at least added an element of seriousness, almost solemnity. Bartine resumed:

			“I have a singular feeling toward this watch – a kind of affection for it; I like to have it about me, though partly from its weight, and partly for a reason I shall now explain, I seldom carry it. The reason is this: Every evening when I have it with me I feel an unaccountable desire to open and consult it, even if I can think of no reason for wishing to know the time. But if I yield to it, the moment my eyes rest upon the dial I am filled with a mysterious apprehension – a sense of imminent calamity. And this is the more insupportable the nearer it is to eleven o’clock – by this watch, no matter what the actual hour may be. After the hands have registered eleven the desire to look is gone; I am entirely indifferent. Then I can consult the thing as often as I like, with no more emotion than you feel in looking at your own. Naturally I have trained myself not to look at that watch in the evening before eleven; nothing could induce me. Your insistence this evening upset me a trifle. I felt very much as I suppose an opium-eater might feel if his yearning for his special and particular kind of hell were re-enforced by opportunity and advice.

			“Now that is my story, and I have told it in the interest of your trumpery science; but if on any evening hereafter you observe me wearing this damnable watch, and you have the thoughtfulness to ask me the hour, I shall beg leave to put you to the inconvenience of being knocked down.”

			His humor did not amuse me. I could see that in relating his delusion he was again somewhat disturbed. His concluding smile was positively ghastly, and his eyes had resumed something more than their old restlessness; they shifted hither and thither about the room with apparent aimlessness and I fancied had taken on a wild expression, such as is sometimes observed in cases of dementia. Perhaps this was my own imagination, but at any rate I was now persuaded that my friend was afflicted with a most singular and interesting monomania. Without, I trust, any abatement of my affectionate solicitude for him as a friend, I began to regard him as a patient, rich in possibilities of profitable study. Why not? Had he not described his delusion in the interest of science? Ah, poor fellow, he was doing more for science than he knew: not only his story but himself was in evidence. I should cure him if I could, of course, but first I should make a little experiment in psychology – nay, the experiment itself might be a step in his restoration.

			“That is very frank and friendly of you, Bartine,” I said cordially, “and I’m rather proud of your confidence. It is all very odd, certainly. Do you mind showing me the watch?”

			He detached it from his waistcoat, chain and all, and passed it to me without a word. The case was of gold, very thick and strong, and singularly engraved. After closely examining the dial and observing that it was nearly twelve o’clock, I opened it at the back and was interested to observe an inner case of ivory, upon which was painted a miniature portrait in that exquisite and delicate manner which was in vogue during the eighteenth century.

			“Why, bless my soul!” I exclaimed, feeling a sharp artistic delight – “how under the sun did you get that done? I thought miniature painting on ivory was a lost art.”

			“That,” he replied, gravely smiling, “is not I; it is my excellent great-grandfather, the late Bramwell Olcott Bartine, Esquire, of Virginia. He was younger then than later – about my age, in fact. It is said to resemble me; do you think so?”

			“Resemble you? I should say so! Barring the costume, which I supposed you to have assumed out of compliment to the art – or for vraisemblance, so to say – and the no mustache, that portrait is you in every feature, line, and expression.”

			No more was said at that time. Bartine took a book from the table and began reading. I heard outside the incessant plash of the rain in the street. There were occasional hurried footfalls on the sidewalks; and once a slower, heavier tread seemed to cease at my door – a policeman, I thought, seeking shelter in the doorway. The boughs of the trees tapped significantly on the window panes, as if asking for admittance. I remember it all through these years and years of a wiser, graver life.

			Seeing myself unobserved, I took the old-fashioned key that dangled from the chain and quickly turned back the hands of the watch a full hour; then, closing the case, I handed Bartine his property and saw him replace it on his person.

			“I think you said,” I began, with assumed carelessness, “that after eleven the sight of the dial no longer affects you. As it is now nearly twelve”– looking at my own timepiece – “perhaps, if you don’t resent my pursuit of proof, you will look at it now.”

			He smiled good-humoredly, pulled out the watch again, opened it, and instantly sprang to his feet with a cry that Heaven has not had the mercy to permit me to forget! His eyes, their blackness strikingly intensified by the pallor of his face, were fixed upon the watch, which he clutched in both hands. For some time he remained in that attitude without uttering another sound; then, in a voice that I should not have recognized as his, he said:

			“Damn you! It is two minutes to eleven!”

			I was not unprepared for some such outbreak, and without rising replied, calmly enough:

			“I beg your pardon; I must have misread your watch in setting my own by it.”

			He shut the case with a sharp snap and put the watch in his pocket. He looked at me and made an attempt to smile, but his lower lip quivered and he seemed unable to close his mouth. His hands, also, were shaking, and he thrust them, clenched, into the pockets of his sack-coat. The courageous spirit was manifestly endeavoring to subdue the coward body. The effort was too great; he began to sway from side to side, as from vertigo, and before I could spring from my chair to support him his knees gave way and he pitched awkwardly forward and fell upon his face. I sprang to assist him to rise; but when John Bartine rises we shall all rise.

			The post-mortem examination disclosed nothing; every organ was normal and sound. But when the body had been prepared for burial a faint dark circle was seen to have developed around the neck; at least I was so assured by several persons who said they saw it, but of my own knowledge I cannot say if that was true.

			Nor can I set limitations to the law of heredity. I do not know that in the spiritual world a sentiment or emotion may not survive the heart that held it, and seek expression in a kindred life, ages removed. Surely, if I were to guess at the fate of Bramwell Olcott Bartine, I should guess that he was hanged at eleven o’clock in the evening, and that he had been allowed several hours in which to prepare for the change.

			As to John Bartine, my friend, my patient for five minutes, and – Heaven forgive me! – my victim for eternity, there is no more to say. He is buried, and his watch with him – I saw to that. May God rest his soul in Paradise, and the soul of his Virginian ancestor, if, indeed, they are two souls. 
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			Bones of the Dead

			Daniele Bonfanti

			[image: ]

			“Are they ghosts, Mummy?”

			A warm laughter. “No, sweetie,” she says, chewing with a hand raised to cover her mouth. “Wow, these bones of the dead taste so good!” 

			The voice of another child – slightly older, female – agrees with enthusiasm while spraying crumbles all around, “They’re awesome, Mom!”

			The woman swallows. “Thank you, darling.”

			The younger child, a little boy maybe four years old, looks with fascination at the dishful of vertebrae-shaped cookies in his small hands; he holds it with utter care. “But, Mummy, you say they’re dead and they come back at night and eat the cookies…”

			The woman lays a gentle hand on his wild shock of hair, “There is no such thing as ghosts, sweetie. Come on, now be a good boy and set the dish on the table there, just by the candle so they’ll find it. They get pretty hungry, you know?”

			The child slowly, gingerly follows her instructions, placing the dish at the center of the walnut table, near a lit candle for the dead.

			“But, I don’t understand, Mummy. If they aren’t ghosts, then…”

			“Let’s say they’re…angels, okay?”

			A snort from the large fireplace at the end of the long terracotta-tiled kitchen, where an older woman, her hair thick and grey, is sitting on a heavy, carved rocking chair with her eyes on a fat paperback. The flame near her feet is scorching blackened chunks of cherrywood, its sweet scent mixing in the air thick with fresh baking, the lingering aroma of pizzoccheri – the few leftovers still encrust the dishes in the sink – and old furniture. Her eyes do not shift from the pages as everybody’s attention turns to her. Her Italian is much more accented, singsongy with the quick consonants and heavy vowels of the Bergamasque Alps, “They’re not angels. They’re souls.”

			The little girl crosses her arms and protests with a reproachful tone, “Souls don’t eat cookies, Granny.”

			It is her mother who answers, “They do this night.”

			“How can they?” the children respond in chorus.

			The door slams in the small hall nearby, and a serpent of cold, damp air slithers in. They turn to the kitchen doorway, filled a second later by a large figure, dark and hooded, gleaming with droplets of water.

			“Oh, you’re finally back,” the woman says.

			He throws back his hood revealing a bearded, angular face; he rubs his hands and breathes on them, while stomping his feet on the ground. “Brrr. Pretty cold out there. Sorry it took a while: the Roaming Chicken was missing again, but I found her. Did you already steal all of tomorrow’s bones of the dead?”

			“Saved a few for you to steal, and some survived for the dead, too. By the way, you’re just in time, Berto. Tell these little beasts how come souls eat cookies this night.” She looks at the kids. “Daddy knows these things, you know?”

			The man pulls off his jacket and crouches down to his children’s level, then spreads his arms in a gesture of invitation. They approach him and he puts a hand on each one’s shoulder, gathering them in a conspiratorial circle. The little boy complains, “Granny Teresa says they’re souls, but everybody knows: Souls can’t eat cookies.”

			Berto’s voice is plot-like too, “Oh, they can this night. Because this night is special. And these,” he points at the dish on the table, “these are very special cookies.” Berto takes a theatrical pause, letting them observe the unmoving off-white biscuits. “The ones that come back this night, they’re the souls of family ancestors. And this is the only night when they become partly substantial –”

			“What’s a parlysubashal?” the boy asks.

			“Partly substantial. It means they sort of have a body, but not really…”, he pinches his son’s belly, getting an amused squeal, “fleshy like ours. So, as they suddenly have a body, they suddenly feel hungry as well, ’cause they never eat where they are. They can stay until sunrise and eat the food of the living. And you know what’s the one thing to eat they miss the most?”

			“Cookies!”

			“Exactly, and now that I grabbed you…”, he says, and at the same time he stands up, holding the two of them at the waist with one arm each, lifting them up like they were sacks of potatoes. “Bedtime!”

			“Nooo!” The kids wriggle and twist, and he pretends to be knocked down as they break free. He springs up and chases them in a carousel around the table, the kids laughing uncontrollably. After the third round, Berto drops on a faded sofa, pretending to be out of breath, and addresses his wife, “I’m too old for this, Angela.”

			The children keep running and suddenly they are in a dogfight, their arms spread and machine-gun bursts erupting from their mouths, before becoming Formula One cars with crazily jerking steering wheels, dangerously skirting their grandmother’s rocking chair – her stance and expression do not stir, she just raises her eyes now and again, her eyebrows unmoving, and a hint of a smile colors her face. Their mother laughs while scraping the leftovers from the dishes into the chicken bin and then placing them into the dishwasher.

			When they become starship fighters laser-beaming each other across and under the table while arguing about who gets to be the alien craft, their father stands up and says with a firm voice, “Okay, kids, now bedtime for real.”

			“No, no, we want to wait for the ghosts!”

			Angela turns around raising a finger and laughing, “They’re not ghosts, I told you!”

			“We want to see them anyway!”

			Berto crosses his arms on his chest. “No way, youngsters, they come very, very late at night. Now, come with me and I’ll tell you a story.”

			“The one with the dogs and frogs!” the boy says, while his sister is screaming, “Not the one with the dogs and frogs!”

			“Double-time, troops, with me!”

			Bickering, the children follow Berto out of the kitchen and up the stony stairs, leaving the women alone.

			* * *

			Silence, broken by the popping of logs in the fireplace, pages of Teresa’s old book turning, and the humming of the dishwasher.

			While handwashing a large wooden spoon encrusted with Bitto cheese, Angela casts a quick look over her shoulder to her mother, then, without turning, casually says, “They asked about you down in town at Mass this morning.”

			“Mmm-hmm.”

			“It was a good sermon, you know? The Don was in one of his up days, talked about accepting death being the ultimate act of faith in Jesus, and…”

			“Mmm-hmm.”

			“Mum, you could come at least these holy days.”

			“I don’t care.”

			“The kids asked why you didn’t come to the graveyard this morning, if you’re coming tomorrow. What am I supposed to say to them?”

			“You’re the mother. You choose.”

			Angela dries her open hands in her apron, turning to look at her with rebuke. “Mum, come on, it’s been thirty years.” She glances at a framed photograph on a wall: a black-and-white, younger Teresa is there with an escort of four children, standing at a sort of military attention. They have their good-day dresses on, laces and crochets. Despite the young age, the smaller of the two girls has Angela’s big eyes and smile on her face, so that she really cannot be mistaken. The sixth figure in the picture is a handsome, square-shouldered and square-faced man with eyes black like his beard. He smiles broadly enveloping the two males in his strong arm, while Teresa is dead serious in the image. “Are you still angry with him?”

