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Dedication

In loving remembrance of CELIA WASSERMAN SCHECHTER




HISTORICAL NOTE


In March 1834 the Philadelphia publishers Carey & Hart brought out A Narrative of the Life of David Crockett of the State of Tennessee, the only authorized autobiography of the legendary pioneer. The book—recounting Crockett’s colorful life from his early backwoods exploits to his political battles in the House of Representatives—became an immediate bestseller, transforming its author into a national celebrity, a homespun symbol of America’s rugged frontier spirit.

Shortly after the appearance of his life story, Crockett—a savvy self-promoter—embarked on a major publicity tour. Setting out from Washington, D.C., he travelled throughout the Northeast, attracting admiring crowds wherever he went. His itinerary included stops in Philadelphia, New York, Boston, and Baltimore.

For all its commercial success, Crockett’s autobiography did not win universal praise. A particularly scathing notice appeared in the Southern Literary Messenger—a distinguished magazine of the day—whose reviewer denounced the book for its “vulgarity.”

As it happened, the author of this pan was residing in Baltimore at the very time of Crockett’s visit. Living in financially straitened circumstances with his aunt, Maria Clemm, and her twelve-year-old daughter, Virginia, this brilliant young writer was struggling to establish himself as a literary figure. Before long his savagely critical reviews would win him a widespread reputation as the country’s most controversial critic—the “tomahawk man” of American letters.

His name was Edgar Allan Poe.
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CHAPTER 1

During the whole of a dull, dark, and dreary day, when the clouds hung oppressively low in the sky, I had been sitting alone in my chamber, poring over a medical treatise of singular interest and merit. Its author was the eminent Doctor M. Valdemar of Leipzig, whose earlier volume, The Recrudescence of Leprosy and Its Causation, had done much to divest that grave affliction of the aura of preternatural dread that has surrounded its sufferers throughout the ages. In one remarkable stroke, Valdemar had succeeded in elevating the study of this ancient scourge—so long steeped in primitive superstition—to the heights of pure science.

Valdemar’s latest treatise, which had so absorbed my attention throughout that dismal afternoon in the latter week of April, was offered in the same spirit of enlightened rationalism. Its subject was, if conceivable, even more repugnant to refined sensibilities than the bodily disfigurements produced by infectious leprosis. Indeed, it was a subject of such extreme morbidity that—even in the hands of one as averse to mere sensationalism as Valdemar—it resounded more of the ghastly themes of the Gothic than the concerns of medical philosophy.

The volume, prominently displayed in the window of a venerable bookseller on Lexington Street, had caught my eye a few days earlier. Even more than the name of its distinguished author, it was the ride of the book, gold-stamped on green leather, that had riveted my attention: Inhumation Before Death, and How It May Be Prevented. Here, indeed, was a matter worthy of the most rigorous scientific investigation. For of all the imagined terrors that vex the tranquillity of the human soul, surely none can parallel the contemplation of that awful eventuality to which Valdemar had addressed himself in his newest book. I mean, of course, the grim—the ghastly—the unspeakable—possibility of premature burial!

Personal affairs of more than usual urgency had delayed my perusal of this remarkable volume. At last, with sufficient time at my disposal, I had sequestered myself behind the closed door of my sanctum, where, by the sombre yellow light of my table lamp, I had devoted the better part of the day to the intense scrutiny of Valdemar’s treatise.

Applying the prodigious erudition that is the hallmark of his genius, Valdemar had produced a veritable encyclopedia of knowledge concerning this most awful of subjects. His chapter headings alone gave ample indication of the enormous breadth of his undertaking: “Cataleptic Sleep and Other Causes of Premature Burial,” “The Signs of Death,” “The Dangers of Hasty Embalmment” “Cremation as a Preventive of Premature Burial,” “Resuscitation from Apparent Death,” and “Suspended Animation after Small-Pox,” among many others. It is scarcely necessary to state that the wealth of useful—nay, indispensable—knowledge embodied in these pages more than justified the somewhat exorbitant cost of the volume.

Still, the all-compelling interest of the book did not derive solely, or even primarily, from the practical information it contained. Rather, it stemmed from the many documented cases Valdemar had assembled from medical reports throughout the world: the all-too-numerous instances of wretched fellow-creatures whose fate it had been to suffer the supreme torments of living interment. Indeed, though Valdemar’s prose style (in his scrupulous efforts to avoid any taint of the lurid) verged, at moments, on the dryly pedantic, the mere recitation of these cases was sufficiently chilling to provoke in the reader an empathic response of the highest intensity.

At least, so it proved with me.

One particular instance, cited from the Chirurgical Journal of London, had transfixed me with horror. This was the case of a young English gentleman who had fallen victim to an anomalous disorder—a cataleptic state of such profound immobility that even his physicians mistook it for death. Accordingly, he was placed in his coffin and consigned to the family plot. Some hours later, the sexton heard an unearthly gibbering issuing from the ground. The gravedigger was summoned; the casket uncovered; the lid prised open. Within the box lay the young man, cackling wildly, his black hair bleached completely white by fear!

When, by slow degrees, he recovered the power of speech, he described the agonies of his experience. Though seemingly insensate, he had retained his auditory faculties throughout his ordeal. Thus, he had listened—with an acuity born of absolute terror—to every sound that attended his intombment: the closing of the casket; the clatter of the hearse; the grieving of his loved ones; the sickening fall of shovelled soil upon his coffin lid. And yet, in consequence of his paralysis, he had been unable, by either sound or motion, to alert those around him to the extremity of his condition—until, set loose by his utter desperation, a torrent of maddened shrieks had vomited forth from the very pit of his fear-harrowed soul.

Something about this story so impressed itself upon my imagination that, as I sat there lost in contemplation, I gradually fell into a kind of waking reverie—or rather, nightmare. I lost track of time. My familiar surroundings—the small, shadowy chamber with its meagre furnishings and black-curtained window—appeared to dissolve. Darkness embraced me. I felt myself enveloped by the suffocating closeness of the grave.

No longer was I merely ruminating upon the agonies of premature burial; I was experiencing them as vividly as if my own still-living body had been laid, all unwittingly, in the tomb. I could feel, hear, and sense every particular of that dread calamity: the unendurable oppression of the lungs—the clinging of the death garments—the rigid embrace of the coffin—the methodical thudding of the gravedigger’s shovel—the unseen but palpable presence of the Conqueror Worm.

