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			Introduction

			The American Ghost Story: Reckoning with a Past That Won’t Die

			Ghosts have appeared in world literature for centuries, from unquiet shades wandering the dim lands of the dead in various world mythologies, to the spirit of Hamlet’s father, to the drawing-room apparitions of Henry James and Edith Wharton, to the wraiths floating through the modern tales of Stephen King and Shirley Jackson. In America, some of our greatest contemporary novelists have expanded the genre’s historical and cultural reach. Works like Toni Morrison’s Beloved and George Saunders’s Lincoln in the Bardo have reminded readers of the ghost story’s scope and potential. Why, though, does this kind of tale – often dismissed as a lesser kind of writing, a playground for hacks – continue to haunt our literary dreams? 

			Thousands of words have been written in trying to answer that question. Perhaps the most common conclusions: a) such narratives remind us that our actions have consequences, that we must reckon with the problems and mistakes in our past before we can move on; and b) ghost stories are just plain fun. They catalyze our musings on what might exist beyond death, even as they frighten us with dark possibilities. We shiver with equal parts fear and pleasure. 

			The terrifying idea that our past choices might create a literal or figurative specter that could hinder or even halt our progress toward a peaceful, productive future is perhaps more crucial than ever, especially in America. We are taught from birth to believe in American Exceptionalism: that the United States stands in for the Biblical ‘city on a hill,’ that we are the light of the world, that whatever we do must be right and good simply because we are the ones taking action. With this exceptionalist belief grow other foundational myths: that anyone can be and do anything if only the individual works hard enough (the American Dream); that the United States’s founding and expansion was divinely inspired (Manifest Destiny); that unspeakable crimes contributing to that founding and expansion were necessary evils (chattel slavery, genocide of Indigenous Peoples, gross exploitation of labor), and so on. Masked as patriotism, such a nationalist exceptionalism encourages Americans to dismiss the sins of the past – the very kind of dismissal on which ghost stories thrive. While we enjoy the way a good ghost story makes us tremble, we would do well to remember the genre’s cautionary nature. 

			And so, while we revel in Washington Irving’s surprisingly funny ‘The Legend of Sleepy Hollow,’ we cannot forget how its ghost, a headless Hessian, harkens back to the bloody wars that allowed for the formation and growth of places like the titular town. We must remember that, as entertaining as H.P. Lovecraft’s elder gods and spirits and creepy-crawlies are, they often stand in for the national or racial Other as forces that disrupt the lives of white males, and we must read those tales accordingly. We must keep in mind that a figurative haunting – a tale in which the ‘ghost’ is an individual or communal trauma, rather than a literal visitation from the realm beyond death – speaks to the necessity of confronting the past and subsequently healing. Works such as Nathaniel Hawthorne’s ‘The Minister’s Black Veil’ and Herman Melville’s ‘Bartleby the Scrivener’ imagine the terrible consequences when we fail to address our troubled history. Today more than ever, America is failing to reconcile the negative elements of its past with its national myths. It is still haunted by racism and sexism, by environmental disaster and class warfare. Until the nation deals with its past in an honest, holistic way, these entities will stalk its sleep.

			And so we have stories like Edith Wharton’s ‘Afterward,’ in which every stranger is a potential threat, perhaps echoing America’s complicated history with immigrants, or with difference in general. We have ‘A Ghost Story’ by Mark Twain, in which the spirit bumbles through its afterlife, haunting the wrong place because it cannot tell the difference between the real and the fake. This story might strike modern readers as particularly applicable to how we receive and interpret information in the age of ‘fake news.’ We have Henry James’s ‘The Real Thing,’ in which a once-prosperous couple must face the fact that, for some, image is more important than substance. 

			Other tales in this collection speak through history to our current moment. Given the mysterious plague and how so many people blithely continue to act as if they are in no danger, Edgar Allen Poe’s ‘The Masque of the Red Death’ remains strikingly prescient. Harriett Beecher Stowe’s ‘A Ghost in the Mill’ reminds us that our past misdeeds are never truly behind us because the past, as William Faulkner once said, isn’t really past. In other stories, the precise nature of our history remains unknowable; in Ambrose Bierce’s ‘The Spook House,’ the deaths of an entire family and the subsequent discovery of their bodies lead only to other inscrutable events. In a world, and a nation, where even a basic agreement on how we understand reality seems increasingly unlikely, we might be tempted to shut the door on our mysterious rooms and let the dead sleep. 

			The thing about ghosts, though, is that they will not let us forget. They demand our attention, our belief, our action. They embody the past even as they disrupt the present. They make us consider what kind of future we want and how we might achieve it. 

