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			Foreword: Murder Mayhem
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			WHEN I WAS A KID growing up in the Virginia countryside, townsfolk used to whisper about a gruesome double murder that took place in our local cemetery. Late one night a neighbor saw a burning upturned taxi propped up on a granite tombstone and called the police. A few yards from the blaze they found the charred remains of the driver and a woman. Somebody had forced gasoline down their throats and set them on fire. Even though it had all happened right in the middle of town, no more than a stone’s throw from a half dozen houses, nobody saw the murderer or murderers, so the police never made any arrests. I always thought it must have taken quite a few able bodied men to subdue both victims and to overturn the taxi and that the conspirators had all taken a blood oath not to tell anyone about their crime. Whoever was involved, I theorized, was probably the same age as my parents or grandparents and was undoubtedly still living in town (since nobody ever left), watching his son’s baseball games, going to PTA meetings, and looking and behaving exactly like everybody else. 

			When I was asked to write this introduction, I tried to reconcile finding entertainment and aesthetic value in murder stories. Are we, in some small way taking pleasure in other people’s deaths when we read these stories? 

			The answer, I fear, is that we are. When we read these tales, we step inside the mind of Edgar Allan Poe’s Montressor as he lures the hapless Fortunato into the catacombs to sample some Amontillado – only to brick his enemy alive behind a wall. As readers, we delight in the glee with which Montressor taunts his shackled victim and the efficiency with which the killer goes about the execution of his plan. Then we, like Montressor, walk back upstairs and go about our mundane lives without anyone ever learning our dark secret.

			How far, we wonder, are we from giving into those impulses in real life? By the same token, we do not know how many bloodthirsty killers might be walking among us, watching us. 

			What draws us to these tales? There is certainly nothing new about murder stories or the public’s appetite for them. Even the bible is full of them. The book of Genesis tells how the third person on earth, Cain, killed his brother Abel. Later, the revered King David, author of Psalms, fell in love with Bathsheba, so he sent her husband off to certain death. The book of Maccabees describes a woman forced to watch her children boiled alive. 

			The ancient Romans famously watched gladiators kill each other in violent spectacles. Later civilizations would have to content themselves with watching public hangings or beheadings. For theatergoers, William Shakespeare and others provided dramatic interpretations of scores of violent deaths. As literacy rates increased, printed material saved readers the trouble of visiting an execution, a house of wax, or a theater to get their murder fix. Instead, they could satisfy their craving in private by reading about the latest murders, like the 1842 case of John C. Colt, who chopped a creditor to pieces, boxed him up, and mailed him to New Orleans. Then there was the case of James Greenacre, who in 1837 dismembered his fiancée, leaving her torso on one side of London before taking an omnibus across town to dump her head in an East End canal. 

			When the public demanded even more lurid tales of murder and madness than real life could provide, authors gladly obliged. Leading nineteenth century writers like Charles Dickens and E.T.A. Hoffman spiced up their greatest works with a dash of death. Before long, Poe invented the modern detective story, which centered around the solution of a crime – most often a murder. He also devised plenty of ways to kill his characters and just as many places to hide the bodies. With the dawn of the twentieth century and the birth of the modern world, Franz Kafka envisioned a sufficiently complex and poetic instrument of torture and death in his tale ‘In the Penal Colony.’

			Of course, when it comes to the horror genre, there is no reason the killer must necessarily be human. Ambrose Bierce has a reanimated corpse do the dirty work in his blood soaked horror story ‘The Death of Halpin Frayser.’ Meanwhile, the master of cosmic horror, H.P. Lovecraft, lets an alien from an alternate dimension slaughter some unsuspecting mortals in ‘From Beyond.’

			We may be shocked, disturbed, or entertained by the variety of ways the murderers in the stories in this book commit their crimes. We may even appreciate the craftsmanship with which the featured writers compose their death scenes or unravel their mysteries. For the few hours we spend inhabiting these stories, we have the opportunity to witness the terror and tragedy from a safe distance. We will be able to remind ourselves that it’s only fiction – that we were never really in any danger. But maybe – just maybe – some of these tales will cause us to take a cautious glance over our shoulder when we remember how easily the man watching his kid’s baseball game, gardening in his back yard, or acting every bit like you or I could one day disembowel his neighbor or set a couple of strangers on fire.

			Christopher P. Semtner

			Curator, Edgar Allan Poe Museum, Richmond, Virginia

			Publisher’s Note 

			Last year we were thrilled to publish the first in our new collections of short story anthologies, and 2016 brings two fantastic new titles, Crime & Mystery and Murder Mayhem. Still offering up the potent mix of classic tales and new fiction, we explore the roots of the genre, from golden age detective tales and whodunnits featuring Sherlock Holmes and Father Brown to more chilling, gory tales by the likes of William Hope Hodgson or Ambrose Bierce. We have tried to mix some tales and authors that were seminal to the development of the genre, such as Edgar Allan Poe’s ‘Murders in the Rue Morgue’, with authors who have since been much forgotten, but whose stories are entertaining in their own right, and deserve to be brought back to light. 

			Our 2016 call for new submissions was met with a fantastic response, and as ever the final selection was extremely tough, but made to provide a wide range of tales we hope any lover of mystery, murder and intrigue will enjoy. Our editorial board 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 publish them here.
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			The Wendigo Goes Home

			Sara Dobie Bauer
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			Cleve Packer prided himself on eating only people who were about to die. Over his hundred and fifty years of cannibalism, he’d evolved not only his senses but his morality. 

			While traveling through northern Ohio, he smelled death on a large young woman with blonde hair and expensive shoes. The scent was subtle. She wasn’t the one dying, but someone close to her. Cleve approached and made conversation at the local coffee shop. She was happy to oblige, Cleve looking so tall and handsome in his best brown suit.

			Her name was Bree Shepherd, the manager of a high-end clothing store in Cleveland, single but looking. She liked to talk about herself, her family. Her mother was going through some sort of aging crisis, embracing hot yoga and spin at her local gym. Bree said she even suspected her mother of shopping in the junior’s section at JC Penney, all in an effort to “stay young forever.” Her dad was a retired lawyer who now spent most of his time reading murder mysteries and pretending he would one day write a novel. There was the elder sister, Bianca, who was married with three children. Bree talked most about her little brother: poor Blake, the ‘hopeless homosexual’  – perpetually single, despite his good looks and pleasant, albeit quiet demeanor. She said he studied science at the nearby university.

			Cleve was careful to say very little about himself, other than that he was new in town. He was always new in town. 

			After a refill, Bree invited him for a late summer bonfire at her parents’ house where there would be extended family and friends, and “Oh, won’t it be nice for you to meet new people in your new city!”

			When they parted, she waved and carried the smell of death down a sidewalk lined with leafy trees at full tilt August green. In her absence, the air smelled of coffee grounds and oil from nearby leaking cars.  

			The sick person could be anyone, really, but Cleve suspected he would meet that person if he stuck close to cheerful Bree Shepherd. Perhaps at the bonfire, filled, she said, with so many family and friends. 

			It had been weeks since his last feast and that, nothing satisfactory – just an old woman in a lonely house that smelled of dishwasher soap and Band-Aids. He preferred younger meat. In the early 1900s, there were all sorts of diseases that sprung up and took people by the dozens. Such a holiday, back then! But such feasts were rare nowadays, with advances in medicine and preventative treatment. Still, there was hope for the bonfire – hope for a good, hot meal.

			* * *

			The Shepherd house was less house, more estate: two stories with a wrap-around white front porch, navy blue siding, and a modernized tin roof that reflected the blue sky at sunset. Bree introduced Cleve around to the dozens of guests, all shapes and ages. The house smelled of roasting meat, but still, beneath the body odor and fruit-forward wine, there wafted the scent of death.

			Cleve wandered, corner-to-corner, with his glass of wine, sniffing. In that chair, an echo of decay… just by the window, a shadow of illness… on the back door, a reeking handprint.

			He recognized the scent: cancer. 

			Cleve placed his own enormous hand on the back door and took a deep breath – ah, illness, the delicious smell of a foreshadowed feast.

			“Smells good, doesn’t it?” Bree touched his shoulder. “Dad’s roasting a pig out back. I’ll show you.”

			Now that he’d caught the scent, Cleve refused to let go. He followed the girl outside and nodded with disinterest at the dead-eyed pig on the spit. Bits of marinade dripped from its flesh and hissed in the fire below. A group of people crowded around a large fire pit in the midst of towering oaks, leaves turned black by falling night. Cleve stepped to the edge of the fire where the younger people stood gathered. They laughed with their bottles of beer – women in light, summer dresses and men in t-shirts.

			The scent was stronger there.

			Cleve’s mouth watered.

			He saw the one young man in a sweater. Despite the summer heat, the raging fire, he looked cold. His thin shoulders hunched forward as he took a gulp of beer and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He smiled when addressed. He smiled and pretended, but he knew; the young man in the sweater knew he was dying, but it was clear no one else did. No one looked at him with pity. People didn’t make a point to talk to the dying man, nor did they avoid him. His illness was his secret – his and Cleve’s.

			The young man in the sweater looked up when he felt Cleve looking. He blinked twice: huge, light eyes with a dot of reflected fire in the center. The man bit his bottom lip and smiled at Cleve, but stopped abruptly and headed for a black farmhouse in the back corner of the yard.

			Cleve followed. He wandered through the sticky, humid air that smelled of barbeque and past dancing, yellow fireflies. The world beyond the farmhouse smelled green: like fairy tale forests and fresh rain and… cigarettes?

			The man in the sweater sat on a swinging bench, attached to a strong tree branch, and smoked.

			Cleve made an ostentatious entrance. “So there is a smoking area!” He joined the stranger on the bench and pulled out a pack of cigarettes.

			For a moment, they smoked in silence, Cleve enraptured by the cancerous bouquet. It was in the young man’s brain. Cleve smelled it like a spot of perfume on a woman’s throat. 

			“I’m Cleve.” He reached out his hand.

			The stranger took it. “Blake.”

			“You’re Bree’s brother.”

			He nodded and exhaled through his nose.

			Blake Shepherd was the kind of meal Cleve kept on living for. Hunger and lust had long since intertwined, and Blake fulfilled both needs. He would be dying soon, and he had the delicate features of a fairy sprite. He looked nothing like his full-figured sister with her bleached blonde hair. He was slim, small, with black hair that fell just over the tops of his ears, down the back of his neck. 

			Cleve leaned a little closer. “Can I tell you something and you won’t get offended?” 

			Blake looked at him sideways and tried to hide a grin. “Sure.”

			“I think you’re absolutely gorgeous.”

			Blake smiled and chewed his lower lip.

			“I saw you across the fire and thought, ‘I get it. That is why poets write poetry, why painters paint.’”

			Blake chuckled and shook his head.

			“Too much?”

			They remained in the solitary calm of summer, the party voices far away. A few crickets sang nearby, and fireflies throbbed in the purple hue of deepening night. Blake put his cigarette in an empty jam jar, half-filled with discarded butts. He held it out for Cleve, who did the same.

			Cleve put his hand on Blake’s warm thigh. He tensed under the attentions. “Would you come into the woods with me?”

			Blake shook his head. “I shouldn’t.”

			“Is it because you’re dying?”

			Blake froze. “What?”

			“The tumor in your brain. They’ve told you it’s inoperable. How long do you have before the symptoms start to show?”

			Blake stood up. “How the hell do you know that?”

			“I can smell it on you. I smelled you on your sister.”

			“You can smell cancer?”

			Cleve stood, too. “I smell death.” He put his nose against Blake’s throat and inhaled. “It smells delicious.”

			The young man moved to step around Cleve, but Cleve wrapped his arms around Blake from behind and clasped his palm across Blake’s mouth. To Cleve, the full-grown man felt like a small, breakable thing in his arms. Blake’s warm breath came out in puffs, which Cleve caught in his hand. 

			“You beautiful creature,” he whispered into Blake’s hair. 

			Blake trembled, and Cleve felt himself growing taller – his hands, larger.

			“Shhh… Let’s sit just for a moment, and I’ll tell you a story.”

			Something wet tickled the top of Cleve’s hand, which was when he realized the trembling had turned to tears. 

			“There’s no need for that, dearest.” He gave Blake’s body a little squeeze, but Blake groaned like he’d been hurt. Cleve lost track of his strength before feeding. 

			He carried the sick man backwards under the cover of woods. Leaves scraped at the back of his head; roots reached up to trip his ankles. Cleve took careful steps until they had some distance from the others. He let Blake go. Blake didn’t run or scream. He turned to face Cleve, hands balled into fists, but his wrath quickly turned to stuttering breaths. 

			Blake backed away until his feet caught on a root. He almost tumbled backwards into the underbrush, but Cleve caught him with two fingers and leaned him against a thick, mossy tree trunk. 

			“I just want to tell you a story,” Cleve said, but his voice had already changed, turned deeper. He looked down at Blake, Cleve having grown inches in seconds. His fingers weren’t claws yet, but with Blake near, it was only a matter of time.

			The dying man didn’t move.

			“Would you like one of your cigarettes?”

			Blake shook his head. “No.”

			Cleve began to walk in a little circle. The fabric of his suit was torn under his armpits; his slacks felt much too tight. “My name,” he said, “is Cleve Packer. I was born in 1846.”

			“Wh-what?”

			Cleve held up his finger, which was now a claw.

			Blake’s breath faltered at the sight. He tried to back farther into the tree, knocking pieces of bark to the forest floor with his feet.

			 “You are gorgeous, you know that? I could just eat you up.” Cleve smiled, put his hand around the side of Blake’s neck, and brushed his black hair with pointed nails. “I was on a hunt for gold in 1874 when it happened. Six of us got caught in the Colorado Mountains. Avalanche. And, well, old Frank, he died. What were we supposed to do? We ate him.”

			Blake closed his eyes tight. More tears fell.

			“Our guide, this damn Ojibwe, he took off, said we were cursed. We were, but what a lovely curse!” Cleve smiled when he felt his fangs push through his gums. One of his claws caressed Blake’s cheekbone. “I ended up killing the rest of my team, but I found the more I ate, the stronger I got. Now, look at me – I’ll be two-hundred in a blink!”

			“Please…” Blake muttered.