			“You bet I am.”

			“He made a mistake, Mum…”

			“He got drunk by mistake? Got drunk and went out hunting and fell in a gully and left me to raise four children alone? Mistake, you call it. That’s interesting.”

			Angela does not answer; she takes the unmarked bottle of red wine on the kitchen counter and, as she removes the cork, a trace escapes, smelling like the end of summer. She pours a glass for herself and, while she moves to the window, she changes the subject, “By the way, know who I saw at the graveyard?”

			“Dead people, I guess.”

			While Angela’s lips sip the wine, her eyes are on the glaring moon sliding up from behind the mountain ridge, beneath towering clouds rising with a fluorescent grey glow. From the flattened summit, the ridge abandons gold-washed meadows, toward the black beech wood that spreads down until it meets the treeline at the edge of their garden. On both sides of the ridge, the woods plunge down to gloomy valleys – sparse lights on the Bergamo face outlining the trees, on the Lecco face a solid wall of blackness reaching up to gigantic waves against the ultramarine slice of the lower sky, and then turning abruptly into fearsome limestone fangs.

			Theirs is the last house of a hamlet nesting in a narrow saddle of the ridge: a line of about twenty buildings of large stones, fused together in two ranks flanking a winding cobbled street two-people wide. On one end of the street, a pitted, one-lane asphalt road ending in a slight widening now hosting two pickups and a four-wheel drive FIAT Panda; on the other, it loses itself in a trail. Only three of the buildings have their lights on, some of the others abandoned to their apparent ruin.

			“La Filomena,” she mutters, almost lost in thought, without taking her eyes away from the view.

			A snorting sound from her mother is the only comment.

			“You won’t believe it, but I talked her into giving me a piece of her starter dough! I used it for the bones of the dead,” she nods toward the cookies on the table.

			“That one is a stria,” grumbles Teresa. “Had I known, I wouldn’t have touched the blasted things. And you shouldn’t have either.”

			Angela turns around to look at her, and laughs heartily. “Perhaps she’s a witch – she certainly looks like one, a bit. But sure as hell her starter dough is outstanding, and the cookies quite proved it.”

			Teresa does not remark further. She ponderously closes the book with a whiff and thud, and straightens up, a slow and slightly stiff, but powerful movement. She is smaller than her daughter, who is tall and large-boned, but despite a slightly rigid stance the older woman looks sinewy and energetic. She lays the book on the carved mantelpiece and slowly steps, with a bobbing gait, to the stony staircase.

			“Already going to bed?”

			“Got some work to do in the garden early in the morning.”

			“But tomorrow is the Day of the Dead!”

			She snorts and goes up the stairs.

			* * *

			A sudden, stifled crash from downstairs.

			Angela is straddling Berto as she starts and half-turns, apparently mistreating him someway where it hurts, judging from the expression on his flushed face. She has turned right, to face the closed door, covering her generous motherly breasts with the linen as though someone had suddenly appeared at the threshold.

			“What’s the matter?” he asks, catching his breath, pain evaporating from his face yearning for more action.

			“Didn’t you hear?”

			“What?”

			“Downstairs, something broke.”

			“I didn’t hear anything, honey.” He reaches out with his hands to seek her breasts under the linen. “Come on, let’s –”

			She grabs his hands and takes them away, holding them. “I’m sure, Berto. I think it was a dish.”

			Berto grins. “Oh, I see. Must have been the kids, out looking for ghosts. They must have dropped the dish with the bones of the dead. Let’s just pretend we don’t know, okay?”

			She shakes her head. “Could be them. But I’m going to check anyway. Maybe they cut themselves.”

			And with a smooth movement she is on her feet, her strong body glistening with sweat in the moonlight. She throws a nightgown on and her hand is already on the door handle when the resigned Berto sighs, “Wait. I’m coming too.”

			As he puts on his pajama pants, she says, “We should have gone down anyway to make the cookies disappear, unless you want to see some very disappointed little faces tomorrow morning.”

			“Yep, I know. I just hoped we’d go a little later…”

			As they pad along the corridor, they can’t help but make the old wooden planks creak a little. Angela leans her head in the children’s room, just a couple of seconds, then retreats, looking at her husband with a frown. “They’re both sleeping. Soundly.”

			Berto spreads his arms, raising his eyebrows and smiling. “So there’s nothing to –” Then his face stiffens as he reads her expression. “Are you sure you heard the noise?”

			“Positive.”

			“Then it’s probably a mouse, but still, stay back,” he says resolutely, and begins stealthily descending the stairs with a compressed-spring look to all his wiry muscles. She follows two steps behind him, in an almost complete silence.

			As Berto appears in the kitchen doorway, his fists raised and closed, he opens his mouth and just stays there like that.

			Angela is still on the last step, her partial view of the kitchen is blotted out by her statuary husband. But it is way too cold, the air so dense and clashing with contrasting odors – the scent of flowers, irises, like the head of a newborn; and an acrid stench, hardly identifiable. She lunges forward to shake him and look inside, whispering hard, “What?”

			And then she sees the ghost.

			It is crouching, furiously lapping cookie crumbs with its black tongue from the ground littered with shattered ceramic. It does not seem to have noticed them yet. It has no hint of colors in the silvery moonlight and in the gentle, wavering blaze of the candle for the dead, just the milky white of his naked skin – the last layer of which looks like greased plastic wrap – and the deep black of the tongue and an oily smoke swirling slowly around its black-lipped mouth and head, filling in parts of its chest that seems to fade out of existence, dissolving where other parts materialize, or maybe solidifying into them.

			It turns its head and looks at them with deep wells bursting with black fire.

			A piercing, hissing snarl, like ground metal, pours out of its gaping mouth. And it moves toward them half-crawling and half-skittering on all fours, one of its legs and one of its arms bent at wrong angles as all its limbs seem to be animated in stop motion. Nevertheless, it is quick.

			Angela screams and shakes Berto and tugs him back a few clumsy steps with her, through the small hall and into the dinette, where they stumble backward and trip, with Angela landing on her back, having the wind knocked out of her as Berto falls hard upon her.

			Everything spins for a moment, and when the world comes back it is filled with the screaming face of the ghost – features indiscernible, like an overexposed photo, its stink of rank milk and burnt rubber and stale alcohol washing over Angela like a clammy fluid.

			Berto has rolled away from her, putting his arm across her chest to shield her as best he can. She crawls back but there is just the large solid-wood credenza there.

			The ghost reaches out with its tattered hands and then there is a chill around their necks – a sad, burning cold, together with a deep sense of desiccation and atrocious pins-and-needles, spreading fast.

			The objects around blur and the air becomes sharp and heavy and darkness fills the edges of sight, creeping in.

			A sudden, loud clatter.

			The ghost’s head swirls back one hundred and eighty degrees as some light returns at once. The cutting pain becomes numb and dull, swelling quickly.

			Teresa is on the doorless threshold of the illuminated hall, slamming two pans together and looking at the ghost fiercely. “Leave them alone, shitface.”

			Sluggishly, the ghost crawls backward, its head looking toward Teresa while its body still faces the couple. Its body parts are moving out of sync: head, spine, and belly seem more solid than the rest, more three-dimensional, but also more static.

			Teresa’s voice is steady, addressing her daughter and son-in-law without looking at them, her eyes fixed on the creeping figure that still seems to hesitate between targets. “Grab the kids and go. Walk until sunrise, don’t stop. Don’t call anyone, don’t seek help – no one can help. Hell, no one could even see him.” A bewildered look from her daughter. Clang. “Don’t you get it? We ate the bones of the dead!”

			The ghost partially straightens up and turns the rest of itself toward Teresa. Angela and Berto, staggering, help each other up, holding their necks with their hands, their asthmatic breaths whistling. Angela’s voice is a scraping wheeze, “But – Mum!”

			The ghost stops and, its head spinning backward at once, begins to crawl again toward Angela and Berto. Another, louder clank of pans, causes it to shiver as if an electrical current had run through it.

			Teresa snarls, “Here, shitface!”

			She slams her pans together again. The ghost moves resolutely in her direction.

			“Obey, Angela! I can deal with this one,” she orders, and in the following instant has swiveled around and is hurrying to the door, the ghost disjointedly darting in her wake.

			* * *

			The garden. Bright moonlight glazing greens, crystallizing the air saturated with minuscule waterdrops.

			The ghost has almost reached Teresa, who is crouching – out of breath? tripped? – between a patch of cauliflower and one of chards in clay soil, squishy and slightly muddy from the impalpable drizzle.

			As the ghost lunges forward, arms stretching ahead and talons eager to squeeze, she straightens up and spins around in one fluid movement, a large-bladed, thick-handled spade raised above her, eclipsing the moon for a fraction of a second, then plunging down hard with a dull whistle of ploughed air and connecting with the incoming forehead of the ghost.

			It makes no sound as it meets miry resistance.

			It sinks in, splitting the head half the width of the iron, black oil erupting out. And the ghost drops.

			Teresa’s chest heaves with a hiss as she steps ahead, looking at the body from above.

			It is twitching. Teresa lays her foot on the upper edge of the rusty, pointy flat blade and pushes it down through its head. The ghost stops moving. 

			As she pants and flinches, reaching back with a hand to massage her back, the thick and pasty oil grows tendrils that slither around the blade.

			Smoke. Sizzling.

			Teresa starts and jerks back, pulling out the spade and almost losing her balance as she slides on the slippery ground, her eyes widening at the frying lump on the ground which is becoming a head again.

			It begins to scuttle toward her even before the head is complete, fumbling with its arms, seeking her ankles.

			The spade comes down again, sinking into the head and nailing it to the ground.

			She talks in strict dialect now, “What did you think, that I didn’t recognize you, shitface? I’d smell you anywhere.”

			He comes in together with a tang of alcohol sweat, shouting, “I’m hungry!”

			She is mending a pair of trousers, stooping on her work on the sewing machine, its ticking the only sound in the kitchen. She stands up now, grabs him by a shoulder as he stumbles into the edge of the table with a piercing creak on the cotto floor.

			“Shush! I’ve just managed to put little Angela to bed!”

			He looks at her hand on him like it were something alien. Then slowly drags up his dark eyes to glower at her. “Don’t you talk to me like that.”

			The ghost screeches. The spade slams down.

			“I can do it as many times as it takes.”

			It sinks in.

			The slap is almost instantaneous, he does not even seem to have moved.

			She spins a half-turn and grabs the edge of the stove so as not to fall as the room is suddenly rocking around. Taste of blood.

			Another time. The ghost’s head splits open.

			“How many times have you smacked me, you drunk shit? It made you feel like a real man, did it, shitface?”

			As he steps toward her with a satisfied look on his ruddy face, she straightens up – her own face half-reddened, twitching with wild surges of emotion – and pushes him away with both hands, hard.

			He trips on his own feet, fumbling ridiculously for purchase and finding none, then falls back on his buttocks with a loud thud.

			She laughs bitterly, “Look at you. You’re pathetic.”

			He gets up slowly, threateningly slowly, with a dark light in his eyes.

			The black oil sizzles, the spade escapes its clammy tentacles.

			She holds up her hands as he approaches, but he is upon her, his fist pulled back to his shoulder, then jabs out at once.

			It hits her in the eye.

			She is sent back to slam into the cast-iron stove, rebounding down to the floor, moaning, coughing up blood, quivering.

			Little Angie stands on the last step of the stairs, frozen, her Teddy Bear dangling at her side while she holds its paw. From her angle, she can just see her mother on the ground. Her eyes are full of tears. “Nooo, Mummy, you’re hurt!”

			Vertigo. Black flash.

			Teresa staggers, a stab in her back, discharging pain. She groans as she renews her purchase on the ashwood handle with bleeding hands, propping herself on it to stay on her feet.

			One of the hands of the ghost has taken advantage of her moment of crisis, and it has spidered onto her slipper.

			Teresa’s voice is a harsh gargle, “It’s all right, dear, go upstairs. Mummy’s just tripped.”

			Her father leans on the doorway, a wide grin on his face. “Heard your mother? Go upstairs. I’ll take care of her.”

			As the little girl begrudgingly obeys, Teresa pushes on her trembling arms, raising her head, half of her face a throbbing violet bump.

			“You coward shitface.”

			His face is on fire.