			Brett Riley

		

	
		
			The Spook House

			Ambrose Bierce

			On the road leading north from Manchester, in eastern Kentucky, to Booneville, twenty miles away, stood, in 1862, a wooden plantation house of a somewhat better quality than most of the dwellings in that region. The house was destroyed by fire in the year following – probably by some stragglers from the retreating column of General George W. Morgan, when he was driven from Cumberland Gap to the Ohio river by General Kirby Smith. At the time of its destruction, it had for four or five years been vacant. The fields about it were overgrown with brambles, the fences gone, even the few negro quarters, and out-houses generally, fallen partly into ruin by neglect and pillage; for the negroes and poor whites of the vicinity found in the building and fences an abundant supply of fuel, of which they availed themselves without hesitation, openly and by daylight. By daylight alone; after nightfall no human being except passing strangers ever went near the place.

			It was known as the “Spook House.” That it was tenanted by evil spirits, visible, audible and active, no one in all that region doubted any more than he doubted what he was told of Sundays by the traveling preacher. Its owner’s opinion of the matter was unknown; he and his family had disappeared one night and no trace of them had ever been found. They left everything – household goods, clothing, provisions, the horses in the stable, the cows in the field, the negroes in the quarters – all as it stood; nothing was missing – except a man, a woman, three girls, a boy and a babe! It was not altogether surprising that a plantation where seven human beings could be simultaneously effaced and nobody the wiser should be under some suspicion.

			One night in June, 1859, two citizens of Frankfort, Col. J. C. McArdle, a lawyer, and Judge Myron Veigh, of the State Militia, were driving from Booneville to Manchester. Their business was so important that they decided to push on, despite the darkness and the mutterings of an approaching storm, which eventually broke upon them just as they arrived opposite the “Spook House.” The lightning was so incessant that they easily found their way through the gateway and into a shed, where they hitched and unharnessed their team. They then went to the house, through the rain, and knocked at all the doors without getting any response. Attributing this to the continuous uproar of the thunder they pushed at one of the doors, which yielded. They entered without further ceremony and closed the door. That instant they were in darkness and silence. Not a gleam of the lightning’s unceasing blaze penetrated the windows or crevices; not a whisper of the awful tumult without reached them there. It was as if they had suddenly been stricken blind and deaf, and McArdle afterward said that for a moment he believed himself to have been killed by a stroke of lightning as he crossed the threshold. The rest of this adventure can as well be related in his own words, from the Frankfort Advocate of August 6, 1876:

			“When I had somewhat recovered from the dazing effect of the transition from uproar to silence, my first impulse was to reopen the door which I had closed, and from the knob of which I was not conscious of having removed my hand; I felt it distinctly, still in the clasp of my fingers. My notion was to ascertain by stepping again into the storm whether I had been deprived of sight and hearing. I turned the doorknob and pulled open the door. It led into another room!

			“This apartment was suffused with a faint greenish light, the source of which I could not determine, making everything distinctly visible, though nothing was sharply defined. Everything, I say, but in truth the only objects within the blank stone walls of that room were human corpses. In number they were perhaps eight or ten – it may well be understood that I did not truly count them. They were of different ages, or rather sizes, from infancy up, and of both sexes. All were prostrate on the floor, excepting one, apparently a young woman, who sat up, her back supported by an angle of the wall. A babe was clasped in the arms of another and older woman. A half-grown lad lay face downward across the legs of a full-bearded man. One or two were nearly naked, and the hand of a young girl held the fragment of a gown which she had torn open at the breast. The bodies were in various stages of decay, all greatly shrunken in face and figure. Some were but little more than skeletons.

			“While I stood stupefied with horror by this ghastly spectacle and still holding open the door, by some unaccountable perversity my attention was diverted from the shocking scene and concerned itself with trifles and details. Perhaps my mind, with an instinct of self-preservation, sought relief in matters which would relax its dangerous tension. Among other things, I observed that the door that I was holding open was of heavy iron plates, riveted. Equidistant from one another and from the top and bottom, three strong bolts protruded from the beveled edge. I turned the knob and they were retracted flush with the edge; released it, and they shot out. It was a spring lock. On the inside there was no knob, nor any kind of projection – a smooth surface of iron.

			“While noting these things with an interest and attention which it now astonishes me to recall I felt myself thrust aside, and Judge Veigh, whom in the intensity and vicissitudes of my feelings I had altogether forgotten, pushed by me into the room. ‘For God’s sake,’ I cried, ‘do not go in there! Let us get out of this dreadful place!’

			“He gave no heed to my entreaties, but (as fearless a gentleman as lived in all the South) walked quickly to the center of the room, knelt beside one of the bodies for a closer examination and tenderly raised its blackened and shriveled head in his hands. A strong disagreeable odor came through the doorway, completely overpowering me. My senses reeled; I felt myself falling, and in clutching at the edge of the door for support pushed it shut with a sharp click!