			Cleve pulled their foreheads together and took a big whiff. He moaned at the nearness of blood and meat and fear. He was particularly fond of fear. “I do people like you a favor. Do you want to watch your family suffer? That’s why you haven’t told them, isn’t it? You don’t want to hurt them. You don’t want to waste away in a hospital bed for months on end and make them watch. Do you?”

			“No.”

			“So let me.” Cleve had to practically crouch to be at Blake’s height by then. He couldn’t stop growing with the tease of a feast so close. “You sweet treat. Let me swallow your last breath.”

			Blake’s light eyes darted back toward the direction of the fire, the house, and the people he loved. “What will my family think?”

			“How about this? Look at me, Blake.”

			Cleve suspected what he looked like by then: all yellow fangs, red eyes. His suspicions were confirmed when Blake’s lips parted and he coughed out a sob.

			“It’ll look like an animal attack.”

			Blake closed his eyes.

			Cleve whispered, “It won’t hurt at all,” and pressed a single kiss to the supple flesh that hid a terminal tumor.

			* * *

			Cleve whistled and picked his teeth as he drove toward his next destination: Pennsylvania. He always enjoyed that state, with its rolling hills and smog of the steel industry. He slowed his car as he drove by a hospice, just to get a throat-full of perfume, and sighed at the happy memories of the night before.

			Blake Shepherd, although thin, had been a lovely repast: young, healthy – except for that one thing – and fresh. Cleve would be full, at least for a little while, but the hunger always came back, which was why he moved on. Who would be next? It would have to be someone special to surpass that young man in the woods.

			He pulled up to a diner for a cup of coffee. Halfway up the sidewalk, his head started hurting. Inside, he crinkled his brow and took a seat at the counter, where a friendly, disease-free waitress smiled at the handsome man in a suit.

			“Coffee, please,” he said.

			When she brought it back, she grabbed for napkins. “Oh, honey, your nose is bleeding.”

			Cleve reached a hand up to his face. When he pulled his fingers away, his palm was covered in blood. He took the napkins gratefully. “One second,” he said and headed for the restroom.

			He looked in the mirror. Everything seemed all right. He looked the same: medium-length blond coif, not a hair out of place, brown eyes, and a freshly shaved chin. Maybe his cheeks were a little sunken, but maybe that was just the light.

			His head pounded now. He closed his eyes.

			Something squeezed in his chest. He opened his mouth but breath came out in a quaking wheeze.

			His heart pounded, then stopped, which made him choke – then started again. He punched himself in the chest. When his heart stopped again, he fell to the floor. It started, and Cleve gasped for breath.

			On the ground, the blood from his nose rushed down the back of his throat. He lay there and coughed and remembered them all, so many – the sick and the dying. He had eaten them, diseases and all, apparently one too many.

			Cleve rolled on the dirty floor and laughed, because maybe that Indian had been right, he really was cursed – but only by his own morality. He thought he might’ve been better off as an outright monster, but Cleve Packer would never know.
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			The Death of Halpin Frayser

			Ambrose Bierce
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			I

			For by death is wrought greater change than hath been shown. Whereas in general the spirit that removed cometh back upon occasion, and is sometimes seen of those in flesh (appearing in the form of the body it bore) yet it hath happened that the veritable body without the spirit hath walked. And it is attested of those encountering who have lived to speak thereon that a lich so raised up hath no natural affection, nor remembrance thereof, but only hate. Also, it is known that some spirits which in life were benign become by death evil altogether. 

			Hali

			One dark night in midsummer a man waking from a dreamless sleep in a forest lifted his head from the earth, and staring a few moments into the blackness, said: “Catherine Larue”. He said nothing more; no reason was known to him why he should have said so much.

			The man was Halpin Frayser. He lived in St. Helena, but where he lives now is uncertain, for he is dead. One who practices sleeping in the woods with nothing under him but the dry leaves and the damp earth, and nothing over him but the branches from which the leaves have fallen and the sky from which the earth has fallen, cannot hope for great longevity, and Frayser had already attained the age of thirty-two. There are persons in this world, millions of persons, and far and away the best persons, who regard that as a very advanced age. They are the children. To those who view the voyage of life from the port of departure the bark that has accomplished any considerable distance appears already in close approach to the farther shore. However, it is not certain that Halpin Frayser came to his death by exposure.

			He had been all day in the hills west of the Napa Valley, looking for doves and such small game as was in season. Late in the afternoon it had come on to be cloudy, and he had lost his bearings; and although he had only to go always downhill – everywhere the way to safety when one is lost – the absence of trails had so impeded him that he was overtaken by night while still in the forest. Unable in the darkness to penetrate the thickets of manzanita and other undergrowth, utterly bewildered and overcome with fatigue, he had lain down near the root of a large madroño and fallen into a dreamless sleep. It was hours later, in the very middle of the night, that one of God’s mysterious messengers, gliding ahead of the incalculable host of his companions sweeping westward with the dawn line, pronounced the awakening word in the ear of the sleeper, who sat upright and spoke, he knew not why, a name, he knew not whose.

			Halpin Frayser was not much of a philosopher, nor a scientist. The circumstance that, waking from a deep sleep at night in the midst of a forest, he had spoken aloud a name that he had not in memory and hardly had in mind did not arouse an enlightened curiosity to investigate the phenomenon. He thought it odd, and with a little perfunctory shiver, as if in deference to a seasonal presumption that the night was chill, he lay down again and went to sleep. But his sleep was no longer dreamless.

			He thought he was walking along a dusty road that showed white in the gathering darkness of a summer night. Whence and whither it led, and why he traveled it, he did not know, though all seemed simple and natural, as is the way in dreams; for in the Land Beyond the Bed surprises cease from troubling and the judgment is at rest. Soon he came to a parting of the ways; leading from the highway was a road less traveled, having the appearance, indeed, of having been long abandoned, because, he thought, it led to something evil; yet he turned into it without hesitation, impelled by some imperious necessity.

			As he pressed forward he became conscious that his way was haunted by invisible existences whom he could not definitely figure to his mind. From among the trees on either side he caught broken and incoherent whispers in a strange tongue which yet he partly understood. They seemed to him fragmentary utterances of a monstrous conspiracy against his body and soul.

			It was now long after nightfall, yet the interminable forest through which he journeyed was lit with a wan glimmer having no point of diffusion, for in its mysterious lumination nothing cast a shadow. A shallow pool in the guttered depression of an old wheel rut, as from a recent rain, met his eye with a crimson gleam. He stooped and plunged his hand into it. It stained his fingers; it was blood! Blood, he then observed, was about him everywhere. The weeds growing rankly by the roadside showed it in blots and splashes on their big, broad leaves. Patches of dry dust between the wheelways were pitted and spattered as with a red rain. Defiling the trunks of the trees were broad maculations of crimson, and blood dripped like dew from their foliage.

			All this he observed with a terror which seemed not incompatible with the fulfillment of a natural expectation. It seemed to him that it was all in expiation of some crime which, though conscious of his guilt, he could not rightly remember. To the menaces and mysteries of his surroundings the consciousness was an added horror. Vainly he sought by tracing life backward in memory, to reproduce the moment of his sin; scenes and incidents came crowding tumultuously into his mind, one picture effacing another, or commingling with it in confusion and obscurity, but nowhere could he catch a glimpse of what he sought. The failure augmented his terror; he felt as one who has murdered in the dark, not knowing whom nor why. So frightful was the situation – the mysterious light burned with so silent and awful a menace; the noxious plants, the trees that by common consent are invested with a melancholy or baleful character, so openly in his sight conspired against his peace; from overhead and all about came so audible and startling whispers and the sighs of creatures so obviously not of earth – that he could endure it no longer, and with a great effort to break some malign spell that bound his faculties to silence and inaction, he shouted with the full strength of his lungs! His voice broken, it seemed, into an infinite multitude of unfamiliar sounds, went babbling and stammering away into the distant reaches of the forest, died into silence, and all was as before. But he had made a beginning at resistance and was encouraged. He said:

			“I will not submit unheard. There may be powers that are not malignant traveling this accursed road. I shall leave them a record and an appeal. I shall relate my wrongs, the persecutions that I endure – I, a helpless mortal, a penitent, an unoffending poet!” Halpin Frayser was a poet only as he was a penitent: in his dream.

			Taking from his clothing a small red-leather pocketbook, one-half of which was leaved for memoranda, he discovered that he was without a pencil. He broke a twig from a bush, dipped it into a pool of blood and wrote rapidly. He had hardly touched the paper with the point of his twig when a low, wild peal of laughter broke out at a measureless distance away, and growing ever louder, seemed approaching ever nearer; a soulless, heartless, and unjoyous laugh, like that of the loon, solitary by the lakeside at midnight; a laugh which culminated in an unearthly shout close at hand, then died away by slow gradations, as if the accursed being that uttered it had withdrawn over the verge of the world whence it had come. But the man felt that this was not so – that it was near by and had not moved.

			A strange sensation began slowly to take possession of his body and his mind. He could not have said which, if any, of his senses was affected; he felt it rather as a consciousness – a mysterious mental assurance of some overpowering presence – some supernatural malevolence different in kind from the invisible existences that swarmed about him, and superior to them in power. He knew that it had uttered that hideous laugh. And now it seemed to be approaching him; from what direction he did not know – dared not conjecture. All his former fears were forgotten or merged in the gigantic terror that now held him in thrall. Apart from that, he had but one thought: to complete his written appeal to the benign powers who, traversing the haunted wood, might some time rescue him if he should be denied the blessing of annihilation. He wrote with terrible rapidity, the twig in his fingers rilling blood without renewal; but in the middle of a sentence his hands denied their service to his will, his arms fell to his sides, the book to the earth; and powerless to move or cry out, he found himself staring into the sharply drawn face and blank, dead eyes of his own mother, standing white and silent in the garments of the grave!

			II

			In his youth Halpin Frayser had lived with his parents in Nashville, Tennessee. The Fraysers were well-to-do, having a good position in such society as had survived the wreck wrought by civil war. Their children had the social and educational opportunities of their time and place, and had responded to good associations and instruction with agreeable manners and cultivated minds. Halpin being the youngest and not over robust was perhaps a trifle ‘spoiled’. He had the double disadvantage of a mother’s assiduity and a father’s neglect. Frayser père was what no Southern man of means is not – a politician. His country, or rather his section and State, made demands upon his time and attention so exacting that to those of his family he was compelled to turn an ear partly deafened by the thunder of the political captains and the shouting, his own included.

			Young Halpin was of a dreamy, indolent and rather romantic turn, somewhat more addicted to literature than law, the profession to which he was bred. Among those of his relations who professed the modern faith of heredity it was well understood that in him the character of the late Myron Bayne, a maternal great-grandfather, had revisited the glimpses of the moon – by which orb Bayne had in his lifetime been sufficiently affected to be a poet of no small Colonial distinction. If not specially observed, it was observable that while a Frayser who was not the proud possessor of a sumptuous copy of the ancestral ‘poetical works’ (printed at the family expense, and long ago withdrawn from an inhospitable market) was a rare Frayser indeed, there was an illogical indisposition to honor the great deceased in the person of his spiritual successor. Halpin was pretty generally deprecated as an intellectual black sheep who was likely at any moment to disgrace the flock by bleating in meter. The Tennessee Fraysers were a practical folk – not practical in the popular sense of devotion to sordid pursuits, but having a robust contempt for any qualities unfitting a man for the wholesome vocation of politics.

			In justice to young Halpin it should be said that while in him were pretty faithfully reproduced most of the mental and moral characteristics ascribed by history and family tradition to the famous Colonial bard, his succession to the gift and faculty divine was purely inferential. Not only had he never been known to court the muse, but in truth he could not have written correctly a line of verse to save himself from the Killer of the Wise. Still, there was no knowing when the dormant faculty might wake and smite the lyre.

			In the meantime the young man was rather a loose fish, anyhow. Between him and his mother was the most perfect sympathy, for secretly the lady was herself a devout disciple of the late and great Myron Bayne, though with the tact so generally and justly admired in her sex (despite the hardy calumniators who insist that it is essentially the same thing as cunning) she had always taken care to conceal her weakness from all eyes but those of him who shared it. Their common guilt in respect of that was an added tie between them. If in Halpin’s youth his mother had ’spoiled’ him, he had assuredly done his part toward being spoiled. As he grew to such manhood as is attainable by a Southerner who does not care which way elections go the attachment between him and his beautiful mother – whom from early childhood he had called Katy – became yearly stronger and more tender. In these two romantic natures was manifest in a signal way that neglected phenomenon, the dominance of the sexual element in all the relations of life, strengthening, softening, and beautifying even those of consanguinity. The two were nearly inseparable, and by strangers observing their manner were not infrequently mistaken for lovers.

			Entering his mother’s boudoir one day Halpin Frayser kissed her upon the forehead, toyed for a moment with a lock of her dark hair which had escaped from its confining pins, and said, with an obvious effort at calmness:

			“Would you greatly mind, Katy, if I were called away to California for a few weeks?”

			It was hardly needful for Katy to answer with her lips a question to which her telltale cheeks had made instant reply. Evidently she would greatly mind; and the tears, too, sprang into her large brown eyes as corroborative testimony.

			“Ah, my son,” she said, looking up into his face with infinite tenderness, “I should have known that this was coming. Did I not lie awake a half of the night weeping because, during the other half, Grandfather Bayne had come to me in a dream, and standing by his portrait – young, too, and handsome as that – pointed to yours on the same wall? And when I looked it seemed that I could not see the features; you had been painted with a face cloth, such as we put upon the dead. Your father has laughed at me, but you and I, dear, know that such things are not for nothing. And I saw below the edge of the cloth the marks of hands on your throat – forgive me, but we have not been used to keep such things from each other. Perhaps you have another interpretation. Perhaps it does not mean that you will go to California. Or maybe you will take me with you?”

			It must be confessed that this ingenious interpretation of the dream in the light of newly discovered evidence did not wholly commend itself to the son’s more logical mind; he had, for the moment at least, a conviction that it foreshadowed a more simple and immediate, if less tragic, disaster than a visit to the Pacific Coast. It was Halpin Frayser’s impression that he was to be garroted on his native heath.

			“Are there not medicinal springs in California?” Mrs. Frayser resumed before he had time to give her the true reading of the dream – “places where one recovers from rheumatism and neuralgia? Look – my fingers feel so stiff; and I am almost sure they have been giving me great pain while I slept.”

