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			Chilling Horror Stories

			[image: ]

			In her posthumously published essay ‘On the Supernatural in Poetry’ (1826), Ann Radcliffe, the most popular, successful and well-remunerated Gothic writer of the late eighteenth century, set out an extremely influential distinction between the aesthetics of terror and horror. ‘Terror and horror are so far opposite’, her fictional stand-in in the essay, Mr W_, observes, ‘that the first expands the soul, and awakens the faculties to a high degree of life’.  Horror, by contrast, ‘contracts, freezes, and nearly annihilates them’. While, according to the principles that Edmund Burke had outlined in A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (1757), the terror that Radcliffe’s speaker finds in the work of Shakespeare and Milton is sublime, horror, the essay maintains, is lacking in the requisite sense of uncertainty that is central to the generation of sublime or awe-inspiring effects. It is on the principle of obscurity, then, that the distinction between horror and terror for Radcliffe ultimately depends: ‘and where lies the great difference between horror and terror’, her speaker rhetorically enquires, ‘but in the uncertainty and obscurity, that accompany the first, respecting the dreaded evil?’ If terror demands a lack of clarity, horror thrives on a sense of immediacy; while terror proceeds by means of hints, suggestions and subtle prompts, horror is always graphic in its rendition, leaving almost nothing to the work of the imagination. Terror is an aesthetic of economy, while horror is the writing of excess.     

			Though located very firmly in eighteenth-century debates, Ann Radcliffe’s account remains central to the ways in which we conceptualize the aesthetics of horror today.  Notable in this regard is the emphasis that her essay places upon horror’s effects upon the physical body of the spectator: while the life-enhancing scenes of terror are said to ‘expand’ the ‘soul’, horror ‘contracts, freezes and nearly annihilates’ his or her faculties. The ghost’s lines from Act I, scene v of Shakespeare’s Hamlet, frequently cited in Gothic tales of terror and wonder, illustrate horror’s corporeal effects particularly well: ‘I could a tale unfold whose lightest word / Would harrow up thy soul, freeze thy young blood, /  Make thy two eyes, like stars, start from their spheres, / Thy knotted and combined locks to part / And each particular hair to stand on end, / Like quills upon the fretful porpentine’. Freezing the blood, causing the eyes to leave their sockets, the hair to stand on end like the quills of a porcupine: horror demands of the reader’s body a physical reaction. Indeed, perhaps its appeal today lies precisely in its ability to reawaken through its repulsive and shocking scenes the human bodies that have been elided and repressed by the screens and digital networks of cyberculture in the twenty-first century. 

			More than generating these effects in its participants, horror, from its eighteenth-century literary origins to the horror films of the present, is also internally characterised by a concern with corporeality, with bodies that splatter and bleed, decompose and decay, mutate and change form. While terror engages the mind of the reader in attitudes of mystery, tension and suspense, horror, invariably with a certain forcefulness, confronts us with bodies that are broken, violated, wretched and foreign indeed, with physical forms that may no longer be deemed ‘human’ at all.  Such is the case in Ambrose Bierce’s ‘The Damned Thing’ (1893), in which the invisible, superhuman force or ‘thing’ of the story’s title violently destroys and eviscerates the body of Hugh Morgan in ways that suggest the activities of a mountain lion. When such forces of invisible horror assume physical shape and form, they are often monstrous, as they are in H. P. Lovecraft’s ‘The Dunwich Horror’ (1929), in which the town and its people are menaced by an oozing, formless monster that is neither man nor beast nor fish. If the ghost is the cipher of terror, the monster, often spectacularly rendered, is horror’s equivalent. These abject, monstrous figures characteristically engender feelings of dread, nausea and disgust in those who perceive them, three powerful impulses that are often recorded as protagonists’ responses to monstrous objects within horror narratives themselves. 

			Here, the examples offered up in Matthew Lewis’s seminal horror novel, The Monk (1796), are particularly illuminating: in each of the many scenes of horror that the novel contains are episodes that include the bloody dismemberment of an evil Prioress at the hands of an enraged crowd, and the live-burial of a young mother who, when she is discovered, is found still clinging to the maggot-eaten corpse of her baby. It is disgust that is the overwhelming response. Inducing repulsion, nausea and disgust, horror is an aesthetic of negative impulse, a characteristic clearly illustrated in the deranged narrator’s responses to the screaming skull in F. Marion Crawford’s story of 1911 of that name. As it does here, horror often involves the voluble articulation of the presence of death, either through the dead and mutilated bodies that litter so many horror fictions and films, or through foregrounding death’s ubiquity even at the heart of life, perhaps no more so than in Edgar Allan Poe’s ‘The Masque of the Red Death’ (1842). Continuously reminding us of the death-head beneath the mask, the skull beneath the skin, the grimace behind the smile; we’re reminded of Radcliffe’s observations that horror ‘contracts, freezes and nearly annihilates’ the human faculties. Herein, perhaps, lies the secret to the extraordinary popularity that the mode has enjoyed globally ever since it was first given literary expression in Britain at the end of the eighteenth century: though horror does not constitute for its devotees and fans a form of enjoyment in any simple sense, its appeal is no less gripping and powerful.

			Dr Dale Townshend, 2015

			Publisher’s Note 

			This collection of Gothic Fantasy stories is part of a new anthology series, which includes sumptuous hardcover editions on Horror, Ghosts and Science Fiction. Each one carries a potent mix of classic tales and new fiction, forming a path from the origins of the gothic in the early 1800s, with the dystopian horror of Mary Shelley’s ‘The Mortal Immortal’ to the chill of M.R. James’s classic ghost stories, and the fine stories of the many modern writers featured in our new series. We have tried to mix some renowned classic stories (Edgar Allan Poe’s ‘The Black Cat’), with the less familiar (E.M. Forster’s ‘The Machine Stops’), and a healthy dose of previously unpublished modern stories from the best of those writing today. 

			Our 2015 call for new submissions was met by a tidal wave of entries, so the final selection was made to provide a wide and challenging range of tales for the discerning reader. Our editorial board of six members read each entry carefully, and it was difficult to turn down so many good stories, but inevitably those which made the final cut were deemed to be the best for our purpose, and we’re delighted to be able to publish them here.

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Ecdysis

			Rebecca J. Allred
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			The waiting room is empty, but it isn’t quiet. Behind the door marked PRIVATE, a woman chokes out wet, anguished sobs. Dr. Allison’s secretary pretends not to notice. She greets me with a practiced, professional smile that lacks even a hint of warmth and asks me to wait. Wait? For what? I’m the last patient of the week. Always have been. Always will be. It’s not like there’s a line.

			I smile. Nod. Sure. I’ll wait.

			The secretary punches a few buttons, clicks the mouse once, twice, drags something across the screen, double clicks, and resumes typing. Once, I arrived early and caught her snooping through patient files. I could have turned her in – HIPAA violations are serious business – but frankly, I don’t care, and even if I did, who’d believe a paranoid nutbag like me?

			The secretary finishes checking her e-mail, or whatever’s so important she couldn’t check me in immediately, and asks for my name. She knows my name, but I give it to her anyway. She asks me to confirm my address. It hasn’t changed since last week. Neither has my insurance. When she’s done checking all her little boxes,  I take a seat on a cream-colored sofa. The room smells like those little bars of soap shaped like sea shells, and an instrumental version of a song I almost recognize wafts from speakers I can’t see. There is a coffee table made of black wood. Resting on its surface is a little Zen garden and the latest issues of half-a-dozen tabloid magazines. Behind the door, the crying has stopped.

			My palms itch. I scratch them with nails jagged from daily dental manicures; they are barely long enough to register any measure of relief. One of my fingertips slides over a pair of fine, almost invisible, hairs.

			In middle school, the kids said if you masturbated too much you’d get hairy palms.

			I don’t masturbate, and the hairs on my palm aren’t really hairs.

			Delusional Parasitosis, eponymously known as Ekbom’s Syndrome (I read that in one of Dad’s medical texts, back when I wanted to be a doctor, too) is the medical name for my particular brand of nutbaggery. Or it would be, if the bugs infesting my body were all in my head like Dr. Allison says. They are in my head; I can feel their antennae quiver as they poke through the skin on my face, masquerading as a beard, but they’re other places, too.

			I look back to Dr. Allison’s secretary. She’s working on the computer again, getting ready to go home for the long weekend. Mentally, she is already gone, and so she doesn’t see me pinch the hairs, pluck a beetle from my palm, and toss it into the Zen garden on the table. It lands on its back, legs combing the air a few moments before it rights itself and burrows beneath the sand.

			The door to Dr. Allison’s office opens. A short woman with puffy eyes and dark hair pulled back into a tight ponytail exits. Her son is dead. Just like my mom. I know, because Dr. Allison’s secretary isn’t the only one who has been snooping in patient files.

			Lately, I’ve been thinking about this woman. Every week, I think about stopping her as she passes me in the soap-scented waiting room, wrapping her in my arms, and allowing sorrow to flow freely between our wounded souls. We would share everything, she and I, and we would be made whole again. The woman’s eyes never leave the floor as she moves across the room, her shoes whispering against the high-quality beige carpet and carrying her out of the building.

			Dr. Allison lingers in the frame of the door marked PRIVATE. She invites me inside.

			* * *

			 

			Dr. Allison isn’t my first shrink, and she won’t be my last. My first therapist was Dr. Carlson; he went to medical school with my dad. I went to see him when the bugs first showed up. Back then, they didn’t call it Delusional Parasitosis – I know because Dad has copies of all my medical records up until age eighteen in a locked drawer in his office. They sit right on top of Mamma’s.

			Dr. Carlson was cool. He had red hair and a beard and smoked cigars (not during our sessions, but always when he came over to drink wine and “talk shop” with Dad). He told me the bugs were all in my head, too, but that it wasn’t my fault, because Mamma had put them there. They were contagious, like the chicken pox, so Mamma had to go to the hospital for a while. When Mamma went away, so did the bugs.

			Folie à deux is French for ‘a madness shared by two.’ The medical term is Shared Psychotic Disorder. That’s what’s written in my clinic notes from Dr. Carlson.

			* * *

			 

			Dr. Allison’s office doesn’t smell like soap. It smells like lavender and tears. There is no music in here, only the soft, predictable tick of a clock counting down the minutes with malign diligence. The walls are lined with bookshelves, neatly organized. A desk with a computer, a stack of folders (patient files), a fountain pen, and a lead crystal paperweight is nestled in the corner. Near the center of the room are a high-back leather chair and a couch. She sits in the chair and gestures to the couch. Usually, I lie down. Today, I sit.

			She comments on my beard, says she likes it (she’s lying), and then asks how the last week has been. I tell her my roommate is mad at me because he thinks I killed his cat. She asks if I did, and I tell her I didn’t (I’m lying, sort of), and she asks how that makes me feel.

			I tell her I feel itchy.

			* * *

			 

			The last time I saw Mamma alive, she was lying in an expensive hospital bed. The bugs hadn’t bothered me in months, and both Dad and Dr. Carlson thought it would be okay for me to visit.

			She looked different. Not like Mamma at all. Her soft yellow hair had been cut short. Dad said it was because she’d been pulling it out. The medical word for this is trichotillomania. There were little red sores all over her face and scalp, and she wore mittens that she couldn’t take off.

			Mamma just lay there, ignoring both me and my dad, murmuring over and over again that she was hungry. I begged Dad to get her something to eat. He patted me on the head, told me I was a good boy, and asked me to keep Mamma company while he stepped out to get some graham crackers.

			As soon as he was gone, Mamma popped out of bed like some lunatic, termite-infested jack-in-the-box. She told me that the bugs were hungry. That if she didn’t feed them soon, they would eat her instead. Tears welled up inside her eyes; tiny black specks swam in them. Mamma kissed me on the forehead and I felt something crawl out of her lips and up onto my scalp. I pulled back, running my hands thorough my hair, trying to dislodge the invader.

			When I looked back at Mamma, she was standing very still, arms outstretched, staring at the ceiling. Her mouth was open wide, and a torrent of black vomit (not vomit, vomit doesn’t writhe) spewed from it.

			I screamed and screamed and screamed.

			* * *

			 

			Dr. Allison asks if the new pills have been helping. At first I don’t answer. I’m staring at the floor. One of the bugs has escaped. It’s meandering across the nylon weave.

			Formication is the medical term for the sensation of insects crawling in or under the skin. But it’s the itching that really bothers me. The medical term for this is pruritis.

			She asks again if the pills are helping.

			I answer in the affirmative.

			Dr. Allison follows my gaze, asks what I’m looking at.

			I change the subject.

			* * *

			 

			The last time I saw Mamma, she was lying in an expensive woden box. Her hair was  long and soft again (a wig), and makeup covered most of the holes in her skin. Neither, however, could disguise how hollow she was. Dad said she’d gotten so skinny because she stopped eating.

			The medical term for this is anorexia.

			But I knew better. She hadn’t stopped eating; she’d been eaten.

			During the service, a procession of tiny insects filed out of the casket and onto the floor. They looked like ants, but they weren’t; these were smaller. Harder. Meaner. They formed a quivering semi-circle around the coffin. Their soft hum was a nearly inaudible requiem. I pulled my feet up onto the pew and cried.

			* * *

			 

			Dr. Allison is scribbling furiously on her yellow legal pad.

			I’ve never spoken about my mother before.

			* * *

			 

			The funeral was bad, but nowhere near as bad as what happened that night.

			I was dreaming about Casey Nelson. In real life she was a redhead, but in my dream she had yellow hair like my mom, and her face was round and healthy, free from blemishes. Her eyes were lined by thick velvet lashes, and they glittered like geodes. Casey smiled as her lips whispered permission. I reached out and touched her, and she did the same, but where my hand closed around soft, pliable tissue, hers gripped flesh turned nearly to stone. I moaned and felt my crotch moisten.

			Casey looked at me, but she wasn’t smiling anymore, and her eyes had lost their mischievous sparkle. She released her grip and raised her hand to eye level. It had turned black. I shrank back in revulsion, only to realize it wasn’t just her hand – my groin was black, too…

			Necrosis is the medical term for premature tissue death.

			At first I didn’t think there could be anything worse than a lapful of necrotic penis, but as I reached a trembling hand down to examine my discolored genitals, I realized I was wrong. The stain didn’t just cover my withering erection; it was coming from inside. And it was spreading. Little blebs of darkness separated from the primary mass, budding off like spores. They sprouted legs and antennae and—

			I woke up, horrified to discover it wasn’t just a dream.

			The bugs were everywhere, clinging to my sheets, swarming over my thighs, marching up my belly toward my face and my silent, gaping mouth. I tumbled out of bed, knocking the lamp off the night stand; it clattered loudly but did not break. A few seconds later, the hallway light blinked on, and heavy, rapid footsteps climbed the stairs.

			The light worked the insects into a frenzy. Desperate to get back inside, they filled my eyes. My ears. My nose. I gagged and choked as they fled down my throat.

			That’s how Dad found me: writhing on the floor, choking on my own nocturnal issue.

			* * *

			 

			I tell Dr. Allison that it’s my fault. That Mamma is dead because I couldn’t help her. My beard quivers and I tug at it, dislodging a handful of beetles in the process.

			Dr. Allison asks what I think I could have done to help Mamma. She doesn’t notice the insects tumble from my fingers and scurry toward her.

			I explain that the infestation is too much for a single person to accommodate. Mamma hadn’t been trying to kill me that day in the hospital, as I’d thought at the time. We’d shared the burden before, and she’d desperately needed to share it again, but I had been too afraid. I hadn’t understood.

			She tells me that this is a major breakthrough. That the insects are just a representation of suppressed guilt. That all I have to do is learn to accept that I am blameless in my mother’s death, and the bugs will go away.

			The itch is almost unbearable now.

			* * *

			 

			After that night, Dad and I didn’t talk much. He assured me that what had happened was just a normal part of growing up, and that Mamma’s death was responsible for transforming a normal, run-of-the-mill wet dream (the medical term is nocturnal emission) into the nightmare I had experienced. Whenever I tried to broach the subject of my affliction, Dad would just turn away and tell me to discuss it with Dr. Carlson. Then Dr. Leavett. Then Dr. Cotner. He was incapable of sharing the burden of my illness any further than financing its treatment.

			If he suspected anything when the Girl Scout disappeared while selling cookies on our block, he never said a word. Maybe because after that, things got better, a lot better. For a while.

			After nearly a decade of doctors and drugs, I stopped scratching and started sleeping again. That was the stretch where both Dad and I thought I was well enough to pursue a career in medicine after all. I moved out, enrolled in pre-med classes, and even took the MCAT. Scored damn well, too. I was out celebrating with some classmates who had also scored well when I felt the twinge.

			I always got a little anxious when something itched – I couldn’t help it, it was a conditioned response – but this was different. The tickle between my left index finger and thumb wasn’t the usual pruritoceptive itch (that’s the medical term for an itch originating in the skin) I’d learned to accept as part of normal human physiology. It was deeper, and as the weeks passed, it grew in both distribution and intensity.