			“I remember no more: six weeks later I recovered my reason in a hotel at Manchester, whither I had been taken by strangers the next day. For all these weeks I had suffered from a nervous fever, attended with constant delirium. I had been found lying in the road several miles away from the house; but how I had escaped from it to get there I never knew. On recovery, or as soon as my physicians permitted me to talk, I inquired the fate of Judge Veigh, whom (to quiet me, as I now know) they represented as well and at home.

			“No one believed a word of my story, and who can wonder? And who can imagine my grief when, arriving at my home in Frankfort two months later, I learned that Judge Veigh had never been heard of since that night? I then regretted bitterly the pride which since the first few days after the recovery of my reason had forbidden me to repeat my discredited story and insist upon its truth.

			“With all that afterward occurred – the examination of the house; the failure to find any room corresponding to that which I have described; the attempt to have me adjudged insane, and my triumph over my accusers – the readers of the Advocate are familiar. After all these years I am still confident that excavations which I have neither the legal right to undertake nor the wealth to make would disclose the secret of the disappearance of my unhappy friend, and possibly of the former occupants and owners of the deserted and now destroyed house. I do not despair of yet bringing about such a search, and it is a source of deep grief to me that it has been delayed by the undeserved hostility and unwise incredulity of the family and friends of the late Judge Veigh.”

			Colonel McArdle died in Frankfort on the thirteenth day of December, in the year 1879.

		

	
		
			The Vacant Lot

			Mary E. Wilkins Freeman

			When it became generally known in Townsend Centre that the Townsends were going to move to the city, there was great excitement and dismay. For the Townsends to move was about equivalent to the town’s moving. The Townsend ancestors had founded the village a hundred years ago. The first Townsend had kept a wayside hostelry for man and beast, known as the ‘Sign of the Leopard’. The sign-board, on which the leopard was painted a bright blue, was still extant, and prominently so, being nailed over the present Townsend’s front door. This Townsend, by name David, kept the village store. There had been no tavern since the railroad was built through Townsend Centre in his father’s day. Therefore the family, being ousted by the march of progress from their chosen employment, took up with a general country store as being the next thing to a country tavern, the principal difference consisting in the fact that all the guests were transients, never requiring bedchambers, securing their rest on the tops of sugar and flour barrels and codfish boxes, and their refreshment from stray nibblings at the stock in trade, to the profitless deplenishment of raisins and loaf sugar and crackers and cheese.

			The flitting of the Townsends from the home of their ancestors was due to a sudden access of wealth from the death of a relative and the desire of Mrs. Townsend to secure better advantages for her son George, sixteen years old, in the way of education, and for her daughter Adrianna, ten years older, better matrimonial opportunities. However, this last inducement for leaving Townsend Centre was not openly stated, only ingeniously surmised by the neighbours.

			“Sarah Townsend don’t think there’s anybody in Townsend Centre fit for her Adrianna to marry, and so she’s goin’ to take her to Boston to see if she can’t pick up somebody there,” they said. Then they wondered what Abel Lyons would do. He had been a humble suitor for Adrianna for years, but her mother had not approved, and Adrianna, who was dutiful, had repulsed him delicately and rather sadly. He was the only lover whom she had ever had, and she felt sorry and grateful; she was a plain, awkward girl, and had a patient recognition of the fact.

			But her mother was ambitious, more so than her father, who was rather pugnaciously satisfied with what he had, and not easily disposed to change. However, he yielded to his wife and consented to sell out his business and purchase a house in Boston and move there.

			David Townsend was curiously unlike the line of ancestors from whom he had come. He had either retrograded or advanced, as one might look at it. His moral character was certainly better, but he had not the fiery spirit and eager grasp at advantage which had distinguished them. Indeed, the old Townsends, though prominent and respected as men of property and influence, had reputations not above suspicions. There was more than one dark whisper regarding them handed down from mother to son in the village, and especially was this true of the first Townsend, he who built the tavern bearing the Sign of the Blue Leopard. His portrait, a hideous effort of contemporary art, hung in the garret of David Townsend’s home. There was many a tale of wild roistering, if no worse, in that old roadhouse, and high stakes, and quarreling in cups, and blows, and money gotten in evil fashion, and the matter hushed up with a high hand for inquirers by the imperious Townsends who terrorized everybody. David Townsend terrorized nobody. He had gotten his little competence from his store by honest methods – the exchanging of sterling goods and true weights for country produce and country shillings. He was sober and reliable, with intense self-respect and a decided talent for the management of money. It was principally for this reason that he took great delight in his sudden wealth by legacy. He had thereby greater opportunities for the exercise of his native shrewdness in a bargain. This he evinced in his purchase of a house in Boston.