			She held out her hands for his inspection. What diagnosis of her case the young man may have thought it best to conceal with a smile the historian is unable to state, but for himself he feels bound to say that fingers looking less stiff, and showing fewer evidences of even insensible pain, have seldom been submitted for medical inspection by even the fairest patient desiring a prescription of unfamiliar scenes.

			The outcome of it was that of these two odd persons having equally odd notions of duty, the one went to California, as the interest of his client required, and the other remained at home in compliance with a wish that her husband was scarcely conscious of entertaining.

			While in San Francisco Halpin Frayser was walking one dark night along the waterfront of the city, when, with a suddenness that surprised and disconcerted him, he became a sailor. He was in fact ‘shanghaied’ aboard a gallant, gallant ship, and sailed for a far country. Nor did his misfortunes end with the voyage; for the ship was cast ashore on an island of the South Pacific, and it was six years afterward when the survivors were taken off by a venturesome trading schooner and brought back to San Francisco.

			Though poor in purse, Frayser was no less proud in spirit than he had been in the years that seemed ages and ages ago. He would accept no assistance from strangers, and it was while living with a fellow survivor near the town of St. Helena, awaiting news and remittances from home, that he had gone gunning and dreaming.

			III

			The apparition confronting the dreamer in the haunted wood – the thing so like, yet so unlike his mother – was horrible! It stirred no love nor longing in his heart; it came unattended with pleasant memories of a golden past – inspired no sentiment of any kind; all the finer emotions were swallowed up in fear. He tried to turn and run from before it, but his legs were as lead; he was unable to lift his feet from the ground. His arms hung helpless at his sides; of his eyes only he retained control, and these he dared not remove from the lusterless orbs of the apparition, which he knew was not a soul without a body, but that most dreadful of all existences infesting that haunted wood – a body without a soul! In its blank stare was neither love, nor pity, nor intelligence – nothing to which to address an appeal for mercy. “An appeal will not lie,” he thought, with an absurd reversion to professional slang, making the situation more horrible, as the fire of a cigar might light up a tomb.

			For a time, which seemed so long that the world grew gray with age and sin, and the haunted forest, having fulfilled its purpose in this monstrous culmination of its terrors, vanished out of his consciousness with all its sights and sounds, the apparition stood within a pace, regarding him with the mindless malevolence of a wild brute; then thrust its hands forward and sprang upon him with appalling ferocity! The act released his physical energies without unfettering his will; his mind was still spellbound, but his powerful body and agile limbs, endowed with a blind, insensate life of their own, resisted stoutly and well. For an instant he seemed to see this unnatural contest between a dead intelligence and a breathing mechanism only as a spectator – such fancies are in dreams; then he regained his identity almost as if by a leap forward into his body, and the straining automaton had a directing will as alert and fierce as that of its hideous antagonist.

			But what mortal can cope with a creature of his dream? The imagination creating the enemy is already vanquished; the combat’s result is the combat’s cause. Despite his struggles – despite his strength and activity, which seemed wasted in a void, he felt the cold fingers close upon his throat. Borne backward to the earth, he saw above him the dead and drawn face within a hand’s breadth of his own, and then all was black. A sound as of the beating of distant drums – a murmur of swarming voices, a sharp, far cry signing all to silence, and Halpin Frayser dreamed that he was dead.

			IV

			A warm, clear night had been followed by a morning of drenching fog. At about the middle of the afternoon of the preceding day a little whiff of light vapor – a mere thickening of the atmosphere, the ghost of a cloud – had been observed clinging to the western side of Mount St. Helena, away up along the barren altitudes near the summit. It was so thin, so diaphanous, so like a fancy made visible, that one would have said: “Look quickly! In a moment it will be gone.”

			In a moment it was visibly larger and denser. While with one edge it clung to the mountain, with the other it reached farther and farther out into the air above the lower slopes. At the same time it extended itself to north and south, joining small patches of mist that appeared to come out of the mountainside on exactly the same level, with an intelligent design to be absorbed. And so it grew and grew until the summit was shut out of view from the valley, and over the valley itself was an ever-extending canopy, opaque and gray. At Calistoga, which lies near the head of the valley and the foot of the mountain, there were a starless night and a sunless morning. The fog, sinking into the valley, had reached southward, swallowing up ranch after ranch, until it had blotted out the town of St. Helena, nine miles away. The dust in the road was laid; trees were adrip with moisture; birds sat silent in their coverts; the morning light was wan and ghastly, with neither color nor fire.

			Two men left the town of St. Helena at the first glimmer of dawn, and walked along the road northward up the valley toward Calistoga. They carried guns on their shoulders, yet no one having knowledge of such matters could have mistaken them for hunters of bird or beast. They were a deputy sheriff from Napa and a detective from San Francisco – Holker and Jaralson, respectively. Their business was man-hunting.

			“How far is it?” inquired Holker, as they strode along, their feet stirring white the dust beneath the damp surface of the road.

			“The White Church? Only a half mile farther,” the other answered. “By the way,” he added, “it is neither white nor a church; it is an abandoned schoolhouse, gray with age and neglect. Religious services were once held in it – when it was white, and there is a graveyard that would delight a poet. Can you guess why I sent for you, and told you to come heeled?”

			“Oh, I never have bothered you about things of that kind. I’ve always found you communicative when the time came. But if I may hazard a guess, you want me to help you arrest one of the corpses in the graveyard.”

			“You remember Branscom?” said Jaralson, treating his companion’s wit with the inattention that it deserved.

			“The chap who cut his wife’s throat? I ought; I wasted a week’s work on him and had my expenses for my trouble. There is a reward of five hundred dollars, but none of us ever got a sight of him. You don’t mean to say–”

			“Yes, I do. He has been under the noses of you fellows all the time. He comes by night to the old graveyard at the White Church.”

			“The devil! That’s where they buried his wife.”

			“Well, you fellows might have had sense enough to suspect that he would return to her grave some time.”

			“The very last place that anyone would have expected him to return to.”

			“But you had exhausted all the other places. Learning your failure at them, I ‘laid for him’ there.”

			“And you found him?”

			“Damn it! He found me. The rascal got the drop on me – regularly held me up and made me travel. It’s God’s mercy that he didn’t go through me. Oh, he’s a good one, and I fancy the half of that reward is enough for me if you’re needy.”

			Holker laughed good humoredly, and explained that his creditors were never more importunate.

			“I wanted merely to show you the ground, and arrange a plan with you,” the detective explained. “I thought it as well for us to be heeled, even in daylight.”

			“The man must be insane,” said the deputy sheriff. “The reward is for his capture and conviction. If he’s mad he won’t be convicted.”

			Mr. Holker was so profoundly affected by that possible failure of justice that he involuntarily stopped in the middle of the road, then resumed his walk with abated zeal.

			“Well, he looks it,” assented Jaralson. “I’m bound to admit that a more unshaven, unshorn, unkempt, and uneverything wretch I never saw outside the ancient and honorable order of tramps. But I’ve gone in for him, and can’t make up my mind to let go. There’s glory in it for us, anyhow. Not another soul knows that he is this side of the Mountains of the Moon.”

			“All right,” Holker said; “we will go and view the ground,” and he added, in the words of a once favorite inscription for tombstones: “‘where you must shortly lie’ – I mean, if old Branscom ever gets tired of you and your impertinent intrusion. By the way, I heard the other day that ‘Branscom’ was not his real name.”

			“What is?”

			“I can’t recall it. I had lost all interest in the wretch, and it did not fix itself in my memory – something like Pardee. The woman whose throat he had the bad taste to cut was a widow when he met her. She had come to California to look up some relatives – there are persons who will do that sometimes. But you know all that.”

			“Naturally.”

			“But not knowing the right name, by what happy inspiration did you find the right grave? The man who told me what the name was said it had been cut on the headboard.”

			“I don’t know the right grave.” Jaralson was apparently a trifle reluctant to admit his ignorance of so important a point of his plan. “I have been watching about the place generally. A part of our work this morning will be to identify that grave. Here is the White Church.”

			For a long distance the road had been bordered by fields on both sides, but now on the left there was a forest of oaks, madroños, and gigantic spruces whose lower parts only could be seen, dim and ghostly in the fog. The undergrowth was, in places, thick, but nowhere impenetrable. For some moments Holker saw nothing of the building, but as they turned into the woods it revealed itself in faint gray outline through the fog, looking huge and far away. A few steps more, and it was within an arm’s length, distinct, dark with moisture, and insignificant in size. It had the usual country-schoolhouse form – belonged to the packing-box order of architecture; had an underpinning of stones, a moss-grown roof, and blank window spaces, whence both glass and sash had long departed. It was ruined, but not a ruin – a typical Californian substitute for what are known to guide-bookers abroad as ‘monuments of the past’. With scarcely a glance at this uninteresting structure Jaralson moved on into the dripping undergrowth beyond.

			“I will show you where he held me up,” he said. “This is the graveyard.”

			Here and there among the bushes were small enclosures containing graves, sometimes no more than one. They were recognized as graves by the discolored stones or rotting boards at head and foot, leaning at all angles, some prostrate; by the ruined picket fences surrounding them; or, infrequently, by the mound itself showing its gravel through the fallen leaves. In many instances nothing marked the spot where lay the vestiges of some poor mortal – who, leaving ‘a large circle of sorrowing friends’, had been left by them in turn – except a depression in the earth, more lasting than that in the spirits of the mourners. The paths, if any paths had been, were long obliterated; trees of a considerable size had been permitted to grow up from the graves and thrust aside with root or branch the enclosing fences. Over all was that air of abandonment and decay which seems nowhere so fit and significant as in a village of the forgotten dead.

			As the two men, Jaralson leading, pushed their way through the growth of young trees, that enterprising man suddenly stopped and brought up his shotgun to the height of his breast, uttered a low note of warning, and stood motionless, his eyes fixed upon something ahead. As well as he could, obstructed by brush, his companion, though seeing nothing, imitated the posture and so stood, prepared for what might ensue. A moment later Jaralson moved cautiously forward, the other following.

			Under the branches of an enormous spruce lay the dead body of a man. Standing silent above it they noted such particulars as first strike the attention – the face, the attitude, the clothing; whatever most promptly and plainly answers the unspoken question of a sympathetic curiosity.

			The body lay upon its back, the legs wide apart. One arm was thrust upward, the other outward; but the latter was bent acutely, and the hand was near the throat. Both hands were tightly clenched. The whole attitude was that of desperate but ineffectual resistance to – what?

			Nearby lay a shotgun and a game bag through the meshes of which was seen the plumage of shot birds. All about were evidences of a furious struggle; small sprouts of poison-oak were bent and denuded of leaf and bark; dead and rotting leaves had been pushed into heaps and ridges on both sides of the legs by the action of other feet than theirs; alongside the hips were unmistakable impressions of human knees.

			The nature of the struggle was made clear by a glance at the dead man’s throat and face. While breast and hands were white, those were purple – almost black. The shoulders lay upon a low mound, and the head was turned back at an angle otherwise impossible, the expanded eyes staring blankly backward in a direction opposite to that of the feet. From the froth filling the open mouth the tongue protruded, black and swollen. The throat showed horrible contusions; not mere finger-marks, but bruises and lacerations wrought by two strong hands that must have buried themselves in the yielding flesh, maintaining their terrible grasp until long after death. Breast, throat, face, were wet; the clothing was saturated; drops of water, condensed from the fog, studded the hair and mustache.

			All this the two men observed without speaking – almost at a glance. Then Holker said:

			“Poor devil! He had a rough deal.”

			Jaralson was making a vigilant circumspection of the forest, his shotgun held in both hands and at full cock, his finger upon the trigger.

			“The work of a maniac,” he said, without withdrawing his eyes from the enclosing wood. “It was done by Branscom – Pardee.”

			Something half hidden by the disturbed leaves on the earth caught Holker’s attention. It was a red-leather pocketbook. He picked it up and opened it. It contained leaves of white paper for memoranda, and upon the first leaf was the name ‘Halpin Frayser’. Written in red on several succeeding leaves – scrawled as if in haste and barely legible – were the following lines, which Holker read aloud, while his companion continued scanning the dim gray confines of their narrow world and hearing matter of apprehension in the drip of water from every burdened branch:

			“Enthralled by some mysterious spell, I stood

			In the lit gloom of an enchanted wood.

			The cypress there and myrtle twined their boughs, 

			Significant, in baleful brotherhood.

			“The brooding willow whispered to the yew;

			Beneath, the deadly nightshade and the rue,

			With immortelles self-woven into strange

			Funereal shapes, and horrid nettles grew.

			“No song of bird nor any drone of bees,

			Nor light leaf lifted by the wholesome breeze:

			The air was stagnant all, and Silence was

			A living thing that breathed among the trees.

			“Conspiring spirits whispered in the gloom,

			Half-heard, the stilly secrets of the tomb.

			With blood the trees were all adrip; the leaves

			Shone in the witch-light with a ruddy bloom.

			“I cried aloud! – the spell, unbroken still,

			Rested upon my spirit and my will.

			Unsouled, unhearted, hopeless and forlorn,

			I strove with monstrous presages of ill!

			“At last the viewless –”

			Holker ceased reading; there was no more to read. The manuscript broke off in the middle of a line.

			“That sounds like Bayne,” said Jaralson, who was something of a scholar in his way. He had abated his vigilance and stood looking down at the body.

			“Who’s Bayne?” Holker asked rather incuriously.

			“Myron Bayne, a chap who flourished in the early years of the nation – more than a century ago. Wrote mighty dismal stuff; I have his collected works. That poem is not among them, but it must have been omitted by mistake.”

			“It is cold,” said Holker; “let us leave here; we must have up the coroner from Napa.”

			Jaralson said nothing, but made a movement in compliance. Passing the end of the slight elevation of earth upon which the dead man’s head and shoulders lay, his foot struck some hard substance under the rotting forest leaves, and he took the trouble to kick it into view. It was a fallen headboard, and painted on it were the hardly decipherable words, ‘Catharine Larue’.

			“Larue, Larue!” exclaimed Holker, with sudden animation. “Why, that is the real name of Branscom – not Pardee. And – bless my soul! How it all comes to me – the murdered woman’s name had been Frayser!”

			“There is some rascally mystery here,” said Detective Jaralson. “I hate anything of that kind.”