A scream of the purest anguish arose in my throat. I opened my terror-parched lips, praying that my cries would save me from the ineffable torments of my predicament.

Before I could summon this agonized yell (an act which would unquestionably have alarmed the entire neighborhood and occasioned me a great deal of embarrassment), a dim awareness of my true situation broke into my overwrought fancy. Suddenly, I realized that the noise I had mistaken for gravedigging was in reality the muffled thud of some unknown caller, pounding on the front door of my residence. Or rather, I should say, of the residence I shared with my beloved Aunt Maria and her angelic daughter, my darling little cousin Virginia.

I pulled out my pocket handkerchief and, with a deep groan of relief, wiped away the moisture that my all-too-vivid fantasy had wrung from my brow. Laying aside Valdemar’s treatise, I cocked an ear towards the front of the house. I could discern the distinctive tread of my sainted “Muddy” (for so, in tribute to her maternal devotion, I fondly referred to my aunt) as she hastened to answer the knocking. Dimly, I could hear her interrogative tone as she greeted the visitor.

An instant later, striding footsteps echoed in the corridor, succeeded by a sharp, determined rapping upon my chamber door.

Shaking off the horror which, even then, retained a lingering hold on my spirit, I bade the caller enter. My door swung in upon its hinges and a tall, broad-shouldered figure stood silhouetted within the frame. He posed there for a moment, critically surveying my quarters before delivering a statement of such stentorian quality that it smote upon my ears like the discharge of a cannon. The content of his remark was no less surprising than its volume.

“Well I’ll be jiggered if it ain’t as glum as a bear-cave in here,” he boomed.

So startling was this comment that, as if by reflex, I swivelled in my chair and parted the heavy curtains obscuring the window behind me. Owing to the lateness of the hour (which was rapidly approaching dinnertime), as well as the sullenness of the weather, only a modicum of daylight was admitted by my action. Still, this illumination, added to that of my table lamp, proved sufficient for me to take stock of my visitor.

He cut an imposing figure. Though his height fell several inches short of six feet, he appeared to be a man of nearly Herculean stature: an effect that was in large part due to his erect, indeed military, carriage, as well as to the exceptional span of his shoulders and chest. His full head of thick, black hair framed a visage of equally striking character. There was something in his features—the piercing blue eyes, hawklike nose, and prominent chin—that spoke of boundless interior strength and resolution. To this must be added a vague yet palpable air of natural bonhomie. Perhaps his most noticeable characteristic, however, was his robust complexion, which attested to a life of rugged outdoor pursuits.

This latter impression was heightened by his clothing; for though his garments were of the most presentable cut and fashion—high-collared coat, gray-striped pantaloons, stiff shirtfront and cerulean cravat—he seemed strangely constricted in this formal attire, as though he were more accustomed to the loose-fitting garb of the yeoman or hunter.

My inspection of this singular individual—who had yet to trouble himself with the nicety of an introduction—lasted no more than a few seconds. Determined to learn his identity without further delay, I parted my lips and made ready to speak. Before I could give voice to my question, however, he withdrew a folded sheet of paper from his side pocket and opened it with a flourish.

“I reckon I had best say why I’m here, for I see that you are set to bust like an airthquake with curiosity,” he declared in his unmistakable backwoods “drawl.” There was something strangely familiar in his manner of speech, as though I had heard his voice before. Where I had encountered it, however, remained a mystery, for it was indisputably the case that I had never laid eyes on him before.

“Mighty poor light in here for a feller to read by,” he muttered, turning his paper this way and that.

Focussing my attention on this item, I now perceived that it was a printed page which had been detached from a book or periodical. Its tattered right edge offered conspicuous proof that it had been carelessly—even violently—removed from its source.

Having finally settled on a position, my visitor began to read in a manner which suggested that, though not entirely foreign to him, this activity was by no means habitual. His halting pronunciation, however, in no way impeded the forcefulness of his delivery, which was enlivened by his colorful interjections.

“‘—Moreover, we find this work cens … cens-u-rable’—consarn it, but that’s a jawbreaker!—‘for the frequent vulgarity of its language—’”

As I sat there listening, my bemusement at his performance rapidly turned into astonishment, for it did not take me long to recognize that he was reading from a work of my own!—a review that I had lately contributed to Mr. Thomas White’s enterprising new journal, the Southern Literary Messenger.

A realization began to dawn within me. At that moment, however, I was distracted from my thoughts by a lively commotion outside my window, as though from a congregation of chattering schoolboys. Though their words were indistinct, there was no mistaking their tone of excited incredulity.

In the meantime, my visitor continued with his reading. “’If the author wishes to make himself a laughingstock, that is his affair. We see no reason, however, why the public should support him in this undertaking, and we would regard ourselves as remiss if we did not warn the unwary away from such fiddle-faddle.’”

With this sharp, though by no means undeserved, admonition, my review ended—and with it the stranger’s recitation. Looking up from the page, he crushed it into a ball and dropped it unceremoniously onto my writing table.

“Well, sir,” he said, placing his hands upon his hips and regarding me with a challenging air. “I don’t suppose you’ll deny that them disfavorable words was written by you.”

“I would not under any circumstances disavow my opinions,” I coolly replied. “I do, however, insist that you offer an explanation for this remarkable intrusion.”

“Why, if you ain’t figgered that out yet, I don’t suppose you’re as all-fired smart as your fancy speechifyin’ would have folks believe.”

This retort so piqued my anger that—in spite of his superior physique (to say nothing of the debilitating influence which Valdemar’s study had exerted on my overstrung nerves)—I half rose from my seat, prepared to forcibly eject the impudent stranger from my chamber.

At that very instant, however, I heard the patter of approaching feet. Suddenly a tiny figure burst into the room. I recognized him at once as Jimmy Johnston, the youngest son of the merchant whose family occupied the residence adjacent to my own. In his wake followed a half-dozen of his playmates. They crowded into the doorway while little Jimmy gazed upward, his expression suffused with such undisguised wonder that he might have been beholding one of Nature’s marvels: the snowcapped peaks of the mighty Rocky Mountains, for example, or the roaring cataracts of Niagara.

“Is it … is it really you?” the awestruck boy finally managed to stutter.