			* * *

			 

			I tell Dr. Allison that Mamma’s isn’t the only death I’m responsible for, and she frowns, the excitement of our “breakthrough” melting from her face. I tell her I lied about my roommate’s cat. That it had been an experiment because I felt so badly about the homeless woman. And the Girl Scout, especially since she’d been an accident.

			I stand and pull my shirt over my head, revealing constellations of angry red sores. I scratch at them, and Dr. Allison asks me to please return to my seat. Her face is calm, but her eyes are broadcasting an SOS to an empty ocean. She knows her secretary has gone home. There is nobody here to help her.

			I am the last patient of the week. Always have been. Always will be.

			* * *

			 

			It was Dad’s birthday, and he invited me over for dinner. He’d been pressuring me about medical school applications, and that night, I finally mustered the courage to tell him what I’d known for the better part of the semester. That no matter what my MCAT scores had been, or how outstanding my letters of recommendation were, I would not be attending medical school the following fall. The only explanation necessary was for me to roll up my sleeves.

			When Dad saw those old familiar craters, his face became an amalgam of disappointment and rage, and we spent the rest of the evening in silence. I thought he might never speak to me again, but as I was leaving, he told me to expect a call from Dr. Allison’s office the following day.

			Cruising past City Park on my way home, the itch flared so intensely that I couldn’t resist the need to rub my shrieking eyeballs. If there had been anyone else on the road, I’d have caused an accident for sure. I piloted the vehicle into three parking spaces and rubbed and scratched until my eyelids were swollen and my cheeks were soaked with tears.

			I opened the door and tumbled out of the car. The cool autumn air acted as a salve against my hot, prickling skin, and it chased away the rank aura of failure that had shrouded me since realizing a normal life was forever beyond my reach. I didn’t dare get back in my car, so I walked, following the cement perimeter for about half a mile before the itch flared again.

			I’d never entered the park after dark before, but the insanity burning just beneath my skin compelled me to abandon the sidewalk and venture into the wooded area. The pricking discomfort dulled, but did not abate, as I trudged deeper into the park. At the center was a playground. A pair of swings twirled lazily in the gentle breeze, inviting me to sample the careless freedom of childhood. As I approached, a shape broke free from the shadows.

			I froze, fearful of what it might be, what it might want, but it was just a homeless woman. She asked if I had any spare change. I didn’t. If I had, I’d have given it to her. Not because of some altruistic impulse, but because as soon as she spoke, my skin ignited once again, and I knew if I didn’t put some distance between us it would be the end.

			I told her I wasn’t carrying any cash (no, not even a few cents for a cup of coffee) and brushed past her, my interest in the swings gone. Her next proposition stopped me in my tracks. She offered to blow me.

			The medical term for this is fellatio.

			In all my years, I’d never had a girlfriend, had not so much as kissed a girl, or a guy for that matter, opting instead to avoid any and all forms of sexual stimulation as if they might spell death – if not for me, then for the object of my desire. The only desire within me at that moment was to relieve the horrible itch. Despite my disgust, I knew that if it wasn’t now, it would be later, and I really did feel badly about the Girl Scout. I even kept one of her MISSING posters folded between the pages of my dad’s old Diagnostic and Statistical Manual, next to a copy of Mamma’s death certificate.

			With the flavor of bile creeping up my throat, I turned to face the woman and accepted.

			* * *

			 

			I explain to Dr. Allison that what I really need is somebody to share this burden with me. Someone who understands my pain. A kindred spirit. A mother.

			I’m crying, choked sobs of anguish and pain drowning out the indifferent tick of the clock. They’re pouring out of me now, black perspiration streaming from my pores, infested tears squeezing from my eyes. Dr. Allison screams and leaps from her seat. Swatting away the first troops of the oncoming arthropod assault, she dives for the alarm switch under her desk. I snatch the paperweight and swing, striking her in the temple. There is a sound like a hard-boiled egg rolling over a granite countertop, and Dr. Allison crumples to the ground. The bugs on the carpet race toward her and disappear into an expanding pool of blood.

			I remove the remainder of my clothing and move over Dr. Allison’s unconscious form. I tell her I’m sorry, call her “Mamma” (the words materialize without a conscious thought), and then I descend, the swarm erupting, tearing through my skin, rising from my body like smoke above a raging fire. Sweet, blessed relief.

			I call this cycle of agony and release ecdysis. This, however, is not a medical term, but an entomological one; there is no medical term for what I am.

			 When it’s over, I flip through the stack of files on Dr. Allison’s desk, searching until I find the one that belongs to the dark-haired woman with the dead son. All I need is the first page: the intake form with her name, address, and phone number.

			I wipe the tears from my face and get dressed before taking one last look at the half-consumed pile of flesh that used to be my therapist. The sores on my skin are gone now, replaced by raw, healthy tissue, but the insects tumble over Dr. Allison like grains of black sand – humming, burrowing, feeding. By morning there will be nothing left. My stomach churns and I think I’ll never eat again, though I know from experience it isn’t true. I didn’t want to hurt her, but Dr. Allison was no different than the Girl Scout, or the homeless woman, or my roommate’s poor, stupid cat – all fit for consumption, but not for habitation. Despite her best efforts, she never could have helped me.

			As I turn to leave, I glance down at the photograph in the bottom corner of the intake sheet clutched in my left hand and hope for both our sakes that next time will be different.
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			The Damned Thing

			Ambrose Bierce
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			By THE light of a tallow candle, which had been placed on one end of a rough table, a man was reading something written in a book. It was an old account book, greatly worn; and the writing was not, apparently, very legible, for the man sometimes held the page close to the flame of the candle to get a stronger light upon it. The shadow of the book would then throw into obscur­ity a half of the room, darkening a number of faces and figures; for besides the reader, eight other men were present. Seven of them sat against the rough log walls, silent and motionless, and, the room being small, not very far from the table. By ex­tending an arm any one of them could have touched the eighth man, who lay on the table, face upward, partly covered by a sheet, his arms at his sides. He was dead. 

			The man with the book was not reading aloud, and no one spoke; all seemed to be waiting for something to occur; the dead man only was without expectation. From the blank dark­ness outside came in, through the aperture that served for a window, all the ever unfamiliar noises of night in the wilderness – the long, nameless note of a distant coyote; the stilly pulsing thrill of tireless insects in trees; strange cries of night birds, so different from those of the birds of day; the drone of great blundering beetles, and all that mysterious chorus of small sounds that seem always to have been but half heard when they have suddenly ceased, as if conscious of an indiscre­tion. But nothing of all this was noted in that company; its members were not overmuch addicted to idle interest in mat­ters of no practical importance; that was obvious in every line of their rugged faces – obvious even in the dim light of the single candle. They were evidently men of the vicinity – farmers and woodmen. 

			The person reading was a trifle different; one would have said of him that he was of the world, worldly, albeit there was that in his attire which attested a certain fellowship with the organisms of his environment. His coat would hardly have passed muster in San Francisco: his footgear was not of urban origin, and the hat that lay by him on the floor (he was the only one uncovered) was such that if one had considered it as an article of mere personal adornment he would have missed its meaning. In countenance the man was rather prepossessing, with just a hint of sternness; though that he may have assumed or cultivated, as appropriate to one in authority. For he was a coroner. It was by virtue of his office that he had possession of the book in which he was reading; it had been found among the dead man’s effects – in his cabin, where the inquest was now taking place. 

			When the coroner had finished reading he put the book into his breast pocket. At that moment the door was pushed open and a young man entered. He, clearly, was not of mountain birth and breeding: he was clad as those who dwell in cities. His clothing was dusty, however, as from travel. He had, in fact, been riding hard to attend the inquest. 

			The coroner nodded; no one else greeted him. 

			“We have waited for you,” said the coroner. “It is necessary to have done with this business tonight.” 

			The young man smiled. “I am sorry to have kept you,” he said. “I went away, not to evade your summons, but to post to my newspaper an account of what I suppose I am called back to relate.” 

			The coroner smiled. 

			“The account that you posted to your newspaper,” he said, “differs probably from that which you will give here under oath.” 

			“That,” replied the other, rather hotly and with a visible flush, “is as you choose. I used manifold paper and have a copy of what I sent. It was not written as news, for it is incredible, but as fiction. It may go as a part of my testimony under oath.” 

			“But you say it is incredible.” 

			“That is nothing to you, sir, if I also swear that it is true.” 

			The coroner was apparently not greatly affected by the young man’s manifest resentment. He was silent for some mo­ments, his eyes upon the floor. The men about the sides of the cabin talked in whispers, but seldom withdrew their gaze from the face of the corpse. Presently the coroner lifted his eyes and said: “We will resume the inquest.” 

			The men removed their hats. The witness was sworn. 

			“What is your name?” the coroner asked. 

			“William Harker.” 

			“Age?” 

			“Twenty-seven.” 

			“You knew the deceased, Hugh Morgan?” 

			“Yes.” 

			“You were with him when he died?” 

			“Near him.” 

			“How did that happen – your presence, I mean?” 

			“I was visiting him at this place to shoot and fish. A part of my purpose, however, was to study him, and his odd, solitary way of life. He seemed a good model for a character in fiction. I sometimes write stories.” 

			“I sometimes read them.” 

			“Thank you.” 

			“Stories in general – not yours.” 

			Some of the jurors laughed. Against a sombre background humor shows high lights. Soldiers in the intervals of battle laugh easily, and a jest in the death chamber conquers by surprise. 

			“Relate the circumstances of this man’s death,” said the cor­oner. “You may use any notes or memoranda that you please.” 

			The witness understood. Pulling a manuscript from his breast pocket he held it near the candle, and turning the leaves until he found the passage that he wanted, began to read. 

			“… The sun had hardly risen when we left the house. We were looking for quail, each with a shotgun, but we had only one dog. Morgan said that our best ground was beyond a certain ridge that he pointed out, and we crossed it by a trail through the chaparral. On the other side was comparatively level ground, thickly covered with wild oats. As we emerged from the chaparral, Morgan was but a few yards in advance. Sud­denly, we heard, at a little distance to our right, and partly in front, a noise as of some animal thrashing about in the bushes, which we could see were violently agitated. 

			“’We’ve started a deer,’ said. ‘I wish we had brought a rifle.’ 

			“Morgan, who had stopped and was intently watching the agitated chaparral, said nothing, but had cocked both barrels of his gun, and was holding it in readiness to aim. I thought him a trifle excited, which surprised me, for he had a reputa­tion for exceptional coolness, even in moments of sudden and imminent peril. 

			“’O, come!’ I said. ‘You are not going to fill up a deer with quail-shot, are you?’ 

			“Still he did not reply; but, catching a sight of his face as he turned it slightly toward me, I was struck by the pallor of it. Then I understood that we had serious business on hand, and my first conjecture was that we had ‘jumped’ a grizzly. I ad­vanced to Morgan’s side, cocking my piece as I moved. 

			“The bushes were now quiet, and the sounds had ceased, but Morgan was as attentive to the place as before. 

			“’What is it? What the devil is it?’ I asked. 

			“’That Damned Thing!’ he replied, without turning his head. His voice was husky and unnatural. He trembled visibly. 

			“I was about to speak further, when I observed the wild oats near the place of the disturbance moving in the most inexplic­able way. I can hardly describe it. It seemed as if stirred by a streak of wind, which not only bent it, but pressed it down – crushed it so that it did not rise, and this movement was slowly prolonging itself directly toward us. 

			“Nothing that I had ever seen had affected me so strangely as this unfamiliar and unaccountable phenomenon, yet I am unable to recall any sense of fear. I remember – and tell it here because, singularly enough, I recollected it then – that once, in looking carelessly out of an open window, I momentarily mis­took a small tree close at hand for one of a group of larger trees at a little distance away. It looked the same size as the others, but, being more distinctly and sharply defined in mass and detail, seemed out of harmony with them. It was a mere falsification of the law of aerial perspective, but it startled, al­most terrified me. We so rely upon the orderly operation of fa­miliar natural laws that any seeming suspension of them is noted as a menace to our safety, a warning of unthinkable calamity. So now the apparently causeless movement of the herbage, and the slow, undeviating approach of the line of dis­turbance were distinctly disquieting. My companion appeared actually frightened, and I could hardly credit my senses when I saw him suddenly throw his gun to his shoulders and fire both barrels at the agitated grass! Before the smoke of the dis­charge had cleared away I heard a loud savage cry – a scream like that of a wild animal – and, flinging his gun upon the ground, Morgan sprang away and ran swiftly from the spot. At the same instant I was thrown violently to the ground by the impact of something unseen in the smoke – some soft, heavy substance that seemed thrown against me with great force. 

			“Before I could get upon my feet and recover my gun, which seemed to have been struck from my hands, I heard Morgan crying out as if in mortal agony, and mingling with his cries were such hoarse savage sounds as one hears from fighting dogs. Inexpressibly terrified, I struggled to my feet and looked in the direction of Morgan’s retreat; and may heaven in mercy spare me from another sight like that! At a distance of less than thirty yards was my friend, down upon one knee, his head thrown back at a frightful angle, hatless, his long hair in dis­order and his whole body in violent movement from side to side, backward and forward. His right arm was lifted and seemed to lack the hand – at least, I could see none. The other arm was invisible. At times, as my memory now reports this ex­traordinary scene, I could discern but a part of his body; it was as if he had been partly blotted out – I can not otherwise ex­press it – then a shifting of his position would bring it all into view again. 

			“All this must have occurred within a few seconds, yet in that time Morgan assumed all the postures of a determined wrest­ler vanquished by superior weight and strength. I saw nothing but him, and him not always distinctly. During the entire incid­ent his shouts and curses were heard, as if through an envelop­ing uproar of such sounds of rage and fury as I had never heard from the throat of man or brute! 

			“For a moment only I stood irresolute, then, throwing down my gun, I ran forward to my friend’s assistance. I had a vague belief that he was suffering from a fit or some form of convul­sion. Before I could reach his side he was down and quiet. All sounds had ceased, but, with a feeling of such terror as even these awful events had not inspired, I now saw the same mys­terious movement of the wild oats prolonging itself from the trampled area about the prostrate man toward the edge of a wood. It was only when it had reached the wood that I was able to withdraw my eyes and look at my companion. He was dead.” 

			The coroner rose from his seat and stood beside the dead man. Lifting an edge of the sheet he pulled it away, exposing the en­tire body, altogether naked and showing in the candle light a clay-like yellow. It had, however, broad maculations of bluish-black, obviously caused by extravasated blood from contusions. The chest and sides looked as if they had been beaten with a bludgeon. There were dreadful lacerations; the skin was torn in strips and shreds. 

			The coroner moved round to the end of the table and undid a silk handkerchief, which had been passed under the chin and knotted on the top of the head. When the handkerchief was drawn away it exposed what had been the throat. Some of the jurors who had risen to get a better view repented their curios­ity, and turned away their faces. Witness Harker went to the open window and leaned out across the sill, faint and sick. Dropping the handkerchief upon the dead man’s neck, the cor­oner stepped to an angle of the room, and from a pile of cloth­ing produced one garment after another, each of which he held up a moment for inspection. All were torn, and stiff with blood. The jurors did not make a closer inspection. They seemed rather uninterested. They had, in truth, seen all this before; the only thing that was new to them being Harker’s testimony. 

			“Gentlemen,” the coroner said, “we have no more evidence, I think. Your duty has been already explained to you; if there is nothing you wish to ask you may go outside and consider your verdict.” 

			The foreman rose – a tall, bearded man of sixty, coarsely clad. 

			“I should like to ask one question, Mr. Coroner,” he said. “What asylum did this yer last witness escape from?” 

			“Mr. Harker,” said the coroner, gravely and tranquilly, “from what asylum did you last escape?” 

			Harker flushed crimson again, but said nothing, and the sev­en jurors rose and solemnly filed out of the cabin. 

			“If you have done insulting me, sir,” said Harker, as soon as he and the officer were left alone with the dead man, “I sup­pose I am at liberty to go?” 

			“Yes.” 

			Harker started to leave, but paused, with his hand on the door latch. The habit of his profession was strong in him – stronger than his sense of personal dignity. He turned about and said: 

			“The book that you have there – I recognize it as Morgan’s di­ary. You seemed greatly interested in it; you read in it while I was testifying. May I see it? The public would like – ” 

			“The book will cut no figure in this matter,” replied the offi­cial, slipping it into his coat pocket; “all the entries in it were made before the writer’s death.” 

			As Harker passed out of the house the jury reentered and stood about the table on which the now covered corpse showed under the sheet with sharp definition. The foreman seated him­self near the candle, produced from his breast pocket a pencil and scrap of paper, and wrote rather laboriously the following verdict, which with various degrees of effort all signed: 

			“We, the jury, do find that the remains come to their death at the hands of a mountain lion, but some of us thinks, all the same, they had fits.” 