			There came to them out of the fog – seemingly from a great distance – the sound of a laugh, a low, deliberate, soulless laugh, which had no more of joy than that of a hyena night-prowling in the desert; a laugh that rose by slow gradation, louder and louder, clearer, more distinct and terrible, until it seemed barely outside the narrow circle of their vision; a laugh so unnatural, so unhuman, so devilish, that it filled those hardy man-hunters with a sense of dread unspeakable! They did not move their weapons nor think of them; the menace of that horrible sound was not of the kind to be met with arms. As it had grown out of silence, so now it died away; from a culminating shout which had seemed almost in their ears, it drew itself away into the distance, until its failing notes, joyless and mechanical to the last, sank to silence at a measureless remove.
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			I: Statement of Joel Hetman, Jr.

			I am the most unfortunate of men. Rich, respected, fairly well educated and of sound health – with many other advantages usually valued by those having them and coveted by those who have them not – I sometimes think that I should be less unhappy if they had been denied me, for then the contrast between my outer and my inner life would not be continually demanding a painful attention. In the stress of privation and the need of effort I might sometimes forget the somber secret ever baffling the conjecture that it compels.

			I am the only child of Joel and Julia Hetman. The one was a well-to-do country gentleman, the other a beautiful and accomplished woman to whom he was passionately attached with what I now know to have been a jealous and exacting devotion. The family home was a few miles from Nashville, Tennessee, a large, irregularly built dwelling of no particular order of architecture, a little way off the road, in a park of trees and shrubbery.

			At the time of which I write I was nineteen years old, a student at Yale. One day I received a telegram from my father of such urgency that in compliance with its unexplained demand I left at once for home. At the railway station in Nashville a distant relative awaited me to apprise me of the reason for my recall: my mother had been barbarously murdered – why and by whom none could conjecture, but the circumstances were these: my father had gone to Nashville, intending to return the next afternoon. Something prevented his accomplishing the business in hand, so he returned on the same night, arriving just before the dawn. In his testimony before the coroner he explained that having no latchkey and not caring to disturb the sleeping servants, he had, with no clearly defined intention, gone round to the rear of the house. As he turned an angle of the building, he heard a sound as of a door gently closed, and saw in the darkness, indistinctly, the figure of a man, which instantly disappeared among the trees of the lawn. A hasty pursuit and brief search of the grounds in the belief that the trespasser was someone secretly visiting a servant proving fruitless, he entered at the unlocked door and mounted the stairs to my mother’s chamber. Its door was open, and stepping into black darkness he fell headlong over some heavy object on the floor. I may spare myself the details; it was my poor mother, dead of strangulation by human hands!

			Nothing had been taken from the house, the servants had heard no sound, and excepting those terrible finger-marks upon the dead woman’s throat – dear God! That I might forget them! – no trace of the assassin was ever found.

			I gave up my studies and remained with my father, who, naturally, was greatly changed. Always of a sedate, taciturn disposition, he now fell into so deep a dejection that nothing could hold his attention, yet anything – a footfall, the sudden closing of a door – aroused in him a fitful interest; one might have called it an apprehension. At any small surprise of the senses he would start visibly and sometimes turn pale, then relapse into a melancholy apathy deeper than before. I suppose he was what is called a ‘nervous wreck’. As to me, I was younger then than now – there is much in that. Youth is Gilead, in which is balm for every wound. Ah, that I might again dwell in that enchanted land! Unacquainted with grief, I knew not how to appraise my bereavement; I could not rightly estimate the strength of the stroke.

			One night, a few months after the dreadful event, my father and I walked home from the city. The full moon was about three hours above the eastern horizon; the entire countryside had the solemn stillness of a summer night; our footfalls and the ceaseless song of the katydids were the only sound aloof. Black shadows of bordering trees lay athwart the road, which, in the short reaches between, gleamed a ghostly white. As we approached the gate to our dwelling, whose front was in shadow, and in which no light shone, my father suddenly stopped and clutched my arm, saying, hardly above his breath:

			“God! God! What is that?”

			“I hear nothing,” I replied.

			“But see – see!” he said, pointing along the road, directly ahead.

			I said: “Nothing is there. Come, father, let us go in – you are ill.”

			He had released my arm and was standing rigid and motionless in the center of the illuminated roadway, staring like one bereft of sense. His face in the moonlight showed a pallor and fixity inexpressibly distressing. I pulled gently at his sleeve, but he had forgotten my existence. Presently he began to retire backward, step by step, never for an instant removing his eyes from what he saw, or thought he saw. I turned half round to follow, but stood irresolute. I do not recall any feeling of fear, unless a sudden chill was its physical manifestation. It seemed as if an icy wind had touched my face and enfolded my body from head to foot; I could feel the stir of it in my hair.

			At that moment my attention was drawn to a light that suddenly streamed from an upper window of the house: one of the servants, awakened by what mysterious premonition of evil who can say, and in obedience to an impulse that she was never able to name, had lit a lamp. When I turned to look for my father he was gone, and in all the years that have passed no whisper of his fate has come across the borderland of conjecture from the realm of the unknown.

			II: Statement of Caspar Grattan

			Today I am said to live; tomorrow, here in this room, will lie a senseless shape of clay that all too long was I. If anyone lift the cloth from the face of that unpleasant thing it will be in gratification of a mere morbid curiosity. Some, doubtless, will go further and inquire, “Who was he?” In this writing I supply the only answer that I am able to make – Caspar Grattan. Surely, that should be enough. The name has served my small need for more than twenty years of a life of unknown length. True, I gave it to myself, but lacking another I had the right. In this world one must have a name; it prevents confusion, even when it does not establish identity. Some, though, are known by numbers, which also seem inadequate distinctions.

			One day, for illustration, I was passing along a street of a city, far from here, when I met two men in uniform, one of whom, half pausing and looking curiously into my face, said to his companion, “That man looks like 767”. Something in the number seemed familiar and horrible. Moved by an uncontrollable impulse, I sprang into a side street and ran until I fell exhausted in a country lane.

			I have never forgotten that number, and always it comes to memory attended by gibbering obscenity, peals of joyless laughter, the clang of iron doors. So I say a name, even if self-bestowed, is better than a number. In the register of the potter’s field I shall soon have both. What wealth!

			Of him who shall find this paper I must beg a little consideration. It is not the history of my life; the knowledge to write that is denied me. This is only a record of broken and apparently unrelated memories, some of them as distinct and sequent as brilliant beads upon a thread, others remote and strange, having the character of crimson dreams with interspaces blank and black – witch-fires glowing still and red in a great desolation.

			Standing upon the shore of eternity, I turn for a last look landward over the course by which I came. There are twenty years of footprints fairly distinct, the impressions of bleeding feet. They lead through poverty and pain, devious and unsure, as of one staggering beneath a burden –

			Remote, unfriended, melancholy, slow.

			Ah, the poet’s prophecy of Me – how admirable, how dreadfully admirable!

			Backward beyond the beginning of this via dolorosa – this epic of suffering with episodes of sin – I see nothing clearly; it comes out of a cloud. I know that it spans only twenty years, yet I am an old man.

			One does not remember one’s birth – one has to be told. But with me it was different; life came to me full-handed and dowered me with all my faculties and powers. Of a previous existence I know no more than others, for all have stammering intimations that may be memories and may be dreams. I know only that my first consciousness was of maturity in body and mind – a consciousness accepted without surprise or conjecture. I merely found myself walking in a forest, half-clad, footsore, unutterably weary and hungry. Seeing a farmhouse, I approached and asked for food, which was given me by one who inquired my name. I did not know, yet knew that all had names. Greatly embarrassed, I retreated, and night coming on, lay down in the forest and slept.

			The next day I entered a large town which I shall not name. Nor shall I recount further incidents of the life that is now to end – a life of wandering, always and everywhere haunted by an overmastering sense of crime in punishment of wrong and of terror in punishment of crime. Let me see if I can reduce it to narrative.

			I seem once to have lived near a great city, a prosperous planter, married to a woman whom I loved and distrusted. We had, it sometimes seems, one child, a youth of brilliant parts and promise. He is at all times a vague figure, never clearly drawn, frequently altogether out of the picture.

			One luckless evening it occurred to me to test my wife’s fidelity in a vulgar, commonplace way familiar to everyone who has acquaintance with the literature of fact and fiction. I went to the city, telling my wife that I should be absent until the following afternoon. But I returned before daybreak and went to the rear of the house, purposing to enter by a door with which I had secretly so tampered that it would seem to lock, yet not actually fasten. As I approached it, I heard it gently open and close, and saw a man steal away into the darkness. With murder in my heart, I sprang after him, but he had vanished without even the bad luck of identification. Sometimes now I cannot even persuade myself that it was a human being.

			Crazed with jealousy and rage, blind and bestial with all the elemental passions of insulted manhood, I entered the house and sprang up the stairs to the door of my wife’s chamber. It was closed, but having tampered with its lock also, I easily entered and despite the black darkness soon stood by the side of her bed. My groping hands told me that although disarranged it was unoccupied.

			“She is below,” I thought, “and terrified by my entrance has evaded me in the darkness of the hall.”

			With the purpose of seeking her I turned to leave the room, but took a wrong direction – the right one! My foot struck her, cowering in a corner of the room. Instantly my hands were at her throat, stifling a shriek, my knees were upon her struggling body; and there in the darkness, without a word of accusation or reproach, I strangled her till she died!

			There ends the dream. I have related it in the past tense, but the present would be the fitter form, for again and again the somber tragedy reenacts itself in my consciousness – over and over I lay the plan, I suffer the confirmation, I redress the wrong. Then all is blank; and afterward the rains beat against the grimy window-panes, or the snows fall upon my scant attire, the wheels rattle in the squalid streets where my life lies in poverty and mean employment. If there is ever sunshine I do not recall it; if there are birds they do not sing.

			There is another dream, another vision of the night. I stand among the shadows in a moonlit road. I am aware of another presence, but whose I cannot rightly determine. In the shadow of a great dwelling I catch the gleam of white garments; then the figure of a woman confronts me in the road – my murdered wife! There is death in the face; there are marks upon the throat. The eyes are fixed on mine with an infinite gravity which is not reproach, nor hate, nor menace, nor anything less terrible than recognition. Before this awful apparition I retreat in terror – a terror that is upon me as I write. I can no longer rightly shape the words. See! They –

			Now I am calm, but truly there is no more to tell: the incident ends where it began – in darkness and in doubt.

			Yes, I am again in control of myself: ‘the captain of my soul’. But that is not respite; it is another stage and phase of expiation. My penance, constant in degree, is mutable in kind: one of its variants is tranquillity. After all, it is only a life-sentence. ‘To Hell for life’ – that is a foolish penalty: the culprit chooses the duration of his punishment. Today my term expires.

			To each and all, the peace that was not mine.

			III: Statement of the Late Julia Hetman, Through the Medium Bayrolles

			I had retired early and fallen almost immediately into a peaceful sleep, from which I awoke with that indefinable sense of peril which is, I think, a common experience in that other, earlier life. Of its unmeaning character, too, I was entirely persuaded, yet that did not banish it. My husband, Joel Hetman, was away from home; the servants slept in another part of the house. But these were familiar conditions; they had never before distressed me. Nevertheless, the strange terror grew so insupportable that conquering my reluctance to move I sat up and lit the lamp at my bedside. Contrary to my expectation this gave me no relief; the light seemed rather an added danger, for I reflected that it would shine out under the door, disclosing my presence to whatever evil thing might lurk outside. You that are still in the flesh, subject to horrors of the imagination, think what a monstrous fear that must be which seeks in darkness security from malevolent existences of the night. That is to spring to close quarters with an unseen enemy – the strategy of despair!

			Extinguishing the lamp I pulled the bed-clothing about my head and lay trembling and silent, unable to shriek, forgetful to pray. In this pitiable state I must have lain for what you call hours – with us there are no hours, there is no time.

			At last it came – a soft, irregular sound of footfalls on the stairs! They were slow, hesitant, uncertain, as of something that did not see its way; to my disordered reason all the more terrifying for that, as the approach of some blind and mindless malevolence to which is no appeal. I even thought that I must have left the hall lamp burning and the groping of this creature proved it a monster of the night. This was foolish and inconsistent with my previous dread of the light, but what would you have? Fear has no brains; it is an idiot. The dismal witness that it bears and the cowardly counsel that it whispers are unrelated. We know this well, we who have passed into the Realm of Terror, who skulk in eternal dusk among the scenes of our former lives, invisible even to ourselves and one another, yet hiding forlorn in lonely places; yearning for speech with our loved ones, yet dumb, and as fearful of them as they of us. Sometimes the disability is removed, the law suspended: by the deathless power of love or hate we break the spell – we are seen by those whom we would warn, console, or punish. What form we seem to them to bear we know not; we know only that we terrify even those whom we most wish to comfort, and from whom we most crave tenderness and sympathy.

			Forgive, I pray you, this inconsequent digression by what was once a woman. You who consult us in this imperfect way – you do not understand. You ask foolish questions about things unknown and things forbidden. Much that we know and could impart in our speech is meaningless in yours. We must communicate with you through a stammering intelligence in that small fraction of our language that you yourselves can speak. You think that we are of another world. No, we have knowledge of no world but yours, though for us it holds no sunlight, no warmth, no music, no laughter, no song of birds, nor any companionship. O God! What a thing it is to be a ghost, cowering and shivering in an altered world, a prey to apprehension and despair!

			No, I did not die of fright: the Thing turned and went away. I heard it go down the stairs, hurriedly, I thought, as if itself in sudden fear. Then I rose to call for help. Hardly had my shaking hand found the doorknob when – merciful heaven! – I heard it returning. Its footfalls as it remounted the stairs were rapid, heavy and loud; they shook the house. I fled to an angle of the wall and crouched upon the floor. I tried to pray. I tried to call the name of my dear husband. Then I heard the door thrown open. There was an interval of unconsciousness, and when I revived I felt a strangling clutch upon my throat – felt my arms feebly beating against something that bore me backward – felt my tongue thrusting itself from between my teeth! And then I passed into this life.

			No, I have no knowledge of what it was. The sum of what we knew at death is the measure of what we know afterward of all that went before. Of this existence we know many things, but no new light falls upon any page of that; in memory is written all of it that we can read. Here are no heights of truth overlooking the confused landscape of that dubitable domain. We still dwell in the Valley of the Shadow, lurk in its desolate places, peering from brambles and thickets at its mad, malign inhabitants. How should we have new knowledge of that fading past?