Emitting a laugh that seemed to originate in the depths of his capacious chest, the stranger leaned down and placed a hand on the shoulder of the gaping lad.

“Right you are, young ’un. I’ll be shot if you ain’t a dang sight quicker than some other folks hereabouts.”

Drawing himself up to his full height, he threw his head back and exclaimed, “I am Colonel David Crockett for a fact. Half-horse, half-alligator, with a little touch of the snapping turtle thrown in. I can shoot straighter, run faster, dive deeper, fight harder—and write better—than any man in the whole country.”

Then, turning his gaze directly at me, he grinned with a ferocious glee. “And I’m here to skin the infernal hide off’n any lowdown cricket who claims different.”


CHAPTER 2

A tense hush—similar to those intervals of electrical stillness that separate the resoundings of a thunderstorm—fell upon the room. Though only of the briefest duration, it afforded me a moment to muster my thoughts.

That the figure looming before me was indeed the celebrated Colonel Crodkett was a fact I had already surmised. Who other than this personage would have taken such evident offense at my critique of his published memoir?—a book almost entirely devoid of either literary merit or narrative interest. A tiresome chronicle of Crockett’s feats as hunter, fighter, and frontier orator, this volume conveyed an impression of its author as little more than an unlettered ruffian, whose proudest achievement was the slaughter of four dozen members of the species Ursus americanus in a single month.

And yet, the defects of this book had by no means diminished its appeal to the vast and vulgar reading public. Thus, Crockett’s autobiography was to be found in quantity among the stock of every bookseller in the country, while works of infinitely greater value languished in total obscurity—a circumstance that could hardly fail to chafe at the heart of any serious writer compelled to pursue his high calling under harsh pecuniary conditions.

I hasten to add that, while my own situation was badly straitened, I had in no way permitted personal sentiment to color my opinions. Adhering to the most rigorous standards, my review had been utterly untainted with those envious feelings to which a less objective critic may have naturally succumbed.

At all events, it was not the unwarranted success of Crockett’s book which now engaged my attention but rather the derisive remark which its author had just directed at me. By implication at least, he had likened me to a common insect—a “lowdown cricket,” in his quaint phraseology. This gibe, I immediately saw, was a somewhat comical linguistic corruption—though whether a deliberate pun or a crude mispronunciation I would not have ventured to say.

Sitting erect in my chair, I unblinkingly met Crockett’s impudent gaze. “I see that you have taken umbrage at my assessment of your autobiographical narrative, Colonel Crockett,” said I. “That, I suppose, is the natural response of any writer whose efforts fail to elicit the esteem of those who render judgment. If the purpose of your visit is to discover the aesthetic principles upon which my opinion was based, I will be happy to accommodate you.”

Here I paused briefly so as to emphasize my point. “On my part, however, I must first demand that you explain your characterization of me as a cricket, a creature only slightly removed in unsightliness from that most odious of pests, the domestic cockroach. Perhaps, as I suspect, you intended to say critic?”

My visitor’s brow wrinkled in evident befuddlement as I spoke. When I had finished, he puckered his lips and exhaled a soundless whistle.

“I’ll be hanged if you don’t sound like a gilt-edged, hand-tooled, seven-dollar Friendship’s Offering,” he said. “Just listenin’ to you spout off makes a feller’s brain feel as wrung out as yesterday’s laundry. As for me, I may not know all them highfalutin’ words, but I say what I mean. Call yerself a critic if you like, but to my way o’ thinkin’, you and your kind is nothin’ but a bunch o’ varminous crickets—useless little critters that ain’t got nothin’ better to do than pester other folks with a lot of bothersome noise.”

This insult, unendurable in itself, was rendered even more galling by the burst of hilarity it elicited from Crockett’s juvenile admirers. Indignation flared within my breast. I arose from my chair, stepped to the front of my writing table, and stationed myself directly before the audacious frontiersman. Standing in such close proximity to him, I was struck anew by the aura of raw physical power which seemed to emanate from his person like an effusion of eau de cologne. Drawing myself up to my full height, I addressed him thusly:

“Perhaps the contemplative surroundings in which you presently find me have created the impression of a nature unsuited to manly exertions. If so, you have badly misjudged me. I am the proud offshoot of a race long-steeped in military traditions. The Marquis de Lafayette himself paid public homage to the heroic service performed by my grandfather, General David Poe, in the cause of American freedom. As for myself, my records in the United States Army and the military academy at West Point stand as eloquent testimony to my mettle. While it is true that pugnacity is somewhat foreign to my temperament, I will not shun a fight when my honor is involved. Indeed, I may say of myself, as the Immortal Bard has the melancholy Dane say, that ‘though I am not splenetive and rash, yet have I something in me dangerous which let thy wisdom fear!’”

This salvo produced a most remarkable effect upon Crockett, whose eyes appeared to acquire a dull glaze as I spoke, as if the sheer force of my oratory had staggered him. He looked at me open-mouthed for a long moment before shaking his head and replying: “I don’t reckon I know of no immortal bird nor any melancholy dame. Here’s what I do know, Cricket. Someone saw that review of yourn and sent it to me in an envelope. Whoever done it was too yaller to set down his name, but I got my suspicions.

“Now, you may not know it, shut away here in this hen-coop of yourn, but I got me a passel o’ inimies in the guv’ment these days who’re jest lookin’ for any way to make me look foolish. The Great Man hisself is tryin’ to see to it that I don’t get re-elected on account of he can’t bring me to heel, try as he might. But Davy Crockett is no man’s man ’cept his own. I will never fetch and carry at the whistle of Andy Jackson nor anyone else.

“Now, that there review of yourn is just the sort o’ shot-and-powder my inimies are hopin’ will bring me down. Callin’ me a buffoon and an ignoramus and whatnot. So here’s what I got to say to you, Crickett: You speak prime, all right. Why, when it comes to dealin’ words, I can’t cut and shuffle with you nohow. But that book of mine is as true and honest as I knowed how to make it. It may be poor on grammar and spellin’. But while you was learnin’ how to dot your i’s and cross your t’s, I was fighting injuns in the Creek War alongside Ol’ Hickory hisself, afore he got so all-fired high and mighty.”

The sincerity of this utterance could not be doubted, though its point had so far eluded me, I propounded to Crockett the question of why he had troubled to seek me out.