			One day in spring the old Townsend house was shut up, the Blue Leopard was taken carefully down from his lair over the front door, the family chattels were loaded on the train, and the Townsends departed. It was a sad and eventful day for Townsend Centre. A man from Barre had rented the store – David had decided at the last not to sell – and the old familiars congregated in melancholy fashion and talked over the situation. An enormous pride over their departed townsman became evident. They paraded him, flaunting him like a banner in the eyes of the new man. “David is awful smart,” they said; “there won’t nobody get the better of him in the city if he has lived in Townsend Centre all his life. He’s got his eyes open. Know what he paid for his house in Boston? Well, sir, that house cost twenty-five thousand dollars, and David he bought it for five. Yes, sir, he did.”

			“Must have been some out about it,” remarked the new man, scowling over his counter. He was beginning to feel his disparaging situation.

			“Not an out, sir. David he made sure on’t. Catch him gettin’ bit. Everythin’ was in apple-pie order, hot an’ cold water and all, and in one of the best locations of the city – real high-up street. David he said the rent in that street was never under a thousand. Yes, sir, David he got a bargain – five thousand dollars for a twenty-five-thousand-dollar house.”

			“Some out about it!” growled the new man over the counter.

			However, as his fellow townsmen and allies stated, there seemed to be no doubt about the desirableness of the city house which David Townsend had purchased and the fact that he had secured it for an absurdly low price. The whole family were at first suspicious. It was ascertained that the house had cost a round sum only a few years ago; it was in perfect repair; nothing whatever was amiss with plumbing, furnace, anything. There was not even a soap factory within smelling distance, as Mrs. Townsend had vaguely surmised. She was sure that she had heard of houses being undesirable for such reasons, but there was no soap factory. They all sniffed and peeked; when the first rainfall came they looked at the ceiling, confidently expecting to see dark spots where the leaks had commenced, but there were none. They were forced to confess that their suspicions were allayed, that the house was perfect, even overshadowed with the mystery of a lower price than it was worth. That, however, was an additional perfection in the opinion of the Townsends, who had their share of New England thrift. They had lived just one month in their new house, and were happy, although at times somewhat lonely from missing the society of Townsend Centre, when the trouble began. The Townsends, although they lived in a fine house in a genteel, almost fashionable, part of the city, were true to their antecedents and kept, as they had been accustomed, only one maid. She was the daughter of a farmer on the outskirts of their native village, was middle-aged, and had lived with them for the last ten years. One pleasant Monday morning she rose early and did the family washing before breakfast, which had been prepared by Mrs. Townsend and Adrianna, as was their habit on washing-days. The family were seated at the breakfast table in their basement dining-room, and this maid, whose name was Cordelia, was hanging out the clothes in the vacant lot. This vacant lot seemed a valuable one, being on a corner. It was rather singular that it had not been built upon. The Townsends had wondered at it and agreed that they would have preferred their own house to be there. They had, however, utilized it as far as possible with their innocent, rural disregard of property rights in unoccupied land.

			“We might just as well hang out our washing in that vacant lot,” Mrs. Townsend had told Cordelia the first Monday of their stay in the house. “Our little yard ain’t half big enough for all our clothes, and it is sunnier there, too.”

			So Cordelia had hung out the wash there for four Mondays, and this was the fifth. The breakfast was about half finished – they had reached the buckwheat cakes – when this maid came rushing into the dining-room and stood regarding them, speechless, with a countenance indicative of the utmost horror. She was deadly pale. Her hands, sodden with soapsuds, hung twitching at her sides in the folds of her calico gown; her very hair, which was light and sparse, seemed to bristle with fear. All the Townsends turned and looked at her. David and George rose with a half-defined idea of burglars.

			“Cordelia Battles, what is the matter?” cried Mrs. Townsend. Adrianna gasped for breath and turned as white as the maid. “What is the matter?” repeated Mrs. Townsend, but the maid was unable to speak. Mrs. Townsend, who could be peremptory, sprang up, ran to the frightened woman and shook her violently. “Cordelia Battles, you speak,” said she, “and not stand there staring that way, as if you were struck dumb! What is the matter with you?”

			Then Cordelia spoke in a fainting voice.

			“There’s – somebody else – hanging out clothes – in the vacant lot,” she gasped, and clutched at a chair for support.

			“Who?” cried Mrs. Townsend, rousing to indignation, for already she had assumed a proprietorship in the vacant lot. “Is it the folks in the next house? I’d like to know what right they have! We are next to that vacant lot.”

			“I– dunno – who it is,” gasped Cordelia. “Why, we’ve seen that girl next door go to mass every morning,” said Mrs. Townsend. “She’s got a fiery red head. Seems as if you might know her by this time, Cordelia.”

			“It ain’t that girl,” gasped Cordelia. Then she added in a horror-stricken voice, “I couldn’t see who ’twas.”

			They all stared.

			“Why couldn’t you see?” demanded her mistress. “Are you struck blind?”

			“No, ma’am.”

			“Then why couldn’t you see?”

			“All I could see was –” Cordelia hesitated, with an expression of the utmost horror.

			“Go on,” said Mrs. Townsend, impatiently.