			What I am about to relate happened on a night. We know when it is night, for then you retire to your houses and we can venture from our places of concealment to move unafraid about our old homes, to look in at the windows, even to enter and gaze upon your faces as you sleep. I had lingered long near the dwelling where I had been so cruelly changed to what I am, as we do while any that we love or hate remain. Vainly I had sought some method of manifestation, some way to make my continued existence and my great love and poignant pity understood by my husband and son. Always if they slept they would wake, or if in my desperation I dared approach them when they were awake, would turn toward me the terrible eyes of the living, frightening me by the glances that I sought from the purpose that I held.

			On this night I had searched for them without success, fearing to find them; they were nowhere in the house, nor about the moonlit lawn. For, although the sun is lost to us forever, the moon, full-orbed or slender, remains to us. Sometimes it shines by night, sometimes by day, but always it rises and sets, as in that other life.

			I left the lawn and moved in the white light and silence along the road, aimless and sorrowing. Suddenly I heard the voice of my poor husband in exclamations of astonishment, with that of my son in reassurance and dissuasion; and there by the shadow of a group of trees they stood – near, so near! Their faces were toward me, the eyes of the elder man fixed upon mine. He saw me – at last, at last, he saw me! In the consciousness of that, my terror fled as a cruel dream. The death-spell was broken: Love had conquered Law! Mad with exultation I shouted – I must have shouted, “He sees, he sees: he will understand!” Then, controlling myself, I moved forward, smiling and consciously beautiful, to offer myself to his arms, to comfort him with endearments, and, with my son’s hand in mine, to speak words that should restore the broken bonds between the living and the dead.

			Alas! Alas! His face went white with fear, his eyes were as those of a hunted animal. He backed away from me, as I advanced, and at last turned and fled into the wood – whither, it is not given to me to know.

			To my poor boy, left doubly desolate, I have never been able to impart a sense of my presence. Soon he, too, must pass to this Life Invisible and be lost to me forever.

			[image: ]

			

		

	
		
			The Rector of Veilbye

			Steen Steensen Blicher
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			These extracts from the diary of Erik Sorensen, District Judge, followed by two written statements by the rector of Aalso, give a complete picture of the terrible events that took place in the parish of Veilbye during Judge Sorensen’s first year of office. Should anyone be inclined to doubt the authenticity of these documents let him at least have no doubt about the story, which is – alas! – only too sadly true. The memory of these events is still fresh in the district, and the events themselves have been the direct cause of a change in the method of criminal trials. A suspected murderer is now tried through all the courts before his conviction can be determined. Readers versed in the history of law will doubtless know by this during what epoch the story is laid.

			I

			[From the Diary of District Judge Erik Sorensen.]

			Now am I, unworthy one, by the grace of God made judge over this district. May the Great Judge above give me wisdom and uprightness that I may fulfill my difficult task in all humility! From the Lord alone cometh judgment.

			It is not good that man should live alone. Now that I am able to support a wife I will look about me for a helpmeet. I hear much good said about the daughter of the Rector of Veilbye. Since her mother’s death she has been a wise and economical keeper of her father’s house. And as she and her brother the student are the only children, she will inherit a tidy sum when the old man dies.

			Morten Bruus of Ingvorstrup was here today and wanted to make me a present of a fat calf. But I answered him in the words of Moses, “Cursed be he who taketh gifts.” He is of a very quarrelsome nature, a sharp bargainer, and a boastful talker. I do not want to have any dealings with him, except through my office as judge.

			I have prayed to God for wisdom and I have consulted with my own heart, and I believe that Mistress Mette Quist is the only woman with whom I could live and die. But I will watch her for a time in secret. Beauty is deceptive and charm is a dangerous thing. But I must say that she is the most beautiful woman I have yet seen.

			I think that Morten Bruus a very disagreeable person – I scarcely know why myself. But whenever I see him something comes over me, something that is like the memory of an evil dream. And yet it is so vague and so faint, that I could not say whether I had really ever seen the man in my dreams or not. It may be a sort of presentiment of evil; who knows?

			He was here again and offered me a pair of horses – beautiful animals – at a ridiculously low price. It looked queer to me. I know that he paid seventy thalers for them, and he wanted to let me have them for the same price. They are at the least worth one hundred thalers, if not more. Was it intended for a bribe? He may have another lawsuit pending. I do not want his horses.

			I paid a visit to the Rector of Veilbye today. He is a fine, God-fearing man, but somewhat quick-tempered and dictatorial. And he is close with his money, too, as I could see. Just as I arrived a peasant was with him trying to be let off the payment of part of his tithe. The man is surely a rogue, for the sum is not large. But the rector talked to him as I wouldn’t have talked to a dog, and the more he talked the more violent he became.

			Well, we all have our faults. The rector meant well in spite of his violence, for later on he told his daughter to give the man a sandwich and a good glass of beer. She is certainly a charming and sensible girl. She greeted me in a modest and friendly manner, and my heart beat so that I could scarcely say a word in reply. My head farm hand served in the rectory three years. I will question him – one often hears a straight and true statement from servants.

			A surprise! My farm hand Rasmus tells me that Morten Bruus came a-wooing to the rectory at Veilbye some years back, but was sent away with a refusal. The rector seemed to be pleased with him, for the man is rich. But his daughter would not hear to it at all. Pastor Soren may have tried hard to persuade her to consent at first. But when he saw how much she disliked the man he let her do as she would. It was not pride on her part, Rasmus said, for she is as simple and modest as she is good and beautiful. And she knows that her own father is peasant-born as well as Bruus.

			Now I know what the Ingvorstrup horses were intended for. They were to blind the judge and to lead him aside from the narrow path of righteousness. The rich Morten Bruns covets poor Ole Anderson’s peat moor and pasture land. It would have been a good bargain for Morten even at seventy thalers. But no indeed, my good fellow, you don’t know Erik Sorensen!

			Rector Soren Quist of Veilbye came to see me this morning. He has a new coachman, Niels Bruus, brother to the owner of Ingvorstrup. Neils is lazy and impertinent. The rector wanted him arrested, but he had no witnesses to back up his complaint. I advised him to get rid of the man somehow, or else to get along with him the best he could until the latter’s time was up. The rector was somewhat hasty at first, but later on he listened calmly and thanked me for my good advice. He is inclined to be violent at times, but can always be brought to listen to reason. We parted good friends.

			I spent a charming day in Veilbye yesterday. The rector was not at home, but Mistress Mette received me with great friendliness. She sat by the door spinning when I arrived, and it seemed to me that she blushed. It was hardly polite for me to wait so long before speaking. When I sit in judgment I never lack for words, but in the presence of this innocent maiden I am as stupid as the veriest simpleton of a chicken thief. But I finally found my voice and the time passed quickly until the rector’s return. Then Mistress Mette left us and did not return until she brought in our supper.

			Just as she stepped through the doorway the rector was saying to me, “Isn’t it about time that you should think of entering into the holy estate of matrimony?” (We had just been speaking of a recent very fine wedding in the neighborhood.) Mistress Mette heard the words and flushed a deep red. Her father laughed and said to her, “I can see, my dear daughter, that you have been standing before the fire.”

			I shall take the good man’s advice and will very soon try my fate with her. For I think I may take the rector’s words to be a secret hint that he would not object to me as a son-in-law. And the daughter? Was her blush a favorable sign?

			Poor Ole Anderson keeps his peat moor and his pasture land, but rich Morten Bruus is angry at me because of it. When he heard the decision he closed his eyes and set his lips tight, and his face was as pale as a whitewashed wall. But he controlled himself and as he went out he called back to his adversary, “Wish you joy of the bargain, Ole Anderson. The peat bog won’t beggar me, and the cattle at Ingvorstrup have all the hay they can eat.” I could hear his loud laughter outside and the cracking of his whip. It is not easy to have to sit in judgment. Every decision makes but one enemy the more.

			Yesterday was the happiest day of my life. We celebrated our betrothal in the Rectory of Veilbye. My future father-in-law spoke to the text, “I gave my handmaid into thy bosom” (Genesis xvi, 5). His words touched my heart. I had not believed that this serious and sometimes brusque man could talk so sweetly. When the solemnity was over, I received the first kiss from my sweet betrothed, and the assurance of her great love for me.

			At supper and later on we were very merry. Many of the dead mother’s kin were present. The rector’s family were too far away. After supper we danced until daybreak and there was no expense spared in the food and wine. My future father-in-law was the strongest man present, and could easily drink all the others under the table. The wedding is to take place in six weeks. God grant us rich blessings.

			It is not good that my future father-in-law should have this Niels Bruus in his service. He is a defiant fellow, a worthy brother of him of Ingvorstrup. If it were I, he should have his wages and be turned off, the sooner the better. But the good rector is stubborn and insists that Niels shall serve out his time. The other day he gave the fellow a box on the ear, at which Niels cried out that he would make him pay for it. The rector told me of this himself, for no one else had been present. I talked to Niels, but he would scarcely answer me. I fear he has a stubborn and evil nature. My sweet betrothed also entreats her father to send the fellow away, but the rector will not listen to reason. I do not know what the old man will do when his daughter leaves his home for mine. She saves him much worry and knows how to make all things smooth and easy. She will be a sweet wife for me.

			As I thought, it turned out badly. But there is one good thing about it, Niels has now run off of himself. The rector is greatly angered, but I rejoice in secret that he is rid of that dangerous man. Bruus will probably seek retaliation, but we have law and justice in the land to order such matters.

			This was the way of it: The rector had ordered Niels to dig up a bit of soil in the garden. After a time when he went out himself to look at the work, he found Niels leaning on his spade eating nuts. He had not even begun to dig. The rector scolded him, but the fellow answered that he had not taken service as a gardener. He received a good box on the ear for that. At this he threw away his spade and swore valiantly at his master. The old rector lost his temper entirely, seized the spade and struck at the man several times. He should not have done this, for a spade is a dangerous weapon, especially in the hands of a man as strong as is the pastor in spite of his years. Niels fell to the ground as if dead. But when the pastor bent over him in alarm, he sprang up suddenly, jumped the hedge and ran away to the woods.

			This is the story of the unfortunate affair as my father-in-law tells it to me. My beloved Mette is much worried about it. She fears the man may do harm to the cattle, or set fire to the house, or in some such way take his revenge. But I tell her there is little fear of that.

			Three weeks more and my beloved leaves her father’s house for mine. She has been here and has gone over the house and the farm. She is much pleased with everything and praises our orderliness. She is an angel, and all who know her say that I am indeed a fortunate man. To God be the praise!

			Strange, where that fellow Niels went to! Could he have left the country altogether? It is an unpleasant affair in any case, and there are murmurings and secret gossip among the peasants. The talk has doubtless started in Ingvorstrup. It would not be well to have the rector hear it. He had better have taken my advice, but it is not my province to school a servant of God, and a man so much older than I. The idle gossip may blow over ere long. I will go to Veilbye tomorrow and find out if he has heard anything.

			The bracelet the goldsmith has made for me is very beautiful. I am sure it will please my sweet Mette.

			My honored father-in-law is much distressed and downhearted. Malicious tongues have repeated to him the stupid gossip that is going about in the district. Morten Bruus is reported to have said that “he would force the rector to bring back his brother, if he had to dig him out of the earth.” The fellow may be in hiding somewhere, possibly at Ingvorstrup. He has certainly disappeared completely, and no one seems to know where he is. My poor betrothed is much grieved and worried. She is alarmed by bad dreams and by presentiments of evil to come.

			God have mercy on us all! I am so overcome by shock and horror that I can scarcely hold the pen. It has all come in one terrible moment, like a clap of thunder. I take no account of time, night and morning are the same to me and the day is but a sudden flash of lightning destroying the proud castle of my hopes and desires. A venerable man of God – the father of my betrothed – is in prison! And as a suspected murderer! There is still hope that he may be innocent. But this hope is but as a straw to a drowning man. A terrible suspicion rests upon him – And I, unhappy man that I am, must be his judge. And his daughter is my betrothed bride! May the Saviour have pity on us!

			It was yesterday that this horrible thing came. About half an hour before sunrise Morten Bruus came to my house and had with him the cotter Jens Larsen of Veilbye, and the widow and daughter of the shepherd of that parish. Morten Bruus said to me that he had the Rector of Veilbye under suspicion of having killed his brother Niels. I answered that I had heard some such talk but had regarded it as idle and malicious gossip, for the rector himself had assured me that the fellow had run away. “If that was so,” said Morten, “if Niels had really intended to run away, he would surely at first come to me to tell me of it. But it is not so, as these good people can prove to you, and I demand that you shall hear them as an officer of the law.”

			“Think well of what you are doing,” I said. “Think it over well, Morten Bruus, and you, my good people. You are bringing a terrible accusation against a respected and unspotted priest and man of God. If you can prove nothing, as I strongly suspect, your accusations may cost you dear.”

			“Priest or no priest,” cried Bruus, “it is written, ‘thou shalt not kill!’ And also is it written, that the authorities bear the sword of justice for all men. We have law and order in the land, and the murderer shall not escape his punishment, even if he have the district judge for a son-in-law.”

			I pretended not to notice his thrust and began, “It shall be as you say. Kirsten Mads’ daughter, what is it that you know of this matter in which Morten Bruus accuses your rector? Tell the truth, and the truth only, as you would tell it before the judgment seat of the Almighty. The law will demand from you that you shall later repeat your testimony under oath.”

			The woman told the following story: The day on which Niels Bruus was said to have run away from the rectory, she and her daughter were passing along the road near the rectory garden a little after the noon hour. She heard someone calling and saw that it was Niels Bruus looking out through the garden hedge. He asked the daughter if she did not want some nuts and told the women that the rector had ordered him to dig in the garden, but that he did not take the command very seriously and would much rather eat nuts. At that moment they heard a door open in the house and Niels said, “Now I’m in for a scolding.” He dropped back behind the hedge and the women heard a quarrel in the garden. They could hear the words distinctly but they could see nothing, as the hedge was too high. They heard the rector cry, “I’ll punish you, you dog. I’ll strike you dead at my feet!” Then they heard several sounding slaps, and they heard Niels curse back at the rector and call him evil names. The rector did not answer this, but the women heard two dull blows and saw the head of a spade and part of the handle rise and fall twice over the hedge. Then it was very quiet in the garden, and the widow and her daughter were frightened and hurried on to their cattle in the field. The daughter gave the same testimony, word for word. I asked them if they had not seen Niels Bruus coming out of the garden. But they said they had not, although they had turned back several times to look.