			He stalks toward her, but she leaps onto her feet and ducks, dodging his flailing arms. He takes hold of a lock of hair and she shrieks, her head pulled back.

			The hand clutches her ankle.

			She moans in pain, trying without success to pull the leg away.

			She swirls the spade and strikes at the wrist, severing half of it from the still-squeezing hand. A stream of oil squirts onto her leg, frying skin. She yowls and then hits again, detaching the hand entirely and jerking it away from the rest of the body. It stops squeezing at once, dropping on the dirt, leaving its print on her mud-smudged ankle – the touched skin looks like coal sprinkled with ash.

			She stamps on his toes and with a choked cry his fingers slide out, a bunch of torn hair is all they got as Teresa reaches the door and runs out to the garden.

			He stomps fast behind her, whispering curses in the starlit night.

			She vanishes into the wooden toolshed.

			He laughs as he slows down, a victorious grin settling on his face, “Think I didn’t see you? Now you’re like a trapped mouse in there.” He cracks his fingers. “And it’s time you learn your lesson.”

			The ghost has scrambled on all fours and is lunging at her; she is about to lose her balance as soon as she puts weight on the damaged leg. He leaps, his intact hand reaching toward her, his mouth gaping like a black hole. She deliberately drops on the ground and the ghost vaults over her, brushing her without managing to grab her and tumbling over. She turns and, knees set in the soft clay, hammers the spade down on the nape of his neck.

			He collapses with a long hiss.

			She explodes out of the toolshed, spade in hands, marching toward him with steady steps and a firm straight mouth.

			“And now what do you –” he starts, his laugh rising and then it quickly fades to hesitating as he meets her squinted eyes, and then to nothing as she charges him, raising the spade high. “No no no!” he screams throwing his arms up too late. The blade cleaves between his hands and strikes in the middle of his forehead.

			“You remember this spade, shitface? Thirty years and it is still good.”

			He falls hard on his knees with goggling eyes, blood pouring out from the gash.

			He tries to say something as he puts his hands on the wound as if to stop the red flood, but all that comes out of his mouth is gibberish. He tries again to open his mouth, blood dripping into it from above, but before he can even utter a sound, a second blow takes him right there, between the teeth.

			He is on his back on the ground when the third bash comes. And the fourth. And the fifth.

			He doesn’t move anymore at the tenth, his face a clump of mangled flesh.

			Teresa leans on the spade, sunk in his neck, panting, exhausted.

			She shakes hard, her sweaty clothes reduced to chilly wet rags, heavy with mud, pressing on her skin.

			The ridge of the mountain is starker now, and from behind it a slow grey-orange light is swelling up to eat the stars.

			The spade comes down, shattering the head again.

			A doorbell, a shawl-covered head with a worried face very much like Teresa’s – just a little older – showing up at the door. Whispers in the night.

			The two sisters struggling to drag him along a trail through the woods, exertion distorting their sweaty faces. 

			The two of them crossing themselves in front of a small shrine with a painting of the Virgin, faded and peeling, half hidden behind a skull resting on cracked bones, staring at them with empty eyes.

			Perfect darkness broken by fleeting torches. Owls telling them ancient secrets.

			Teresa putting an empty bottle of grappa in his rucksack. Her sister putting his shotgun in his stiff hands.

			Pushing the corpse down a gully, together.

			Looking down in silence at the disarranged thing in the bloodstained snow, lit by the still torrent of starlight streaming down from the ridge of the mountain, one arm and leg bent at wrong angles as if drawing a broken star.

			She sits, the injured leg stiff and straight, the other drawn up to tremble on her chest, her palms behind her feeling the dew coalescing.

			She breathes, inhaling the balsamic scent from a large bush of sage, still swaying after she has trod through it in her final onslaught, a scent which meets with one of wet clay and of porcini coming from the wood.

			She looks, while the mountain ridge turns rusty and then is swept over by a glare, spears of light piercing through the dimness and running wild on the meadows, flashing on rocky outcrops, sinking into the last green leaves, and setting ablaze the thousand shades in the autumn crowns of beeches.

			The ghost begins to melt.

			The damp, rich-smelling humus begins to absorb it.

			Earthworms can be seen wiggling just underground.

			Teresa coughs up phlegm and hawks it on the threads of the decomposing body.

			Her voice is a low rasp. “Go back to the worms. Where you belong, shitface.” 
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			In the Court of the Dragon

			Robert W. Chambers
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			“Oh, thou who burn’st in heart for those who burn

			In Hell, whose fires thyself shall feed in turn;

			How long be crying –‘Mercy on them.’ God!

			Why, who art thou to teach and He to learn?”

			In the Church of St. Barnabé vespers were over; the clergy left the altar; the little choir-boys flocked across the chancel and settled in the stalls. A Suisse in rich uniform marched down the south aisle, sounding his staff at every fourth step on the stone pavement; behind him came that eloquent preacher and good man, Monseigneur C–.

			My chair was near the chancel rail, I now turned toward the west end of the church. The other people between the altar and the pulpit turned too. There was a little scraping and rustling while the congregation seated itself again; the preacher mounted the pulpit stairs, and the organ voluntary ceased.

			I had always found the organ-playing at St. Barnabé highly interesting. Learned and scientific it was, too much so for my small knowledge, but expressing a vivid if cold intelligence. Moreover, it possessed the French quality of taste: taste reigned supreme, self-controlled, dignified and reticent.

			Today, however, from the first chord I had felt a change for the worse, a sinister change. During vespers it had been chiefly the chancel organ which supported the beautiful choir, but now and again, quite wantonly as it seemed, from the west gallery where the great organ stands, a heavy hand had struck across the church at the serene peace of those clear voices. It was something more than harsh and dissonant, and it betrayed no lack of skill. As it recurred again and again, it set me thinking of what my architect’s books say about the custom in early times to consecrate the choir as soon as it was built, and that the nave, being finished sometimes half a century later, often did not get any blessing at all: I wondered idly if that had been the case at St. Barnabé, and whether something not usually supposed to be at home in a Christian church might have entered undetected and taken possession of the west gallery. I had read of such things happening, too, but not in works on architecture.

			Then I remembered that St. Barnabé was not much more than a hundred years old, and smiled at the incongruous association of mediaeval superstitions with that cheerful little piece of eighteenth-century rococo.

			But now vespers were over, and there should have followed a few quiet chords, fit to accompany meditation, while we waited for the sermon. Instead of that, the discord at the lower end of the church broke out with the departure of the clergy, as if now nothing could control it.

			I belong to those children of an older and simpler generation who do not love to seek for psychological subtleties in art; and I have ever refused to find in music anything more than melody and harmony, but I felt that in the labyrinth of sounds now issuing from that instrument there was something being hunted. Up and down the pedals chased him, while the manuals blared approval. Poor devil! Whoever he was, there seemed small hope of escape!

			My nervous annoyance changed to anger. Who was doing this? How dare he play like that in the midst of divine service? I glanced at the people near me: not one appeared to be in the least disturbed. The placid brows of the kneeling nuns, still turned towards the altar, lost none of their devout abstraction under the pale shadow of their white head-dress. The fashionable lady beside me was looking expectantly at Monseigneur C–. For all her face betrayed, the organ might have been singing an Ave Maria.

			But now, at last, the preacher had made the sign of the cross, and commanded silence. I turned to him gladly. Thus far I had not found the rest I had counted on when I entered St. Barnabé that afternoon.

			I was worn out by three nights of physical suffering and mental trouble: the last had been the worst, and it was an exhausted body, and a mind benumbed and yet acutely sensitive, which I had brought to my favourite church for healing. For I had been reading The King in Yellow.

			“The sun ariseth; they gather themselves together and lay them down in their dens.” Monseigneur C– delivered his text in a calm voice, glancing quietly over the congregation. My eyes turned, I knew not why, toward the lower end of the church. The organist was coming from behind his pipes, and passing along the gallery on his way out, I saw him disappear by a small door that leads to some stairs which descend directly to the street. He was a slender man, and his face was as white as his coat was black. “Good riddance!” I thought, “with your wicked music! I hope your assistant will play the closing voluntary.”

			With a feeling of relief – with a deep, calm feeling of relief, I turned back to the mild face in the pulpit and settled myself to listen. Here, at last, was the ease of mind I longed for.

			“My children,” said the preacher, “one truth the human soul finds hardest of all to learn: that it has nothing to fear. It can never be made to see that nothing can really harm it.”

			“Curious doctrine!” I thought, “for a Catholic priest. Let us see how he will reconcile that with the Fathers.”

			“Nothing can really harm the soul,” he went on, in, his coolest, clearest tones, “because –”

			But I never heard the rest; my eye left his face, I knew not for what reason, and sought the lower end of the church. The same man was coming out from behind the organ, and was passing along the gallery the same way. But there had not been time for him to return, and if he had returned, I must have seen him. I felt a faint chill, and my heart sank; and yet, his going and coming were no affair of mine. I looked at him: I could not look away from his black figure and his white face. When he was exactly opposite to me, he turned and sent across the church straight into my eyes, a look of hate, intense and deadly: I have never seen any other like it; would to God I might never see it again! Then he disappeared by the same door through which I had watched him depart less than sixty seconds before.

			I sat and tried to collect my thoughts. My first sensation was like that of a very young child badly hurt, when it catches its breath before crying out.

			To suddenly find myself the object of such hatred was exquisitely painful: and this man was an utter stranger. Why should he hate me so? – Me, whom he had never seen before? For the moment all other sensation was merged in this one pang: even fear was subordinate to grief, and for that moment I never doubted; but in the next I began to reason, and a sense of the incongruous came to my aid.

			As I have said, St. Barnabé is a modern church. It is small and well lighted; one sees all over it almost at a glance. The organ gallery gets a strong white light from a row of long windows in the clerestory, which have not even coloured glass.

			The pulpit being in the middle of the church, it followed that, when I was turned toward it, whatever moved at the west end could not fail to attract my eye. When the organist passed it was no wonder that I saw him: I had simply miscalculated the interval between his first and his second passing. He had come in that last time by the other side-door. As for the look which had so upset me, there had been no such thing, and I was a nervous fool.

			I looked about. This was a likely place to harbour supernatural horrors! That clear-cut, reasonable face of Monseigneur C– his collected manner and easy, graceful gestures, were they not just a little discouraging to the notion of a gruesome mystery? I glanced above his head, and almost laughed. That flyaway lady supporting one corner of the pulpit canopy, which looked like a fringed damask table-cloth in a high wind, at the first attempt of a basilisk to pose up there in the organ loft, she would point her gold trumpet at him, and puff him out of existence! I laughed to myself over this conceit, which, at the time, I thought very amusing, and sat and chaffed myself and everything else, from the old harpy outside the railing, who had made me pay ten centimes for my chair, before she would let me in (she was more like a basilisk, I told myself, than was my organist with the anaemic complexion): from that grim old dame, to, yes, alas! Monseigneur C– himself. For all devoutness had fled. I had never yet done such a thing in my life, but now I felt a desire to mock.

			As for the sermon, I could not hear a word of it for the jingle in my ears of

			“The skirts of St. Paul has reached.

			Having preached us those six Lent lectures,

			More unctuous than ever he preached,”

			keeping time to the most fantastic and irreverent thoughts.

			It was no use to sit there any longer: I must get out of doors and shake myself free from this hateful mood. I knew the rudeness I was committing, but still I rose and left the church.

			A spring sun was shining on the Rue St. Honoré, as I ran down the church steps. On one corner stood a barrow full of yellow jonquils, pale violets from the Riviera, dark Russian violets, and white Roman hyacinths in a golden cloud of mimosa. The street was full of Sunday pleasure-seekers. I swung my cane and laughed with the rest. Some one overtook and passed me. He never turned, but there was the same deadly malignity in his white profile that there had been in his eyes. I watched him as long as I could see him. His lithe back expressed the same menace; every step that carried him away from me seemed to bear him on some errand connected with my destruction.

			I was creeping along, my feet almost refusing to move. There began to dawn in me a sense of responsibility for something long forgotten. It began to seem as if I deserved that which he threatened: it reached a long way back – a long, long way back. It had lain dormant all these years: it was there, though, and presently it would rise and confront me. But I would try to escape; and I stumbled as best I could into the Rue de Rivoli, across the Place de la Concorde and on to the Quai. I looked with sick eyes upon the sun, shining through the white foam of the fountain, pouring over the backs of the dusky bronze river-gods, on the far-away Arc, a structure of amethyst mist, on the countless vistas of grey stems and bare branches faintly green. Then I saw him again coming down one of the chestnut alleys of the Cours la Reine.