			In the diary of the late Hugh Morgan are certain interesting entries having, possibly, a scientific value as suggestions. At the inquest upon his body the book was not put in evidence; possibly the coroner thought it not worth while to confuse the jury. The date of the first of the entries mentioned can not be ascertained; the upper part of the leaf is torn away; the part of the entry remaining is as follows: 

			“… would run in a half circle, keeping his head turned always toward the centre and again he would stand still, barking furi­ously. At last he ran away into the brush as fast as he could go. I thought at first that he had gone mad, but on returning to the house found no other alteration in his manner than what was obviously due to fear of punishment. 

			“Can a dog see with his nose? Do odors impress some olfact­ory centre with images of the thing emitting them? … 

			“Sept 2. – Looking at the stars last night as they rose above the crest of the ridge east of the house, I observed them suc­cessively disappear – from left to right. Each was eclipsed but an instant, and only a few at the same time, but along the en­tire length of the ridge all that were within a degree or two of the crest were blotted out. It was as if something had passed along between me and them; but I could not see it, and the stars were not thick enough to define its outline. Ugh! I don’t like this… .” 

			Several weeks’ entries are missing, three leaves being torn from the book. 

			“Sept. 27. – It has been about here again – I find evidences of its presence every day. I watched again all of last night in the same cover, gun in hand, double-charged with buckshot. In the morning the fresh footprints were there, as before. Yet I would have sworn that I did not sleep – indeed, I hardly sleep at all. It is terrible, insupportable! If these amazing experiences are real I shall go mad; if they are fanciful I am mad already. 

			“Oct. 3. – I shall not go – it shall not drive me away. No, this is my house, my land. God hates a coward… . 

			“Oct. 5. – I can stand it no longer; I have invited Harker to pass a few weeks with me – he has a level head. I can judge from his manner if he thinks me mad. 

			“Oct. 7. – I have the solution of the problem; it came to me last night – suddenly, as by revelation. How simple – how ter­ribly simple! 

			“There are sounds that we can not hear. At either end of the scale are notes that stir no chord of that imperfect instrument, the human ear. They are too high or too grave. I have observed a flock of blackbirds occupying an entire treetop – the tops of several trees – and all in full song. Suddenly – in a moment – at absolutely the same instant – all spring into the air and fly away. How? They could not all see one another – whole tree­tops intervened. At no point could a leader have been visible to all. There must have been a signal of warning or command, high and shrill above the din, but by me unheard. I have ob­served, too, the same simultaneous flight when all were silent, among not only blackbirds, but other birds – quail, for example, widely separated by bushes – even on opposite sides of a hill. 

			“It is known to seamen that a school of whales basking or sporting on the surface of the ocean, miles apart, with the con­vexity of the earth between them, will sometimes dive at the same instant – all gone out of sight in a moment. The signal has been sounded – too grave for the ear of the sailor at the masthead and his comrades on the deck – who nevertheless feel its vibrations in the ship as the stones of a cathedral are stirred by the bass of the organ. 

			“As with sounds, so with colors. At each end of the solar spectrum the chemist can detect the presence of what are known as ‘actinic’ rays. They represent colors – integral colors in the composition of light – which we are unable to discern. The human eye is an imperfect instrument; its range is but a few octaves of the real ‘chromatic scale’ I am not mad; there are colors that we can not see. 

			“And, God help me! the Damned Thing is of such a color!” 
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			Beyond the Wall

			Ambrose Bierce
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			Many years ago, on my way from Hongkong to New York, I passed a week in San Francisco. A long time had gone by since I had been in that city, during which my ventures in the Orient had prospered beyond my hope; I was rich and could afford to revisit my own country to renew my friendship with such of the companions of my youth as still lived and remembered me with the old affection. Chief of these, I hoped, was Mohun Dampier, an old schoolmate with whom I had held a desultory correspondence which had long ceased, as is the way of correspondence between men. You may have observed that the indisposition to write a merely social letter is in the ratio of the square of the distance between you and your correspondent. It is a law.

			I remembered Dampier as a handsome, strong young fellow of scholarly tastes, with an aversion to work and a marked indifference to many of the things that the world cares for, including wealth, of which, however, he had inherited enough to put him beyond the reach of want. In his family, one of the oldest and most aristocratic in the country, it was, I think, a matter of pride that no member of it had ever been in trade nor politics, nor suffered any kind of distinction. Mohan was a trifle sentimental, and had in him a singular element of superstition, which led him to the study of all manner of occult subjects, although his sane mental health safeguarded him against fantastic and perilous faiths. He made daring incursions into the realm of the unreal without renouncing his residence in the partly surveyed and charted region of what we are pleased to call certitude.

			The night of my visit to him was stormy. The Californian winter was on, and the incessant rain splashed in the deserted streets, or, lifted by irregular gusts of wind, was hurled against the houses with incredible fury. With no small difficulty my cabman found the right place, away out toward the ocean beach, in a sparsely populated suburb. 

			The dwelling, a rather ugly one, apparently, stood in the center of its grounds, which as nearly as I could make out in the gloom were destitute of either flowers or grass. Three or four trees, writhing and moaning in the torment of the tempest, appeared to be trying to escape from their dismal environment and take the chance of finding a better one out at sea. The house was a two-story brick structure with a tower, a story higher, at one corner. In a window of that was the only visible light. Something in the appearance of the place made me shudder, a performance that may have been assisted by a rill of rainwater down my back as I scuttled to cover in the doorway.

			In answer to my note apprising him of my wish to call, Dampier had written, “Don’t ring – open the door and come up.” I did so. The staircase was dimly lighted by a single gas-jet at the top of the second flight. I managed to reach the landing without disaster and entered by an open door into the lighted square room of the tower. Dampier came forward in gown and slippers to receive me, giving me the greeting that I wished, and if I had held a thought that it might more fitly have been accorded me at the front door the first look at him dispelled any sense of his inhospitality.

			He was not the same. Hardly past middle age, he had gone gray and had acquired a pronounced stoop. His figure was thin and angular, his face deeply lined, his complexion dead-white, without a touch of color. His eyes, unnaturally large, glowed with a fire that was almost uncanny.

			He seated me, proffered a cigar, and with grave and obvious sincerity assured me of the pleasure that it gave him to meet me. Some unimportant conversation followed, but all the while I was dominated by a melancholy sense of the great change in him. This he must have perceived, for he suddenly said with a bright enough smile, “You are disappointed in me – non sum qualis eram.”

			I hardly knew what to reply, but managed to say: “Why, really, I don’t know: your Latin is about the same.”

			He brightened again. “No,” he said, “being a dead language, it grows in appropriateness. But please have the patience to wait: where I am going there is perhaps a better tongue. Will you care to have a message in it?”

			The smile faded as he spoke, and as he concluded he was looking into my eyes with a gravity that distressed me. Yet I would not surrender myself to his mood, nor permit him to see how deeply his prescience of death affected me.

			“I fancy that it will be long,” I said, “before human speech will cease to serve our need; and then the need, with its possibilities of service, will have passed.”

			He made no reply, and I too was silent, for the talk had taken a dispiriting turn, yet I knew not how to give it a more agreeable character. Suddenly, in a pause of the storm, when the dead silence was almost startling by contrast with the previous uproar, I heard a gentle tapping, which appeared to come from the wall behind my chair. The sound was such as might have been made by a human hand, not as upon a door by one asking admittance, but rather, I thought, as an agreed signal, an assurance of someone’s presence in an adjoining room; most of us, I fancy, have had more experience of such communications than we should care to relate. 

			I glanced at Dampier. If possibly there was something of amusement in the look he did not observe it. He appeared to have forgotten my presence, and was staring at the wall behind me with an expression in his eyes that I am unable to name, although my memory of it is as vivid today as was my sense of it then. The situation was embarrassing! I rose to take my leave. At this he seemed to recover himself.

			“Please be seated,” he said; “it is nothing – no one is there.”

			But the tapping was repeated, and with the same gentle, slow insistence as before.

			“Pardon me,” I said, “it is late. May I call tomorrow?”

			He smiled – a little mechanically, I thought. “It is very delicate of you,” said he, “but quite needless. Really, this is the only room in the tower, and no one is there. At least–” He left the sentence incomplete, rose, and threw up a window, the only opening in the wall from which the sound seemed to come. “See.”

			Not clearly knowing what else to do I followed him to the window and looked out. A street-lamp some little distance away gave enough light through the murk of the rain that was again falling in torrents to make it entirely plain that “no one was there.” In truth there was nothing but the sheer blank wall of the tower.

			Dampier closed the window and signing me to my seat resumed his own.

			The incident was not in itself particularly mysterious; any one of a dozen explanations was possible though none has occurred to me, yet it impressed me strangely, the more, perhaps, from my friend’s effort to reassure me, which seemed to dignify it with a certain significance and importance. He had proved that no one was there, but in that fact lay all the interest; and he proffered no explanation. His silence was irritating and made me resentful.

			“My good friend,” I said, somewhat ironically, I fear, “I am not disposed to question your right to harbor as many spooks as you find agreeable to your taste and consistent with your notions of companionship; that is no business of mine. But being just a plain man of affairs, mostly of this world, I find spooks needless to my peace and comfort. I am going to my hotel, where my fellow-guests are still in the flesh.”

			It was not a very civil speech, but he manifested no feeling about it. “Kindly remain”, he said. “I am grateful for your presence here. What you have heard tonight I believe myself to have heard twice before. Now I know it was no illusion. That is much to me – more than you know. Have a fresh cigar and a good stock of patience while I tell you the story.”

			The rain was now falling more steadily, with a low, monotonous susurration, interrupted at long intervals by the sudden slashing of the boughs of the trees as the wind rose and failed. The night was well advanced, but both sympathy and curiosity held me a willing listener to my friend’s monologue, which I did not interrupt by a single word from beginning to end.

			“Ten years ago,” he said, “I occupied a ground-floor apartment in one of a row of houses, all alike, away at the other end of the town, on what we call Rincon Hill. This had been the best quarter of San Francisco, but had fallen into neglect and decay, partly because the primitive character of its domestic architecture no longer suited the maturing tastes of our wealthy citizens, partly because certain public improvements had made a wreck of it. The row of dwellings in one of which I lived stood a little way back from the street, each having a miniature garden, separated from its neighbors by low iron fences and bisected with mathematical precision by a box-bordered gravel walk from gate to door.

			“One morning as I was leaving my lodging I observed a young girl entering the adjoining garden on the left. It was a warm day in June, and she was lightly gowned in white. From her shoulders hung a broad straw hat profusely decorated with flowers and wonderfully beribboned in the fashion of the time. My attention was not long held by the exquisite simplicity of her costume, for no one could look at her face and think of anything earthly. Do not fear; I shall not profane it by description; it was beautiful exceedingly. All that I had ever seen or dreamed of loveliness was in that matchless living picture by the hand of the Divine Artist. So deeply did it move me that, without a thought of the impropriety of the act, I unconsciously bared my head, as a devout Catholic or well-bred Protestant uncovers before an image of the Blessed Virgin. 

			The maiden showed no displeasure; she merely turned her glorious dark eyes upon me with a look that made me catch my breath, and without other recognition of my act passed into the house. For a moment I stood motionless, hat in hand, painfully conscious of my rudeness, yet so dominated by the emotion inspired by that vision of incomparable beauty that my penitence was less poignant than it should have been. Then I went my way, leaving my heart behind. In the natural course of things I should probably have remained away until nightfall, but by the middle of the afternoon I was back in the little garden, affecting an interest in the few foolish flowers that I had never before observed. My hope was vain; she did not appear.

			“To a night of unrest succeeded a day of expectation and disappointment, but on the day after, as I wandered aimlessly about the neighborhood, I met her. Of course I did not repeat my folly of uncovering, nor venture by even so much as too long a look to manifest an interest in her; yet my heart was beating audibly. I trembled and consciously colored as she turned her big black eyes upon me with a look of obvious recognition entirely devoid of boldness or coquetry.

			“I will not weary you with particulars; many times afterward I met the maiden, yet never either addressed her or sought to fix her attention. Nor did I take any action toward making her acquaintance. Perhaps my forbearance, requiring so supreme an effort of self-denial, will not be entirely clear to you. That I was heels over head in love is true, but who can overcome his habit of thought, or reconstruct his character?

			“I was what some foolish persons are pleased to call, and others, more foolish, are pleased to be called – an aristocrat; and despite her beauty, her charms and graces, the girl was not of my class. I had learned her name – which it is needless to speak – and something of her family. She was an orphan, a dependent niece of the impossible elderly fat woman in whose lodging-house she lived. My income was small and I lacked the talent for marrying; it is perhaps a gift. An alliance with that family would condemn me to its manner of life, part me from my books and studies, and in a social sense reduce me to the ranks. It is easy to deprecate such considerations as these and I have not retained myself for the defense. Let judgment be entered against me, but in strict justice all my ancestors for generations should be made co-defendants and I be permitted to plead in mitigation of punishment the imperious mandate of heredity. To a mésalliance of that kind every globule of my ancestral blood spoke in opposition. In brief, my tastes, habits, instinct, with whatever of reason my love had left me – all fought against it. Moreover, I was an irreclaimable sentimentalist, and found a subtle charm in an impersonal and spiritual relation which acquaintance might vulgarize and marriage would certainly dispel. No woman, I argued, is what this lovely creature seems. Love is a delicious dream; why should I bring about my own awakening?

			“The course dictated by all this sense and sentiment was obvious. Honor, pride, prudence, preservation of my ideals – all commanded me to go away, but for that I was too weak. The utmost that I could do by a mighty effort of will was to cease meeting the girl, and that I did. I even avoided the chance encounters of the garden, leaving my lodging only when I knew that she had gone to her music lessons, and returing after nightfall. Yet all the while I was as one in a trance, indulging the most fascinating fancies and ordering my entire intellectual life in accordance with my dream. Ah, my friend, as one whose actions have a traceable relation to reason, you cannot know the fool’s paradise in which I lived.

			“One evening the devil put it into my head to be an unspeakable idiot. By apparently careless and purposeless questioning I learned from my gossipy landlady that the young woman’s bedroom adjoined my own, a partywall between. Yielding to a sudden and coarse impulse I gently rapped on the wall. There was no response, naturally, but I was in no mood to accept a rebuke. A madness was upon me and I repeated the folly, the offense, but again ineffectually, and I had the decency to desist.

			“An hour later, while absorbed in some of my infernal studies, I heard, or thought I heard, my signal answered. Flinging down my books I sprang to the wall and as steadily as my beating heart would permit gave three slow taps upon it. This time the response was distinct, unmistakable: one, two, three – an exact repetition of my signal. That was all I could elicit, but it was enough – too much.

			“The next evening, and for many evenings afterward, that folly went on, I always having “the last word”. During the whole period I was deliriously happy, but with the perversity of my nature I persevered in my resolution not to see her. Then, as I should have expected, I got no further answers. “She is disgusted,” I said to myself, “with what she thinks my timidity in making no more definite advances”; and I resolved to seek her and make her acquaintance and – what? I did not know, nor do I now know, what might have come of it. I know only that I passed days and days trying to meet her, and all in vain; she was invisible as well as inaudible. I haunted the streets where we had met, but she did not come. From my window I watched the garden in front of her house, but she passed neither in nor out. I fell into the deepest dejection, believing that she had gone away , yet took no steps to resolve my doubt by inquiry of my landlady, to whom, indeed, I had taken an unconquerable aversion from her having once spoken of the girl with less of reverence than I thought befitting.

			“There came a fateful night. Worn out with emotion, irresolution and despondency, I had retired early and fallen into such sleep as was still possible to me. In the middle of the night something – some malign power bent upon the wrecking of my peace forever – caused me to open my eyes and sit up, wide awake and listening intently for I knew not what. Then I thought I heard a faint tapping on the wall – the mere ghost of the familiar signal. In a few moments it was repeated: one, two, three – no louder than before, but addressing a sense alert and strained to receive it. I was about to reply when the Adversary of Peace again intervened in my affairs with a rascally suggestion of retaliation. She had long and cruelly ignored me; now I would ignore her. Incredible fatuity – may God forgive it! All the rest of the night I lay awake, fortifying my obstinacy with shameless justifications and – listening.

			“Late the next morning, as I was leaving the house, I met my landlady, entering.

			“Good morning, Mr. Dampier,” she said. “‘Have you heard the news?’”

			“I replied in words that I had heard no news; in manner, that I did not care to hear any. The manner escaped her observation.

			“About the sick young lady next door,” she babbled on. “What! you did not know? Why, she has been ill for weeks. And now – ”

			“I almost sprang upon her. “And now,” I cried, “now what?’

			“She is dead.”