“Why, that’s as plain as the curls on a buffalo’s hide,” he replied. “I expect you to write out an apology and see that it gets printed in that high-toned magazine.”

“Impossible!” I cried. “Your request would compel me to violate the most sacred principles of my profession. The critic, like the poet, must set aside every consideration other than an absolute and unwavering fidelity to the immutable laws of artistic truth.”

“Dang your hide, Cricket!” Crockett exclaimed. “Can’t you never say a straight word?”

“Here is my word, Colonel Crockett. I cannot—will not—do as you request.”

Crockett’s cheeks ballooned outward. He blew out a long sigh, shrugged his massive shoulders, and said: “Then I don’t suppose there’s no way around it. You and me must fight, Cricket.”

At this pronouncement, a joyous exclamation arose from Crockett’s juvenile audience as if from a single throat. “Fight!” they cried. “Mr. Poe and Davy Crockett are going to have a fight!”

Patting the air with both hands, Crockett silenced the boys. “No, no, young ’uns. I don’t mean to tussle with a man in his own home. That ain’t Davy Crockett’s style.”

Turning his intense gaze back at me, he said, “Cricket, I’m givin’ you ’til tomorrow morning to chaw on this matter. You’ll find me stayin’ at Mrs. Macready’s boardin’ house over yonder on Howard Street. I’ll expect to see you there afore breakfast time with your answer. It’s either an apology or an old-fashioned knock-down-and-drag-out fight atween you ’n’ me.”

Thus far I had tolerated Crockett’s brazen behavior out of that ingrained sense of courtesy endemic to the well-bred Southerner. To be so insultingly addressed within the precincts of my own dwelling place, however, was a provocation I could no longer endure. Throwing back my shoulders, I replied to Crockett’s bullying ultimatum with the only answer it deserved: I screwed my lips into a withering sneer.

Pretending to ignore me, Crockett reached inside his vest pocket and consulted his timepiece, “By crackers! If I don’t high-tail it out of here, I’m goin’ to miss that supper that the young Whigs is throwin’ me over to Barnum’s Hotel.”

“But Davy,” a childish voice protested. It was that of little Jimmy Johnston. “You ain’t told us none of your adventures.”

Crockett emitted an indulgent chuckle. “Tell you what, lad. Why don’t you and the rest of your chums stroll with me for a spell and I’ll treat you to a by-gum slam-whanger of a story.”

“Hurray!” came the answering shout.

“Let me see now,” Crockett commenced, stroking his clean-shaven chin. “You boys ever hear ’bout the time I saved the whole livin’ airth from scorchifyin’ destruction by wringin’ the tail off of Halley’s comet?”

He cast me a farewell look that seemed to say, “I will see you in the morning, Mr. Cricket.” Then, with his small band of rapt listeners in tow, he swivelled on his heels and departed through my wide-flung chamber door.


CHAPTER 3

Sleep failed to descend upon me that night. Still brooding upon Crockett’s ultimatum and the insufferable manner of its delivery, I lay awake in the gloom of my bedchamber, listening to the tempest which raged beyond the walls of my abode. The dense clouds which had darkened the heavens all day had let loose their fury at nightfall. In the intensity of its violence, the storm appeared to be the visible expression of my own inner turbulence, as if to confirm the philosophy of those so-called Transcendental thinkers, who regard the multifarious phenomena of Nature as the outward manifestation of the human soul.

That Crockett and I must come to blows was certain. The effrontery of his demand, to say nothing of the impertinence of his manner, precluded a less sanguinary resolution of our differences. It should not be supposed, however, that the agitations of my spirit were occasioned by mere personal concern—no, not though the prospect of hand-to-hand battle with a notorious frontier “brawler” was intrinsically daunting. The savagery of the backwoods combatant is both well known and widely deplored. Disdaining the rules of fair play which govern les affaires d’honneur in all civilized nations, these ruffians will, in the fury of battle, resort to the most barbaric tricks, not excluding eye-gouging, nose-biting, and other acts of bodily and facial mutilation. I myself once witnessed a bloody “free-for-all” between two burly Kentuckians which left the forearm of one contestant so savagely bitten that a surgeon was required to perform an immediate amputation.

That Crockett was capable of such bloodthirsty conduct was a matter not merely of public record but of positive pride to him. His autobiographical narrative was replete with accounts of his violent exploits. Here was a being who measured his worldly accomplishments in terms of slaughtered bears, slain “wildcats,” and scalped Indians, and whose favorite rifle was so dear to his heart that he had bestowed upon it the fond, feminine cognomen of “Betsy.”

Still, for all his backwoods braggadocio, I was not unduly alarmed at the idea of engaging with Crockett, who had, after all, passed a considerable portion of his recent life in the refining atmosphere of our nation’s political capital—a milieu which had undoubtedly exerted a somewhat softening influence upon his native ferocity.

Moreover, despite our disparate sizes, I felt confident in my ability to contest with even so formidable an opponent as Crockett. Like all men of talent (I will not call it genius, for such a designation, however accurate, must be left for others to apply), I have always provoked the envy of lesser mortals, who have vented their resentment in frequent libelous attacks upon my character. As those who truly know my character will attest, I have never permitted such insults to go unpunished, no matter how powerful the foe. I have thus been compelled on repeated occasions to deploy my pugilistic skills in the service of my Honor and bestow upon some blackguard the chastisement of a well-deserved drubbing.

No. It was not, as I have stated, a craven fear of personal injury that so preyed upon my spirit as to render sleep an impossibility—cowardice being as foreign to my nature as pusillanimity is to the panther’s. Rather, it was my ardent solicitude for those two beloved creatures most precious to my heart: my ever-devoted “Muddy” and her darling daughter, Virginia. Cognizant of the degree to which their felicity depended upon my own well-being, I could not fail to suffer the sharpest pangs of apprehension at the prospect of occasioning them so much dismay. The very mention of my impending encounter with Crockett would be sufficient, I knew, to induce within their bosoms the gravest tremors of alarm. And yet to withhold the truth seemed equally deplorable, given the holy atmosphere of uttermost trust and intimacy within which our three commingled souls abided. To confess or to prevaricate—this was the dilemma which had driven my thoughts into a tumult of agonized irresolution.