			I left the river-side, plunged blindly across to the Champs Elysées and turned toward the Arc. The setting sun was sending its rays along the green sward of the Rond-point: in the full glow he sat on a bench, children and young mothers all about him. He was nothing but a Sunday lounger, like the others, like myself. I said the words almost aloud, and all the while I gazed on the malignant hatred of his face. But he was not looking at me. I crept past and dragged my leaden feet up the Avenue. I knew that every time I met him brought him nearer to the accomplishment of his purpose and my fate. And still I tried to save myself.

			The last rays of sunset were pouring through the great Arc. I passed under it, and met him face to face. I had left him far down the Champs Elysées, and yet he came in with a stream of people who were returning from the Bois de Boulogne. He came so close that he brushed me. His slender frame felt like iron inside its loose black covering. He showed no signs of haste, nor of fatigue, nor of any human feeling. His whole being expressed one thing: the will, and the power to work me evil.

			In anguish I watched him where he went down the broad crowded Avenue, that was all flashing with wheels and the trappings of horses and the helmets of the Garde Republicaine.

			He was soon lost to sight; then I turned and fled. Into the Bois, and far out beyond it – I know not where I went, but after a long while as it seemed to me, night had fallen, and I found myself sitting at a table before a small café. I had wandered back into the Bois. It was hours now since I had seen him. Physical fatigue and mental suffering had left me no power to think or feel. I was tired, so tired! I longed to hide away in my own den. I resolved to go home. But that was a long way off.

			I live in the Court of the Dragon, a narrow passage that leads from the Rue de Rennes to the Rue du Dragon.

			It is an ‘impasse’; traversable only for foot passengers. Over the entrance on the Rue de Rennes is a balcony, supported by an iron dragon. Within the court tall old houses rise on either side, and close the ends that give on the two streets. Huge gates, swung back during the day into the walls of the deep archways, close this court, after midnight, and one must enter then by ringing at certain small doors on the side. The sunken pavement collects unsavoury pools. Steep stairways pitch down to doors that open on the court. The ground floors are occupied by shops of second-hand dealers, and by iron workers. All day long the place rings with the clink of hammers and the clang of metal bars.

			Unsavoury as it is below, there is cheerfulness, and comfort, and hard, honest work above.

			Five flights up are the ateliers of architects and painters, and the hiding-places of middle-aged students like myself who want to live alone. When I first came here to live I was young, and not alone.

			I had to walk a while before any conveyance appeared, but at last, when I had almost reached the Arc de Triomphe again, an empty cab came along and I took it.

			From the Arc to the Rue de Rennes is a drive of more than half an hour, especially when one is conveyed by a tired cab horse that has been at the mercy of Sunday fete-makers.

			There had been time before I passed under the Dragon’s wings to meet my enemy over and over again, but I never saw him once, and now refuge was close at hand.

			Before the wide gateway a small mob of children were playing. Our concierge and his wife walked among them, with their black poodle, keeping order; some couples were waltzing on the side-walk. I returned their greetings and hurried in.

			All the inhabitants of the court had trooped out into the street. The place was quite deserted, lighted by a few lanterns hung high up, in which the gas burned dimly.

			My apartment was at the top of a house, halfway down the court, reached by a staircase that descended almost into the street, with only a bit of passage-way intervening, I set my foot on the threshold of the open door, the friendly old ruinous stairs rose before me, leading up to rest and shelter. Looking back over my right shoulder, I saw him, ten paces off. He must have entered the court with me.

			He was coming straight on, neither slowly, nor swiftly, but straight on to me. And now he was looking at me. For the first time since our eyes encountered across the church they met now again, and I knew that the time had come.

			Retreating backward, down the court, I faced him. I meant to escape by the entrance on the Rue du Dragon. His eyes told me that I never should escape.

			It seemed ages while we were going, I retreating, he advancing, down the court in perfect silence; but at last I felt the shadow of the archway, and the next step brought me within it. I had meant to turn here and spring through into the street. But the shadow was not that of an archway; it was that of a vault. The great doors on the Rue du Dragon were closed. I felt this by the blackness which surrounded me, and at the same instant I read it in his face. How his face gleamed in the darkness, drawing swiftly nearer! The deep vaults, the huge closed doors, their cold iron clamps were all on his side. The thing which he had threatened had arrived: it gathered and bore down on me from the fathomless shadows; the point from which it would strike was his infernal eyes. Hopeless, I set my back against the barred doors and defied him.

			There was a scraping of chairs on the stone floor, and a rustling as the congregation rose. I could hear the Suisse’s staff in the south aisle, preceding Monseigneur C– to the sacristy.

			The kneeling nuns, roused from their devout abstraction, made their reverence and went away. The fashionable lady, my neighbour, rose also, with graceful reserve. As she departed her glance just flitted over my face in disapproval.

			Half dead, or so it seemed to me, yet intensely alive to every trifle, I sat among the leisurely moving crowd, then rose too and went toward the door.

			I had slept through the sermon. Had I slept through the sermon? I looked up and saw him passing along the gallery to his place. Only his side I saw; the thin bent arm in its black covering looked like one of those devilish, nameless instruments which lie in the disused torture-chambers of mediaeval castles.

			But I had escaped him, though his eyes had said I should not. Had I escaped him? That which gave him the power over me came back out of oblivion, where I had hoped to keep it. For I knew him now. Death and the awful abode of lost souls, whither my weakness long ago had sent him – they had changed him for every other eye, but not for mine. I had recognized him almost from the first; I had never doubted what he was come to do; and now I knew while my body sat safe in the cheerful little church, he had been hunting my soul in the Court of the Dragon.

			I crept to the door: the organ broke out overhead with a blare. A dazzling light filled the church, blotting the altar from my eyes. The people faded away, the arches, the vaulted roof vanished. I raised my seared eyes to the fathomless glare, and I saw the black stars hanging in the heavens: and the wet winds from the lake of Hali chilled my face.

			And now, far away, over leagues of tossing cloud-waves, I saw the moon dripping with spray; and beyond, the towers of Carcosa rose behind the moon.

			Death and the awful abode of lost souls, whither my weakness long ago had sent him, had changed him for every other eye but mine. And now I heard his voice, rising, swelling, thundering through the flaring light, and as I fell, the radiance increasing, increasing, poured over me in waves of flame. Then I sank into the depths, and I heard the King in Yellow whispering to my soul: “It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God!” 
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			Crossroads

			Carolyn Charron
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			Temptation looms in front of me.

			To anyone else, it looks like a bridge, a perfectly formed arch over a divided highway. Stone and concrete, iron and rust. It’s dense and heavy, yet somehow still light and airy. 

			This bridge seems innocent but I know its secret. I can see below the surface, to where the spirit that lives here twines around the physical beams and spars holding the roadway aloft. I can see its decadent shadow, blending rebar and mist into a tantalizing thing that calls to me, begging me to join with it.

			Bridge and not-bridge. It’s contradictory, attractive and repulsive in equal measure.

			A truck rattles behind me, shaking the ground where I stand, staring at the bridge ahead of me, my heart pounding with anticipation. Two lanes of traffic snake under the concrete curve, metallic rivers that sparkle in the sun before flowing into the darkness and then out again in an endless stream of rolling wheels.

			Hidden in its wide concrete span, I know the shadow is alive. Not alive in the usual animal sense, but I feel something, a dark spirit. This darkness wants love, it wants me. It wants me as its lover. I am horrified by the idea yet a tiny part of me is curious and I return each day to listen. Some days the screeching traffic drowns it out and on sunny days I hear only the wind.

			Today is a lovely overcast grey day and that sweet darkness ensnares me easily, draws me forward into its reach. As I reach the base of the bridge, the air thickens, sticky with fuel and flowers. My first step onto the bridge walkway awakens an intense yearning inside me that leaves me breathless. With my next step, a tsunami of lust envelops me, blinding me to the world for a long moment.

			When I can see again, the shadow coaxes me to climb the gradual rise, high above the lanes of oblivious vehicles. I stop at the apex of the two-lane overpass. Behind me, a car drives by, the breath of its passage ruffling my hair.

			I’m alone here but I’m not. The shadowy spirit pulses under the bridge, a dark presence that urges me to mount the railing, spread my arms wide and step off, falling into its embrace. I can’t decide if this would be a good thing or a terrible thing but it is moot. There is a metal mesh suicide barrier attached above the hand rail, preventing me from lust-driven folly. 

			Every time I step onto this bridge, I am seduced by those unknowable shadows. My reaction – intertwined loathing and longing – is the price I pay to cross this bridge and I pay it willingly every day. I could take a different route but I don’t. I’m testing myself against it.

			At least, that is what I tell myself when I’m at home. When I stand here, linked to the darkness below, I’m not certain I think at all. Flooded with strange, black feelings, my logical thoughts scatter, tiny mice hiding from a terrifying panther. Under the stink of diesel I can smell the jungle rain of the hunt. But am I the hunted or the hunter? Does it matter when you are full of love?

			I hear words in the whispering of tires on the wet pavement far below; jump, jump, you know you want to, everything you ever wanted is here in the shadows, jump, join us, love us.

			It is the most persuasive offer I have ever been given.

			I’ve never felt this anywhere else, only here. 

			This place is an intersection, a crossroads between places, between the world I live in and the world of the spirit. I don’t know if the shadow presence was here before the bridge was built or if it came after, but this location is an open doorway, allowing something alien to peek through.

			I’m not the first to hear its siren call. Flowers line the sidewalks, along with photos, teddy bears, crosses. Mementos of other battles this shadow has waged; won or lost, I don’t know, nor do I care. I only care about my battle. Whether this is a summons to love or to death, it is a beguiling choice. I am wanted – so desperately that it hurts.

			I sway in place, mesmerized by the traffic flowing beneath me, my hands clenched so tightly on the railing that my fingers cramp with pain. The darkness below the bridge tugs at me, caresses my skin, raising goosebumps of pleasure.

			Dimly, I hear a car stop on the bridge behind me, a voice asking if I am okay. I nod my heavy head and they leave but the spell is broken.

			I unpeel my frozen fingers from the slender rail separating me from the promise of happiness, of love. I drag myself away from my would-be-lover. 

			Stumbling off my bridge, a shiver of cold passes over my body and instantly the tugging sensation is gone, as ephemeral as mist. I have lost the seductive compulsion to fly into its embrace.

			The scent of decaying flowers follows me down the rain-washed street. I realize I am drenched – my shoes squelch when I walk – but I don’t recall when it rained or even how long I stood on the bridge this time.

			I try to regain the feeling of standing high above that mysterious and welcoming presence. I imagine being part of it. But it is faint and disconnected from my regular life, the memory as hollow and short-lived as a rainbow-hued soap bubble.

			Tears prick at me, scald my cheeks. I want more than a transient experience, I want…I want…more. I want to always be enveloped in that sensation of homecoming. 

			Lonely for something I can’t name, I prowl through the rain-washed canyon of buildings, searching.

			* * *

			I awake to sunshine and tangled sheets, missing the rain. My shadow never comes out in the sunshine, only misty wet days beckon me to its side. 

			I wish the sunlight gone but in truth, I am relieved.

			I am unclean today, unworthy of its attention. 

			Harold rolls over beside me, his heaviness pulling the sheets awry. He’d come last night for our weekly date. I’d been quiet, unsure how to break it off with him. What reason could I use that he’d understand? It sounds crazy even to me.

			While he was in me, grunting his passion, I’d felt adulterous. The smooth sweep of the arch of Harold’s foot echoed the arch of my bridge and I wanted to stroke it. My bridge, not Harold’s slick skin. The bones of his limbs and his spine reminded me of concrete and embedded rebar. Sweat dripped off his brow and I smelled oil-soaked pavement. 

			I can no longer remember why I started seeing Harold in the first place. His flesh is too meaty. The shadows under his chin and arms resemble my beloved shadow. I remember a time – so long ago! – when I was excited to hear Harold’s voice and welcomed his touch. Now those days seem like a dream. Only my shadowy bridge seems real.