			“That is not the whole story. In the middle of the night, as I learned later, the patient, awakening from a long stupor after a week of delirium, had asked – it was her last utterance–that her bed be moved to the opposite side of the room. Those in attendance had thought the request a vagary of her delirium, but had complied. And there the poor passing soul had exerted its failing will to restore a broken connection – a golden thread of sentiment between its innocence and a monstrous baseness owing a blind, brutal allegiance to the Law of Self.

			“What reparation could I make? Are there masses that can be said for the repose of souls that are abroad such nights as this – spirits “blown about by the viewless winds” – coming in the storm and darkness with signs and portents, hints of memory and presages of doom?

			“This is the third visitation. On the first occasion I was too skeptical to do more than verify by natural methods the character of the incident; on the second, I responded to the signal after it had been several times repeated, but without result. Tonight’s recurrence completes the ‘fatal triad’ expounded by Parapelius Necromantius. There is no more to tell.”

			When Dampier had finished his story I could think of nothing relevant that I cared to say, and to question him would have been a hideous impertinence. I rose and bade him good night in a way to convey to him a sense of my sympathy, which he silently acknowledged by a pressure of the hand. That night, alone with his sorrow and remorse, he passed into the Unknown.
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			Mirror’s Keeper

			Michael Bondies
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			Lyris Kista eased the gate open, clutching the mirror against her chest like a shield. Rumors of human bones found in nearby creek beds flashed through her mind. 

			This is crazy, she thought. I should go home.

			But she couldn’t. Not yet. 

			Ahead of her, old Mrs. Griper’s cottage loomed, partly silhouetted by the sinking late-afternoon sun like an ugly black toad. Ivy twisted over the roof, down the walls. A low-drooping willow banded the front porch with shadows.

			Just get it over with, Lyris told herself. You’re fifteen now. An adult. You can do this.

			A breeze ruffled her unruly red hair. She tucked a few loose strands behind her ear and glanced behind her, hoping to see someone that might be able to hear her if she should need to call for help. But she saw no one. 

			As she stepped tentatively forward, she glanced down at the mirror. It was surprisingly light for its size. Despite an intricate web of cracks, the reflective side still gave a clear image. The bone handle, she thought, looked suspiciously like a human forearm – but she put that out of her mind.

			The gate banged closed behind her and she jumped. A white starling fluttered out of the bushes, its wings a blur. The bird landed on Mrs. Griper’s rooftop and perched there, watching Lyris with a squinted eye. For a moment, Lyris was comforted by the sight of it. But then she noticed a beetle hanging from the bird’s beak. With a flick of its head, the bird tossed the twitching insect to the roof and picked at it, tearing off a leg. Then, as if deciding it needed more privacy, the bird scooped up its prize and flapped away.

			Lyris took another few steps. She found herself thinking of all the terrible things she and her friends had said about Mrs. Griper over the years. She wasn’t the only one, of course – but she had probably been worse than most; and never mind that she had never actually seen the old woman up close. She remembered getting into her adoptive mother’s makeup box and doing herself up like an old hag, then running around the neighboring farms shouting: “A hex on you! I’m the Griper! I’ll make you ugly! I’ll make you ugly!” Her friends would run and scream, scattering like fireflies on a summer night as she laughed and chased after them.

			Just yesterday, Lyris had discovered a notice posted on the community board at the edge of town – signed by Mrs. Griper – offering a generous reward for the return of a mirror with a gold butterfly etched into its handle. She never dreamed she might find it. Yet this morning, there it had been, right under the old evergreen tree where she and Akyn sometimes went to be alone. 

			With the reward money, she knew her parents would be able to buy food and hire additional help to save what was left of the harvest. At least, that’s what she kept telling herself. Deep down, her thoughts returned to Akyn. All the fun they could have with the money. Not all of it. Just some of it. The rest, of course, she would give to her parents. The damage done by late summer storms had ruined nearly everything but the corn. Most of the neighboring farms had survived with minimal damage, but Lyris’s adoptive family hadn’t been so lucky. 

			I should have brought my dog, she thought. His warm muzzle against her hand would be a great comfort right now. All her friends had been too busy helping their own families with the harvest to accompany her and her parents had gone to the Dagenport market to sell what remained of last year’s crop – they wouldn’t be back for another two days. 

			She was on her own.

			A chill tingled her skin as the first of the willow’s shadows enveloped her. The steps to the cottage’s front porch were cracked and overgrown with weeds. A curtained window to the living room offered no hint of what might lurk inside. Then, something – a shadow – moved behind the curtain. 

			Lyris froze. Her guts shriveled. A terrible urge to toss the mirror and run nearly overwhelmed her. 

			The door latch snicked back. The door creaked open. Candlelight leaked out. A hunched figure stood backlit in the doorway, waiting just inside. A floral shawl was draped across the figure’s shoulders under a hint of grandmotherly curls. 

			Lyris cleared her throat. “I’ve ... brought this for the reward. I’ll just put it here on the steps –”

			“No, no,” a sweet voice interrupted, dripping with honey. “I can’t come out that far, dear. Please bring it inside.”

			Lyris’s legs went to mush. She didn’t want to go in there. She didn’t want to see Mrs. Griper in the candlelight. But she willed herself forward. Moments from now, I’ll be on my way home with my pockets full of gold.

			The door creaked open the rest of the way. 

			Lyris went in.

			The cottage stank like the dirty old well at the edge of town – like mushrooms and rot. Lyris kept her eyes on her boots and the mirror clutched to her chest. Mrs. Griper closed the door and waddled down a hallway with the help of a walking stick. “Bring it into the kitchen,” she said. “It’s right down this way. I’ll get your reward.”

			Lyris’s will melted. There was something commanding about Mrs. Griper’s voice that quashed any thoughts of disobedience. She shuffled down the hallway behind the old woman. 

			In the kitchen, the windows were boarded up, so no fading sunlight – what little would have been left – was coming in. Flickering candles stood in a circular pattern on the table. A black pot simmered on the stove, emitting a sickly-sweet odor of mushrooms and rotten eggs. 

			Mrs. Griper stood stooped over her walking stick, back turned. Lyris noticed she was dressed all in black. Where had the floral shawl gone? Had Lyris imagined it? 

			“Put the mirror on the table,” Mrs. Griper said. 

			Lyris set the mirror inside the ring of candles. The gold butterfly on the handle winked in the flickering light.

			“I want to tell you a story before you go,” Mrs. Griper said. “It won’t take long.”

			The old woman turned, and – 

			“Oh,” Lyris said. “Oh, I ...”

			Mrs. Griper was beautiful. Old, yes, but her skin was radiant. Lips pink and full. Her eyes looked like luminous black pearls. Elegant gray hair framed her face, perfectly done. The old woman was watching Lyris, gauging her reaction. “I like your red hair. So curly.”

			The comment caught Lyris off guard. She faltered for a moment, then managed a quiet, “Thank you.”

			“You know, when I was your age, I looked just like you. The boys lined up. Back then, mine were neat and perky – just like yours.”

			A gasp escaped Lyris. She glanced down at her chest, cheeks burning. 

			“Oh, don’t act so shocked,” Mrs. Griper said. “I know about you, dear. I know what you do with that farm boy, Akyn.”

			Panic sprang up in Lyris’s stomach. How could she know that? No one knew that! “I have to go –”

			“Wait, wait, I haven’t told you the story yet. It will only take a moment. You have a moment for a poor old woman, don’t you? You wouldn’t want me getting so lonely that I start leaving notes for the neighbors about what a certain young girl is doing with a certain farm boy, would you?”

			Defeated, Lyris shook her head. Mrs. Griper pointed her walking stick at a chair that had been placed in front of a closet door. “Sit down.”

			Lyris tried to sit in the chair directly behind her but Mrs. Griper whacked her walking stick against the kitchen table. “No!” she said. Her voice was gravelly and wet with phlegm, as if she had overexerted herself. She wasn’t looking nearly so attractive as she had a few moments ago. She jabbed the stick at the chair in front of the closet door. “That one there.”

			Lyris edged to the chair and sat down. The overpowering smells roiled her stomach. She glanced up at the boarded windows, dread creeping through her. She imagined the feel of the fresh autumn air on her face as she sprinted toward her farm as fast as her legs would take her. 

			Mrs. Griper reached into her pocket and removed a vial of red liquid. She uncorked it, tilted her head back and drank it down. Lyris cringed at the way the old woman’s turkey neck worked as she gulped and swallowed. 

			Then, as Lyris watched, she thought she saw movement under the skin of Mrs. Griper’s face. Like a ripple of water across a still pool. Had she imagined that too?

			Mrs. Griper shoved the vial back into her pocket. “Energy tonic,” she said. “You need it at my age.” She hobbled to the table, picked up the mirror, looked it over admiringly, then returned her attention to Lyris. 

			“Now,” the old woman said, “the story goes like this. Once, there was a beautiful young girl. But her beauty was stolen by an old witch who ran off and disappeared, leaving nothing behind but a mirror. Awful, yes?”

			Lyris nodded, not knowing what else to do. She gripped the edges of the chair.

			“Many years went by,” Mrs. Griper continued, “but the beautiful girl – now ugly and old, of course – could not reverse the curse.” She hobbled forward, eyes blazing. “Finally, though, after countless hours of searching, she discovered the witch’s secret.” A smile tugged the corners of Mrs. Griper’s mouth. “Does any of this sound familiar, dear?”

			Lyris shook her head, too frightened to speak.

			“I thought not. You see, I’ve been watching you. And that’s part of it. You forget.” She tilted the mirror at Lyris, studying the reflected image. “But only those touched by the curse can be reflected in this mirror. That’s how you know you have the right ... girl.”

			In a flash, Mrs. Griper’s face drooped like melting candle wax. Her nose sagged and hooked. Ghastly brown teeth flashed through suddenly bluish lips and her perfectly quaffed hairdo sprouted shags of gray straw. Her walking stick clattered to the floor. With horrifying speed, she spread her arms and sailed through the air, black dress whipping her chubby legs as she reached for Lyris with a gnarled hand covered with purplish veins. 

			Lyris shrieked. The door behind her sprang open. She tried to dive out of the way but Mrs. Griper crashed into her and they both tumbled into the closet. The door swung shut, plunging them both into darkness.

			Lyris flailed blindly. Hitting, screaming, clawing. She lurched to her feet. Reached for the doorknob. Found it. But it wouldn’t turn. A hand gripped her shoulder. Something pricked her neck. She screamed.

			“Shh,” Mrs. Griper hissed. “It’s too late for that. I know who you are. Remember! Remember what you did!”

			Lyris fought a dizziness that had suddenly come upon her. She could barely support her weight now. Her knees began to buckle.

			A fizzing burst of light, as if from a chemical reaction, briefly illuminated the closet and Lyris realized the mirror was in front of her. She could see Mrs. Griper’s reflection now but the old hag was horrifically deformed: her left eye had popped its socket, dangling from a ropy pink cord. Bits of exposed skull gleamed through a gruesome mess of melted skin.

			“Look in the mirror!” Mrs. Griper insisted. “Look and remember!”

			Lyris felt another prick in her neck. This one more forceful, more painful. Images swam in the mirror’s cracked surface: images of sneaking through an open window, of clutching a crude syringe with a wrinkled hand and laying the bone-handled mirror on a pillow beside the face of a beautiful young girl. 

			Could it be true? 

			As a child, Lyris had dreamed often, vividly, of being a fully-grown woman. But didn’t everyone? This was impossible! Mrs. Griper was just tricking her – justifying what she was doing! The old hag was mad! The syringe had drugged her. It had shot poison into her neck and made her see things. She would never do anything like that! She was a good person! She knew who she was! 

			Lyris quickly backtracked in her mind, searching for anchor points. She remembered, clearly, the day she first arrived on the Krista’s family farm. She remembered the smiles on her new parents’ faces as they had welcomed her in. She had just come from ... from ... why couldn’t she remember? It was the drug! It was confusing her! Or ... no! Of course she knew! Of course she did. She just –

			“Time to sleep now,” Mrs. Griper crooned. 

			Lyris collapsed. 

			After what seemed only a moment or two, Lyris regained consciousness. She was still in the closet, in the dark, but she was on the floor now. She felt heavy. Exhausted. Her back ached. She didn’t feel Mrs. Griper’s presence anymore, so she stood – with great effort, as her legs were wobbly – and tried the doorknob again. It turned.

			She stumbled out of the closet and looked back. Empty. Mrs. Griper was gone. 

			It was quiet. The mirror, once more, lay in the center of the kitchen table. The ring of candles had burned down to nubs of wax. A dagger had been stabbed into the tabletop beside the mirror, its tip skewering a piece of paper. Lyris hobbled forward and stared at the paper. A message was scribbled in black ink:

			It’s your turn again.

			Lyris blinked at the note. Then, hesitantly, she picked up the mirror.

			And shrieked. 

			Mrs. Griper’s face shrieked back at her, mouth agape, scattered with rotten brown teeth. 

			Lyris turned around and around, mirror held in front of her, eyes wide with horror. She clawed at her sagging face. She raked a vein-covered hand through her straw-like gray hair. She threw the mirror to the floor and it shattered, then instantly regretted it. Had she ruined it? Broken shards of mirror sparkled on the floor around her swollen feet as she stared at her drooping breasts and chubby legs. Revulsion coursed through her in a sickening wave. 

			She looked at the purplish veins in her wrists, and then at the dagger. On the hilt, the words “easy way out” had been scratched into the leather.

			Somewhere, off in the distance, she could hear the sweet laughter of a young woman from the direction of Akyn’s farm.
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			The Watcher by the Threshold

			John Buchan
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			A chill evening in the early October of the year 189— found me driving in a dogcart through the belts of antique woodland which form the lowland limits of the hilly parish of More. The Highland express, which brought me from the north, took me no farther than Perth. Thence it had been a slow journey in a disjointed local train, till I emerged on the platform at Morefoot, with a bleak prospect of pot stalks, coal heaps, certain sour corn lands, and far to the west a line of moor where the sun was setting. 

			A neat groom and a respectable trap took the edge off my discomfort, and soon I had forgotten my sacrifice and found eyes for the darkening landscape. We were driving through a land of thick woods, cut at rare intervals by old long-frequented highways. The More, which at Morefoot is an open sewer, became a sullen woodland stream, where the brown leaves of the season drifted. At times we would pass an ancient lodge, and through a gap in the trees would come a glimpse of chipped crowstep gable. The names of such houses, as told me by my companion, were all famous. This one had been the home of a drunken Jacobite laird, and a king of north country Medmenham. Unholy revels had waked the old halls, and the devil had been toasted at many a hell-fire dinner. The next was the property of a great Scots law family, and there the old Lord of Session, who built the place, in his frouzy wig and carpet slippers, had laid down the canons of Taste for his day and society. 

			The whole country had the air of faded and bygone gentility. The mossy roadside walls had stood for two hundred years; the few wayside houses were toll bars or defunct hostelries. The names, too, were great: Scots baronial with a smack of France, – Chatelray and Riverslaw, Black Holm and Fountainblue. The place had a cunning charm, mystery dwelt in every, cranny, and yet it did not please me. The earth smelt heavy and raw; the roads were red underfoot; all was old, sorrowful, and uncanny. Compared with the fresh Highland glen I had left, where wind and sun and flying showers were never absent, all was chilly and dull and dead. Even when the sun sent a shiver of crimson over the crests of certain firs, I felt no delight in the prospect. I admitted shamefacedly to myself that I was in a very bad temper. 

			I had been staying at Glenaicill with the Clanroydens, and for a week had found the proper pleasure in life. You know the house with its old rooms and gardens, and the miles of heather which defend it from the world. The shooting had been extraordinary for a wild place late in the season; for there are few partridges, and the woodcock are notoriously late. I had done respectably in my stalking, more than respectably on the river, and creditably on the moors. Moreover, there were pleasant people in the house – and there were the Clanroydens. I had had a hard year’s work, sustained to the last moment of term, and a fortnight in Norway had been disastrous. It was therefore with real comfort that I had settled myself down for another ten days in Glenaicill, when all my plans were shattered by Sibyl’s letter. Sibyl is my cousin and my very good friend, and in old days when I was briefless I had fallen in love with her many times. But she very sensibly chose otherwise, and married a man Ladlaw – Robert John Ladlaw, who had been at school with me. He was a cheery, good-humoured fellow, a great sportsman, a justice of the peace, and deputy lieutenant for his county, and something of an antiquary in a mild way. He had a box in Leicestershire to which he went in the hunting season, but from February till October he lived in his moorland home. The place was called the House of More, and I had shot at it once or twice in recent years. I remembered its loneliness and its comfort, the charming diffident Sibyl, and Ladlaw’s genial welcome. And my recollections set me puzzling again over the letter which that morning had broken into my comfort. “You promised us a visit this autumn,” Sibyl had written, “and I wish you would come as soon as you can.” So far common politeness. But she had gone on to reveal the fact that Ladlaw was ill; she did not know how, exactly, but something, she thought, about his heart. Then she had signed herself my affectionate cousin, and then had come a short, violent postscript, in which, as it were, the fences of convention had been laid low. “For Heaven’s sake, come and see us,” she scrawled below. “Bob is terribly ill, and I am crazy. Come at once.” To cap it she finished with an afterthought: “Don’t bother about bringing doctors. It is not their business.” 