			“All I could see was the shadow of somebody, very slim, hanging out the clothes, and –”

			“What?”

			“I could see the shadows of the things flappin’ on their line.”

			“You couldn’t see the clothes?”

			“Only the shadow on the ground.”

			“What kind of clothes were they?”

			“Queer,” replied Cordelia, with a shudder.

			“If I didn’t know you so well, I should think you had been drinking,” said Mrs. Townsend. “Now, Cordelia Battles, I’m going out in that vacant lot and see myself what you’re talking about.”

			“I can’t go,” gasped the woman.

			With that Mrs. Townsend and all the others, except Adrianna, who remained to tremble with the maid, sallied forth into the vacant lot. They had to go out the area gate into the street to reach it. It was nothing unusual in the way of vacant lots. One large poplar tree, the relic of the old forest which had once flourished there, twinkled in one corner; for the rest, it was overgrown with coarse weeds and a few dusty flowers. The Townsends stood just inside the rude board fence which divided the lot from the street and stared with wonder and horror, for Cordelia had told the truth. They all saw what she had described – the shadow of an exceedingly slim woman moving along the ground with up-stretched arms, the shadows of strange, nondescript garments flapping from a shadowy line, but when they looked up for the substance of the shadows nothing was to be seen except the clear, blue October air.

			“My goodness!” gasped Mrs. Townsend. Her face assumed a strange gathering of wrath in the midst of her terror. Suddenly she made a determined move forward, although her husband strove to hold her back.

			“You let me be,” said she. She moved forward. Then she recoiled and gave a loud shriek. “The wet sheet flapped in my face,” she cried. “Take me away, take me away!” Then she fainted. Between them they got her back to the house. “It was awful,” she moaned when she came to herself, with the family all around her where she lay on the dining-room floor. “Oh, David, what do you suppose it is?”

			“Nothing at all,” replied David Townsend stoutly. He was remarkable for courage and staunch belief in actualities. He was now denying to himself that he had seen anything unusual.

			“Oh, there was,” moaned his wife.

			“I saw something,” said George, in a sullen, boyish bass.

			The maid sobbed convulsively and so did Adrianna for sympathy.

			“We won’t talk any about it,” said David. “Here, Jane, you drink this hot tea – it will do you good; and Cordelia, you hang out the clothes in our own yard. George, you go and put up the line for her.”

			“The line is out there,” said George, with a jerk of his shoulder.

			“Are you afraid?”

			“No, I ain’t,” replied the boy resentfully, and went out with a pale face.

			After that Cordelia hung the Townsend wash in the yard of their own house, standing always with her back to the vacant lot. As for David Townsend, he spent a good deal of his time in the lot watching the shadows, but he came to no explanation, although he strove to satisfy himself with many.

			“I guess the shadows come from the smoke from our chimneys, or else the poplar tree,” he said.

			“Why do the shadows come on Monday mornings, and no other?” demanded his wife.

			David was silent.

			Very soon new mysteries arose. One day Cordelia rang the dinner-bell at their usual dinner hour, the same as in Townsend Centre, high noon, and the family assembled. With amazement Adrianna looked at the dishes on the table.

			“Why, that’s queer!” she said.

			“What’s queer?” asked her mother.

			Cordelia stopped short as she was about setting a tumbler of water beside a plate, and the water slopped over.

			“Why,” said Adrianna, her face paling, “I– thought there was boiled dinner. I– smelt cabbage cooking.”

			“I knew there would something else come up,” gasped Cordelia, leaning hard on the back of Adrianna’s chair.

			“What do you mean?” asked Mrs. Townsend sharply, but her own face began to assume the shocked pallour which it was so easy nowadays for all their faces to assume at the merest suggestion of anything out of the common.

			“I smelt cabbage cooking all the morning up in my room,” Adrianna said faintly, “and here’s codfish and potatoes for dinner.”

			The Townsends all looked at one another. David rose with an exclamation and rushed out of the room. The others waited tremblingly. When he came back his face was lowering.

			“What did you –” Mrs. Townsend asked hesitatingly.

			“There’s some smell of cabbage out there,” he admitted reluctantly. Then he looked at her with a challenge. “It comes from the next house,” he said. “Blows over our house.”

			“Our house is higher.”

			“I don’t care; you can never account for such things.”

			“Cordelia,” said Mrs. Townsend, “you go over to the next house and you ask if they’ve got cabbage for dinner.”

			Cordelia switched out of the room, her mouth set hard. She came back promptly.

			“Says they never have cabbage,” she announced with gloomy triumph and a conclusive glance at Mr. Townsend. “Their girl was real sassy.”

			“Oh, father, let’s move away; let’s sell the house,” cried Adrianna in a panic-stricken tone.

			“If you think I’m going to sell a house that I got as cheap as this one because we smell cabbage in a vacant lot, you’re mistaken,” replied David firmly.