			Harold kissed me this morning as he left smiling, leaving me to slink my way here, to stare guiltily at my would-be-lover, hidden below its bridge skin, barred by the too-bright sunshine that scrapes at my eyes with tiny blades of light.

			I am going mad, I am falling in love with darkness. Somehow my steps have brought me back here but the sunlight has hidden my beloved from me and it’s only concrete and metal spars suspended over a roadway.

			I skulk back home, ashamed and lonely.

			* * *

			Days pass slowly and I wait anxiously for rain, hoping my shadow will return. I haven’t felt its damp touch since Harold. I haven’t returned any of Harold’s calls since then either. I can’t. I hope my lover will forgive me, although I don’t feel I deserve it.

			Harold leaves increasingly panicked messages that I ignore. He is not the one for me, I know this now. I need my shadowy love. I have begun to hate the sunlight as it keeps my beloved from me.

			At last the skies cloud over and the sunlight dims. My heels click happily to our meeting, I have dressed for our reunion. I arrive breathless and spend one last moment savouring the anticipation before I step up onto the bridge.

			A river of lust sweeps me up. My heart stutters.

			It is back and it still loves me. Dark tendrils swirl out from under the wet asphalt, happy in my return. I am forgiven for my transgression. It still wants me.

			Mist curls between my painted toenails and hides the roadway far below, muting the sounds. Oh, how I have missed this! I want to caress my shadow, inhale its thick air, recline in its clasp. My skin tingles with desire, my nipples so hard they hurt, wonderful pain that shreds my sanity.

			I rush to the top, eager, heedless of the flowers and mementoes. My fingers clutch the worn railing. My heart slams in my chest so hard, I am light-headed with yearning.

			I cannot wait a moment longer. 

			I have prepared for today and I pull heavy-duty wire cutters from my purse, dropping the bag to the ground. Snip, snip, snip, the wires barring me from my love fall away, passing through the arms of my shadowy lover harmlessly and clanging onto the cars underneath my bridge.

			Screeching tires, both behind and below me. A far away scream echoes in my ears.

			I glance up and dimly recognize Harold at the foot of the bridge. He will try to stop me. I must hurry.

			I snip faster, my muscles bunching into the task, another piece of thick metal mesh falls free leaving an opening to my love.

			I lift myself up and over, cartwheeling into the abyss, liquid with need. Faintly I hear Harold screaming my name but it is too late, I have already let go.

			My shadow catches me, eases me into its embrace, and I explode.

			I am home.

			* * *

			The sun burns too strong, I can’t see beyond the glare. I wait for rain.

			* * *

			Grey skies loom overhead, twisted shadows ooze from behind parked cars and the occasional tree. The rain has stopped but a thick dripping comes from the struts of the bridge, joined by the tears of the weeping man above me.

			Above me.

			I float on the air, below my beloved bridge. The cars slip by under me, disturbing my limbs. I straddle the road and let them pass, I don’t want them. I want him. The weeping man.

			I can see his emotions as clearly as I once saw his face. For a moment I can’t remember his name, then it comes back to me. Harold.

			He’s confused by these wracking tears, his grief is too strong. He doesn’t think he has the right, he hasn’t loved this woman – me – deeply enough for such emotion. He hadn’t known me long enough. If he had, he should have known what was going on, would have been in time. He thinks he could have stopped me, could have saved me.

			Harold keeps his eyes lowered, not in respect – in fear. He doesn’t want to see that memory again but straining with effort, I push it to the forefront of his thoughts. 

			The woman’s unforgettable happy waltz up the sidewalk, the casual snipping of the wires and her fluttering leap over the side, followed by his mad scramble to the ragged-edged hole screaming her name in time her body twisted around to smile up at him from below.

			Harold shies away from the rest of the vision. He hasn’t told anyone what he saw – he can barely acknowledge it to himself. It terrifies him.

			And that is the edge I need. I call his name but he doesn’t hear me. My voice, for now, is only a sibilant whispering at the edge of his hearing, enough to make him look up but no more. 

			A patch on the suicide barrier draws his gaze. The patch is a repair is of woven metal strands, a different colour than the original, visible mute testimony to the fact of my existence and my leap. The smell of roses clogs his throat, his floral offering to me at his feet. It joins the others on my bridge.

			I whisper louder. He senses something, I can tell.

			He strains to drown me out with a useless prayer. He leans on the railing, pressing his forehead into the cold metal, denting his skin. This metal skein is meant to prevent my prey from joining me but it hasn’t worked and the many tributes scattered along its length say it never will. There are dozens of memorials, dozens of repaired holes.

			I remember every one. I am every one. My lovers surround me, are joined with me, watching avidly as I woo this man into our embrace. Each has wooed their own to join us. Our dimpled darkness is made of sparks of blackness, each a soul added to ourselves with love. We have been here long before the bridge, before the cars when humans avoided us and we fed infrequently – we are ancient. 

			Harold leans harder on the cold barrier, it flexes gently, as gently as I did when I floated on the dark arms of shadow. This is the memory he can never tell anyone – the shadow is real; I’m not gone. 

			He saw me join the darkness, disappear into it, smiling and laughing. He saw me blissful in my new lover’s midnight embrace and the memory of it frightens him.

			We eat his fear, sating our hunger. His terror will be my wedge, my way of inching into his mind, coaxing him to join us.

			Under a perfect grey sky, my shadow pulses in time to his heartbeat. He finishes his prayer. I whisper his name as he turns to go. He gives the flower-strewn, shadow-doused bridge one last look and in that look, I know he will come back and each time my voice will be clearer to him.

			One day soon, perhaps next week or next month, he will climb over the railing and take his own leap of faith.

			And we will catch him. 
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			The Mourning Woman

			E.E.W. Christman

			[image: ]

			I was seven the first time I saw the ghost. 

			I woke up early in the morning. Or very late at night, depending on your perspective. I didn’t feel sleepy or groggy or anything. I was just asleep and then very suddenly awake, staring at the glow-in-the-dark stars I’d stuck to my ceiling. Mom helped me put them in constellations. Libra, my astrological sign, was right above me. 

			I sat up, more confused than anything. I looked around my dark room, and there it was. Tall and rail thin and disembodied. A girl, maybe? Her hair was long, but she was mostly featureless. I never learned her name because she never talked. She was standing in front of my dresser, just in front of my Jupiter nightlight mom got me for Christmas – are you getting that I was super into space as a kid? Anyway, I remember thinking, “How can I see the nightlight if she’s standing in front of it?” Let me clarify: there is a fucking stranger in my room watching me sleep, and all I care about is the stupid nightlight. 

			The girl didn’t move toward me. She didn’t move at all. The more I looked at her, the more I figured out. She’s see-through, I thought. Like a jellyfish. She was pale, and I don’t mean she didn’t get out much. It was like all the color had been drained from her. And not just her, but her clothes and everything. It’s like her whole presence had been blanched. And I know this is the most cliché thing, but she kind of glowed. But that’s not quite the right word…it was like she reflected light that wasn’t there.

			I know, I know. It all sounds crazy. 

			And then, seven year-old-me finally figured it out: that person was a ghost. 

			Cool, I thought. 

			So I decided I shouldn’t be rude to the jellyfish ghost girl. After all, I was her host. Mom was big on being a good hostess, so I thought it was important to make her feel welcome.

			“Hi,” I said. She didn’t say anything back. I tried waving, thinking she was too shy to talk. I knew kids like that. And sure enough, she raised a hand to me. 

			Not a real wave, but it was a start. 

			“My name’s George. It’s short for Georgia. What’s your name?” 

			The ghost girl remained silent, her white arm still raised to me. 

			“Maybe you can’t talk,” I said, hopping down from my bed. “Can you write it?” 

			I got my crayons out, even though the girl hadn’t said she could write. 

			“Here,” I said very casually. I arranged the paper and crayons in front of her. Her head might’ve tilted slightly, but otherwise, she didn’t move. 

			“I’ll show you.” I took a crayon – green, my favorite – and wrote ‘George’ in big, lower-case letters. “See? G-E-O-R-G-E. That’s me.” 

			I tried holding out a crayon to her. I chose khaki, since I never used it. I even tried dropping it into her ghostly hand. It just fell through. 

			That finally freaked me out a little bit. “Fine,” I told her and ran back to bed, pulling the covers over me and pretending the ghost wasn’t there. 

			It wasn’t easy. But eventually I fell asleep, and when I woke up, she was gone. 

			When I went to clean up my crayons, I saw a drawing. Next to my name, there was a picture of a house. It was like a dollhouse, with the front completely shaved away so you could see inside. There was a little kitchen, a living room, and upstairs, there was a tall figure and a little girl standing together. 

			It was all in khaki. 

			* * *

			The ghost didn’t come back the next night, or even the one after that. But I left my crayons out for her, and lots of paper. In return, she left me drawings. They were all of the same house, with the front removed so you could see inside. One showed me eating breakfast in the kitchen. Another showed my mom and dad walking outside with briefcases, leaving for work, and me riding on a yellow school bus outside. She was in them, too. A colorless outline of a featureless person, sometimes hovering above me as I ate cereal, or watching us leave through a window. It should’ve been terrifying, seeing drawings of me going about my life as an invisible girl followed me. But it wasn’t. It made me feel…special. Like there was this big secret that was all mine. 

			I waited up for her every night, wanting to talk to the silent jellyfish ghost. I wanted to thank her for the pictures. And I wanted to ask her questions. Like, how she died and whether she had lived in this house or just died here and if she had died a long time ago or recently. 

			On the third night, my patience was rewarded. I’d fallen asleep during my vigil, but suddenly, I was just awake. Just like that first night. 

			And when I sat up, the ghost girl stood in the exact same spot. Completely still.

			“You’re back!” I pronounced, grinning. I jumped out of bed and sat in front of her like we were having a slumber party. “Thanks for the drawings. I really liked them. Why did it take you so long to come back?”

			That’s when I noticed them. Two pieces of paper on the floor. Crayons were everywhere. 

			“New drawings! Let me see…” I picked it up. Still smiling. Still not afraid. God, if only I’d been afraid. 

			There was our house. My parents were asleep in their bedroom, and I was asleep in mine. But there was a new room, just above mine. An attic? A crawlspace? I wasn’t sure. The ghost girl was there, but she wasn’t alone. She’d drawn someone with her. They wore a long black shroud, or maybe it was hair. It completely obscured their face. Whoever it was was enormous; their body took up the whole space, curling around it and the girl. Trapped, I immediately thought. 

			“Who’s this?” The ghost girl said nothing. But her hand jerked. Flip it over? I did. In big, black letters, it read: 

			MOURNING WOMAN. 

			At the time, I thought she’d just misspelled, ‘morning’. I didn’t know what ‘mourning’ was. I looked at the second page. There wasn’t a picture. It simply read: 

			DON’T EVER LOOK AT HER.

			That’s when I finally felt it, the thing I should’ve felt from the very first time I set eyes on the ghost in my room: fear. Raw, unfiltered, and terrible. I looked up, but she was gone. 

			I screamed. I screamed until my parents came running into the room in a flurry of cries: what happened, what’s wrong, are you OK? I buried myself in my mother’s shoulder as they held me. I breathed them in, closed off the rest of the world the way scared children do, taking relief in my parents’ presence. 

			My dad saw the drawings. After that night, they took me to a child therapist because they were scared, too. The therapist was a woman with coily grey hair who asked me about my imaginary friend, who she referred to as ‘the girl’. I went to see her for a couple of months. We played with toys, drew pictures, and talked about ‘the girl’. And after some time passed, I no longer thought about her. I believed that she was a game that I’d made up. An imaginary friend. A secret. 

			And life moved on. Ten years of life, to be precise, and I’d very nearly forgotten about the ghost and the ‘morning’ woman. 

			It was the summer after high school graduation, and the summer before my first semester of college. It was one of those in-between times, when you’re neither one thing or the other. I was in a cocoon, no longer a caterpillar but not yet a butterfly. 

			I was excited. My life was expanding into something new. I had dreams of physics and mathematics. And the biggest dream of all: NASA. Space. Stars. I’d put myself on the right track. Good grades, good college, good outlook. Everything just seemed so good.

			But I was enjoying this summertime freedom. Tests were done, applications were finished and accepted. Now came the waiting. I spent the hot summer days wandering through the town with my friends. Some were staying, most were going. We gathered at the places we’d been going to for years, the burger stands and the swimming pools and the strip mall, as if they would disappear when we did. At night, we slept at each other’s houses, where we talked about our plans for the future.