			She had assumed that I would come, and dutifully I set out. I could not regret my decision, but I took leave to upbraid my luck. The thought of Glenaicill, with the woodcock beginning to arrive and the Clanroydens imploring me to stay, saddened my journey in the morning, and the murky, coaly, midland country of the afternoon completed my depression. The drive through the woodlands of More failed to raise my spirits. I was anxious about Sibyl and Ladlaw, and this accursed country had always given me a certain eeriness on my first approaching it. You may call it silly, but I have no nerves and am little susceptible to vague sentiment. It was sheer physical dislike of the rich deep soil, the woody and antique smells, the melancholy roads and trees, and the flavor of old mystery. I am aggressively healthy and wholly Philistine. I love clear outlines and strong colors, and More with its half tints and hazy distances depressed me miserably.

			Even when the road crept uphill and the trees ended, I found nothing to hearten me in the moorland which succeeded. It was genuine moorland, close on eight hundred feet above the sea, and through it ran this old grass-grown coach road. Low hills rose to the left, and to the right, after some miles of peat, flared the chimneys of pits and oil works. Straight in front the moor ran out into the horizon, and there in the centre was the last dying spark of the sun. The place was as still as the grave save for the crunch of our wheels on the grassy road, but the flaring lights to the north seemed to endow it with life. I have rarely had so keenly the feeling of movement in the inanimate world. It was an unquiet place, and I shivered nervously. Little gleams of loch came from the hollows, the burns were brown with peat, and every now and then there rose in the moor jags of sickening red stone. 

			I remembered that Ladlaw had talked about the place as the old Manann, the holy land of the ancient races. I had paid little attention at the time, but now it struck me that the old peoples had been wise in their choice. There was something uncanny in this soil and air. Framed in dank mysterious woods and a country of coal and ironstone, at no great distance from the capital city, it was a sullen relic of a lost barbarism. Over the low hills lay a green pastoral country with bright streams and valleys, but here, in this peaty desert, there were few sheep and little cultivation. The House of More was the only dwelling, and, save for the ragged village, the wilderness was given over to the wild things of the hills. The shooting was good, but the best shooting on earth would not persuade me to make my abode in such a place. Ladlaw was ill; well, I did not wonder. You can have uplands without air, moors that are not health-giving, and a country life which is more arduous than a townsman’s. I shivered again, for I seemed to have passed in a few hours from the open noon to a kind of dank twilight. 

			We passed the village and entered the lodge gates. Here there were trees again – little innocent new-planted firs, which flourished ill. Some large plane trees grew near the house, and there were thickets upon thickets of the ugly elderberry. Even in the half darkness I could see that the lawns were trim and the flower beds respectable for the season; doubtless Sibyl looked after the gardeners. The oblong whitewashed house, more like a barrack than ever, opened suddenly on my sight, and I experienced my first sense of comfort since I left Glenaicill. Here I should find warmth and company; and sure enough, the hall door was wide open, and in the great flood of light which poured from it Sibyl stood to welcome me. 

			She ran down the steps as I dismounted, and, with a word to the groom, caught my arm and drew me into the shadow. “Oh, Henry, it was so good of you to come. You mustn’t let Bob think that you know he is ill. We don’t talk about it. I’ll tell you afterwards. I want you to cheer him up. Now we must go in, for he is in the hall expecting you.” 

			While I stood blinking in the light, Ladlaw came forward with outstretched hand and his usual cheery greeting. I looked at him and saw nothing unusual in his appearance; a little drawn at the lips, perhaps, and heavy below the eyes, but still fresh-colored and healthy. It was Sibyl who showed change. She was very pale, her pretty eyes were deplorably mournful, and in place of her delightful shyness there were the self-confidence and composure of pain. I was honestly shocked, and as I dressed my heart was full of hard thoughts about Ladlaw. What could his illness mean? He seemed well and cheerful, while Sibyl was pale; and yet it was Sibyl who had written the postscript. As I warmed myself by the fire, I resolved that this particular family difficulty was my proper business. 

			The Ladlaws were waiting for me in the drawing-room. I noticed something new and strange in Sibyl’s demeanor. She looked to her husband with a motherly, protective air, while Ladlaw, who had been the extreme of masculine independence, seemed to cling to his wife with a curious appealing fidelity. In conversation he did little more than echo her words. Till dinner was announced he spoke of the weather, the shooting, and Mabel Clanroyden. Then he did a queer thing; for when I was about to offer my arm to Sibyl he forestalled me, and clutching her right arm with his left hand led the way to the dining room, leaving me to follow in some bewilderment. 

			I have rarely taken part in a more dismal meal. The House of More has a pretty Georgian paneling through most of the rooms, but in the dining room the walls are level and painted a dull stone color. Abraham offered up Isaac in a ghastly picture in front of me. Some photographs of the Quorn hung over the mantelpiece, and five or six drab ancestors filled up the remaining space. But one thing was new and startling. A great marble bust, a genuine antique, frowned on me from a pedestal. The head was in the late Roman style, clearly of some emperor, and in its commonplace environment the great brows, the massive neck, and the mysterious solemn lips had a surprising effect. I nodded toward the thing, and asked what it represented. 

			Ladlaw grunted something which I took for “Justinian,” but he never raised his eyes from his plate. By accident I caught Sibyl’s glance. She looked toward the bust, and laid a finger on her lips. 

			The meal grew more doleful as it advanced. Sibyl scarcely touched a dish, but her husband ate ravenously of everything. He was a strong, thickset man, with a square kindly face burned brown by the sun. Now he seemed to have suddenly coarsened. He gobbled with undignified haste, and his eye was extraordinarily vacant. A question made him start, and he would turn on me a face so strange and inert that I repented the interruption. 

			I asked him about the autumn’s sport. He collected his wits with difficulty. He thought it had been good, on the whole, but he had shot badly. He had not been quite so fit as usual. No, he had had nobody staying with him. Sibyl had wanted to be alone. He was afraid the moor might have been undershot, but he would make a big day with keepers and farmers before the winter. 

			“Bob has done pretty well,” Sibyl said. “He hasn’t been out often, for the weather has been very bad here. You can have no idea, Henry, how horrible this moorland place of ours can be when it tries. It is one great sponge sometimes, with ugly red burns and mud to the ankles.” 

			“I don’t think it’s healthy,” said I. 

			Ladlaw lifted his face. “Nor do I. I think it’s intolerable, but I am so busy I can’t get away.” 

			Once again I caught Sibyl’s warning eye as I was about to question him on his business. 

			Clearly the man’s brain had received a shock, and he was beginning to suffer from hallucinations. This could be the only explanation, for he had always led a temperate life. The distrait, wandering manner was the only sign of his malady, for otherwise he seemed normal and mediocre as ever. My heart grieved for Sibyl, alone with him in this wilderness. 

			Then he broke the silence. He lifted his head and looked nervously around till his eye fell on the Roman bust. 

			“Do you know that this countryside is the old Manann?” he said. 

			It was an odd turn to the conversation, but I was glad of a sign of intelligence. I answered that I had heard so. 

			“It’s a queer name,” he said oracularly, “but the thing it stood for was queerer, Manann, Manaw,” he repeated, rolling the words on his tongue. As he spoke, he glanced sharply, and, as it seemed to me, fearfully, at his left side. 

			The movement of his body made his napkin slip from his left knee and fall on the floor. It leaned against his leg, and he started from its touch as if he had been bitten by a snake. I have never seen a more sheer and transparent terror on a man’s face. He got to his feet, his strong frame shaking like a rush. Sibyl ran round to his side, picked up the napkin and flung it on a sideboard. Then she stroked his hair as one would stroke a frightened horse. She called him by his old boy’s name of Robin, and at her touch and voice he became quiet. But the particular course then in progress was removed, untasted. 

			In a few minutes he seemed to have forgotten his behavior, for he took up the former conversation. For a time he spoke well and briskly. “You lawyers,” he said, “understand only the dry framework of the past. You cannot conceive the rapture, which only the antiquary can feel, of constructing in every detail an old culture. Take this Manann. If I could explore the secret of these moors, I would write the world’s greatest book. I would write of that prehistoric life when man was knit close to nature. I would describe the people who were brothers of the red earth and the red rock and the red streams of the hills. Oh, it would be horrible, but superb, tremendous! It would be more than a piece of history; it would be a new gospel, a new theory of life. It would kill materialism once and for all. Why, man, all the poets who have deified and personified nature would not do an eighth part of my work. I would show you the unknown, the hideous, shrieking mystery at the back of this simple nature. Men would see the profundity of the old crude faiths which they affect to despise. I would make a picture of our shaggy, sombre-eyed forefather, who heard strange things in the hill silences. I would show him brutal and terror-stricken, but wise, wise, God alone knows how wise! The Romans knew it, and they learned what they could from him, though he did not tell them much. But we have some of his blood in us, and we may go deeper. Manann! A queer land nowadays! I sometimes love it and sometimes hate it, but I always fear it. It is like that statue, inscrutable.” 

			I would have told him that he was talking mystical nonsense, but I had looked toward the bust, and my rudeness was checked on my lips. The moor might be a common piece of ugly waste land, but the statue was inscrutable, – of that there was no doubt. I hate your cruel heavy-mouthed Roman busts; to me they have none of the beauty of life, and little of the interest of art. But my eyes were fastened on this as they had never before looked on marble. The oppression of the heavy woodlands, the mystery of the silent moor, seemed to be caught and held in this face. It was the intangible mystery of culture on the verge of savagery – a cruel, lustful wisdom, and yet a kind of bitter austerity which laughed at the game of life and stood aloof. There was no weakness in the heavy-veined brow and slumbrous eyelids. It was the face of one who had conquered the world, and found it dust and ashes; one who had eaten of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, and scorned human wisdom. And at the same time, it was the face of one who knew uncanny things, a man who was the intimate of the half-world and the dim background of life. Why on earth I should connect the Roman grandee with the moorland parish of More I cannot say, but the fact remains that there was that in the face which I knew had haunted me through the woodlands and bogs of the place – a sleepless, dismal, incoherent melancholy. 

			I have identified the bust, which, when seen under other circumstances, had little power to affect me. It was a copy of the head of Justinian in the Tesci Museum at Venice, and several duplicates exist, dating apparently from the seventh century, and showing traces of Byzantine decadence in the scroll work on the hair. It is engraved in M. Delacroix’s Byzantium, and, I think, in Windscheid’s Pandektenlehrbuch. 

			“I bought that at Colenzo’s,” Ladlaw said, “because it took my fancy. It matches well with this place?” 

			I thought it matched very ill with his drab walls and Quorn photographs, but I held my peace. 

			“Do you know who it is?” he asked. “It is the head of the greatest man the world has ever seen. You are a lawyer and know your Justinian.” 

			The Pandects are scarcely part of the daily work of a common-law barrister. I had not looked into them since I left college. 

			“I know that he married an actress,” I said, “and was a sort of all-round genius. He made law, and fought battles, and had rows with the Church. A curious man! And wasn’t there some story about his selling his soul to the devil, and getting law in exchange? Rather a poor bargain!” 

			I chattered away, sillily enough, to dispel the gloom of that dinner table. The result of my words was unhappy. Ladlaw gasped and caught at his left side, as if in pain. Sibyl, with tragic eyes, had been making signs to me to hold my peace. Now she ran round to her husband’s side and comforted him like a child. As she passed me, she managed to whisper in my ear to talk to her only, and let her husband alone. 

			For the rest of dinner I obeyed my orders to the letter. Ladlaw ate his food in gloomy silence, while I spoke to Sibyl of our relatives and friends, of London, Glenaicill, and any random subject. The poor girl was dismally forgetful, and her eye would wander to her husband with wifely anxiety. I remember being suddenly overcome by the comic aspect of it all. Here were we three fools alone in the dank upland: one of us sick and nervous, talking out-of-the-way nonsense about Manann and Justinian, gobbling his food and getting scared at his napkin; another gravely anxious; and myself at my wits’ end for a solution. It was a Mad Tea-Party with a vengeance: Sibyl the melancholy little Dormouse, and Ladlaw the incomprehensible Hatter. I laughed aloud, but checked myself when I caught my cousin’s eye. It was really no case for finding humor. Ladlaw was very ill, and Sibyl’s face was getting deplorably thin. 

			I welcomed the end of that meal with unmannerly joy, for I wanted to speak seriously with my host. Sibyl told the butler to have the lamps lighted in the library. Then she leaned over toward me and spoke low and rapidly: “I want you to talk with Bob. I’m sure you can do him good. You’ll have to be very patient with him, and very gentle. Oh, please try to find out what is wrong with him. He won’t tell me, and I can only guess.” 

			The butler returned with word that the library was ready to receive us, and Sibyl rose to go. Ladlaw half rose, protesting, making the most curious feeble clutches to his side. His wife quieted him. “Henry will look after you, dear,” she said. “You are going into the library to smoke.” Then she slipped from the room, and we were left alone. 

			He caught my arm fiercely with his left hand, and his grip nearly made me cry out. As we walked down the hall, I could feel his arm twitching from the elbow to the shoulder. Clearly he was in pain, and I set it down to some form of cardiac affection, which might possibly issue in paralysis. 

			I settled him in the biggest armchair, and took one of his cigars. The library is the pleasantest room in the house, and at night, when a peat fire burned on the old hearth and the great red curtains were drawn, it used to be the place for comfort and good talk. Now I noticed changes. Ladlaw’s bookshelves had been filled with the Proceedings of antiquarian societies and many light-hearted works on sport. But now the Badminton library had been cleared out of a shelf where it stood most convenient to the hand, and its place taken by an old Leyden reprint of Justinian. There were books on Byzantine subjects of which I never dreamed he had heard the names; there were volumes of history and speculation, all of a slightly bizarre kind; and to crown everything, there were several bulky medical works with gaudily colored plates. The old atmosphere of sport and travel had gone from the room with the medley of rods, whips, and gun cases which used to cumber the tables. Now the place was moderately tidy and somewhat learned, and I did not like it. 

			Ladlaw refused to smoke, and sat for a little while in silence. Then of his own accord he broke the tension. 

			“It was devilish good of you to come, Harry. This is a lonely place for a man who is a bit seedy.” 

			“I thought you might be alone,” I said, “so I looked you up on my way down from Glenaicill. I’m sorry to find you feeling ill.” 

			“Do you notice it?” he asked sharply. 

			“It’s tolerably patent,” I said. “Have you seen a doctor?” 

			He said something uncomplimentary about doctors, and kept looking at me with his curious dull eyes. 

			I remarked the strange posture in which he sat, his head screwed round to his right shoulder, and his whole body a protest against something at his left hand. 

			“It looks like a heart,” I said. “You seem to have pains in your left side.” 

			Again a spasm of fear. I went over to him and stood at the back of his chair. 

			“Now for goodness” sake, my dear fellow, tell me what is wrong. You’re scaring Sibyl to death. It’s lonely work for the poor girl, and I wish you would let me help you.” 

			He was lying back in his chair now, with his eyes half shut, and shivering like a frightened colt. The extraordinary change in one who had been the strongest of the strong kept me from realizing his gravity. I put a hand on his shoulder, but he flung it off. 

			For God’s sake, sit down!” he said hoarsely. “I’m going to tell you, but I’ll never make you understand.” 

			I sat down promptly opposite him. 

			“It’s the devil,” he said very solemnly. 

			I am afraid that I was rude enough to laugh. He took no notice, but sat, with the same tense, miserable air, staring over my head. 

			“Right,” said I. “Then it is the devil. It’s a new complaint, so it’s as well I did not bring a doctor. How does it affect you?” 

			He made the old impotent clutch at the air with his left hand. I had the sense to become grave at once. Clearly this was some serious mental affection, some hallucination born of physical pain. 

			Then he began to talk in a low voice, very rapidly, with his head bent forward like a hunted animal’s. I am not going to set down what he told me in his own words, for they were incoherent often, and there was much repetition. But I am going to write the gist of the odd story which took my sleep away on that autumn night, with such explanations and additions I think needful. The fire died down, the wind arose, the hour grew late, and still he went on in his mumbling recitative. I forgot to smoke, forgot my comfort – everything but the odd figure of my friend and his inconceivable romance. And the night before I had been in cheerful Glenaicill! 

			He had returned to the House of More, he said, in the latter part of May, and shortly after he fell ill. It was a trifling sickness, – influenza or something, – but he had never quite recovered. The rainy weather of June depressed him, and the extreme heat of July made him listless and weary. A kind of insistent sleepiness hung over him, and he suffered much from nightmare. Toward the end of July his former health returned, but he was haunted with a curious oppression. He seemed to himself to have lost the art of being alone. There was a perpetual sound in his left ear, a kind of moving and rustling at his left side, which never left him by night or day. In addition, he had become the prey of nerves and an insensate dread of the unknown. 