			This accorded perfectly with what the rector had told me. It was not strange that the women had not seen the man run out of the garden, for he had gone toward the wood which is on the opposite side of the garden from the highroad. I told Marten Bruus that this testimony was no proof of the supposed murder, especially as the rector himself had narrated the entire occurrence to me exactly as the women had described it. But he smiled bitterly and asked me to examine the third witness, which I proceeded to do.

			Jens Larsen testified that he was returning late one evening from Tolstrup (as he remembered, it was not the evening of Niels Bruus’s disappearance, but the evening of the following day), and was passing the rectory garden on the easterly side by the usual footpath. From the garden he heard a noise as of someone digging in the earth. He was frightened at first for it was very late, but the moon shone brightly and he thought he would see who it was that was at work in the garden at that hour. He put off his wooden shoes and pushed aside the twigs of the hedge until he had made a peep hole. In the garden he saw the rector in his usual house coat, a white woolen nightcap on his head. He was busily smoothing down the earth with the flat of his spade. There was nothing else to be seen. Just then the rector had started and partly turned toward the hedge, and the witness, fearing he might be discovered, slipped down and ran home hastily.

			Although I was rather surprised that the rector should be working in his garden at so late an hour, I still saw nothing in this statement that could arouse suspicion of murder. I gave the complainant a solemn warning and advised him not only to let fall his accusation, but to put an end to the talk in the parish. He replied, “Not until I see what it is that the rector buried in his garden.”

			“That will be too late,” I said. “You are playing a dangerous game. Dangerous to your own honor and welfare.”

			“I owe it to my brother,” he replied, “and I demand that the authorities shall not refuse me assistance.”

			My office compelled me to accede to his demands. Accompanied by the accuser and his witnesses I took my way to Veilbye. My heart was very heavy, not so much because of any fear that we might find the missing man buried in the garden, but because of the surprise and distress I must cause the rector and my beloved. As we went on our way I thought over how severely the law would allow me to punish the calumniators. But alas, Merciful Heavens! What a terrible discovery was in store for me!

			I had wished to have a moment alone with the rector to prepare him for what was coming. But as I drove through the gate Morten Bruus spurred his horse past me and galloped up to the very door of the house just as the rector opened it. Bruus cried out in his very face, “People say that you have killed my brother and buried him in your garden. I am come with the district judge to seek for him.”

			The poor rector was so shocked and astounded that he could not find a word to answer. I sprang from my wagon and addressed him: “You have now heard the accusation. I am forced by my office to fulfill this man’s demands. But your own honor demands that the truth shall be known and the mouth of slander silenced.”

			“It is hard enough,” began the rector finally, “for a man in my position to have to clear himself from such a suspicion. But come with me. My garden and my entire house are open to you.”

			We went through the house to the garden. On the way we met my betrothed, who was startled at seeing Bruus. I managed to whisper hastily to her, “Do not be alarmed, dear heart. Your enemies are going to their own destruction.” Marten Bruus led the way to the eastern side of the garden near the hedge. We others followed with the rector’s farm hands, whom he himself had ordered to join us with spades.

			The accuser stood and looked about him until we approached. Then he pointed to one spot. “This looks as if the earth had been disturbed lately. Let us begin here.”

			“Go to work at once,” commanded the rector angrily.

			The men set to work, but they were not eager enough to suit Bruus, who seized a spade himself to fire them on. A few strokes only sufficed to show that the firm earth of this particular spot had not been touched for many years. We all rejoiced – except Bruus – and the rector was very happy. He triumphed openly over his accuser, and laughed at him, “Can’t you find anything, you libeler?”

			Bruus did not answer. He pondered for a few moments, then called out, “Jens Larsen, where was it you saw the rector digging?”

			Jens Larsen had been standing to one side with his hands folded, watching the work. At Bruus’s words he aroused himself as if from a dream, looked about him and pointed to a corner of the garden several yards from where we stood. “I think it was over there.”

			“What’s that, Jens!” cried the rector angrily. “When did I dig here?”

			Paying no heed to this, Morten Bruus called the men to the corner in question. The earth here was covered by some withered cabbage stalks, broken twigs, and other brush which he pushed aside hurriedly. The work began anew.

			I stood by the rector talking calmly with him about the punishment we could mete out to the dastardly accuser, when one of the men suddenly cried out with an oath. We looked toward them; there lay a hat half buried in the loose earth. “We have found him,” cried Bruus. “That is Niels’s hat; I would know it anywhere.”

			My blood seemed turned to ice. All my hopes dashed to the ground. “Dig! Dig!” cried the bloodthirsty accuser, working himself with all his might. I looked at the rector. He was ghastly pale, staring with wide-open eyes at the horrible spot.

			Another shout! A hand was stretched up through the earth as if to greet the workers. “See there!” screamed Bruus. “He is holding out his hand to me. Wait a little, Brother Niels! You will soon be avenged!”

			The entire corpse was soon uncovered. It was the missing man. His face was not recognizable, as decomposition had begun, and the nose was broken and laid flat by a blow. But all the garments, even to the shirt with his name woven into it, were known to those who stood there. In one ear was a leaden ring, which, as we all knew, Niels Bruus had worn for many years.

			“Now, priest,” cried Marten Bruus, “come and lay your hand on this dead man if you dare to!”

			“Almighty God!” sighed the rector, looking up to heaven, “Thou art my witness that I am innocent. I struck him, that I confess, and I am bitterly sorry for it. But he ran away. God Almighty alone knows who buried him here.”

			“Jens Larsen knows also,” cried Bruus, “and I may find more witnesses. Judge! You will come with me to examine his servants. But first of all I demand that you shall arrest this wolf in sheep’s clothing.”

			Merciful God, how could I doubt any longer? The truth was clear to all of us. But I was ready to sink into the earth in my shock and horror. I was about to say to the rector that he must prepare to follow me, when he himself spoke to me, pale and trembling like an aspen leaf. “Appearances are against me,” he said, but this is the work of the devil and his angels. There is One above who will bring my innocence to light. Come, judge, I will await my fate in fetters. Comfort my daughter. Remember that she is your betrothed bride.”

			He had scarcely uttered the words when I heard a scream and a fall behind us. It was my beloved who lay unconscious on the ground. I thought at first that she was dead, and God knows I wished that I could lie there dead beside her. I raised her in my arms, but her father took her from me and carried her into the house. I was called to examine the wound on the dead man’s head. The cut was not deep, but it had evidently fractured the skull, and had plainly been made by a blow from a spade or some similar blunt instrument.

			Then we all entered the house. My beloved had revived again. She fell on my neck and implored me, in the name of God, to help her father in his terrible need. She begged me by the memory of our mutual love to let her follow him to prison, to which I consented. I myself accompanied him to Grenaa, but with a mournful heart. None of us spoke a word on the sad journey. I parted from them in deep distress. The corpse was laid in a coffin and will be buried decently tomorrow in Veilbye churchyard.

			Tomorrow I must give a formal hearing to the witnesses. God be merciful to me, unfortunate man!

			Would that I had never obtained this position for which I – fool that I am – strove so hard.

			As the venerable man of God was brought before me, fettered hand and foot, I felt as Pilate must have felt as they brought Christ before him. It was to me as if my beloved – God grant her comfort, she lies ill in Grenaa – had whispered to me, “Do nothing against that good man!”

			Oh, if he only were innocent, but I see no hope!

			The three first witnesses repeated their testimony under oath, word for word. Then came statements by the rector’s two farm hands and the dairy maid. The men had been in the kitchen on the fatal day, and as the windows were open they had heard the quarrel between the rector and Niels. As the widow had stated, these men had also heard the rector say, “I will strike you dead at my feet!” They further testified that the rector was very quick-tempered, and that when angered he did not hesitate to strike out with whatever came into his hand. He had struck a former hand once with a heavy maul.

			The girl testified that on the night Jens Larsen claimed to have seen the rector in the garden, she had lain awake and heard the creaking of the garden door. When she looked out of the window she had seen the rector in his dressing gown and nightcap go into the garden. She could not see what he was doing there. But she heard the door creak again about an hour later.

			When the witnesses had been heard, I asked the unfortunate man whether he would make a confession, or else, if he had anything to say in his own defense. He crossed his hands over his breast and said, “So help me God, I will tell the truth. I have nothing more to say than what I have said already. I struck the dead man with my spade. He fell down, but jumped up in a moment and ran away from the garden out into the woods. What may have happened to him there, or how he came to be buried in my garden, this I do not know. When Jens Larsen and my servant testify that they saw me at night in the garden, either they are lying, or Satan has blinded them. I can see this – unhappy man that I am – that I have no one to turn to for help here on earth. Will He who is in heaven be silent also, then must I bow to His inscrutable will.” He bowed his head with a deep sigh.

			Some of those present began to weep, and a murmur arose that he might possibly be innocent. But this was only the effect of the momentary sympathy called out by his attitude. My own heart indeed spoke for him. But the judge’s heart may not dare to dictate to his brain or to his conscience. My conviction forced me to declare that the rector had killed Niels Bruus, but certainly without any premeditation or intention to do so. It is true that Niels Bruus had often been heard to declare that he would “get even with the rector when the latter least expected it.” But it is not known that he had fulfilled his threat in any way. Every man clings to life and honor as long as he can. Therefore the rector persists in his denial. My poor, dear Mette! She is lost to me for this life at least, just as I had learned to love her so dearly.

			I have had a hard fight to fight today. As I sat alone, pondering over this terrible affair in which it is my sad lot to have to give judgment, the door opened and the rector’s daughter – I may no longer call her my betrothed – rushed in and threw herself at my feet. I raised her up, clasped her in my arms and we wept together in silence. I was first to control myself. “I know what you would say, dear heart. You want me to save your father. Alas, God help us poor mortals, I cannot do it! Tell me, dearest one, tell me truly, do you yourself believe your father to be innocent?”

			She crossed her hands on her heart and sobbed, “I do not know!” Then she burst into tears again. “But he did not bury him in the garden,” she continued after a few moments. “The man may have died in the wood from the blow. That may have happened–”

			“But, dearest heart,” I said, “Jens Larsen and the girl saw your father in the garden that night.”

			She shook her head slowly and answered, “The evil one blinded their eyes.” She wept bitterly again.

			“Tell me, beloved,” she began again, after a while, “tell me frankly this much. If God sends us no further enlightenment in this unfortunate affair, what sentence must you give?”

			She gazed anxiously at me, her lips trembling.

			“If I did not believe,” I began slowly, “that anyone else in my place would be more severe than I, then I would gladly give up my position at once and refuse to speak the verdict. But I dare not conceal from you that the mildest sentence that God, our king, and our laws demand is, a life for a life.”

			She sank to her knees, then sprang up again, fell back several steps as if afraid of me, and cried out: “Would you murder my father? Would you murder your betrothed bride? See here! See this!” She came nearer and held up her hand with my ring on it before my eyes. “Do you see this betrothal ring? What was it my father said when you put this ring upon my finger? ‘I have given my maid unto thy bosom!’ But you, you thrust the steel deep into my bosom!”

			Alas, every one of her words cut deep into my own heart. “Dearest love,” I cried, “do not speak so. You thrust burning irons into my heart. What would you have me do? Acquit him, when the laws of God and man condemn?”

			She was silent, sobbing desperately.

			“One thing I can do,” I continued. “If it be wrong may God forgive me. If the trial goes on to an end his life is forfeited, there is no hope except in flight. If you can arrange an escape I will close my eyes. I will not see or hear anything. As soon as your father was imprisoned, I wrote to your brother in Copenhagen. He can arrive any moment now. Talk to him, make friends with the jailer. If you lack money, all I have is yours.”

			When I had finished her face flushed with joy, and she threw her arms about my neck. “God bless you for these words. Were my brother but here, he will know what to do. But where shall we go?” her tone changed suddenly and her arms dropped. “Even should we find a refuge in a foreign country I could never see you again!” Her tone was so sad that my heart was near to breaking.

			“Beloved,” I exclaimed, “I will find you wherever you may hide yourself! Should our money not be sufficient to support us I can work for us all. I have learned to use the ax and the hoe.”

			She rejoiced again and kissed me many times. We prayed to God to bless our undertaking and parted with glad hearts. I also hoped for the best. Doubts assail me, but God will find for us some light in this darkness.

			Two more new witnesses. They bring nothing good, I fear, for Bruus announced them with an expression I did not like. He has a heart of stone, which can feel nothing but malice and bitterness. I give them a hearing tomorrow. I feel as if they had come to bear witness against me myself. May God strengthen my heart.

			All is over. He has confessed.

			The court was in session and the prisoner had been brought in to hear the testimony of the new witnesses. These men stated as follows: On the night in question they were walking along the path that led between the woods and the rectory garden. A man with a large sack on his back came out of the woods and walked ahead of them toward the garden. They could not see his face, but in the bright moonlight his figure was clearly visible, and they could see that he wore a loose green garment, like a dressing gown, and a white nightcap. The man disappeared through an opening in the rectory garden fence.

			Scarcely had the first witness ended his statement when the rector turned ghastly pale, and gasped, in a voice that could scarcely be heard, “I am ill.” They gave him a chair.

			Bruus turned to his neighbor and exclaimed audibly, “That helped the rector’s memory.”

			The prisoner did not hear the words, but motioned to me and said, “Lead me back to my prison. I will talk to you there.” They did as he demanded.

			We set out at once for Grenaa. The rector was in the wagon with the jailer and the gendarme, and I rode beside them.

			When the door of the cell was opened my beloved was making up her father’s bed, and over a chair by the bedside hung the fatal green dressing gown. My dear betrothed greeted me with a cry of joy, as she believed that I was come to set her father free. She hung about the old man’s neck, kissing away the tears that rolled unhindered down his cheeks. I had not the heart to undeceive her, and I sent her out into the town to buy some things for us.

			“Sit down, dear friend,” said the rector, when we were alone. He seated himself on the bed, staring at the ground with eyes that did not see. Finally he turned toward me where I sat trembling, as if it were my own sentence I was to hear, as in a manner it was. “I am a great sinner,” he sighed, “God only knows how great. His punishment crushes me here that I may enter into His mercy hereafter.”