			But one night, I was just at home. Reading a book, listening to music, and generally enjoying my own company. 

			I don’t know why it all happened that night. I can’t tell you why there had been such a gap between the first time and the last time. I don’t know.

			All I know is that as I was reading, I became aware of something strange. A sound, barely audible. I turned down the music, straining to hear it.

			Crying. Someone was crying. My first thought was that it was mom or dad. But they weren’t at home, I remembered. They’d gone to the movies. I’d declined to go for no real reason other than wanting to be alone. 

			I shivered. The air was suddenly cold. I told myself I was just scared, because I was. The hairs on my neck and arms stood up – I had always thought that was just something people said, but it was true. My hackles were up like a nervous cat. 

			The crying was coming from my closet. 

			The voice of common sense commanded me to just leave. Just go downstairs, go outside, go to Sam’s house or Lydia’s or Jackie’s. Call mom and dad. Call the cops. Do anything but stay in this room. 

			I didn’t listen. I pushed fear and common sense aside. I tiptoed to the closet, took a deep breath, and threw open the doors to find:

			Nothing. Not nothing. Shoes and shirts and dresses, but nothing else. 

			So why was the crying louder? 

			In that moment, it all came back. The girl, the drawings, and his warning. Like the memory had been asleep and was suddenly just awake. 

			“Hello?” I called, pushing my clothes this was and that, searching for the pale girl. But I couldn’t find her. “I hear you but I can’t see you!” 

			I felt a desperation to find the source of the crying that I didn’t really understand. I thought that I could help, I guess. So I listened. Very carefully, I listened. 

			The crying was coming from somewhere above me. I pulled down my clothes, a shelf piled with shoes and forgotten articles of clothing, anything else between me and the crying. 

			In the corner of the ceiling of my closet, there was a depression. It was an access panel, hidden behind the shelves and clothes in my closet. I stood up and pushed at it, grunting with effort. I strained against the wood. Just when I thought maybe it was sealed, painted over too many times or nailed shut, it creaked one last time before giving way. Using my phone as a flashlight, I looked up, but could only see dusty rafters. I had to stand on top of a box of winter sweaters to reach the opening, but after a few tries, I pulled myself inside the crawlspace. 

			The sobbing was very loud now. “Hello?” I called, scanning the secret room with my phone. 

			There were piles of things. Most of them were crumbling from age, and it was impossible to tell what they might have once been. That dusty piece of fabric could have once been a coat or a tapestry or a tablecloth. Now it was mostly dust. There were cobwebs everywhere. I pushed myself passed them and all the junk, searching for the ghost. 

			The crawlspace was bigger than I’d thought it could be. How could this be in my house without anyone knowing? I remembered the drawings of the girl following me and my parents around, always floating above us. Did this space extend throughout the entire house? The space was low, forcing me to crawl through on my hands and knees. The crying seemed to come from everywhere, and I couldn’t see anyone. I kept calling out, hoping to draw her out.

			As I crawled and searched and called, my light caught the corner of something big. There was an old trunk ahead of me. It was covered in dust and cobwebs, but seemed to have survived the years. With a slow, careful hand, I opened it. 

			Inside, I found old clothes, more well-preserved than everything else up here. They were a woman’s clothes, old velvet dresses and tiny hats. Victorian? Rummaging, I found a bundle of letters. The owner had tied them together with a soft, silk ribbon. I tried to read some of them, but they were too faded. There was a leatherbound book toward the bottom. It was a photo album. All the pictures were sepia-toned and faded. They were those kinds of old photographs where no one smiled. There was a picture of a family at the very beginning. A man with a handlebar mustache, a woman with dark hair, and a baby. Most of the pictures were of the man and the woman, or of other random people. Only a few at the end showed the three of them. Then the album abruptly ended, only filling half of the pages. The last picture was of the man and woman, who I assumed were husband and wife, and their baby. But something wasn’t right. The man and woman were both wearing all black. The woman’s face was hidden behind a lace veil. And the baby… the baby’s eyes were glassy, its expression was unnatural…

			It was dead, I realized. The baby was dead.

			And the crying…it was so loud now. When had it gotten so much louder?

			The woman in the veil…the woman in mourning…

			I dropped the album. I wanted to leave. I no longer cared about the crying ghost. I just didn’t want to see her, remembering the warning of the mourning woman. 

			I turned back the way I came, but stopped. And I don’t just mean I physically stopped. Everything stopped. I didn’t breathe, didn’t move, didn’t blink; I think even my heart faltered in fear. Up ahead, framed by the light pouring in from my bedroom, where absolutely no one had been before, was someone. 

			They were crouched on the floor, facing away from me. They rocked back and forth rhythmically. It wasn’t the ghost. Instead of the jellyfish glow I remembered, this creature glowed with darkness. It’s almost impossible to explain… the form was so dark, so much blacker than the shadows of the crawlspace, that its own darkness glowed in contrast to it. It was blacker than the deepest trenches of the ocean, blacker than the starkest stretch of space. 

			I didn’t want to go near it. I didn’t care if that was the only way out, I wasn’t going near that thing. 

			I turned around to crawl as quickly as I could in the other direction, the crying so close, it was earsplitting. 

			I stopped. Impossible was all I could think. 

			The creature was still ahead of me. Somehow. It was closer. 

			Don’t look at the mourning woman. I closed my eyes, blocking her out, afraid I’d already damned myself. But I hadn’t seen her face. Not yet. 

			With my eyes shut, I crawled backwards toward where I remembered the entrance being. My world became the dusty wood beneath me and the shrill cries echoing all around me. The crying made my teeth ache, made my head split. But I just kept moving, fighting past the fear and past the crying. Just get out, I told myself. Get out, get out, get out! 

			The floor was gone. The entrance, I thought as my body fell forward. At the last minute I remembered to cover my head. I clattered to my closet floor amidst the shoes and clothes I’d thrown there to get up to the crawlspace. I immediately hurt, but nothing seemed to be broken. 

			The crying had stopped. Tentatively, I opened my eyes, and saw only my closet ceiling. 

			Relief. Sweet relief ran through me like a shot of morphine. I’d gotten away. I was safe. With a sigh, I sat up and turned –

			Blackness. Impossible blackness sat at the foot of my bed, cradling something in its arms. A bundle that I immediately knew swaddled whatever remained of that baby in the pictures. And swimming in the blackness was a veil. And behind the veil were eyes. Horrible eyes. Lifeless and glassy but somehow staring right at me. 

			With a cry, the woman rushed to me, scooped me up, and carried me away. I felt the world drop away and there was only her. I struggled against her, feeling no body or even clothes or bones. My hands fought against her formless, chilling darkness. I screamed, but she swallowed up the sounds. And I felt it. Her loneliness. Her sadness. It washed over me like a wave and dragged me down like a rip tide. I cried for her, for me, I cried for her to let me go, to think of my mother, but she only held me tighter. 

			I heard my parents below us. I screamed, but the sound disappeared on my lips. I heard them calling for me, searching for me. George! George! My mother and father’s voices echoed beneath me. I heard sirens and footsteps and tears that seemed to go on forever. I’m right here! But no one heard me. And soon, even their sounds were swallowed up by the blackness, and I was alone with the woman. 

			I felt myself slipping away. My body seemed to melt in that endless cold. Had it been a day? A week? Eternity? It was impossible to say. I shrank in her arms, forgetting myself and remembering only briefly that I hated her and was terrified of her. My body melted away and fell to a pile in the dust. I saw my rotting flesh and, later, my bones. What was left of me was small and scared and glowed with something I felt the woman desperately wanted. Something other than grief. She held me tightly, and time and the house below stopped existing in a way that made sense. Now there’s only the woman, and the parts of me she won’t let go. Sometimes, the good times, I don’t remember who I was or that I’d had a life before this one. Those times, there’s only the darkness, the cold, and her, and there was never anything else. Other times, I remember everything. Me, my mom and dad, my friends, my dreams, my life, and I wish I could die all over again. 

			She loosens her grip. Now, or then, a decade or a century ago or right now. I float away, barely able to control myself. I see my room, my old room, my Jupiter nightlight, my stars, and me. 

			I try to tell you. I try to warn you. But I know you didn’t listen. You looked. Goddamn you, you looked.
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			The Fifth Gable

			Kay Chronister
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			The first woman to live in the four-gabled house fermented her unborn children in the wine cellar. When they came to term, she broke them open on the floorboards. Her heartiest son weighed half an ounce at birth. His face, curved to the shape of the Mason jar womb where he developed, stayed pink for an hour before he died in a puddle of formaldehyde and afterbirth.

			The second woman to live in the four-gabled house pulled her children from the ground like stubborn roots. They came out of the soil smelling of pollen, with faces like tulips. They were healthy until she cut their stems, and then they withered. They returned reedy and gray-faced to the earth.

			The third woman in the four-gabled house said she had no children.

			The fourth woman in the four-gabled house built her children from the parts of old radios and tractors. Their cries sounded like the spinning of propellers. Some of them could blink and one could even smile, but breast milk fried their motors. In their mother’s arms, they dissolved into heaps of crackling wires.

			* * *

			The women had been married before, to ordinary men, but no one wanted to mention that in light of what happened to the children.

			The women in the four-gabled house no longer got many visitors.

			* * *

			All through the month of September, the women in the four-gabled house watched as a sober, clean-faced young creature walked down their street, past their house, to the end of the cul-de-sac, then turned and walked back.

			The stranger would not walk in a neighborhood as unfashionable as their neighborhood if she did not want something with the four-gabled house and the women who lived there, they were sure of it.

			“We should call someone,” said the woman who made her bed in the second gable of the four-gabled house. “Get a neighborhood watch together.”

			“Nonsense. She’s probably selling magazine subscriptions,” said the woman who made her bed in the fourth gable of the four-gabled house. “Or collecting bits of metal for the war effort, or trying to interest us in a quilting bee so the orphans can have blankets. Or she’s from some society that has asked her to come by our house, but the problem is that she’s just too scared to do it.”

			“Are we still frightening?” said the woman who made her bed in the second gable of the four-gabled house. “I thought we’d gotten past that a few decades ago.”

			“She’s a young girl in a fashionable hat,” said the woman who made her bed in the third gable. “What could frighten her more than four old mothers with nary a man between them?”

			“Well,” sniffed the woman who made her bed in the first gable. “If she ever came down to my cellar, she’d know real fright.”

			* * *

			September became October, October passed into November, and a damp, uncertain snow shimmered on the walks when the stranger came at last to the four-gabled house. Her knock was hesitant, as if she feared to hurt the door.

			The woman who made her bed in the first gable of the four-gabled house came to the door. The scent of myrrh clung to all her clothes and the damp of cellar walls clung to all her eyelids. She was the least approachable, so she always dealt with strangers.

			“Please, may I come in?” said the stranger, and the woman who made her bed in the first gable thought for a moment, then nodded once, solemnly, and stepped aside.

			The young woman crossed the foyer into the sitting room, where the other three women were waiting. “I’ve brought a pie for you,” she said, pushing a towel-covered dish at the most approachable person in the sitting room, which happened to be the woman who made her bed in the third gable of the four-gabled house. “I hope you like rhubarb.”

			“Certainly,” said the woman who made her bed in the third gable, and while she smiled warmly, her hands trembled when she took the dish. “Thank you, dear.” She said ‘dear’ after a long, conspicuous pause, as if correcting herself.

			“My name is Marigold Hest,” said the stranger. “I wonder – do you know my husband?”

			“I doubt it,” said the woman who made her bed in the first gable, at the same time that the woman who made her bed in the second gable said indignantly, “Should we?”

			“Never mind that,” said Marigold. “In fact, I’m glad. It will make things simpler.” She sat for a moment, fidgeting with the brim of her hat, then huffed out a soft little breath and added, “I’ve heard that you have children here. I need one.”

			“Do you think they fall out of the eaves?” said the woman who made her bed in the second gable. “What makes you believe we have a child for you? You’re a married woman – go get one off your husband.”

			The young woman blushed as pink as rhubarb, but she persisted. “People talk about you. They say you used to be midwives, and now you’re witches. They say you’re descended from the women who they hung in Salem. They say you’re German and came to Amherst to seduce our men and spy on us. But I don’t care what you are. Somehow you get babies, lots of them. Please, let me have one.”