Thus the dreary hours dragged by—oh, at what a torturous pacel!—while, before my weary eyes, a radiant vision materialized in the tomb-like darkness of my bedchamber. The luminous apparition of my loved ones shimmered in the all-pervading gloom with the distinct and vivid brilliance of an opium-dream. I gazed upon the plain yet pleasing countenance of my Aunty Maria, whom—even more than the sweet, long-departed being who first gave me life—I adored as my own truest mother. Alongside that humble visage drifted the gentle lineaments of my dear little cousin Virginia, towards whom I felt all the fervor of devotion that a brother might direct towards his own darling sister. Indeed, the intensity of my feeling for this ethereal creature was such that I could not conceive of a life bereft of her heavenly presence. Thus, I was determined to bind her even more enduringly to my heart through the sacred knot of matrimony. Practical considerations, however, necessitated a temporary deferral of this plan, since—having only recently commemorated the twelfth anniversary of her birth—she had yet to arrive at that age which, from time immemorial, has signified the threshold of nubility.

As I sat erect upon my bed, contemplating the lifelike phantasma that swam so thrillingly before my sleepless eyes, a subtle yet marked transformation began to overtake the features of my angelic Virginia. Gradually, and yet with a grim ineluctability, the vibrant hue of her faultless skin was replaced with a wan and lurid tincture. Her lips, so ripe with the first bloomings of youth, became withered and drawn—her plump cheeks grew waxy and sunken—and a lustreless pall overspread her large, liquid eyes—those cerulean orbs that, only moments before, had shone with the pure light of heaven. My own eyes widened to their fullest extent. I gaped—with what unspeakable horror I can scarcely convey—at the dread metamorphosis taking place before me as the glorious vision of my beloved Virginia—my cousin, soul-sister, and intended bride—was inexorably transfigured into the hideous spectre of a pale and ghastly corpse!

A quivering moan filled my ears, as dire as the lamentation of a lost, tormented soul. I stared about wildly, seeking the source of this fearful sound, before realizing that it had issued from my own tremulous lips. In that interval, the cadaverous vision flickered like a guttering candle-flame—then vanished as though snuffed by the damp night-draft that whispered through the apertures of my window frame.

My racing heart grew calmer by degrees as I pondered on the grim apparition that had visited me. What did it portend? Only a single interpretation presented itself. I would not—could not—reveal my coming encounter to my loved ones. The knowledge that I was to expose myself to the threat of physical danger would smite their dear hearts like a death-blow. I must face my trial alone.

Rising hurriedly from my bed, I groped my way into my study and seated myself at my writing table. Within my chest I felt the sudden swelling of that profound, poetical sentiment that can only be likened to the feeling of the paramour whose beloved has recently perished in the excruciating throes of consumption (for what occurence can inspire such solemn yet lyrical emotions as the tragic death of a beautiful young woman?). Illuminating my oil lamp, I took quill in hand and gave vent to my overbrimming passions in a song whose fervent tones accurately reflected the adoration I harbored for my darling Virginia. The verses, to which I afterwards prefixed the title “To My Darling Sissy?” ran thus:

When, at the blessed hour of your birth,
The seraphs came with wings full-pluméd
To place your soul upon the earth,
As did those Kings their gifts perfuméd
Deliver to that humble manger—
So has your love made me a stranger
To terror and to loneliness.
And for that gift I thee do bless.

Now is my heart with love so laden
That it would sacrifice its life
If you, who, though still child-maiden,
Refused to join with me as wife—
Though I must wait with patient mien
Until your years have reached thirteen,
Which age (pace the superstitious)
Shall bring my heart the joy it wishes.

Your hyacinth hair and liquid eyes
Possess my heart and haunt my dreams.
Your face becalms me when I rise
From nightmares that evoke my screams.

And thus our lives are intertwined
Like heart-veins dark-incarnadined.
You shall be bride—I shall be groom—
Until Death seals us in the tomb.

By the time this composition was completed, the tempest had abated. Night had given way to dawn, and the first watery rays of daylight were leaking through the translucent panes of my window. Returning to my bedchamber, I made my way to the washstand and, after performing my ritual ablutions, dressed in my customary garb—black frockcoat, black waistcoat, black trousers, black cravat.

Regarding my face in my shaving-glass, I took note of the doleful alterations which that dreary night of disquietude had wrought upon my features. Suffusing my complexion was a dull yet distinctly unwholesome pallor. Dark lines extended downward from my nostrils, past the corners of my mouth, to the border of my chin. Beneath each of my eyes depended a large, fleshy pouch whose livid tint appeared all the more striking in contrast to the singularly anaemic coloration of my skin. My eyes themselves possessed an anomalous tincture, the pale orbs mottled by a fine, crimson webwork of ruptured capillaries.

Notwithstanding these signs of bodily fatigue and excessive—even morbid—cerebration, there could be seen in the cast of my features—in the set of my Ups and the expression emanating from my eyes—a marked constancy of purpose. Such a look could not fail to impress my opponent with the realization that he was facing no commonplace foe, but rather a being possessed of the same unyielding spirit displayed, in ancient times, when David defeated the Philistine champion Goliath, or when Leonidas, warrior-king of the Spartans, made his celebrated stand at Thermopylae.

Emerging from my bedchamber, I could hear, issuing from our little kitchen, the comforting sounds of my tireless Muddy, who arose at every daybreak to attend, with religious regularity, to her matinal chores. A welcoming warmth radiated from the cooking stove upon whose surface stood a pan of simmering water. Approaching Muddy from behind, I clutched her fondly by the shoulders, at which gesture she gave a little jump and emitted a sharp gasp.

“Oh, Eddie,” she said, turning to face me, one hand clutching at the bosom of her housedress. “You gave me quite a start.”

“Where is Virginia?” I inquired after planting a filial kiss upon my aunt’s ruddy cheek.

“Still abed.”

“She sleeps like the dead,” I remarked with a heartfelt sigh. “It is the repose of the innocent.”

Muddy’s broad brow wrinkled as she inspected my countenance. “My gracious, Eddie, but you do look peaked. Another bad night?”

I acknowledged the accuracy of her observation with a melancholy nod. “Slumber—that blessed but fickle benefactress—withheld her sweet nepenthe from my soul.”

She regarded me for a long moment before inquiring, “Do I take that to mean ‘yes’?”

“That is, indeed, the signification I intended.”