			He grew gradually calmer and began:

			“Since my childhood I have been hot-tempered and violent. I could never endure contradiction, and was always ready to give a blow. But I have seldom let the sun go down upon my wrath, and I have never borne hatred toward any man. As a half-grown boy I killed our good, kind watchdog in one of my fits of rage for some trifling offense, and I have never ceased to regret it. Later, as a student in Leipzig, I let myself be carried away sufficiently to wound seriously my adversary in one of our fencing bouts. A merciful fate alone saved me from becoming a murderer then. It is for these earlier sins that I am now being punished, but the punishment falls doubly hard, now that I am an old man, a priest, a servant of the Lord of Peace, and a father! Ah, that is the deepest wound!” He sprang up and wrung his hands in deep despair. I would have said something to comfort him, but I could find no words for such sorrow.

			When he had controlled himself somewhat he sat down again and continued: “To you, once my friend and now my judge, I will confess this crime, which it seems beyond a doubt that I have committed, although I am not conscious of having done so.” (I was startled at this, as I had expected a remorseful confession.) “Listen well to what I shall now tell you. That I struck the unfortunate man with the spade, that he fell down and then ran away, this is all that I know with full consciousness… What followed then? Four witnesses have seen that I fetched the body and buried it in my garden – and now at last I am forced to believe that it must be true. These are my reasons for the belief. 

			“Three or four times in my life I have walked in my sleep. The last time – it may have been nine or ten years ago – I was to have held a funeral service on the following day, over the body of a man who had died a sudden and terrible death. I could not find a suitable text, until suddenly there came to me the words of an old Greek philosopher, ‘Call no man fortunate until his death.’ It was in my mind that the same idea was expressed in different words in the Holy Scriptures. I sought and sought, but could not find it. At last I went to bed much fatigued, and slept soundly. Next morning, when I sat down at my desk, to my great astonishment I saw there a piece of paper, on which was written, ‘Call no man happy until his end hath come’ (Sirach xi. 34), and following it was a funeral sermon, short, but as good in construction as any I have ever written. And all this was in my own handwriting. It was quite out of the question that anyone could have entered the room during the night, as I had locked it myself, and it had not been opened until I entered next day. I knew what had happened, as I could remember one or two such occurrences in my life before.

			“Therefore, dear friend, when the last witnesses gave their testimony today, I suddenly remembered my sleepwalking exploits, and I also remembered, what had slipped my mind before, that on the morning after the night the body was buried I had found my dressing gown in the hall outside of my bedroom. This had surprised me, as I always hung it over a chair near my bed. The unfortunate victim of my violence must have died in the woods from his wound, and in my dream consciousness I must have seen this and gone to fetch the body. It must be so. I know no other explanation. God have mercy on my sinful soul.” He was silent again, covering his face with his hands and weeping bitterly.

			I was struck dumb with astonishment and uncertainty. I had always suspected that the victim had died on the spot where he was buried, although I could not quite understand how the rector had managed to bury the body by day without being seen. But I thought that he might have covered it lightly with earth and twigs and finished his work at night. He was a man of sufficient strength of mind to have done this. When the latest witnesses were telling their story, I noted the possible contradiction, and hoped it might prove a loophole of escape. But, alas, it was all only too true, and the guilt of the rector proven beyond a doubt. It was not at all impossible for a man to do such things in his sleep. Just as it was quite possible that a man with a fractured skull could run some distance before he fell to die. The rector’s story bore the stamp of truth, although the doubt will come that he desired thus to save a shred of honor for his name.

			The prisoner walked up and down the room several times, then stopping before me he said gravely: “You have now heard my confession, here in my prison walls. It is your mouth that must speak my sentence. But what says your heart?”

			I could scarcely utter the words, “My heart suffers beyond expression. I would willingly see it break if I could but save you from a shameful death.” (I dared not mention to him my last hope of escape in flight.)

			“That is impossible,” he answered. “My life is forfeited. My death is just, and shall serve as a warning to others. But promise me that you will not desert my poor daughter. I had thought to lay her in your arms” – tears choked his voice – “but, alas, that fond hope is vanished. You cannot marry the daughter of a sentenced murderer. But promise me that you will watch over her as her second father.” In deep sorrow and in tears I held his hand in mine. “Have you any news from my son?” he began again. “I hope it will be possible to keep him in ignorance of this terrible affair until– until it is all over. I could not bear to see him now. And now, dear friend, let us part, not to meet again except in the hall of justice. Grant me of your friendship one last service, let it end soon. I long for death. Go now, my kind, sympathetic judge. Send for me tomorrow to speak my sentence, and send today for my brother in God, the pastor in Aalso. He shall prepare me for death. God be with you.”

			He gave me his hand with his eyes averted. I staggered from the prison, hardly conscious of what I was doing. I would have ridden home without seeing his daughter had she not met me by the prison door. She must have seen the truth in my face, for she paled and caught at my arm. She gazed at me with her soul in her eyes, but could not speak. “Flee! Save your father in flight!” was all I could say.

			I set spurs to my horse and rode home somehow.

			Tomorrow, then!

			The sentence is spoken.

			The accused was calmer than the judge. All those present, except his bitter enemy, were affected almost to tears. Some whispered that the punishment was too severe.

			May God be a milder judge to me than I, poor sinner, am forced to be to my fellow men.

			She has been here. She found me ill in bed. There is no escape possible. He will not flee. Everything was arranged and the jailer was ready to help. But he refuses, he longs for death. God be merciful to the poor girl. How will she survive the terrible day? I am ill in body and soul, I can neither aid nor comfort her. There is no word from the brother.

			I feel that I am near death myself, as near perhaps as he is, whom I sent to his doom. Farewell, my own beloved bride… What will she do? She is so strangely calm – the calm of wordless despair. Her brother has not yet come, and tomorrow – on the Ravenshill – !

			Here the diary of Erik Sorensen stopped suddenly. What followed can be learned from the written and witnessed statements of the pastor of Aalso, the neighboring parish to Veilbye.

			II

			It was during the seventeenth year of my term of office that the terrible event happened in the neighborhood which filled all who heard of it with shock and horror, and brought shame and disgrace upon our holy calling. The venerable Soren Quist, Rector of Veilbye, killed his servant in a fit of rage and buried the body in his garden.

			He was found guilty at the official trial, through the testimony of many witnesses, as well as through his own confession. He was condemned to death, and the sentence was carried out in the presence of several thousand people on the little hill known as Ravenshill, here in the field of Aalso.

			The condemned man had asked that I might visit him in his prison. I must state that I have never given the holy sacrament to a better prepared or more truly repentant Christian. He was calm to the last, full of remorse for his great sin. On the field of death he spoke to the people in words of great wisdom and power, preaching to the text from the Lamentations of Jeremiah, chap. ii., verse 6: “He hath despised the priest in the indignation of his anger.” He spoke of his violence and of its terrible results, and of his deep remorse. He exhorted his hearers to let his sin and his fate be an example to them, and a warning not to give way to anger. Then he commended his soul to the Lord, removed his upper garments, bound up his eyes with his own hand, then folded his hands in prayer. When I had spoken the words, “Brother, be of good cheer. This day shalt thou be with thy Saviour in Paradise,” his head fell by the ax.

			The one thing that made death bitter for him was the thought of his children. The son had been sent for from Copenhagen, but as we afterwards learned, he had been absent from the city, and therefore did not arrive until shortly after his father had paid the penalty for his crime.

			I took the daughter into my home, where she was brought, half fainting, after they had led her father from the prison. She had been tending him lovingly all the days of his trial. What made even greater sorrow for the poor girl, and for the district judge who spoke the sentence, was that these two young people had solemnly plighted their troth but a few short weeks before, in the rectory of Veilbye. The son arrived just as the body of the executed criminal was brought into my house. It had been permitted to us to bury the body with Christian rites, if we could do it in secret. The young man threw himself over the lifeless body. Then, clasping his sister in his arms, the two wept together in silence for some while. At midnight we held a quiet service over the remains of the Rector of Veilbye, and the body was buried near the door of Aalso church. A simple stone, upon which I have carved a cross, still stands to remind the passer-by of the sin of a most unfortunate man.

			The next morning his two children had disappeared. They have never been heard of since. God knows to what far-away corner of the world they have fled, to hide their shame and their sorrow. The district judge is very ill, and it is not believed that he will recover.

			May God deal with us all after His wisdom and His mercy!

			O Lord, inscrutable are thy ways!

			In the thirty-eighth year of my service, and twenty-one years after my unfortunate brother in office, the Rector of Veilbye had been beheaded for the murder of his servant, it happened one day that a beggar came to my door. He was an elderly man, with gray hair, and walked with a crutch. He looked sad and needy. None of the servants were about, so I myself went into the kitchen and gave him a piece of bread. I asked him where he came from. He sighed and answered:

			“From nowhere in particular.”

			Then I asked him his name. He sighed still deeper, looked about him as if in fear, and said, “They once called me Niels Bruus.”

			I was startled, and said, “God have mercy on us! That is a bad name. That is the name of a man who was killed many years back.”

			Whereat the man sighed still deeper and replied: “It would have been better for me had I died then. It has gone ill with me since I left the country.”

			At this the hair rose on my head, and I trembled in every limb. For it seemed to me that I could recognize him, and also it seemed to me that I saw Morten Bruus before me in the flesh, and yet I had laid the earth over him three years before. I stepped back and made the sign of the cross, for verily I thought it was a ghost I saw before me.

			But the man sat down in the chimney corner and continued to speak. “Reverend father, they tell me my brother Morten is dead. I have been to Ingvorstrup, but the new owner chased me away. Is my old master, the Rector of Veilbye, still alive?” Then it was that the scales fell from my eyes and I saw into the very truth of this whole terrible affair. But the shock stunned me so that I could not speak. The man bit into his bread greedily and went on. “Yes, that was all Brother Morten’s fault. Did the old rector have much trouble about it?”

			“Niels! Niels!” I cried from out the horror of my soul, “you have a monstrous black sin upon your conscience! For your sake that unfortunate man fell by the ax of the executioner!”

			The bread and the crutch fell from his hand, and he himself was near to falling into the fire. “May God forgive you, Morten!” he groaned. “God knows I didn’t mean anything like that. May my sin be forgiven me! But surely you only mean to frighten me! I come from far away, and have heard nothing. No one but you, reverend father, has recognized me. I have told my name to no one. When I asked them in Veilbye if the rector was still there, they said that he was.”

			“That is the new rector,” I replied. “Not he whom you and your sinful brother have slain.”

			He wrung his hands and cried aloud, and then I knew that he had been but a tool in the hands of that devil, Morten. Therefore I set to work to comfort him, and took him into my study that he might calm himself sufficiently to tell me the detail of this Satan’s work.

			This was the story as he tells it: His brother Morten – truly a son of Belial – cherished a deadly hatred toward pastor Soren Quist since the day the latter had refused him the hand of his daughter. As soon as he heard that the pastor’s coachman had left him, he persuaded Niels to take the place.

			“Watch your chance well,” he had said, “we’ll play the black coat a trick some day, and you will he no loser by it.”

			Niels, who was rough and defiant by nature, soon came to a quarrel with his master, and when he had received his first chastisement, he ran at once to Ingvorstrup to report it. “Let him strike you just once again,” said Marten. “Then come to me, and we will pay him for it.”

			Then came the quarrel in the garden, and Niels ran off to Ingvorstrup. He met his brother in the woods and told him what had occurred.

			“Did anyone see you on the way here?” asked Morten

			Niels thought not. “Good,” said Morten; “now we’ll give him a fright that he will not forget for a week or so.”

			He led Niels carefully to the house, and kept him hidden there the rest of the day. When all the household else had gone to sleep the two brothers crept out, and went to a field where several days before they had buried the body of a man of about Niel’s age, size, and general appearance. (He had hanged himself, some said because of ill-treatment from Morten, in whose service he was. Others said it was because of unhappy love.) They dug up the corpse, although Niels did not like the work, and protested. But Morten was the stronger, and Niels had to do as he was ordered. They carried the body back with them into the house.

			Then Niels was ordered to take off all his clothes, piece by piece, even to his shirt, and dress the dead man in them. Even his leaden earring, which he had worn for many years, was put in the ear of the corpse. After this was done, Morten took a spade and gave the head of the corpse two crashing blows, one over the nose, the other on the temple. The body was hidden in a sack and kept in the house during the next day. At night the day following, they carried it out to the wood near Veilbye.

			Several times Niels had asked of his brother what all this preparation boded. But Morten answered only, “That is my affair. Do as I tell you, and don’t ask questions.”

			When they neared the edge of the wood by Veilbye, Morten said, “Now fetch me one of the coats the pastor wears most. If you can, get the green dressing gown I have often seen him wear mornings.”

			“I don’t dare,” said Niels, “he keeps it in his bed chamber.”

			“Well, then, I’ll dare it myself,” said Morten. “And now, go your way, and never show yourself here again. Here is a bag with one hundred thalers. They will last you until you can take service somewhere in another country. Go where no one has ever seen you, and take another name. Never come back to Denmark again. Travel by night, and hide in the woods by day until you are well away from here. Here are provisions enough to last you for several days. And remember, never show yourself here again, as you value your life.”

			Niels obeyed, and has never seen his brother since that day. He had had much trouble, had been a soldier and lost his health in the war, and finally, after great trials and sufferings, had managed to get back to the land of his birth. This was the story as told me by the miserable man, and I could not doubt its truth.

			It was now only too clear to me that my unfortunate brother in the Lord had fallen a victim to the hatred of his fiendish enemy, to the delusion of his judge and the witnesses, and to his own credulous imagination.

			Oh, what is man that he shall dare to sit in judgment over his fellows! God alone is the Judge. He who gives life may alone give death!

			I did not feel it my duty to give official information against this crushed and broken sinner, particularly as the district judge is still alive, and it would have been cruelty to let him know of his terrible error.

			Instead, I gave what comfort my office permitted to the poor man, and recommended him not to reveal his name or tell his story to anyone in the district. On these conditions I would give him a home until I could arrange for a permanent refuge for him in my brother’s house, a good distance from these parts.

			The day following was a Sunday. When I returned from evening service at my branch parish, the beggar had disappeared. But by the evening of the next day the story was known throughout the neighborhood.