			“It isn’t the cabbage alone,” said Mrs. Townsend.

			“And a few shadows,” added David. “I am tired of such nonsense. I thought you had more sense, Jane.”

			“One of the boys at school asked me if we lived in the house next to the vacant lot on Wells Street and whistled when I said ‘Yes,’” remarked George.

			“Let him whistle,” said Mr. Townsend.

			After a few hours the family, stimulated by Mr. Townsend’s calm, common sense, agreed that it was exceedingly foolish to be disturbed by a mysterious odour of cabbage. They even laughed at themselves.

			“I suppose we have got so nervous over those shadows hanging out clothes that we notice every little thing,” conceded Mrs. Townsend.

			“You will find out some day that that is no more to be regarded than the cabbage,” said her husband.

			“You can’t account for that wet sheet hitting my face,” said Mrs. Townsend, doubtfully.

			“You imagined it.”

			“I FELT it.”

			That afternoon things went on as usual in the household until nearly four o’clock. Adrianna went downtown to do some shopping. Mrs. Townsend sat sewing beside the bay window in her room, which was a front one in the third story. George had not got home. Mr. Townsend was writing a letter in the library. Cordelia was busy in the basement; the twilight, which was coming earlier and earlier every night, was beginning to gather, when suddenly there was a loud crash which shook the house from its foundations. Even the dishes on the sideboard rattled, and the glasses rang like bells. The pictures on the walls of Mrs. Townsend’s room swung out from the walls. But that was not all: every looking-glass in the house cracked simultaneously – as nearly as they could judge – from top to bottom, then shivered into fragments over the floors. Mrs. Townsend was too frightened to scream. She sat huddled in her chair, gasping for breath, her eyes, rolling from side to side in incredulous terror, turned toward the street. She saw a great black group of people crossing it just in front of the vacant lot. There was something inexpressibly strange and gloomy about this moving group; there was an effect of sweeping, wavings and foldings of sable draperies and gleams of deadly white faces; then they passed. She twisted her head to see, and they disappeared in the vacant lot. Mr. Townsend came hurrying into the room; he was pale, and looked at once angry and alarmed.

			“Did you fall?” he asked inconsequently, as if his wife, who was small, could have produced such a manifestation by a fall.

			“Oh, David, what is it?” whispered Mrs. Townsend.

			“Darned if I know!” said David.

			“Don’t swear. It’s too awful. Oh, see the looking-glass, David!”

			“I see it. The one over the library mantel is broken, too.”

			“Oh, it is a sign of death!”

			Cordelia’s feet were heard as she staggered on the stairs. She almost fell into the room. She reeled over to Mr. Townsend and clutched his arm. He cast a sidewise glance, half furious, half commiserating at her.

			“Well, what is it all about?” he asked.

			“I don’t know. What is it? Oh, what is it? The looking-glass in the kitchen is broken. All over the floor. Oh, oh! What is it?”

			“I don’t know any more than you do. I didn’t do it.”

			“Lookin’-glasses broken is a sign of death in the house,” said Cordelia. “If it’s me, I hope I’m ready; but I’d rather die than be so scared as I’ve been lately.”

			Mr. Townsend shook himself loose and eyed the two trembling women with gathering resolution.

			“Now, look here, both of you,” he said. “This is nonsense. You’ll die sure enough of fright if you keep on this way. I was a fool myself to be startled. Everything it is is an earthquake.”

			“Oh, David!” gasped his wife, not much reassured.

			“It is nothing but an earthquake,” persisted Mr. Townsend. “It acted just like that. Things always are broken on the walls, and the middle of the room isn’t affected. I’ve read about it.”

			Suddenly Mrs. Townsend gave a loud shriek and pointed.

			“How do you account for that,” she cried, “if it’s an earthquake? Oh, oh, oh!”

			She was on the verge of hysterics. Her husband held her firmly by the arm as his eyes followed the direction of her rigid pointing finger. Cordelia looked also, her eyes seeming converged to a bright point of fear. On the floor in front of the broken looking-glass lay a mass of black stuff in a grewsome long ridge.

			“It’s something you dropped there,” almost shouted Mr. Townsend.

			“It ain’t. Oh!”

			Mr. Townsend dropped his wife’s arm and took one stride toward the object. It was a very long crape veil. He lifted it, and it floated out from his arm as if imbued with electricity.

			“It’s yours,” he said to his wife.

			“Oh, David, I never had one. You know, oh, you know I– shouldn’t – unless you died. How came it there?”

			“I’m darned if I know,” said David, regarding it. He was deadly pale, but still resentful rather than afraid.

			“Don’t hold it; don’t!”

			“I’d like to know what in thunder all this means?” said David. He gave the thing an angry toss and it fell on the floor in exactly the same long heap as before.

			Cordelia began to weep with racking sobs. Mrs. Townsend reached out and caught her husband’s hand, clutching it hard with ice-cold fingers.