She patted my cheek. “Poor, troubled boy,” she commiserated. “I cannot help but believe that you would sleep more soundly if you spent less time locked up in that stuffy room, brooding on death and premature burial and whatnot. Perhaps you should try writing something … cheerier. Why, look at that delightful poem by Mr. Longfellow, ‘The Village Smithy.’ Surely you could compose something equally charming if you would only put your mind to it.”

The earnest, if misguided, simplicity of my dear, well-meaning Muddy elicited from my lips a soft, indulgent laugh—whose tone, however, was not untinged with a rueful awareness that the man of creative genius must ever be misunderstood, even by those most sympathetic to his strivings.

“Oh Muddy!” I exclaimed. “Can I not make you see? The true artist must endeavor to give shape to the teeming phantasmagoria of the soul—to those swirling shapes and shrouded forms that spring, like a hideous throng of netherworld-demons, from the dark inner reaches of his own harrowed heart and anguished brain!”

Muddy’s eyes blinked several times as she stared at me wordlessly. “Perhaps a nice cup of tea might help,” she said at last.

As I sat at our table, imbibing the fragrant brew which Muddy had dispensed, my vitals felt suffused with an invigorating heat, as though the fire which burned in the belly of the cookstove now blazed within the depths of my own bowels.

Draining my cup, I sprang from the seat and clutched Muddy to my breast. “I must depart on a matter of the utmost urgency,” I cried “Your potion has inflamed me to the core.”

“Oh my,” she replied, placing the fingertips of one hand to her lips. “Perhaps you should have allowed it to cool.”

Her dear miscomprehension brought a burst of hilarity from my throat. Striding across the kitchen, I paused at the doorway and faced her. “I cannot state for a certainty at which hour I will return,” I exclaimed. “But rest assured that, when next you behold me, I will have acquitted myself in a manner befitting a Poe!”

“Don’t forget your hat, dear,” replied the ever-devoted woman. “We may be in for some more weather.”

And indeed, though the rains had abated, the sky remained shrouded in gray. Grim, leaden clouds seemed to press down upon the very rooftops of the city. In contrast to the previous evening, however, the unrelieved gloom of the atmosphere found no inner counterpart in my own spiritual condition. Perhaps it was due to the warming aftereffects of Muddy’s salubrious beverage, or perhaps it was a consequence of her own inspiriting love. I could not say. It was nevertheless the case that I felt infused with a fiery determination—prepared to teach the vaunting Crockett a lesson in etiquette that would not, at any time soon, fade from his consciousness.

Alas, this buoyant mood was not destined to persist. For as I strode along the puddled street, a shrill, unearthly yowl sent shivers of terror coursing through every fibre of my being. I froze in mid-stride, paralyzed with fright. At that instant, a feline of the tomcat variety flung itself from the gap between the two houses on my right. Its coat was of the blackest midnight hue—and as it darted specter-like across my intended path, my heart quailed—and quavered—and sickened—from a sudden violent spasm of superstitious dread!


CHAPTER 4

The establishment at which Crockett was lodging was operated by Mrs. Elmira Macready, an elderly widow known to me solely by name—although her deceased husband had been a personage of such lofty repute in our city that, without ever having set eyes upon him, I knew something of his remarkable history. One of Baltimore’s most prosperous merchants, Junius Macready was renowned not merely for the magnitude of his fortune but for the singularly enlightened uses to which he had applied it. Entirely free of the philistinism so characteristic of his class, he had been a lifelong devotee of the arts, whose passionate dedication to the elevation of public taste was reflected in his repeated deeds of munificent yet unobtrusive patronage.

In his later years, however, this worthy gentleman had suffered business reversals of such awful severity that they had cost him the bulk of his fortune. The blow proved equally calamitous to his health, and he had died within months of his financial ruin, leaving his elderly widow in sadly degraded circumstances. Compelled to divest herself of virtually all of her worldly possessions—not excluding the stately manse in which she and her husband had passed the long, happy years of their marriage—she had moved into the modest house on Howard Street that was her sole remaining inheritance and managed to subsist by providing rooms to boarders.

Among the many cultural enterprises to which Junius Macready had devoted himself during the height of his prosperity was the ownership and management of the now-defunct Majestick Theatre on Albermarle Street, This splendid auditorium (since converted into a tobacco warehouse) still stands as a sacred shrine within the precincts of my heart, having been the site of a triumphant performance by the beautiful, ill-fated woman to whose existence I owed the gift of my own. I refer, of course, to my sweet, long-departed mother, the actress Eliza Poe, who shuffled off her mortal coil at the all-too-tender age of twenty-four, less than three years following my birth. To this very day, one of my most treasured possessions is a yellowed clipping from the Baltimore Daily Gazette, lauding her brilliant characterization of Lydia Languish in Sheridan’s The Rivals.

Having passed Mrs. Macready’s boarding house during my numerous perambulations about the city, I knew it to be located in a tranquil neighborhood, remote from the bustle of the city’s main commercial district This fact, combined with the earliness of the hour— which had not yet reached eight—caused me to believe that Howard Street would be largely, if not entirely, deserted when I arrived. It was to my great surprise, therefore, that, as I rounded the corner, I immediately perceived a considerable crowd gathered directly in front of the hostelry—as though the public had been notified of my pending encounter with Crockett, and an audience had assembled to witness the proceedings!

How like Crockett it was, I reflected, to convert a private affair into a vulgar spectacle—much as he had transformed himself from an obscure backwoodsman into the self-proclaimed “King of the Wild Frontier.” For Crockett’s genius—if we may employ the term so loosely—resided less in his capacities as a statesman (a rôle for which he had displayed only meagre aptitude) than in his natural gifts as a showman. His appetite for celebrity—to say nothing of his willingness to cater to the crude tastes of the masses—appeared limitless. I need scarcely add that—for all of his pretensions to authorial dignity—such an appetite was in direct contradistinction to the character of the true man of literature, whose glory derives in no small measure from his readiness, not merely to struggle in solitude with the demands of his art, but to endure—often throughout the course of a lengthy career—the utter indifference, if not outright scorn, of a dull and incomprehending public.

The sight of the crowd gathered before the boarding house so offended my sense of propriety that I felt a sudden impulse to forgo the entire affair and return to my chambers at once, Crockett’s insolent challenge unanswered. By then, however, I was near enough to my destination to perceive an anomalous look upon the faces of many of the individuals, who displayed none of the excited eagerness one might expect in the circumstances, but rather a distinct appearance of uneasiness, even distress. Stepping closer, I managed to distinguish a few anxiously muttered words emanating from their midst: “Murder … Butchery … Poor woman!”