			Ladlaw, as I have explained, was a commonplace man, with fair talents, a mediocre culture, honest instincts, and the beliefs and incredulities of his class. On abstract grounds, I should have declared him an unlikely man to be the victim of an hallucination. He had a kind of dull bourgeois rationalism, which used to find reasons for all things in heaven and earth. At first he controlled his dread with proverbs. He told himself it was the sequel of his illness or the light-headedness of summer heat on the moors. But it soon outgrew his comfort. It became a living second presence, an alter ego which dogged his footsteps. He grew acutely afraid of it. He dared not be alone for a moment, and clung to Sibyl’s company despairingly. She went off for a week’s visit in the beginning of August, and he endured for seven days the tortures of the lost. The malady advanced upon him with swift steps. The presence became more real daily. In the early dawning, in the twilight, and in the first hour of the morning it seemed at times to take a visible bodily form. A kind of amorphous featureless shadow would run from his side into the darkness, and he would sit palsied with terror. Sometimes, in lonely places, his footsteps sounded double, and something would brush elbows with him. Human society alone exorcised it. With Sibyl at his side he was happy; but as soon as she left him, the thing came slinking back from the unknown to watch by him. Company might have saved him, but joined to his affliction was a crazy dread of his fellows. He would not leave his moorland home, but must bear his burden alone among the wild streams and mosses of that dismal place. 

			The 12th came, and he shot wretchedly, for his nerve had gone to pieces. He stood exhaustion badly, and became a dweller about the doors. But with this bodily inertness came an extraordinary intellectual revival. He read widely in a blundering way, and he speculated unceasingly. It was characteristic of the man that as soon as he left the paths of the prosaic he should seek his supernatural in a very concrete form. He assumed that he was haunted by the devil – the visible personal devil in whom our fathers believed. He waited hourly for the shape at his side to speak, but no words came. The Accuser of the Brethren in all but tangible form was his ever present companion. He felt, he declared, the spirit of old evil entering subtly into his blood. He sold his soul many times over, and yet there was no possibility of resistance. It was a Visitation more undeserved than Job’s, and a thousandfold more awful. 

			For a week or more he was tortured with a kind of religious mania. When a man of a healthy secular mind finds himself adrift on the terrible ocean of religious troubles he is peculiarly helpless, for he has not the most rudimentary knowledge of the winds and tides. It was useless to call up his old carelessness; he had suddenly dropped into a new world where old proverbs did not apply. And all the while, mind you, there was the shrinking terror of it – an intellect all alive to the torture and the most unceasing physical fear. For a little he was on the far edge of idiocy. 

			Then by accident it took a new form. While sitting with Sibyl one day in the library, he began listlessly to turn over the leaves of an old book. He read a few pages, and found the hint to a story like his own. It was some French Life of Justinian, one of the unscholarly productions of last century, made up of stories from Procopius and tags of Roman law. Here was his own case written down in black and white; and the man had been a king of kings. This was a new comfort, and for a little – strange though it may seem – he took a sort of pride in his affliction. He worshiped the great Emperor, and read every scrap he could find on him, not excepting the Pandects and the Digest. He sent for the bust in the dining room, paying a fabulous price. Then he settled himself to study his imperial prototype, and the study became an idolatry. As I have said, Ladlaw was a man of ordinary talents, and certainly of meagre imaginative power. And yet from the lies of the Secret History and the crudities of German legalists he had constructed a marvelous portrait of a man. Sitting there in the half-lighted room, he drew the picture: the quiet cold man with his inheritance of Dacian mysticism, holding the great world in fee, giving it law and religion, fighting its wars, building its churches, and yet all the while intent upon his own private work of making his peace with his soul – the churchman and warrior whom all the world worshiped, and yet one going through life with his lip quivering. He Watched by the Threshold ever at the left side. Sometimes at night, in the great Brazen Palace, warders heard the Emperor walking in the dark corridors, alone, and yet not alone; for once, when a servant entered with a lamp, he saw his master with a face as of another world, and something beside him which had no face or shape, but which he knew to be that hoary Evil which is older than the stars. 

			Crazy nonsense! I had to rub my eyes to assure myself that I was not sleeping. No! There was my friend with his suffering face, and it was the library of More. 

			And then he spoke of Theodora, – actress, harlot, devote, empress. For him the lady was but another part of the uttermost horror, a form of the shapeless thing at his side. I felt myself falling under the fascination. I have no nerves and little imagination, but in a flash I seemed to realize something of that awful featureless face, crouching ever at a man’s hand, till darkness and loneliness come, and it rises to its mastery. I shivered as I looked at the man in the chair before me. These dull eyes of his were looking upon things I could not see, and I saw their terror. I realized that it was grim earnest for him. Nonsense or no, some devilish fancy had usurped the place of his sanity, and he was being slowly broken upon the wheel. And then, when his left hand twitched, I almost cried out. I had thought it comic before; now it seemed the last proof of tragedy. 

			He stopped, and I got up with loose knees and went to the window. Better the black night than the intangible horror within. I flung up the sash and looked out across the moor. There was no light; nothing but an inky darkness and the uncanny rustle of elder bushes. The sound chilled me, and I closed the window. 

			“The land is the old Manann,” Ladlaw was saying. “We are beyond the pale here. Do you hear the wind?” 

			I forced myself back into sanity and looked at my watch. It was nearly one o’clock. 

			“What ghastly idiots we are!” I said. “I am off to bed.” 

			Ladlaw looked at me helplessly. “For God’s sake, don’t leave me alone!” he moaned. “Get Sibyl.” 

			We went together back to the hall, while he kept the same feverish grasp on my arm. Some one was sleeping in a chair by the hall fire, and to my distress I recognized my hostess. The poor child must have been sadly wearied. She came forward with her anxious face. 

			“I’m afraid Bob has kept you very late, Henry,” she said. “I hope you will sleep well. Breakfast at nine, you know.” And then I left them. 

			Over my bed there was a little picture, a reproduction of some Italian work, of Christ and the Demoniac. Some impulse made me hold my candle up to it. The madman’s face was torn with passion and suffering, and his eye had the pained furtive expression which I had come to know. And by his left side there was a dim shape crouching. 

			I got into bed hastily, but not to sleep. I felt that my reason must be going. I had been pitchforked from our clear and cheerful modern life into the mists of old superstition. Old tragic stories of my Calvinist upbringing returned to haunt me. The man dwelt in by a devil was no new fancy, but I believed that science had docketed and analyzed and explained the devil out of the world. I remembered my dabblings in the occult before I settled down to law – the story of Donisarius, the monk of Padua, the unholy legend of the Face of Proserpine, the tales of succubi and incubi, the Leannain Sith and the Hidden Presence. But here was something stranger still. I had stumbled upon that very possession which fifteen hundred years ago had made the monks of New Rome tremble and cross themselves. Some devilish occult force, lingering through the ages, had come to life after a long sleep. God knows what earthly connection there was between the splendid Emperor of the World and my prosaic friend, or between the glittering shores of the Bosporus and this moorland parish! But the land was the old Manann! The spirit may have lingered in the earth and air, a deadly legacy from Pict and Roman. I had felt the uncanniness of the place; I had augured ill of it from the first. And then in sheer disgust I rose and splashed my face with cold water. 

			I lay down again, laughing miserably at my credulity. That I, the sober and rational, should believe in this crazy fable was too palpably absurd. I would steel my mind resolutely against such harebrained theories. It was a mere bodily ailment – liver out of order, weak heart, bad circulation, or something of that sort. At the worst it might be some affection of the brain, to be treated by a specialist. I vowed to myself that next morning the best doctor in Edinburgh should be brought to More. 

			The worst of it was that my duty compelled me to stand my ground. I foresaw the few remaining weeks of my holiday blighted. I should be tied to this moorland prison, a sort of keeper and nurse in one, tormented by silly fancies. It was a charming prospect, and the thought of Glenaicill and the woodcock made me bitter against Ladlaw. But there was no way out of it. I might do Ladlaw good, and I could not have Sibyl worn to death by his vagaries. 

			My ill nature comforted me, and I forgot the horror of the thing in its vexation. After that I think I fell asleep and dozed uneasily till morning. When I woke I was in a better frame of mind. The early sun had worked wonders with the moorland. The low hills stood out fresh-colored and clear against a pale October sky; the elders sparkled with frost; the raw film of morn was rising from the little loch in tiny clouds. It was a cold, rousing day, and I dressed in good spirits and went down to breakfast. 

			I found Ladlaw looking ruddy and well; very different from the broken man I remembered of the night before. We were alone, for Sibyl was breakfasting in bed. I remarked on his ravenous appetite, and he smiled cheerily. He made two jokes during the meal; he laughed often, and I began to forget the events of the previous day. It seemed to me that I might still flee from More with a clear conscience. He had forgotten about his illness. When I touched distantly upon the matter he showed a blank face. 

			It might be that the affection had passed; on the other hand, it might return to him at the darkening. I had no means to decide. His manner was still a trifle distrait and peculiar, and I did not like the dullness in his eye. At any rate, I should spend the day in his company, and the evening would decide the question. 

			I proposed shooting, which he promptly vetoed. He was no good at walking, he said, and the birds were wild. This seriously limited the possible occupations. Fishing there was none, and hill-climbing was out of the question. He proposed a game at billiards, and I pointed to the glory of the morning. It would have been sacrilege to waste such sunshine in knocking balls about. Finally we agreed to drive somewhere and have lunch, and he ordered the dogcart. 

			In spite of all forebodings I enjoyed the day. We drove in the opposite direction from the woodland parts, right away across the moor to the coal country beyond. We lunched at the little mining town of Borrowmuir, in a small and noisy public house. The roads made bad going, the country was far from pretty, and yet the drive did not bore me. Ladlaw talked incessantly – talked as I had never heard man talk before. There was something indescribable in all he said, a different point of view, a lost groove of thought, a kind of innocence and archaic shrewdness in one. I can only give you a hint of it, by saying that it was like the mind of an early ancestor placed suddenly among modern surroundings. It was wise with a remote wisdom, and silly (now and then) with a quite antique and distant silliness. 

			I will give instances of both. He provided me with a theory of certain early fortifications, which must be true, which commends itself to the mind with overwhelming conviction, and yet which is so out of the way of common speculation that no man could have guessed it. I do not propose to set down the details, for I am working at it on my own account. Again, he told me the story of an old marriage custom, which till recently survived in this district – told it with full circumstantial detail and constant allusions to other customs which he could not possibly have known of. Now for the other side. He explained why well water is in winter warmer than a running stream, and this was his explanation: at the antipodes our winter is summer, consequently, the water of a well which comes through from the other side of the earth must be warm in winter and cold in summer, since in our summer it is winter there. You perceive what this is. It is no mere silliness, but a genuine effort of an early mind, which had just grasped the fact of the antipodes, to use it in explanation. 

			Gradually I was forced to the belief that it was not Ladlaw who was talking to me, but something speaking through him, something at once wiser and simpler. My old fear of the devil began to depart. This spirit, the exhalation, whatever it was, was ingenuous in its way, at least in its daylight aspect. For a moment I had an idea that it was a real reflex of Byzantine thought, and that by cross-examining I might make marvelous discoveries. The ardor of the scholar began to rise in me, and I asked a question about that much-debated point, the legal status of the apocrisiarii. To my vexation he gave no response. Clearly the intelligence of this familiar had its limits. 

			It was about three in the afternoon, and we had gone half of our homeward journey, when signs of the old terror began to appear. I was driving, and Ladlaw sat on my left. I noticed him growing nervous and silent, shivering at the flick of the whip, and turning halfway round toward me. Then he asked me to change places, and I had the unpleasant work of driving from the wrong side. After that I do not think he spoke once till we arrived at More, but sat huddled together, with the driving rug almost up to his chin – an eccentric figure of a man. 

			I foresaw another such night as the last, and I confess my heart sank. I had no stomach for more mysteries, and somehow with the approach of twilight the confidence of the day departed. The thing appeared in darker colors, and I found it in my mind to turn coward. Sibyl alone deterred me. I could not bear to think of her alone with this demented being. I remembered her shy timidity, her innocence. It was monstrous that the poor thing should be called on thus to fight alone with phantoms. 

			When we came to the House it was almost sunset. Ladlaw got out very carefully on the right side, and for a second stood by the horse. The sun was making our shadows long, and as I stood beyond him it seemed for a moment that his shadow was double. It may have been mere fancy, for I had not time to look twice. He was standing, as I have said, with his left side next the horse. Suddenly the harmless elderly cob fell into a very panic of fright, reared upright, and all but succeeded in killing its master. I was in time to pluck Ladlaw from under its feet, but the beast had become perfectly unmanageable, and we left a groom struggling to quiet it. 

			In the hall the butler gave me a telegram. It was from my clerk, summoning me back at once to an important consultation. 

			Here was a prompt removal of my scruples. There could be no question of my remaining, for the case was one of the first importance, which I had feared might break off my holiday. The consultation fell in vacation time to meet the convenience of certain people who were going abroad, and there was the most instant demand for my presence. I must go, and at once; and, as I hunted in the timetable, I found that in three hours’ time a night train for the south would pass Borrowmuir which might be stopped by special wire. 

			But I had no pleasure in my freedom. I was in despair about Sibyl, and I hated myself for my cowardly relief. The dreary dining room, the sinister bust, and Ladlaw crouching and quivering – the recollection, now that escape was before me, came back on my mind with the terror of a nightmare. My first thought was to persuade the Ladlaws to come away with me. I found them both in the drawing-room – Sibyl very fragile and pale, and her husband sitting as usual like a frightened child in the shadow of her skirts. A sight of him was enough to dispel my hope. The man was fatally ill, mentally, bodily; and who was I to attempt to minister to a mind diseased? 

			But Sibyl – she might be saved from the martyrdom. The servants would take care of him, and, if need be, a doctor might be got from Edinburgh to live in the house. So while he sat with vacant eyes staring into the twilight, I tried to persuade Sibyl to think of herself. I am frankly a sun worshiper. I have no taste for arduous duty, and the quixotic is my abhorrence. I labored to bring my cousin to this frame of mind. I told her that her first duty was to herself, and that this vigil of hers was beyond human endurance. But she had no ears for my arguments. 

			“While Bob is ill I must stay with him,” she said always in answer, and then she thanked me for my visit, till I felt a brute and a coward. I strove to quiet my conscience, but it told me always that I was fleeing from my duty; and then, when I was on the brink of a nobler resolution, a sudden overmastering terror would take hold of me, and I would listen hysterically for the sound of the dogcart on the gravel. 

			At last it came, and in a sort of fever I tried to say the conventional farewells. I shook hands with Ladlaw, and when I dropped his hand it fell numbly on his knee. Then I took my leave, muttering hoarse nonsense about having had a “charming visit,” and “hoping soon to see them both in town.” As I backed to the door, I knocked over a lamp on a small table. It crashed on the floor and went out, and at the sound Ladlaw gave a curious childish cry. I turned like a coward, and ran across the hall to the front door, and scrambled into the dogcart. 

			The groom would have driven me sedately through the park, but I must have speed or go mad. I took the reins from him and put the horse into a canter. We swung through the gates and out into the moor road, for I could have no peace till the ghoulish elder world was exchanged for the homely ugliness of civilization. Once only I looked back, and there against the sky line, with a solitary lit window, the House of More stood lonely in the red desert.
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			This is a confession, a confession of an evil that I, William Green, committed over forty years ago and which cost the life of my friend. Or so I had always believed. Thomas Crawford was the name of that friend. I don’t suppose that name means anything today, celebrities are after all so quickly forgotten and replaced, but in my day he was the greatest illusionist, mentalist, hypnotist and conjuror to ever work the stage. 

			Tom had always seemed to me a man born for an audience. Physically he was everything one could hope of being; athletic, tall, and swarthy, he was handsome to an almost intolerable degree. Not only was he attractive but he possessed too an astonishing intellect. The body was additionally complimented with an acute mind that was given expression by a voice of upper class eloquence, refining his speech to a fluid argot, typical of someone educated the expensive way. These gifts of nature and breeding gave him an enchanting presence on stage, and, an irresistible appeal to women. Unfortunately, arrogance typically is the corollary of such assets and although in most respects Tom was a kind and liberal man, capable of great generosity at times, above all he was unashamedly narcissistic and perversely devoted to himself and the character he had created for the stage.

			His star was quick to shine brightest among the many acts working the London theatres, not least because his shows were truly terrific spectacles. Women swooned as this handsome magician walked barefoot across broken glass, some of the audience would even faint at the sight of his decapitated head during the trick dubbed ‘the decollation of John Baptist’ and laughter would resound when he chose the fattest, baldest man from among the audience and hypnotized him into believing he was Cary Grant.