			None of the women said anything for a long while. The woman who made her bed in the first gable of the four-gabled house raised her eyebrows. The woman who made her bed in the second gable stifled a laugh. The woman who made her bed in the third gable did nothing. At last, the woman who made her bed in the fourth gable said, “And what sort of child is it that you’re wanting?”

			“Any sort,” said Marigold. “Really, any one would do. As long as I can get it soon.”

			“We’re not an assembly-line,” said the woman who made her bed in the second gable. “Did someone tell you that we had…procured a baby for them?”

			“No,” said Marigold, in a whisper that sounded more like yes.

			“We wouldn’t,” said the woman who made her bed in the third gable. “Ordinarily. Not out of selfishness, dear, but because we can’t.”

			The others looked at her, noticing the word ordinarily and wondering if a stranger in a fashionable hat really counted as an exception. They had made an exception, once before. The exception was why the woman who made her bed in the third gable did not have children.

			“But if you can try,” said Marigold. “If there’s any chance that you could get one for me, that would be better than no chance at all.”

			“Why?” said the woman who made her bed in the fourth gable. “You’re young yet. Do you need a child now?”

			“I’m afraid to say,” said Marigold. “Must I say?”

			“No,” said the woman who made her bed in the third gable, before anyone else could speak. “We will try. Let us try.”

			* * *

			The woman who made her bed in the fourth gable was the first to take up Marigold’s cause. She took apart the ice box for its metal, marooning a bottle of milk and a package of frozen vegetables so she would have the materials to begin constructing a child. Sighing in resignation, the other women prepared a meal with all of their perishable foods. This had happened before, with the lamps and the radiator and the toaster oven. Wartime made metal hard to come by. Scrap-metal children had been rationed almost out of existence.

			“This could be my last,” said the woman who made her bed in the fourth gable. She had a spoonful of warm grape jelly in her mouth, a soldering iron warming in her hand. “For a while, anyway, this could be my last.”

			The probable lastness of the child did not make him any more eager to survive.

			When he was complete, a small frame of plated steel and plastic with a hungry gaping buzzsaw mouth, the woman who made her bed in the fourth gable called Marigold to the house and laid the child in her arms.

			“Oh,” Marigold said. “Oh. What a miracle he is.” She kissed the shining smooth metal of his face, and held him in her arms. She said already he felt like hers. And then she went away.

			For three days, the woman who made her bed in the fourth gable stayed there, weeping for the child she had abandoned to another woman, drinking cocoa made with curdled milk, listening to the radio: Little Orphan Annie had adventures twice daily; the president reported on the War only once, at five. On the third day Marigold brought the pile of wire and aluminum back to the four-gabled house, tucking him underneath her pea-coat to shield him from the wind. She wanted him buried properly; she wanted to go on pretending that he was a real child; she wanted to be told sorry.

			The women who lived in the four-gabled house frowned and shook their heads. But they would not say sorry. They were glad to see that a young pretty stranger could not succeed where they always failed.

			“A pity, that I could not make a better child,” said the woman who made her bed in the fourth gable. “But not, I suppose, a surprise.”

			“A pity,” said the woman who made her bed in the first gable.

			“A pity,” said the woman who made her bed in the second gable.

			The woman who made her bed in the third gable would not say anything.

			* * *

			They let Marigold bury the child; she had already purchased a headstone for him.

			“Bury him anywhere you like. Just, please,” said the woman who made her bed in the fourth gable, “not where water can reach him. He’ll fry if water reaches him.”

			Marigold didn’t say what she thought, which was: he’s already dead, why should it matter what reaches him? She only nodded. She shifted his small body in her arms, and she handed the women a printed invitation to a wake that none of them would attend.

			* * *

			The woman who made her bed in the second gable felt a sort of pity for Marigold, now that the girl was grieving like the rest of them. That Marigold considered herself their superior, that she came to them in secret with her fashionable hat hiding her prim face, only made the girl more pathetic. She had not realized yet. She didn’t know. Some women simply aren’t meant for children.

			The child that the woman who made her bed in the second gable made for Marigold would be a calla lily, with a decorative white face and a stem that wouldn’t wilt – at least not for a while. “Come twice a day and feed her,” she instructed Marigold, tipping a watering can over her own brood of children.

			The wet soil darkened to a rich, nourished color. Marigold studied the ground attentively. “What is that you’re feeding them?”

			“What does any mother feed her hungry infant?”

			The girl’s eyes widened. She said, “I don’t believe I can do that, ma’am.”

			“Don’t you ever call me ma’am,” said the woman who made her bed in the second gable. “When your child pushes her way out of the ground, when she looks at you with her hungry mouth wide-open, then you’ll believe you can do it. The milk has to be yours, understood?”

			“Yes ma’am,” said Marigold, cowed but unrepentant, watching as a row of robust, root-colored children uncurled their long tendril-arms and lifted their faces to the sun.

			* * *

			The woman who made her bed in the second gable had garden clippers that she kept in perfect condition. She polished them before and after use, kept them from rust, and removed them from their leather case for one reason only: to cut loose those children who had come to term. It was with great reluctance that she handed the clippers to Marigold, who cut her child out of the ground and then, minutes later, sent her back to it.

			“It seems wrong to bury her where she grew,” Marigold whispered.

			The clippers rested in the pocket of Marigold’s flannel skirt. With uncharacteristic gentleness, the woman who made her bed in the second gable took them and returned them to their leather case.

			“We could try again,” said the woman who made her bed in the second gable, but she said the words so Marigold would know she didn’t mean them. And Marigold, sniffling, obediently shook her head no.

			“I think my husband suspected, after the first child,” she said. “Perhaps it’s a blessing that this one died so soon. It would be wrong to try again. Wouldn’t it?”

			She wanted to be told: no, it’s not wrong. Let’s try. This time your child will not be fed on borrowed breast milk. This time you will not make a diagonal cut down your child’s stem, as if she is a flower you are preparing for a vase. This time you will be better.

			“Years ago, I let them grow too long, and they hurt me,” said the woman who made her bed in the second gable. How many years, the girl would not know. “They made my insides ache. But I wanted them to stay with me longer, that’s why I did it. You don’t yet know what it feels like, to lose them again and again.”

			“It must be dreadful,” said Marigold.

			Later, she baked an apple tart. She smudged all the lipstick from her mouth and let her fashionable hat sit crooked on her head, and she sought the woman who made her bed in the third gable.

			* * *

			The women who lived in the four-gabled house found each other in tabloids, then in Sunday papers, then finally in a medical journal that three times failed to pass a peer review. But before then, the woman who made her bed in the third gable had lived alone. And the house had only one gable, and she could bear no children.

			To the woman who made her bed in the third gable, this was a tragedy.

			To the rest of the world, it was a great relief.

			* * *

			The woman who made her bed in the third gable gasped in fright when Marigold came to her door. Visitors, when they came to the four-gabled house at all, never climbed the staircase to the rooms where the women made their beds. When the woman peeked around her bedroom door, she sighed softly in relief and stepped aside. Marigold removed her hat, then stepped over the threshold.

			“Is that apple?” said the woman who made her bed in the third gable.

			“Yes – a tart.” Marigold handed over the steaming dish as if she could not wait to be rid of it. The woman who made her bed in the third gable set the dish aside, and did not look in its direction again.

			“I suppose you heard what happened to the last baby,” Marigold said, after a moment.

			“I’m so sorry, dear,” said the woman who made her bed in the third gable, her voice quivering on the final word. “That must have been very hard for you.”

			“Yes,” said Marigold. Then, steeling herself, she added, “I want to try again.”

			“I’m afraid that’s how all her children come out. They simply cannot survive without the earth to nourish them.”

			“Not from her,” Marigold said. “From you. Please. It would mean the world to me.”

			“How much is the world?” said the woman who made her bed in the third gable, frowning. She studied Marigold. “I’m not sure you’re ready to bear and bring up the sort of child I would make, dear.”

			“When will I be ready?”

			“There is one other woman in this household you have not asked for a child.”

			“I had not thought she would say yes to me,” said Marigold. “I rather thought she disapproved of the whole thing.”

			“She said no to you when you were young and childless. She did not want you to be happy. Now you have lost two children, and you ask her only for the chance to lose another.”

			“So I will lose her child too?”

			The woman who made her bed in the third gable would not say.

			* * *

			In the cellar, the air smelled like rust and formaldehyde and old gardenia petals. The temperature was many degrees lower than it was in the rest of the four-gabled house, and Marigold wrapped her coat tightly around herself as she descended the stairs. She had no tart or cake for the woman who made her bed in the first gable, for she suspected that nothing baked or roasted would satisfy such a woman, and she was right. The woman who made her bed in the first gable liked pickled things, things crunchy with salt and long-preserved, and she hated how fresh dough collapsed on her tongue. When she saw Marigold, she always thought of that fresh-dough feeling.

			“I know already what you are coming to ask me,” said the woman who made her bed in the first gable.

			Marigold stepped down off the last step, making it squeak. “What will you say?”

			“I don’t know yet,” said the woman who made her bed in the first gable. “You’re not much of a mother so far, with your hat on straight and only two children in the ground. You don’t deserve my child.”

			“And how many children do you have in the ground?” said Marigold.

			“Two thousand, four hundred, and eighty-one,” said the woman who made her bed in the first gable. “Some were twins,” she added.

			“None lived?” Marigold said.

			“None,” said the woman who made her bed in the first gable, with a touch of pride.

			“Then I don’t think I want one of your children,” said Marigold.

			“I don’t think you do,” said the woman who made her bed in the first gable, “I shall give you one.”

			* * *

			The woman who made her bed in the first gable no longer made her bed there. She holed up in the cellar with a block of brie and a feather-stuffed duvet, and she emerged only to wash her wine glass or collect the lukewarm cup of Earl Grey that the woman who made her bed in the third gable left out for her each afternoon.

			The women did not like to interfere in each other’s creative processes, so none of them peeked down into the cellar. The woman who made her bed in the cellar did not care to discuss the child she was fermenting, though if she had, she would have told them that he was fashioned from the heart of a white rabbit, four dollars at the pet shop around the corner, and twice embalmed in myrrh and soda ash.

			He had to grow in his mother’s womb, so she washed out the pie pan that Marigold had brought and sealed it with a glass cover.

			Inside his tin womb, the child soaked and swelled and slowly became animate.

			Inside her duvet, the woman who made her bed in the cellar dreamt of all the children she had lost inside her wombs.

			The child reached such a size that he no longer fit inside the pie pan, then such a size that he no longer fit in a three-gallon pickle jar. The woman who made her bed in the cellar was stubborn, she wanted to see Marigold mourn, so she dug a hole, four feet deep, in the cellar’s dirt floor. When she was finished, she padded the floor with rock salt and lowered the child into the hole. February was halfway over, the temperatures were still low, and the cold and the salt would preserve the child for a few days more – long enough to make the girl believe, long enough to make her miserable when he rotted.

			The woman who made her bed in the cellar did not always produce beautiful children, but this one was exquisite, a wet blood-colored salamander-like creature whose arteries worked like legs and whose eyes could see even in the depths of the cellar. In the womb of the earth he grew to three feet in length before he cried for release.

			The woman who made her bed in the cellar telephoned Marigold to announce the child’s birth, knowing at half-past five her husband would be home, knowing that Marigold herself would be away at one of a dozen equally useless ladies’ society meetings and thus unable to intercept the call.

			“Your son is crying for you,” said the woman who made her bed in the cellar, when a man answered.

			She laid the phone down, waiting to feel satisfied, instead feeling hungry.

			* * *

			Before they had been women who lived in the four-gabled house, they had been:

			A maiden aunt.

			A minister’s wife.

			A washed-up stage actress.

			A nurse.

			They did not resemble themselves anymore.

			* * *

			When Marigold came to the cellar, the woman who made her bed there had already left. The feather-stuffed duvet and frozen block of brie were gone; fourteen cups with shallow pools of Earl Grey in their bottoms remained. Marigold looked at each of the teacups, listened for her child’s cries, and felt reluctant to walk any closer to the dark end of the cellar.

			Upstairs, the women who made their beds in the four-gabled house were making dinner.