			“What’s got into this house, anyhow?” he growled.

			“You’ll have to sell it. Oh, David, we can’t live here.”

			“As for my selling a house I paid only five thousand for when it’s worth twenty-five, for any such nonsense as this, I won’t!”

			David gave one stride toward the black veil, but it rose from the floor and moved away before him across the room at exactly the same height as if suspended from a woman’s head. He pursued it, clutching vainly, all around the room, then he swung himself on his heel with an exclamation and the thing fell to the floor again in the long heap. Then were heard hurrying feet on the stairs and Adrianna burst into the room. She ran straight to her father and clutched his arm; she tried to speak, but she chattered unintelligibly; her face was blue. Her father shook her violently.

			“Adrianna, do have more sense!” he cried.

			“Oh, David, how can you talk so?” sobbed her mother.

			“I can’t help it. I’m mad!” said he with emphasis. “What has got into this house and you all, anyhow?”

			“What is it, Adrianna, poor child,” asked her mother. “Only look what has happened here.”

			“It’s an earthquake,” said her father staunchly; “nothing to be afraid of.”

			“How do you account for THAT?” said Mrs. Townsend in an awful voice, pointing to the veil.

			Adrianna did not look – she was too engrossed with her own terrors. She began to speak in a breathless voice.

			“I– was – coming – by the vacant lot,” she panted, “and – I– I– had my new hat in a paper bag and – a parcel of blue ribbon, and – I saw a crowd, an awful – oh! a whole crowd of people with white faces, as if – they were dressed all in black.”

			“Where are they now?”

			“I don’t know. Oh!” Adrianna sank gasping feebly into a chair.

			“Get her some water, David,” sobbed her mother.

			David rushed with an impatient exclamation out of the room and returned with a glass of water which he held to his daughter’s lips.

			“Here, drink this!” he said roughly.

			“Oh, David, how can you speak so?” sobbed his wife.

			“I can’t help it. I’m mad clean through,” said David.

			Then there was a hard bound upstairs, and George entered. He was very white, but he grinned at them with an appearance of unconcern.

			“Hullo!” he said in a shaking voice, which he tried to control. “What on earth’s to pay in that vacant lot now?”

			“Well, what is it?” demanded his father.

			“Oh, nothing, only – well, there are lights over it exactly as if there was a house there, just about where the windows would be. It looked as if you could walk right in, but when you look close there are those old dried-up weeds rattling away on the ground the same as ever. I looked at it and couldn’t believe my eyes. A woman saw it, too. She came along just as I did. She gave one look, then she screeched and ran. I waited for some one else, but nobody came.”

			Mr. Townsend rushed out of the room.

			“I daresay it’ll be gone when he gets there,” began George, then he stared round the room. “What’s to pay here?” he cried.

			“Oh, George, the whole house shook all at once, and all the looking-glasses broke,” wailed his mother, and Adrianna and Cordelia joined.

			George whistled with pale lips. Then Mr. Townsend entered.

			“Well,” asked George, “see anything?”

			“I don’t want to talk,” said his father. “I’ve stood just about enough.”

			“We’ve got to sell out and go back to Townsend Centre,” cried his wife in a wild voice. “Oh, David, say you’ll go back.”

			“I won’t go back for any such nonsense as this, and sell a twenty-five thousand dollar house for five thousand,” said he firmly.

			But that very night his resolution was shaken. The whole family watched together in the dining-room. They were all afraid to go to bed – that is, all except possibly Mr. Townsend. Mrs. Townsend declared firmly that she for one would leave that awful house and go back to Townsend Centre whether he came or not, unless they all stayed together and watched, and Mr. Townsend yielded. They chose the dining-room for the reason that it was nearer the street should they wish to make their egress hurriedly, and they took up their station around the dining-table on which Cordelia had placed a luncheon.

			“It looks exactly as if we were watching with a corpse,” she said in a horror-stricken whisper.

			“Hold your tongue if you can’t talk sense,” said Mr. Townsend.

			The dining-room was very large, finished in oak, with a dark blue paper above the wainscotting. The old sign of the tavern, the Blue Leopard, hung over the mantel-shelf. Mr. Townsend had insisted on hanging it there. He had a curious pride in it. The family sat together until after midnight and nothing unusual happened. Mrs. Townsend began to nod; Mr. Townsend read the paper ostentatiously. Adrianna and Cordelia stared with roving eyes about the room, then at each other as if comparing notes on terror. George had a book which he studied furtively. All at once Adrianna gave a startled exclamation and Cordelia echoed her. George whistled faintly. Mrs. Townsend awoke with a start and Mr. Townsend’s paper rattled to the floor.

			“Look!” gasped Adrianna.