			We, Thomas and I, became acquainted early in his career while he was still performing in east end dives run by gangsters and earning extra pocket money by counting blackjack cards and, consequently, getting himself barred from all the casinos in London. I was, at that time, an itinerant pianist tickling the ivories wherever the work was and so naturally we wound up performing in many of same clubs and bars. Our paths crossed regularly enough for a friendship to blossom, and a strong and true friendship it soon became. What made our opposite characters so compatible, I’m not sure, but we were like brothers, I the jealous younger brother, but brothers nonetheless, and only once was that bond ever threatened and I suppose inevitably a woman was the cause. 

			Olivia Darrow was her name, an actress Tom had hired as his stage assistant. She would stalk in a gaudy leotard and distract the audience with her long perfect legs. God, how we both adored her, she was a beauty that I’m utterly at a loss to describe. Tom and I were scandalous in our pursuit of her.

			“Let the better man win,” declared Tom, no doubt confident that the better man was him. And, of course, he was right. The fight for Olivia’s affections was a battle I was ill equipped for. I was the anti-Tom; myopic, asthmatic and gaunt to a degree so frightening that it could have seen me cast as one of Tod Browning’s Freaks. Well, maybe I exaggerate. But, nevertheless, it was inevitably Thomas who took the prize and got to nestle between those dancer’s legs of hers. That was a devastating blow for me. I’d admit that now. I was crazy for her. 

			* * *

			 

			Well now, let’s get to the heart of this confession, which I suppose starts that night after Tom’s last Palladium show, October 1936. We had gone back to Tom’s home in Fulham, a large detached house close to Bishop’s Park and overlooking the Thames. Olivia was away visiting family if I remember correctly; she definitely wasn’t home that night. They, Tom and Olivia, had been married two years by this time, no children and, to Tom’s mind, happier for it. As was our custom we sat in the study with our sherry and Houdini, Tom’s black tomcat, brushing up against my ankles. 

			The study was Tom’s shrine to his art, a veritable museum of magic. Early editions, in lavish bindings, of all the most important texts were the pride of the many bookcases, but more entertaining for the guest were the original lithograph posters of sundry magical acts, varying from the haunting to the ludicrous (my personal favourite of these was a French poster that featured a devilish character holding aloft a freshly decapitated head). There was also the odd guillotine, iron maiden and cannon knocking about; the ghoulish props for his stage act.

			That night, I remember we talked idly for some time, though I was quite aware that Tom was merely biding his time, he had a purpose for me that night beyond conversation, I could tell this from his demeanour. There was an agitation about him, he wouldn’t be seated and would pace the floor throughout our conversation until finally he came to it.

			“Enjoy the show tonight?” he asked. It was a peculiar question I remember thinking; he hadn’t asked my opinion on his show in years.

			“I enjoyed it very much,” I answered, perhaps a little too quickly and mechanically.

			“Really!” he said, “You enjoyed it? You do realise my act hasn’t changed much in the past eight years, which is as long as I’ve known you, you therefore know my act probably better than anyone other than myself, and yet you still enjoy seeing the same old routine. We ought to have your pulse checked; I however was bored out of my skull.” 

			“Well the audience still enjoy it, the seats are still full, and that’s the main thing.”

			“No it isn’t, for me to enjoy it that’s the main thing. I get up on stage to entertain myself, not those Guffins, and what entertains me is their fear. The only reason the audience still enjoy my show, and probably more now than they ever did, is because my act no longer terrifies them, it’s all too comfortingly familiar. I want to see fear in their eyes again. I want all the pretty young virgins in my audience to go home afraid that I lurk in shadows of their boudoirs, afraid that one day they might encounter me and that I might mesmerize them into revealing all their vulgar little fantasies. That’s why I do what I do. I want my audience to believe they’re watching an emissary of Lucifer.”

			“Well then you must give them something new,” I suggested casually, but this, I could tell, was just the advice Tom had been counting on for as soon as the words were spoken that maliciously little smile of his crept right across his lupine face. 

			All adults I believe have a facial characteristic that betrays the child they used to be, I believe that malicious grin of Tom’s betrayed his childhood nature. It was the smile of a remorseless trickster and show-off. It was easy to imagine him as a rather wicked and mischievous child grinning like that after having performed a particularly fiendish prank.

			“Give them something new?” he repeated my words. “That’s exactly what we shall do.”

			Straight away, I found his use of the word we suspicious. 

			“You have a new trick?” I asked.

			“Perhaps,” he answered nonchalantly. “Last Tuesday I drove up to Lockwood village, why I should go so far out of my way for no particular reason I don’t know, but I had just been with Bea and didn’t really feel ready to return home to Olivia yet. After being with Beatrice I find I need to air myself out a bit, that cheap perfume she must positively bathe in hangs in the ether around me like noxious gas. But I really shouldn’t complain, after all, I probably bought it for her.” 

			Beatrice was his mistress, one of many. I had always wished that he’d keep his affairs hidden from me, some days I could hardly look at Olivia for guilt, and looking at Olivia was one of the few great pleasures I had in life. 

			“Whatever the reason, some instinct compelled me to Lockwood that day,” Tom continued, “and I know now that fortune was smiling on me that day. Of course you remember that Lockwood was the town where Gombrich lived and died?”

			I hadn’t the foggiest, but I knew the name Gombrich well enough, some days he was all Tom would deign talk about. “A magician so good he makes my cock crow” was one particularly memorable way Tom had once described him. He had died an old man in 1911, when Tom was only three years old and so consequently Tom knew him only through newspaper clippings and word of mouth, but that was enough to make him obsessed.

			“Well anyway,” said Tom, “in Lockwood I stumbled upon a little bric-a-brac store, full of junk mostly, actually that’s being too kind, it was full of junk entirely. But what I did find was a heap of old newspapers, the local town rag. The rheumatic old codger who owned the store had editions from as far back as the eighteen-nineties. I even found the editions dating from the time of Gombrich’s death and funeral. They were fantastic, so much more detailed than the nationals and one particular snippet of information had me doing cartwheels. Apparently Gombrich was buried with his journal, the book of all his secrets. That’s where I shall find my new routine.”

			“You want to steal Gombrich’s tricks?” I asked.

			Tom glowered at me vexed.

			“I will not be stealing his tricks,” he roared. “It shall be homage, a tribute. I’ll acknowledge him in performance. I shall always be his disciple. Gombrich will always be the Master. I shall see to it that his name is placed along side Dedi, Robert-Houdin and John Nevil Maskelyne in the pantheon of the black arts. Those wonderful illusions he invented should not go with him to the grave. I need that journal William. Will you help me? The drive to Lockwood is but two hours, if we leave now we’d be there by one o’clock, the deed itself shouldn’t take long. I have everything we need shovels, torches and such prepared and ready.”

			“Tonight,” I exclaimed.

			“Of course tonight,” snapped Tom, “you expect me to wait! I cannot wait any longer. I have the patience of a child on such matters. Think of what a treasure trove could be waiting for me in that dead man’s hands.”

			“But it’s so damn gruesome, Tom,” I protested. “Do you really mean to dig up the poor man’s grave?”

			Delighted at having scandalized me, Tom grinned at me diabolically. 

			“He’s quite dead, William, I assure you,” he said, “I shouldn’t think he’d be the slightest bit put out by us dropping by and as for the journal, well I hardly think that it’s of much use to him now. What is there left for him to enter? ‘Dear Journal, today my right eye was eaten by a worm.’ Ha!” he laughed fiendishly. “Come! The sooner we leave the sooner we’re done.”

			He didn’t even wait to hear my acquiescence, he simply walked out the room expecting me to follow, which of course I did. 

			* * *

			 

			The estimate Tom gave for the journey to Lockwood was, as customary, accurate to the minute and we arrived at the cemetery gates a little before one. Like Burke and Hare we traipsed among the gravestones, our shovels resting on our shoulders. Tom led the way. He seemed quite familiar with the cemetery grounds; the darkness seemed to be no impediment to our progress. The night, though, was everything we wouldn’t have hoped for, both bitterly cold and damp. 

			I’m a city lad and hate the country at the best of times. It’s nothing but muddy grass and cowpats as far as I can tell. But it is the isolation that I dislike above all. I need the anonymity a city provides. With such want of activity around us, increasingly, while Tom and I trudged our wellingtons disrespectfully over the graves of strangers, I felt that Heaven’s spotlight was free to focus very disapprovingly upon us. 

			I would guess that Tom didn’t share my discomfort for he didn’t display the slightest jot of consternation quite the contrary actually, such macabre acts I suppose delighted him. He had always wanted to play the part of the gothic villain. He lived that fantasy out to a degree on stage. 

			The stage was his lair where he chained down scantily clad beauties with heaving bosoms and gleefully impaled them with swords or cut them in half. But that was theatre, this was genuine, and I must admit I found his sang-froid in the cemetery discomforting. I felt the occasion called for a certain solemnity and as we stood before Gombrich’s gravestone within the shadow of the church spire I couldn’t help but feel judgement being cast upon us. 

			It was a humble grave, in the end, with the briefest of inscriptions.

			In Memory of

			THEODOR ANTON GOMBRICH

			Magician

			Born 28 January 1846 – Died 04 December 1911

			I saw to it that it was Tom’s shovel that first broke the ground. Stupid I know but I felt this in some way helped to consolidate me in my position as a mere footman in the deed and not the mastermind, as if this would matter at some time. 

			We dug for about an hour before we struck the coffin’s lid. 

			“You don’t have to see inside,” Tom charitably informed me. “Climb up and hand down the crowbar.” 

			I did as I was told and then waited at the edge of the pit smoking a cigarette and trying to keep myself warm. From the sound of it Tom had quite a job breaking into the coffin but soon enough he emerged from grave bringing with him a small chest about the size of a loaf of bread. 

			“Got it!” he declared triumphantly. “Let’s fill this back up and go.”

			* * *

			 

			Our journey back to London passed almost entirely in silence. Eager to return to his study and open his treasure chest, Tom took full advantage of the empty roads and drove the whole way back to London like a race car driver. Being by no means a speedster it would have been a very nervous journey home for me had I not been agitated by a morbid curiosity. What would twenty-five years in the grave do to a body?

			The car pulled up outside my house at about three AM. At the time I lived in a small house in Hammersmith. Out of the car, I shook hands with Tom through the driver’s window. He thanked me again with real sincerity. Then, just as he was about to start the motor again to leave, I finally asked: “What . . . what did it look like?”

			“What did what look like?” teased Tom looking at me blankly despite knowing perfectly well what I meant by it.

			“What did the body look like,” I clarified.

			Tom sniggered. “There was no body,” he answered enigmatically before driving away.

			I never saw him again.

			The next morning I received the news that Tom had died in his sleep. Obviously I was shocked. In an instant I had lost my best friend, but however much grief the news had caused me it was nothing compared to how Olivia suffered. Upon receiving the news I immediately went to her. The condition I found her in excited me. Should I be ashamed to admit that? She was lost and needed me, and, like a votive offering, I wanted to give myself to her.

			* * *

			 

			It was on the morning of Tom’s funeral when I noticed the letter. It was one of a dozen or so unopened letters strewn across my bureau. I hadn’t the time or inclination to handle my correspondence in the wake of Tom’s death and the letters had simply begun to pile up. I was actually on my way out when it caught my eye and stopped me dead in my tracks. It was unmistakable. The writing on one of the envelopes was written in Tom’s hand. What is amazing is that I could have missed this before. I would have seen that letter everyday over the past four. It must have been posted on the day of his death. Naturally, I immediately opened it and what a revelation I discovered inside.

			My conscience has indelibly engraved every word of its contents upon me so that now, even after the passing of forty years, I can relate it verbatim. It read:

			My dear friend

			I must once again thank you for your assistance the other night, quite a lark wouldn’t you say?

			The rewards it has brought are indeed fantastically great, much more than I could have ever imagined. Since my earliest days, when I was only capable of the most primitive of coin tricks I have revered Gombrich as my idol. It was thoughts of him that would spur me on, but only now, now that I have his journal in my hands, do I really know anything of his genius. The chest we recovered contained two items the journal and a phial of powder. The journal, I shall discuss the powder shortly, I have just read from cover to cover. Not since I was a child, the time a lay across a rug in my father’s library reading Reginald Scot’s ‘The Discoverie of Witchcraft’, my introduction to the black arts, have I been so enthralled.

			With this discovery my whole career shall be reborn and to announce this rebirth the world shall bare witness to a trick, one of Gombrich’s last and cheekiest. For this trick the powder which I spoke of is the key. Gombrich writes that he acquired the substance from a coloured magician in New Orleans, it’s a neurotoxin derived from a fish, which when administered gives the patient the characteristic of death, slowing the heart to a beat practically imperceptible. This cataleptic condition can last up to five days, and then the sleeper shall awake and take a bow as his audience gasp in astonishment. This delightfully simple trick seems responsible for the superstition of the living corpse found in primitive cultures. Gombrich has dubbed the illusion The Dying Art. 

			You must be incredulous William I’m sure, such things aren’t possible, but remember that this is magic the art of the impossible.

			Well then, if you are still incredulous you must have proof. Tonight I shall take a draught of the powder and let it put me to sleep and in five days I shall return from the grave. I have told no one of my intention, not even dear Olivia. Her grief appearing genuine I imagine is tantamount to the tricks success and, unfortunately, we have both seen her act. People must really believe that I can cheat death. You are my sole accomplice on this matter. Do what you can to fan the flames of publicity, for my funeral suggest a transparent coffin perhaps, so the mourners and reporters can watch my corpse like body be interred.Oh but William, if it does go as far as my burial be a dear and dig me up, you have some recent grave digging experience I believe.

			Well that is all. Destroy this letter and tell no one.

			The Devil’s Messiah

			Now, at last, here is my confession. Of the two requests he asked of me in that letter I complied with only one. I burnt the letter but after the funeral I left him in the ground to die. Why? Maybe I resented the way he arrogantly expected that I’d always be his lackey for whatever plot he hatched, but the truth is, I loved Olivia and in those four days leading up to Tom’s funeral I became the man at her side, consoling her, making decisions for her and supporting her in anyway I could and I realized that at her side was where I wanted to remain. I abandoned Tom so that I could have a second chance with Olivia and I cannot regret mydecision for two years later we were married and went on to share our lives together for a further forty years, years I wouldn’t give up for anything. 

			Of course, guilt haunted me at first. Countless nights I spent lying on my back in bed, with the cover over head, imagining what it would have been like for Tom to wake up in that garish box of his buried six feet beneath the earth. How did he die? I often wondered. Did he scream in terror until his throat was raw, did he scratch at the lid of his coffin until his fingers bled, before finally resigning himself to the inevitability of his slow agonizing demise? Did he suffocate or die of starvation?

			Screaming and clawing was hardly Tom’s style, but could he really have kept his dignity in such a state? Well if anyone could, Tom could of. I could see him lying there languidly, luxuriating among his coffin’s fine silk upholstery, ensconced like a foppish vampire, trying to compose some witty last words. 

			For a while all my private moments were sullied by some macabre fantasy about Tom’s final hours. My favourites, though, were the ones that had Tom crying out in terror and fighting hopelessly for his life. 

			Occasionally, I even found the thought of Tom impotently crying out in terror from within his grave amusing. I’m ashamed to say it, but it’s the truth. There were times when I actually giggled while imagining the splinters lacerating his precious conjuror’s hands as he tried to claw his way out of his coffin. The bloodier his hands became the more amused I would become until soon I’d be howling with laughter like a bloodthirsty ghoul. With tears of mirth rolling down my cheeks, I’d watch in my mind’s eye Tom’s face drop as he realized two things; his certain looming death and that his obedient dog was not so obedient after all. 

			It was a surprise to discover what a ghoul I could be, and yet, at other times, the same scene could move me to tears of sorrow. Such morbidity of spirit I feared would be the enduring after effect of my wrong. For years I was tortured like this, however, with time I discovered that one can make peace with any sin, as I did with mine. Crowley, that old deviant, had taught Tom to define his own morality, well now I too learned that lesson as my happiness with Olivia slowly dissolved my guilt and justified my crime. 

			* * *

			 

			This morning I buried her. The illness has claimed her finally. In a way, I am relieved that it’s over and that she can now be at peace. That was not her at the end, the dementia had corrupted her, eaten away the dear woman that I loved and left me with the bitter pith. 

			Over the last few months, she had even taken to calling me Tom. That hurt me. Neither of us had spoken his name in years, but evidently he had never left her thoughts. I wonder how often she thought of him while she was with me. Was I always just an inferior replacement for him? Did she ever truly stop loving him? Perhaps it was having his name returned to my conscience that brought about what I saw this morning at the cemetery. 