			Damp, rich sounds came from the dark end of the cellar and echoed off the brick walls until Marigold could not hear the banging of pots and pans upstairs, nor the record spinning on the player, nor even the sounds of the women’s voices.

			She was afraid, but she would not leave the cellar without a son. She took up the iron bar propped up against the wall – she did not think, “someone might have put this bar there”; she thought very little – and walked forward until her child leapt up from the grave where he was born, four feet tall, hungry, hissing wetly at his mother.

			Marigold swung the iron bar and struck the child in his moist, blood-colored forehead, then struck him again. She flew at him in such a fury that she did not stop to wonder what or who he was until he was already dead.

			“Bury him yourself,” said the woman who made her bed in the first gable when she heard. “Didn’t I already dig a suitable grave?”

			“Won’t you have some shepherd’s pie before you go back down there, dear?” said the woman who made her bed in the third gable.

			Buttered baguette slices, tin cups of milk, heaping cuts of pie: a good meal by ration standards, a good meal even by pre-war standards, and they had ruined it for her. The women smiled proudly at their visitor.

			“I suppose I might have a little,” Marigold said, polite in her fashionable hat, black blood drying on her hands.

			When all five plates were empty, the other women retired to their gables. The woman who made her bed in the third gable washed each plate, carefully, methodically, while her guest waited at the table.

			Then she said, “It hurt to lose that one, didn’t it, dear?”

			“Yes,” Marigold whispered. “It was my fault, this time.”

			“You’re ready now,” said the woman who made her bed in the third gable, “for the sort of child I could give you.”

			“I don’t know if I can bear the pain of another child,” said Marigold.

			“I know,” said the woman who made her bed in the third gable. She dried the final plate and wiped her hands clean on her apron, then made for the staircase. “Come along now, dear.”

			“Where are we going?” said Marigold.

			“The fifth gable,” said the woman who made her bed in the third gable of the four-gabled house. “We’ll need privacy.”

			Marigold’s husband waited at home for the arrival of their adopted son. Marigold could not leave empty-handed. Marigold was unaccustomed to wanting something that once lost could not be regained. She followed the woman who made her bed in the third gable.

			The fifth gable was smaller than the others, drafty, the walls windowless. A vase of dying gardenias rested on a small end table in the corner. The gardenias had been wilting for longer than Marigold had been alive, which comforted the woman who made her bed in the third gable.

			“Sit down,” the woman said, motioning to the armchair in the middle of the room. A thin layer of dust covered its seat and arms and high, narrow back. Marigold settled into the chair and held her crumpled hat in her lap like it was a small and ill-behaved dog.

			“Do you expect you’ll have to be tied down for this bit?” said the woman who made her bed in the third gable.

			“What are you going to do?” said Marigold.

			“Oh, I do very little, dear,” said the woman who made her bed in the third gable. “You said you wanted a child, any child, isn’t that right?”

			“Ye-es,” said Marigold, in a lilting voice that sounded more like no.

			The woman who made her bed in the third gable got to her knees and rested her clasped hands in Marigold’s lap, as if comforting, as if pleading. “Whatever else you do, dear, remember to blame yourself.”

			She rose to her feet and turned and left, locking the door from the outside.

			Inside the fifth gable of the four-gabled house, dampness became cold and dimness became darkness, and Marigold’s skin felt like wax beneath her fingers when she tried to rub her gooseflesh off.

			* * *

			The women who lived in the four-gabled house buried Marigold’s cellar child together, all but the woman who made her bed in the first gable, because she could not make herself look at the mangled body of the child she had made.

			“We should sing a hymn,” said the woman who made her bed in the second gable.

			“Why?” said the woman who made her bed in the fourth gable.

			“It’s conventional. She’d like that.”

			The women contemplated the idea of being conventional for a while. Their eyes lost focus as they studied the raised mound of earth with the cellar child inside.

			“He was such a fine boy,” said the woman who made her bed in the third gable. “But I’m glad she hurt him, I must admit.”

			The woman who made her bed in the third gable could only bear children in the womb of another woman’s suffering.

			* * *

			Marigold came from the fifth gable of the four-gabled house looking smaller, with hair like straw. The women had a luxurious breakfast prepared for her, butter on the toast and sugar for the coffee. Marigold stirred cream into her coffee with one hand and supported her squalling, red-faced child in the other.

			“A hideous creature,” said the woman who made her bed in the first gable, after Marigold and the child had gone. “No offense.”

			“None taken,” said the woman who made her bed in the third gable. “He wasn’t really mine. None of them have been.”

			“If you made me one, he would be different,” said the woman who made her bed in the first gable. “My hurt would be the furthest thing from hers, and the child who came from it would be strong and strange and proud.”

			“Perhaps in a few years,” said the woman who made her bed in the third gable. “You haven’t felt enough yet. I couldn’t be sure of the outcome if you hadn’t felt enough yet.”

			And the woman who made her bed in the first gable knew this to be true, having seen many dozens of the small dead fish-like things that came from half-felt suffering. She could not rush suffering, so she returned to her cellar and shut her door and set to work on her next child. This time, she thought, perhaps she would love them enough. Perhaps they would hurt her so deeply that she could at last ascend to the fifth gable and bear a child that would live. 

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			The Dream Woman

			Wilkie Collins
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			I

			I had not been settled much more than six weeks in my country practice when I was sent for to a neighboring town, to consult with the resident medical man there on a case of very dangerous illness. 

			My horse had come down with me at the end of a long ride the night before, and had hurt himself, luckily, much more than he had hurt his master. Being deprived of the animal’s services, I started for my destination by the coach (there were no railways at that time), and I hoped to get back again, toward the afternoon, in the same way. 

			After the consultation was over, I went to the principal inn of the town to wait for the coach. When it came up it was full inside and out. There was no resource left me but to get home as cheaply as I could by hiring a gig. The price asked for this accommodation struck me as being so extortionate, that I determined to look out for an inn of inferior pretensions, and to try if I could not make a better bargain with a less prosperous establishment. 

			I soon found a likely-looking house, dingy and quiet, with an old-fashioned sign, that had evidently not been repainted for many years past. The landlord, in this case, was not above making a small profit, and as soon as we came to terms he rang the yard-bell to order the gig. 

			“Has Robert not come back from that errand?” asked the landlord, appealing to the waiter who answered the bell. 

			“No, sir, he hasn’t.” 

			“Well, then, you must wake up Isaac.” 

			“Wake up Isaac!” I repeated; “that sounds rather odd. Do your ostlers go to bed in the daytime?” 

			“This one does,” said the landlord, smiling to himself in rather a strange way. 

			“And dreams too,” added the waiter; “I sha’n’t forget the turn it gave me the first time I heard him.” 

			“Never you mind about that,” retorted the proprietor; “you go and rouse Isaac up. The gentleman’s waiting for his gig.” 

			The landlord’s manner and the waiter’s manner expressed a great deal more than they either of them said. I began to suspect that I might be on the trace of something professionally interesting to me as a medical man, and I thought I should like to look at the ostler before the waiter awakened him. 

			“Stop a minute,” I interposed; “I have rather a fancy for seeing this man before you wake him up. I’m a doctor; and if this queer sleeping and dreaming of his comes from any thing wrong in his brain, I may be able to tell you what to do with him.” 

			“I rather think you will find his complaint past all doctoring, sir,” said the landlord; “but, if you would like to see him, you’re welcome, I’m sure.” 

			He led the way across a yard and down a passage to the stables, opened one of the doors, and, waiting outside himself, told me to look in. 

			I found myself in a two-stall stable. In one of the stalls a horse was munching his corn; in the other an old man was lying asleep on the litter. 

			I stooped and looked at him attentively. It was a withered, woe-begone face. The eyebrows were painfully contracted; the mouth was fast set, and drawn down at the corners. The hollow wrinkled cheeks, and the scantly grizzled hair, told their own tale of some past sorrow or suffering. He was drawing his breath convulsively when I first looked at him, and in a moment more he began to talk in his sleep. 

			“Wake up!” I heard him say, in a quick whisper, through his clenched teeth. “Wake up there! Murder!” 

			He moved one lean arm slowly till it rested over his throat, shuddered a little, and turned on his straw. Then the arm left his throat, the hand stretched itself out, and clutched at the side toward which he had turned, as if he fancied himself to be grasping at the edge of something. I saw his lips move, and bent lower over him. He was still talking in his sleep. 

			“Light gray eyes,” he murmured, “and a droop in the left eyelid; flaxen hair, with a gold-yellow streak in it – all right, mother – fair white arms, with a down on them – little lady’s hand, with a reddish look under the finger nails. The knife – always the cursed knife – first on one side, then on the other. Aha! You she-devil, where’s the knife?” 

			At the last word his voice rose, and he grew restless on a sudden. I saw him shudder on the straw; his withered face became distorted, and he threw up both his hands with a quick hysterical gasp. They struck against the bottom of the manger under which he lay, and the blow awakened him. I had just time to slip through the door and close it before his eyes were fairly open, and his senses his own again. 

			“Do you know anything about that man’s past life?” I said to the landlord. 

			“Yes, sir, I know pretty well all about it,” was the answer, “and an uncommon queer story it is. Most people don’t believe it. It’s true, though, for all that. Why, just look at him,” continued the landlord, opening the stable door again. “Poor devil! He’s so worn out with his restless nights that he’s dropped back into his sleep already.” 

			“Don’t wake him,” I said; “I’m in no hurry for the gig. Wait till the other man comes back from his errand; and, in the meantime, suppose I have some lunch and a bottle of sherry, and suppose you come and help me to get through it?” 

			The heart of mine host, as I had anticipated, warmed to me over his own wine. He soon became communicative on the subject of the man asleep in the stable, and by little and little I drew the whole story out of him. Extravagant and incredible as the events must appear to everybody, they are related here just as I heard them and just as they happened. 

			II

			Some years ago there lived in the suburbs of a large sea-port town on the west coast of England a man in humble circumstances, by name Isaac Scatchard. His means of subsistence were derived from any employment that he could get as an ostler, and occasionally, when times went well with him, from temporary engagements in service as stable-helper in private houses. Though a faithful, steady, and honest man, he got on badly in his calling. His ill luck was proverbial among his neighbors. He was always missing good opportunities by no fault of his own, and always living longest in service with amiable people who were not punctual payers of wages. ‘Unlucky Isaac’ was his nickname in his own neighborhood, and no one could say that he did not richly deserve it. 

			With far more than one man’s fair share of adversity to endure, Isaac had but one consolation to support him, and that was of the dreariest and most negative kind. He had no wife and children to increase his anxieties and add to the bitterness of his various failures in life. It might have been from mere insensibility, or it might have been from generous unwillingness to involve another in his own unlucky destiny; but the fact undoubtedly was, that he had arrived at the middle term of life without marrying, and, what is much more remarkable, without once exposing himself, from eighteen to eight-and-thirty, to the genial imputation of ever having had a sweetheart. 

			When he was out of service he lived alone with his widowed mother. Mrs. Scatchard was a woman above the average in her lowly station as to capacity and manners. She had seen better days, as the phrase is, but she never referred to them in the presence of curious visitors; and, though perfectly polite to everyone who approached her, never cultivated any intimacies among her neighbors. She contrived to provide, hardly enough, for her simple wants by doing rough work for the tailors, and always managed to keep a decent home for her son to return to whenever his ill luck drove him out helpless into the world. 

			One bleak autumn, when Isaac was getting on fast toward forty, and when he was, as usual, out of place through no fault of his own, he set forth from his mother’s cottage on a long walk inland to a gentleman’s seat where he had heard that a stable-help was required. 

			It wanted then but two days of his birthday; and Mrs. Scatchard, with her usual fondness, made the promise, before he started, that he would be back in time to keep that anniversary with her, in as festive a way as their poor means would allow. It was easy for him to comply with this request, even supposing he slept a night each way on the road. 

			He was to start from home on Monday morning, and, whether he got the new place or not, he was to be back for his birthday dinner on Wednesday at two o’clock. 

			Arriving at his destination too late on the Monday night to make application for the stable-helper’s place, he slept at the village inn, and in good time on the Tuesday morning presented himself at the gentleman’s house to fill the vacant situation. Here again his ill luck pursued him as inexorably as ever. The excellent written testimonials to his character which he was able to produce availed him nothing; his long walk had been taken in vain: only the day before the stable-helper’s place had been given to another man. 
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