			The sign of the Blue Leopard over the shelf glowed as if a lantern hung over it. The radiance was thrown from above. It grew brighter and brighter as they watched. The Blue Leopard seemed to crouch and spring with life. Then the door into the front hall opened – the outer door, which had been carefully locked. It squeaked and they all recognized it. They sat staring. Mr. Townsend was as transfixed as the rest. They heard the outer door shut, then the door into the room swung open and slowly that awful black group of people which they had seen in the afternoon entered. The Townsends with one accord rose and huddled together in a far corner; they all held to each other and stared. The people, their faces gleaming with a whiteness of death, their black robes waving and folding, crossed the room. They were a trifle above mortal height, or seemed so to the terrified eyes which saw them. They reached the mantel-shelf where the sign-board hung, then a black-draped long arm was seen to rise and make a motion, as if plying a knocker. Then the whole company passed out of sight, as if through the wall, and the room was as before. Mrs. Townsend was shaking in a nervous chill, Adrianna was almost fainting, Cordelia was in hysterics. David Townsend stood glaring in a curious way at the sign of the Blue Leopard. George stared at him with a look of horror. There was something in his father’s face which made him forget everything else. At last he touched his arm timidly.

			“Father,” he whispered.

			David turned and regarded him with a look of rage and fury, then his face cleared; he passed his hand over his forehead.

			“Good Lord! What DID come to me?” he muttered.

			“You looked like that awful picture of old Tom Townsend in the garret in Townsend Centre, father,” whimpered the boy, shuddering.

			“Should think I might look like ‘most any old cuss after such darned work as this,” growled David, but his face was white. “Go and pour out some hot tea for your mother,” he ordered the boy sharply. He himself shook Cordelia violently. “Stop such actions!” he shouted in her ears, and shook her again. “Ain’t you a church member?” he demanded; “what be you afraid of? You ain’t done nothin’ wrong, have ye?”

			Then Cordelia quoted Scripture in a burst of sobs and laughter.

			“Behold, I was shapen in iniquity; and in sin did my mother conceive me,” she cried out. “If I ain’t done wrong, mebbe them that’s come before me did, and when the Evil One and the Powers of Darkness is abroad I’m liable, I’m liable!” Then she laughed loud and long and shrill.

			“If you don’t hush up,” said David, but still with that white terror and horror on his own face, “I’ll bundle you out in that vacant lot whether or no. I mean it.”

			Then Cordelia was quiet, after one wild roll of her eyes at him. The colour was returning to Adrianna’s cheeks; her mother was drinking hot tea in spasmodic gulps.

			“It’s after midnight,” she gasped, “and I don’t believe they’ll come again tonight. Do you, David?”

			“No, I don’t,” said David conclusively.

			“Oh, David, we mustn’t stay another night in this awful house.”

			“We won’t. Tomorrow we’ll pack off bag and baggage to Townsend Centre, if it takes all the fire department to move us,” said David.

			Adrianna smiled in the midst of her terror. She thought of Abel Lyons.

			The next day Mr. Townsend went to the real estate agent who had sold him the house.

			“It’s no use,” he said, “I can’t stand it. Sell the house for what you can get. I’ll give it away rather than keep it.”

			Then he added a few strong words as to his opinion of parties who sold him such an establishment. But the agent pleaded innocent for the most part.

			“I’ll own I suspected something wrong when the owner, who pledged me to secrecy as to his name, told me to sell that place for what I could get, and did not limit me. I had never heard anything, but I began to suspect something was wrong. Then I made a few inquiries and found out that there was a rumour in the neighbourhood that there was something out of the usual about that vacant lot. I had wondered myself why it wasn’t built upon. There was a story about it’s being undertaken once, and the contract made, and the contractor dying; then another man took it and one of the workmen was killed on his way to dig the cellar, and the others struck. I didn’t pay much attention to it. I never believed much in that sort of thing anyhow, and then, too, I couldn’t find out that there had ever been anything wrong about the house itself, except as the people who had lived there were said to have seen and heard queer things in the vacant lot, so I thought you might be able to get along, especially as you didn’t look like a man who was timid, and the house was such a bargain as I never handled before. But this you tell me is beyond belief.”

			“Do you know the names of the people who formerly owned the vacant lot?” asked Mr. Townsend.

			“I don’t know for certain,” replied the agent, “for the original owners flourished long before your or my day, but I do know that the lot goes by the name of the old Gaston lot. What’s the matter? Are you ill?”

			“No; it is nothing,” replied Mr. Townsend. “Get what you can for the house; perhaps another family might not be as troubled as we have been.”

			“I hope you are not going to leave the city?” said the agent, urbanely.

			“I am going back to Townsend Centre as fast as steam can carry me after we get packed up and out of that cursed house,” replied Mr. David Townsend.

			He did not tell the agent nor any of his family what had caused him to start when told the name of the former owners of the lot. He remembered all at once the story of a ghastly murder which had taken place in the Blue Leopard. The victim’s name was Gaston and the murderer had never been discovered.
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