			As Olivia’s coffin was being lowered into its burial plot and the priest recited a prayer I felt eyes being cast upon me. Not sympathetic eyes being mournfully bestowed upon a widow, but eyes infused with such malice that I could practically feel their touch. I looked up to find the source. The heads of my fellow mourners lowered to observe the prayer, their exhalations wreathing and rolling in the cold winter air like dragons breath. However, there was one guest who had no regard for priest’s prayer. 

			A young gentleman in a drape-cut suit was the exception. The brim of the black fedora he wore partly shadowed his face but I could clearly see his eyes that seem to shine out from shadows like stars of ill omen. Focused intently upon me, they were wide and ablaze with hate. 

			He met my gaze brazenly and then gradually his lips spread full into a grin that I instantly recognised. It was Tom’s malicious grin. At that moment of recognition the prayer ended, the other heads rose and the stranger seemed to disappear among the faces. 

			What had I seen? Could it of actually been Tom?

			Could it be that after all this time ‘The Dying Art’ had been played on me? Was he ever even in that grave? Did he secretly know I would have done anything to win Olivia? His whole art was based on reading people and manipulating them. Has he tested my loyalty to him? Without doubt I’ve failed him and so now maybe he has returned to haunt my final lonely years with his psychological tricks and sorcery, to terrorize me to insanity. 

			I will not let that come to pass! I must know if Thomas Crawford lies in that grave or if, like some zombie, he has crawled out from it. 

			I write this confession in my house on Lily Foot Lane, when I am through I shall leave for the cemetery, and there, belatedly fulfil the request put to me some forty years ago. I will dig him up! And if I find Tom’s rotting corpse there in that gaudy coffin of his I shall rejoice at the sight of it, perhaps even dance a merry jig, before stomping those decaying bones into dust with the heel of my shoe and then returning home to destroy these pages. I do not believe in ghosts and therefore shall not allow myself to be haunted by one.

			However, if that grave is empty, if I have again played the vassal to my whilom friend’s Lord of Illusion, I shall not return. I shall never return. If indeed tonight I find Tom’s grave empty then by sunrise you, whoever is reading this, can find me at Putney Bridge and there, as is my custom, I’ll be staring down upon the gentle undulations of the Thames, only this time, I’ll be dangling from the rafters with a noose wrapped tightly around my neck. 

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			The Yellow Sign

			Robert W. Chambers
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			Let the red dawn surmise 

			What we shall do, 

			When this blue starlight dies 

			And all is through.

			I

			There are so many things which are impossible to explain! Why should certain chords in music make me think of the brown and golden tints of autumn foliage? Why should the Mass of Sainte Cecile send my thoughts wandering among caverns whose walls blaze with ragged masses of virgin silver? What was it in the roar and turmoil of Broadway at six o’clock that flashed before my eyes the picture of a still Breton forest where sunlight filtered through spring foliage and Sylvia bent, half curiously, half tenderly, over a small green lizard, murmuring: “To think that this is also a little ward of God!”

			When I first saw the watchman his back was toward me. I looked at him indifferently until he went into the church. I paid no more attention to him than I had to any other man who lounged through Washington Square that morning, and when I shut my window and turned back into my studio I had forgotten him. Late in the afternoon, the day being warm, I raised the window again and leaned out to get a sniff of the air. A man was standing in the courtyard of the church, and I noticed him again with as little interest as I had that morning. I looked across the square to where the fountain was playing and then, with my mind filled with vague impressions of trees, asphalt drives, and the moving groups of nursemaids and holidaymakers, I started to walk back to my easel. 

			As I turned, my listless glance included the man below in the churchyard. His face was toward me now, and with a perfectly involuntary movement I bent to see it. At the same moment he raised his head and looked at me. Instantly I thought of a coffin-worm. Whatever it was about the man that repelled me I did not know, but the impression of a plump white grave-worm was so intense and nauseating that I must have shown it in my expression, for he turned his puffy face away with a movement which made me think of a disturbed grub in a chestnut.

			I went back to my easel and motioned the model to resume her pose. After working awhile I was satisfied that I was spoiling what I had done as rapidly as possible, and I took up a palette knife and scraped the color out again. The flesh tones were sallow and unhealthy, and I did not understand how I could have painted such sickly color into a study which before that had glowed with healthy tones.

			I looked at Tessie. She had not changed, and the clear flush of health dyed her neck and cheeks as I frowned.

			“Is it something I’ve done?” she said.

			“No – I’ve made a mess of this arm, and for the life of me I can’t see how I came to paint such mud as that into the canvas,” I replied.

			“Don’t I pose well?” she insisted.

			“Of course, perfectly.”

			“Then it’s not my fault?”

			“No. It’s my own.”

			“I’m very sorry,” she said.

			I told her she could rest while I applied rag and turpentine to the plague spot on my canvas, and she went off to smoke a cigarette and look over the illustrations in the Courier Français.

			I did not know whether it was something in the turpentine or a defect in the canvas, but the more I scrubbed the more that gangrene seemed to spread. I worked like a beaver to get it out, and yet the disease appeared to creep from limb to limb of the study before me. Alarmed I strove to arrest it, but now the color on the breast changed and the whole figure seemed to absorb the infection as a sponge soaks up water. Vigorously I plied palette knife, turpentine, and scraper, thinking all the time what a seance I should hold with Duval who had sold me the canvas; but soon I noticed that it was not the canvas which was defective nor yet the colors of Edward. “It must be the turpentine,” I thought angrily, “or else my eyes have become so blurred and confused by the afternoon light that I can’t see straight.” I called Tessie, the model. She came and leaned over my chair blowing rings of smoke into the air.

			“What have you been doing to it?” she exclaimed.

			“Nothing,” I growled, “it must be this turpentine!”

			“What a horrible color it is now,” she continued. “Do you think my flesh resembles green cheese?”

			“No, I don’t,” I said angrily, “did you ever know me to paint like that before?”

			“No, indeed!”

			“Well, then!”

			“It must be the turpentine, or something,” she admitted.

			She slipped on a Japanese robe and walked to the window. I scraped and rubbed until I was tired and finally picked up my brushes and hurled them through the canvas with a forcible expression, the tone alone of which reached Tessie’s ears.

			Nevertheless she promptly began: “That’s it! Swear and act silly and ruin your brushes! You have been three weeks on that study, and now look! What’s the good of ripping the canvas? What creatures artists are!”

			I felt about as much ashamed as I usually did after such an outbreak, and I turned the ruined canvas to the wall. Tessie helped me clean my brushes, and then danced away to dress. From the screen she regaled me with bits of advice concerning whole or partial loss of temper, until, thinking, perhaps, I had been tormented sufficiently, she came out to implore me to button her waist where she could not reach it on the shoulder.

			“Everything went wrong from the time you came back from the window and talked about that horrid-looking man you saw in the churchyard,” she announced.

			“Yes, he probably bewitched the picture,” I said, yawning. I looked at my watch.

			“It’s after six, I know,” said Tessie, adjusting her hat before the mirror.

			“Yes,” I replied, “I didn’t mean to keep you so long.” I leaned out the window but recoiled with disgust, for the young man with the pasty face stood below in the churchyard. Tessie saw my gesture of disapproval and leaned from the window.

			“Is that the man you don’t like?” she whispered.

			I nodded.

			“I can’t see his face, but he does look fat and soft. Someway or other,” she continued, looking at me, “he reminds me of a dream, – and awful dream I once had. Or,” she mused looking down at her shapely shoes, “was it a dream after all?”

			“How should I know?” I smiled.

			Tessie smiled in reply.

			“You were in it,” she said, “so perhaps you might know something about it.”

			“Tessie! Tessie!” I protested, “don’t you dare flatter by saying you dream about me!”

			“But I did,” she insisted; “shall I tell you about it?”

			“Go ahead,” I replied, lighting a cigarette.

			Tessie leaned back on the open window-sill and began very seriously.

			“One night last winter I was lying in bed thinking about nothing at all in particular. I had been posing for you and I was tired out, yet it seemed impossible for me to sleep. I heard the bells in the city ring ten, eleven, and midnight. I must have fallen asleep about midnight because I don’t remember hearing the bells after that. It seemed to me that I had scarcely closed my eyes when I dreamed that something impelled me to go to the window. I rose, and raising the sash, leaned out. Twenty-fifth Street was deserted as far as I could see. I began to be afraid; everything outside seemed so – so black and uncomfortable. Then the sound of wheels in the distance came to my ears, and it seemed to me as though that was what I must wait for. Very slowly the wheels approached, and, finally, I could make out a vehicle moving along the street. 

			It came nearer and nearer, and when it passed beneath my window I saw it was a hearse. Then, as I trembled with fear, the driver turned and looked straight at me. When I awoke I was standing by the open window shivering with cold, but the black-plumed hearse and the driver were gone. I dreamed this dream again in March last, and again awoke beside the open window. Last night the dream came again. You remember how it was raining; when I awoke, standing at the open window, my nightdress was soaked.”

			“But where did I come into the dream?” I asked.

			“You – you were in the coffin; but you were not dead.”

			“In the coffin?”

			“Yes.”

			“How did you know? Could you see me?”

			“No; I only knew you were there.”

			“Had you been eating Welsh rarebits, or lobster salad?” I began laughing, but the girl interrupted me with a frightened cry.

			“Hello! What’s up?” I said, as she shrank into the embrasure by the window.

			“The – the man below in the churchyard; – he drove the hearse.”

			“Nonsense,” I said, but Tessie’s eyes were wide with terror. I went to the window and looked out. The man was gone. “Come, Tessie,” I urged, “don’t be foolish. You have posed too long; you are nervous.”

			“Do you think I could forget that face?” she murmured. “Three times I saw that hearse pass below my window, and every time the driver turned and looked up at me. Oh, his face was so white and – and soft? It looked dead – it looked as if it had been dead a long time.”

			I induced the girl to sit down and swallow a glass of Marsala. Then I sat down beside her and tried to give her some advice.

			“Look here, Tessie,” I said, “you go to the country for a week or two, and you’ll have no more dreams about hearses. You pose all day, and when night comes your nerves are upset. You can’t keep this up. Then again, instead of going to bed when your day’s work is done, you run off to picnics at Sulzer’s Park, or go to the Eldorado or Coney Island, and when you come down here in the morning you are fagged out. There was no real hearse. That was a soft-shell crab dream.”

			She smiled faintly.

			“What about the man in the churchyard?”

			“Oh, he’s an ordinary unhealthy, everyday creature.”

			“As true as my name is Tessie Reardon, I swear to you, Mr. Scott, that the face of the man below in the churchyard is the face of the man who drove the hearse!”

			“What of it?” I said. “It’s an honest trade.”

			“Then you think I did see a hearse?”

			“Oh,” I said diplomatically, “if you really did, it might not be unlikely that the man below drove it. There is nothing in that.”

			Tessie rose, unrolled her scented handkerchief, and taking a bit of gum from a knot in the hem, placed it in her mouth. Then drawing on her gloves she offered me her hand, with a frank, “Good-night, Mr. Scott,” and walked out.

			II

			The next morning, Thomas, the bellboy, brought me the Herald and a bit of news. The church next door had been sold. I thanked Heaven for it, not that being a Catholic I had any repugnance for the congregation next door, but because my nerves were shattered by a blatant exhorter, whose every word echoed through the aisle of the church as if it had been my own rooms, and who insisted on his r’s with a nasal persistence which revolted my every instinct. Then, too, there as a fiend in human shape, an organist, who reeled off some of the grand old hymns with an interpretation of his own, and I longed for the blood of a creature who could play the doxology with an amendment of minor chords which one hears only in a quartet of very young undergraduates. I believe the minister was a good man, but when he bellowed: “And the Lorrrrd said unto Moses, the Lorrrrd is a man of war; the Lorrrrd is his name. My wrath shall wax hot and I will kill you with the sworrrrd!” I wondered how many centuries of purgatory it would take to atone for such a sin.

			“Who bought the property?” I asked Thomas.

			“Nobody that I knows, sir. They do say the gent wot owns this ‘ere ‘Amilton flats was lookin’ at it. ‘E might be a bildin’ more studios.”

			I walked to the window. The young man with the unhealthy face stood by the churchyard gate, and at the mere sight of him the same overwhelming repugnance took possession of me.

			“By the way, Thomas,” I said, “who is that fellow down there?”

			Thomas sniffed. “That there worm, sir? ‘E’s night-watchman of the church, sir. ‘E maikes me tired a-sittin’ out all night on them steps and lookin’ at you insultin’ like. I’d a punched ’is ’ed, sir – beg pardon sir —”

			“Go on, Thomas.”

			“One night a comin’ ’ome with ’Arry, the other English boy, I sees ‘im a sittin’ there on them steps. We ‘ad Molly and Jen with us, sir, the two girls on the tray service, an’ ‘e looks so insultin’ at us that I up and sez: ’Wat you looking hat, you fat slug?’ – beg pardon, sir, but that’s ’ow I sez, sir. Then ‘e don’t say nothin’ and I sez; ‘Come out and I’ll punch that puddin’ ’ed.’ Then I hopens the gate an’ goes in, but ‘e don’t say nothin’, only looks insultin’ like. Then I ‘its ‘im one, but ugh! ‘is ‘ed was that cold and mushy it ud sicken you to touch ‘im.”

			“What did he do then?” I asked, curiously.

			“’Im? Nawthin’.”

			“And you, Thomas?”

			The young fellow flushed in embarrassment and smiled uneasily.

			“Mr. Scott, sir, I ain’t no coward an’ I can’t make it out at all why I run. I was with the 5th Lawncers, sir, bugler at Tel-el-Kebir, an’ was shot by the wells.”

			“You don’t mean to say you ran away?”

			“Yes, sir; I run.”

			“Why?”

			“That’s just what I want to know, sir. I grabbed Molly an’ run, an’ the rest of us just as frightened as I.”

			“But what were they frightened at?”

			Thomas refused to answer for a while, but now my curiosity was aroused about the repulsive young man below and I pressed him. Three years’ sojourn in America had not only modified Thomas’ cockney dialect but had given him the American’s fear of ridicule.

			“You won’t believe me, Mr. Scott, sir?”

			“Yes, I will.”

			“You will lawf at me, sir?”

			“Nonsense!”

			He hesitated. “Well, sir, it’s God’s truth that when I ‘it ‘im ‘e grabbed me wrists, sir, and when I twisted ‘is soft, mushy fist one of ‘is fingers come off in me ‘and.”

			The utter loathing and horror of Thomas’ face must have been reflected in my own for he added:

			“It’s orful, an’ now when I see ‘im I just go away. ‘E maikes me hill.”

			When Thomas had gone I went to the window. The man stood beside the church-railing with both hands on the gate, but I hastily retreated to my easel again, sickened and horrified, for I saw that the middle finger of his right hand was missing.

			At nine o’clock Tessie appeared and vanished behind the screen with a merry “Good-morning, Mr. Scott.” While she had reappeared and taken her pose upon the model-stand I started a new canvas much to her delight. She remained silent as long as I was on the drawing, but as soon as the scrape of the charcoal ceased and I took up my fixative she began to chatter.

			“Oh, I had such a lovely time last night. We went to Tony Pastor’s.”

			“Who are ‘we’?” I demanded.

			“Oh, Maggie, you know, Mr. Whyte’s model, and Pinkie McCormick – we call her Pinkie because she’s got that beautiful red hair you artists like so much – and Lizzie Burke.”

			I sent a shower of fixative over the canvas and said: “Well, go on.”

			“We saw Kelly and Baby Barnes the skirt-dancer and – and all the rest. I made a mash.”

			“Then you have gone back on me, Tessie?”

			She laughed and shook her head.

			“He’s Lizzie Burke’s brother, Ed. He’s a perfect gen’l’man.”

			I felt constrained to give her some parental advice concerning mashing, which she took with a bright smile.

			“Oh, I can take care of a strange mash,” she said, examining her chewing gum, “but Ed is different. Lizzie is my best friend.”

			Then she related how Ed had come back from the stocking mill in Lowell, Massachusetts, to find her and Lizzie grown up, and what an accomplished young man he was, and how he thought nothing of squandering half a dollar for ice-cream and oysters to celebrate his entry as clerk into the woolen department of Macy’s. Before she finished I began to paint, and she resumed the pose, smiling and chattering like a sparrow. By noon I had the study fairly well rubbed in and Tessie came to look at it.

			“That’s better,” she said.

			I thought so too, and ate my lunch with a satisfied feeling that all was going well. Tessie spread her lunch on a drawing table opposite me and we drank our claret from the same bottle and lighted our cigarettes from the same match. I was very much attached to Tessie. I had watched her shoot up into a slender but exquisitely formed woman from a frail, awkward child. She had posed for me during the last three years, and among all my models she was my favorite. It would have troubled me very much indeed had she become “tough” or “fly,” as the phrase goes, but I had never noticed any deterioration of her manner, and felt at heart that she was all right. She and I never discussed morals at all, and I had no intention of doing so, partly because I had none myself, and partly because I knew she would do what she liked in spite of me. 
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