My curiosity piqued, I approached the individual most proximate to me—a stout, bewhiskered gentleman standing at the edge of the crowd—and inquired as to the cause of the gathering.

“Why, haven’t you heard?” he replied. “A most horrible crime has been perpetrated on these premises.”

“Crime!” I exclaimed. “Of what nature?”

“Foul murder,” he replied. “The poor widow Macready herself—slaughtered like a lamb in her own bedchamber!”

I gasped in horror at this revelation. “And who was the culprit?”

“That is a mystery as yet unresolved. Even at this moment, officers of the police are gathered within, investigating the monstrous deed.”

“Yes,” interjected the handsome matron beside him, clutching a knitted shawl to her capacious bosom. “They are being assisted by none other than Colonel Davy Crockett, who—as good fortune would have it—has been lodging in this very establishment during his current visit to our city.”

“Why with Davy’s help, the police are certain to apprehend the killer in no time .” The source of this observation was a young gentleman whose fastidious, if not foppish, attire—so strikingly inapt at that unseasonable hour—endowed him with the unmistakable aura of the dandy.

“If such an emotion were possible,” the bewhiskered gentleman proclaimed, “I would almost feel a measure of pity for the murderer. For if Davy gets his hands upon him, there will be the need for neither judge nor executioner.”

“You speak truly, friend,” observed the “dandy” “Why, do you recall the ferocious manner in which Davy subdued Ephraim Packer’s notorious gang of Mississippi river pirates, as reported in last month’s number of Crockett’s Almanac?”

“Recall it!” retorted the other. “Only yesterday, I was regaling my wife with the colorful particulars of that astonishing episode. She was transported with admiration as I recounted how Davy, though partly disabled by a pistol-shot inflicted by Packer’s cowardly lieutenant, Wicket Finney, defeated the latter in a savage bout of mortal combat.”

“To say nothing of Davy’s daring when, armed only with his hunting knife ‘Big Butcher,’ he dispatched no less than six of the murderous cutthroats.”

As the two men continued to rehearse the details of Crockett’s putative adventure—whose manifest improbability seemed in no wise to tax the credulity of the wonderstruck pair—my attention detached itself from their conversation and turned to the shocking intelligence of which I had just been apprised. That a cold-blooded murder had occurred on these very premises appeared nothing short of uncanny—the terrible fulfillment of the dark premonition that had gripped me when the black cat crossed my path. Surely something more than mere coincidence was involved in this awful circumstance! A dark fatality seemed to be at work, drawing me with the obscure yet inexorable pull of necessity into a situation whose outcome I could neither evade nor foresee.

Abandoning myself to the dim, if undeniable, forces of destiny, I proceeded to make my way towards the entranceway of the house. “I beg your pardon,” I proclaimed as I advanced through the assemblage. “I am here on a matter of urgent business with Colonel Crockett.”

My invocation of the idolatrized frontiersman had the desired effect. The crowd parted before me with awed murmurs of respect. A moment later, I ascended the wooden portico and passed across the threshold so recently traversed by that ghastly visitor whose unanticipated calling is, of all earthly misfortunes, the object of the deepest mortal dread. I refer, of course, to that grim intruder—sudden, violent Death!

The interior of the house was likewise full of people, many of whom—judging by their negligent state of dress—were lodgers who had been roused from their apartments by the untimely disturbance. Indeed, more than a few of them were standing about in their nightclothes, their faces taut with anxiety and dismay, I pressed my way through the crowd toward the far end of the main corridor, where, before an open doorway, a sombre group had gathered in a knot, straining to peer within.

“Allow me to pass, if you please. I must see Colonel Crockett.” By this expedient I soon reached the portal in question and entered that chamber of gloom.

A trio of police officers occupied the center of the apartment, engaged in an urgent consultation. Beside them stood Crockett, looking much the same as he had the previous afternoon, albeit a good deal more dishevelled—as though his ceremonial dinner had degenerated into a night of bibulous revelry. As I stepped inside the apartment, he glanced in my direction, his dark eyes dilating with surprise.

“Cricket!” he exclaimed in evident befuddlement. “What in tarnation …?” Suddenly, a gleam of recognition suffused his features. “Why I’ll be hanged if I didn’t plumb forgit about our little app’intment in all this-here hullabaloo.”

One of the police officers, a portly fellow with a prodigious moustache, turned a curious gaze upon me. “Is this gentleman a friend of yours, Colonel Crockett?”

“Not by a danged sight, Captain,” Crockett replied. Then, casting me a solemn look, he said: “I’m afeard our set-to will have to wait for a spell, Cricket. Thar’s some mighty bad business that needs taking care of first.” And with that he cocked his head sharply towards the bed which stood against the far wall of the chamber and whose presence I had only dimly noted in the few moments since I had arrived upon the scene.

A gasp of utmost horror escaped my lips as I stared with disbelieving eyes at the ghastly figure lying prone upon the mattress. It was the body of an elderly woman with her throat so frightfully cut that the head was nearly detached from the body. The look upon the victim’s face—the bulging eyes—the gaping mouth—offered vivid evidence of the unspeakable terror she had suffered in her final moments. The body itself was dreadfully mutilated—so much so as to scarcely retain any semblance of humanity. Thickly clotted blood was everywhere—soaking the bedclothes—bespattering her limbs—even staining the wall above the bedstead. Never had I beheld a spectacle so dire—so hideous—so profoundly appalling.

My brain began to reel from the stupefying sight. I stretched out my hand and placed it against the nearest wall in order to steady myself. Here, I reflected dully, is the gruesome confirmation of an all-too-dismal truth: that nothing in the realm of supernatural terror—not the doings of demons nor the depredations of ghouls—can surpass the atrocities visited regularly by men upon their fellow-beings.

As if in reply to this thought, the frontiersman—who had been observing my reaction from several feet away—grimly remarked: “Cricket, I’ve seen things that would curdle the blood of the divvil hisself, but this here beats all. Why, the savagest redskin wouldn’t have dealt so unmercifully with that poor old widder-lady.”

I opened my mouth to respond, but fear had so depleted my tongue of moisture that I could not effect the simple act of vocalization. “Who …?” I managed to stammer at last. “How …?”

“All of us is wonderin the same,” Crockett remarked, expelling a rueful sigh. “The nifarious deed was found by the chambermaid when she come to rouse Mrs. Macready at daybreak, and that’s the only fact we know for a cartainty. Poor gal is upstairs right now, prosterated with grief.”

It is an anomaly of our nature that, while our finer sensibilities may recoil from scenes of dire tragedy, there is something deep within our souls that is drawn, with an irresistible attraction, to the morbid—the fearful—the ghastly. Thus, even as Crockett spoke, my gaze was transfixed by the hideous spectacle across the room. I stared at the horribly mutilated corpse with an intensity in which fascination and repulsion were equally commingle. The savage wound which bisected the poor victim’s throat had been inflicted with such violence that the blood from her severed jugular vein had (or so it appeared at first glance) sprayed upward as though from a fountain. Above her head, the dark, clotting fluid stained the wall in stripes, blotches, and streaks, creating a macabre pattern which—as I scrutinized it more narrowly—began to assume a singular design in my perception.

“Cricket,” said the frontiersman. “I reckon it’s time for you to high-tail it back home and leave this business to men that can handle it. You’n me will have to settle our account some other day, after—”

“They are letters,” I exclaimed, cutting him off in mid-declaration.

“What?” Crockett ejaculated. His interrogative was echoed by the police officers, who demanded an elaboration of my extraordinary observation.

“Gentlemen,” I stated. “Look closely at the seemingly random stain above the bedstead. You will discover that the blood has been deliberately, if hastily, applied in the form of a word. Someone has written a message.”

Gasping in amazement, the three officers hurried across the room and bent to the wall. A moment later, the moustachioed captain reassumed his upright posture, looked at Crockett, and said: “Well, I’ll be damned. He’s right.”

“How do you cipher it, Captain?” Crockett asked.

“Hard to say,” the other replied, turning to face me. “Perhaps Mr.…?”

“Poe,” I said, bowing slightly. “Edgar Poe.”

The captain replied with a courteous nod. “Perhaps Mr. Poe will oblige us by inspecting the clue he has so cleverly noted and offering his opinion.”

“I will be gratified to assist in whatever way possible,” I replied and approached the victim’s bed.

Avoiding the gruesome spectacle which lay upon the mattress, I focussed my attention upon the bloody notation on the wall. “The printing, as one would expect given the means by which it was accomplished, is irregular in the extreme. Nevertheless,” I declared, “the first two letters are readily discerned to be N and E.”

As I made this pronouncement, the captain extracted a small notebook and a stubby lead pencil from his coat pocket and copied the letters onto a blank page.

“The third letter,” I continued, “is somewhat more obscure, although it appears to be a capital U. This is followed by another E, then by a letter which may possibly be another N. Its slovenly condition, however, makes it impossible for me to identify it as such with absolute certainty.”

“N-E-U-E-N?” said the captain, reading aloud from his notebook.

With that, there came a sudden outburst from the doorway. “Neuendorf!” cried a female voice.

The five of us within the room—Crockett, the police captain, his two subordinates, and I—turned as one man toward the source of this unexpected and mysterious exclamation. There, at the head of the onlookers, stood a slender young woman, who—to judge by her state of careless dishabille—was evidently a lodger unceremoniously prodded from her sleep by the morning’s commotion. The stricken cast of her features, no less than the pallid hue of her skin, offered ample evidence of her extreme emotional distress.

“Come ag’in?” inquired Crockett of the young lady.

“Neuendorf,” she repeated, her voice quavering with agitation. “Hans Neuendorf. That must be his name upon the wall.”

“And precisely who is this individual?” inquired the captain, rapidly inscribing the name inside his notebook.

“A reliable handyman when sober, but a bully and ruffian when under the influence of alcohol,” she responded. “Mrs. Macready employed him on occasion because he worked so cheaply and she, poor woman, has been so burdened with financial care since the death of her husband. Last week, however, the two of them became embroiled in a bitter argument over a sum of money he insisted that she owed him for an earlier job. I was reposing in my chamber next door, recovering from a sick headache, when I overheard their altercation. When Mrs. Macready refused to accede to his claim, he threatened to return and ‘get what was coming to him’ Judging from the uneven quality of his speech at the time, I assumed that he was drunk, so I did not take his threat seriously—nor did Mrs. Macready. But now …” And here the poor creature’s voice became so unsteady that she could no longer continue. Burying her face in her hands, she dissolved into helpless tears.

“Can you tell us,” the police captain inquired softly but urgently, “where we can find this Neuendorf?”

Suddenly, the young officer standing beside him spoke up. “I believe I know the man, Captain Russell.”

“Yes?” the latter said sharply, swivelling towards his subordinate.

“He is a ‘tough customer,’ all right. Lives in a rundown shanty on the harbor. Not more than one year ago, I had occasion to arrest him on a charge of drunken assault. He did not submit without a fight. Indeed, it took four of us, including Sergeant Calhoun—who, as you know, is an individual of no inconsiderable size—to subdue him.”

While this exchange was taking place between the two officers, I turned back to the wall and resumed my inspection of the bloody letters« Crocked:, observing me in this endeavor, addressed me thusly: “What do you say, Cricket? Think them letters spell out this-here Neuendorf’s name?”

“So far as I can determine,” I replied, “there are four additional letters following the ones I have already deciphered. Owing to its indistinct condition, the first is almost entirely illegible. The next two, however, are unmistakably O and R. And the final letter, although also badly smudged, may indeed be an F.”

“Why if that don’t prove it,” Crockett declared, “then I’m a Dutchman.”

Captain Russell slapped his notebook shut. “Think of it, gentlemen,” he observed in sombre tones. “Even as she lay there, so grievously wounded, the poor victim must have inscribed her killer’s name upon the wall, using her own dying blood as ink!”

Thus far I had managed, by keeping my attention riveted upon the wall above the bed, to avoid a too-close view of the gruesome corpse which sprawled only inches away from me. Now, I forced myself to look directly at the victim’s hideously mangled throat. The ghasdy sight caused my own throat to clench up, as though it had been seized by an iron grip. A few moments went by before I recovered my power of speech. “I marvel, Captain Russell,” I opined, “that an elderly woman who has suffered a wound of such severity could accomplish the act which you have just described.”
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