			Goaded by the pangs of conscience, Niels had gone to Rosmer and made himself known to the judge as the true Niels Bruus. Upon the hearing of the terrible truth, the judge was taken with a stroke and died before the week was out. But on Tuesday morning they found Niels Bruus dead on the grave of the late rector Soren Quist of Veilbye, by the door of Aalso church.
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			Funeral

			Michael Cebula
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			Within fifteen minutes of hearing Daddy was sick and probably dying, I had quit my job and was standing in the dirt next to a two-lane country road, looking for a way to get back home.

			“It’s an awful thing,” the cook had said, when I explained the situation, handed over my apron, and told him where to send my last check. “I’m real sorry to hear it.”

			What a strange thing to say – I was nobody’s idea of a good waitress.

			You don’t actually stick your thumb out when you hitch. You just stand by the road and wait. Sometimes, of course, you have to explain what you’re not doing there on the side of the road. “I’m not a prostitute” being something I have said more than once in my life.

			Hitching is easier when you’re a girl but it’s harder too. Easier because you’re more likely to get a ride and harder because of why you’re more likely to get one. So you follow rules, you pretend you have some control over what happens to you. Never get in a van. Or in any car with more than one man in it. Walk away if the driver looks you in the eye too long when he pulls over. Or if he never looks at you at all when he asks where you’re headed. And definitely stay away if he glances in his rearview mirror more than once before you get in. 

			A girl I knew thought she had it all figured out. She said that when she hitched, she always lied to the driver, told him she was going home because she just found out she had HIV.

			“How do you work that into the conversation?” someone asked.

			“What if he has HIV?” someone else asked.

			Pay attention to everything. Act weird enough that he won’t try to fuck you, but not so weird he throws you out of the car. Remember that what’s weird depends on who you’re with. You can cut your thigh with a razor blade, above your knee and below your skirt, a straight line for each exit you pass. Or you can ask the driver if he has accepted Jesus as his personal savior. It’s been years since I last hitched, but the lessons you learn as a kid stay with you forever.

			* * *

			The sun seems very close and I have to squint and shade my eyes to watch the crows circling the soybean field across the road. It’s hot, a heavy July heat that presses on my chest and makes me want to lose this dress and these awful shoes and wade into the pond I know is behind the field. But I push those thoughts from my mind, I remain standing on the road, I wait. When cars drive past, the dirt along the road stirs up then settles on my sweaty arms and legs like a paste.

			If someone doesn’t pick me up soon I won’t make it.

			All the other times in my life that I have hitched, I was desperate to get away from somewhere. But now I’m desperate to get to somewhere – to get home, before Daddy dies, before he’s gone forever. No one’s at my heels this time, but the feeling that I’m not moving fast enough, that I’m not going to make it, is the same. All I heard is that he’s sick and probably dying, but I don’t know how old that information is or if it’s still accurate. For all I know right this second he might already be dead and buried. Or maybe he recovered and right now is out somewhere hunting, breathing the same air as me. Either way, I will have lost my chance and this eats at me. Hard to believe I’ve been gone from home for five years.

			There’s no phone in his house and I wouldn’t call if there was.

			* * *

			I wait for a long time, with no luck. Some drivers ignore me, a few honk at me, and one man grins wide and yells out the window of his truck, his words lost in the wind but not exactly unknowable. No one stops or even looks like they consider it. The crows have left me too, chased away long ago by this unforgiving heat. I am too far from home to make it on foot but I don’t know what else to do, so I slip off my shoes and head down the road, walking barefoot over the brittle, yellow, sun-killed grass that lies just outside the pavement. It will be dark soon and these roads are not much traveled and for several miles I am alone, except for the mosquitoes and the cicadas and the endless rows of corn standing watch along the road.

			“You will be fed to pigs,” I tell the corn.

			When evening takes hold, and I have lost hope of getting a ride, a middle-aged man driving an old Ford pickup with a bluetick coonhound in the back pulls over next to me. He has thick glasses, a calm voice, and the most elaborate comb-over I have ever seen. How terrified he must be of windy days. I imagine him fixing his hair in the morning, as careful as a girl before a date, telling himself nobody could tell the difference. The quality of your life can be figured by how many lies you must tell yourself each morning before you can step out your front door.

			Well, I too must tell myself many lies, so I thank the man for stopping and get in the truck.

			* * *

			I was real little when Momma disappeared, but I remember how afterwards the sheriff and his men came out day after day and dug all around the house and in the woods surrounding it. I sat next to the holes while they worked and made mud pies for the deputies.

			Daddy would sit on the porch, with a cigarette and a beer, his feet kicked up on the railing. “Dig all you want,” he’d tell them.

			Each night the deputies would knock the mud from their boots and throw their shovels in the trunks of their patrol cars, looking tired and pissed off and ready to break something. One afternoon before they left for the day, the sheriff took Daddy into the house and I could hear the sheriff yelling and screaming and Daddy talking real calm and then laughing. After a while, a deputy went in and pulled the sheriff away and Daddy stepped out of the house behind them and finished off his beer.

			“Never let ’em see you sweat,” he told me with a grin.

			And then one day they were gone and never came back, just like Momma.

			I asked Daddy if I would disappear one day too.

			“That depends,” he said, looking at me real serious. “Are you gonna keep askin’ me stupid questions?” 

			* * *

			I am awakened by a tongue in my ear – thick and wet and stomach-turning – and on instinct I reach into my purse and pull out the screwdriver, my heart racing. But it’s just the bluetick in the back of the pickup, sticking his head through the cab window and grinning, confident that his sloppy kisses are valuable and much treasured.

			“Sorry, but this is as far in your direction as I can go,” the man with the comb-over and calm voice says. We’ve stopped at a crossroads that separates more cornfields. The man stares at the screwdriver in my hand and I realize I’m panting as much as the dog. I lower the screwdriver to my lap and then put it back in my purse. When I do, the dog licks my face – and just then, I want to stay in this truck forever, just keep driving on an endless summer evening with this man and his calm voice and his dog. But I can’t, and anyway he isn’t offering. So instead I thank the man and scratch the dog’s head and slip out of the truck.

			“Be careful out there,” the man says as he drives away. I start to wave, then feel foolish and tuck my hands under my arms, as if they cannot be trusted. There is a limit to kindness, but not hardship, and once again I find myself standing alone at night on the side of an unlined country road.

			* * *

			When I was growing up, there was never much money. Daddy got a disability check, though as near as I could tell, the only thing that made him unfit for regular work was a misguided sense of his worth and abilities. Some other ways Daddy made money: cooking meth, growing weed, selling pills, stealing tools. It was like one crooked dollar was worth more to him than two earned legit.

			We lived in an unpainted shotgun house deep in the woods, the same house Daddy was born and raised in. There was a creek behind the house that flooded all the time. Our closest neighbor was maybe a half-mile away, the closest paved road another mile past that. We plugged holes in the walls with old newspapers and we had electricity about as often as we did not. Rains were a torment, and you learned to sleep in a wet bed. I never starved, but many days I woke up hungry and stayed that way, even as I cooked Daddy his dinner and watched him eat it. I ate best when Daddy was locked up, as he was from time to time.

			But Daddy was not the type to be burdened by such things as reality, he was not one to let facts change the image he had built of himself. Even just sitting in his chair on the porch each night, drinking his beer, Daddy seemed to strut. He had long greasy hair that he would comb with his fingers as he talked and an enormous belly where he rested his beer. He was sure he had the world figured out, and each night on the porch he delivered a sermon while I sat at his feet. I don’t think he always cared what he said as long as he was the one saying it, and sometimes it was hard to see much connection between what he told me and how he lived his life. The only place success comes before work is the dictionary, he might say one night. Nobody ever drowned in their own sweat. Or maybe, The harder you work, the luckier you get. A fat drunk lecturing you on the importance of discipline.

			Even when he was spouting bullshit, all his talks circled back to his schemes, the ones from the past that had worked, the ones that hadn’t (never his fault of course), the ones he was planning. It doesn’t really matter, I guess, but I do sometimes wonder: did he always know he could make money off of me or did it just occur to him one day? 

			* * *

			Near midnight, a wood-paneled station wagon pulls over next to me. The driver is young and on something, his eyes wide and never blinking. But it’s dark and I don’t have much time, or many options, so I break a rule and get in, my hand in my purse, holding the screwdriver tight. He talks and talks, an unending flood that bounces from one idea to the next, with no relation I can see. Whenever he exhausts one subject, he laughs and says, “Not much for talking, are you?” and moves on to the next one before I can speak.

			We run over a dead dog in the middle of the road and coyotes scatter into the fields, their eyes flashing yellow. There’s gold in these hills, he tells me, buried long ago by the Indians. There’s gold here, if you know where to find it.

			* * *

			One thing I learned from Daddy when I was real little is that the puppies never fight you when you put them in the burlap bag. They think it’s a game, I guess – at that age, all they know is that life is just a bunch of fun new experiences. But with Daddy looking over your shoulder, making sure you follow through, they will soon find out the truth. You lower the first one into the burlap bag, put him next to the half a piece of cinder block, and he licks your hand. You lower the second one in, and now they both lick your hand. And on it goes. You can fit five puppies in the bag, but four is better.

			Don’t ask yourself the point of being gentle with them when you put them in the bag. Don’t wonder what happened to Momma or what it’s like to run out of air. Just know that Daddy is watching you, and you’d better not look away until the barking stops and the bag is gone beneath the water.

			“You can kill anything if you got a burlap bag and a deep enough creek,” being something Daddy would always say.

			* * *

			When we pass the county line and are a few miles from home, the driver notices me looking at the tattoos along his arms. Under the light of the dashboard, the ink on his skin looks like the scribbles of a deranged child. “They sure catch the eye,” he says. I smile and nod and now he has found a new topic.

			“I was always real into art in school or whatever, and one day it hits me – I could do tats for people,” he says, excited. “Did most of these my own self. So it’s like my body is sort of advertising, you know?” He flicks on the overhead light and holds out his arm towards me, nodding at an ugly blue mass on his hand. “You can’t see that one real good, but it’s Hobbes blowin’ Calvin.”

			His arm is too close to me. I can see each individual hair, the dirt beneath his nails, the yellow of his fingertips. My chest is tight, and I feel dizzy, but I force myself to keep the screwdriver in my purse, waiting to see what happens next.

			“Seems like the least Hobbes could do for him,” I say and he laughs and agrees and jerks his hand back, uses it to wipe his nose. The moment passes and I can breathe.

			But a few minutes later his arm shoots out again and this time without thinking I whip out the screwdriver and bury it in his shoulder. He screams and we’re off the road and over the ditch. Before I can realize what’s happening, we’ve hit a telephone pole and his screams stop. Time does not slow, not like they say, this all happens fast in a confusing, violent jumble. When I open my eyes he is slumped over, not moving, his face a mask of blood and the screwdriver still in his arm. A tooth is stuck to the steering wheel. I’m okay, I think, except I bit my tongue and my mouth is filled with blood.

			He may have just been showing me another tattoo. Or reaching for his lighter.

			I don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t know.

			It takes me a long time to get the screwdriver out of his shoulder. Then I unbuckle my seatbelt, slide out the car window, walk through the soybean field and slip into the woods.

			* * *

			One day your daddy puts an old mattress in the barn, and from then on you lay down with strangers, neighbors, a minister, men in uniform, a man with a burned face, another with a hook for a hand. One is so dirty, he always leaves a trail of axle grease all along your body. Some arrive mean. Others are ashamed, and then turn mean, wanting you gone the moment they slide out of you. None are better than others but some are worse than others.

			You don’t know what they pay your daddy but you know your life isn’t worth much. You know other things too. That crying does not help. Or begging, or fighting, or running away. And most of all you know that the creek is deep and he can make anyone disappear.

			Sometimes your belly gets bigger, perfectly and impossibly round, and he makes that disappear too. One time you try to hide it – oh yes, despite all you know, you try to hide what is growing inside you, hide it beneath baggy sweatshirts and the way you hold your body whenever he’s around. And all that gets you is a terrifying June morning in a cow stall deep in the barn, bloody straw underneath you and Daddy leaning against the stall door, swinging a burlap bag in his hand while he waits until you’re done pushing.

			* * *

			I know this land well. There is an easy path I could take, one that would lead me through open fields and along deer trails that would eventually bring me home. But that way is winding and indirect and would steal time that I know I cannot spare. So I take the direct route, a straight shot home, pushing through one thicket after another, until my arms and legs and face are crisscrossed with blood and it feels like the woods are fighting against me, something Daddy has conjured to keep me from getting back home.

			When I finally get to the house, it is not yet dawn and I am hot and tired but not at all finished. The barn, the yard, the porch are all empty, but there is a dim light inside one room of the house. I stand on an overturned ten-gallon bucket and look inside. There is Daddy, asleep on the couch. He is covered by a blanket, despite the summer heat. The slow rise and fall of his chest tells me that I have made it home in time.

			The front door is unlocked. I slip off my shoes and enter the house, as careful and quiet as you would be approaching any mad dog. An old Coleman lantern casts a sickly yellow light across the room – and now that I can look close, everything looks grimy and used up, especially Daddy. It’s been five years since I last saw him, and time and sickness have done their work on him. He’s like a skeleton now, as I had hoped he would be, his face sunk in and his gut deflated. He’s surely not stronger than me anymore.

			Silent as I can be, not wanting to wake him just yet, I move some tools and old newspapers off a chair and sit down. Part of me feels like I never left this house and another part feels like everything that happened to me here happened to somebody else. With him sleeping like that and looking as bad as he does, I’m not scared to be here, which makes it the first time since I was real little that I’m in this house and not afraid. But I’m not sure of myself either, not sure how to start or if I can really do what I’ve thought about for so long. And I know that if I can’t do what I’ve planned, then I should have stayed far, far away from here.

			He doesn’t open his eyes and when he speaks his voice startles me: “Figured you’d be back, sooner or later.”

			My heart hammers in my chest, that old anxiety his voice always triggered. Even as sick as he is, his voice is enough to make me get up from the chair, ready to run from the room. But my feet don’t move, I just stand in front of the chair. Maybe it’s the wasted sight of him on the couch or these last few years living on my own, but there’s something inside me now, something that wasn’t in me the last time I was here, and it is small and it is fragile but it’s just enough to keep me in the room.

			I wait until I am sure I can trust myself, that my voice won’t waver. Then I say: “Heard the good news and rushed on home.” My voice wavers anyway.

			I’ve never talked to him like this before. When I lived here, I was afraid to even imagine such things in my head for fear they would leak out, and I’m ready for him to jump up and smack me and pound my head against the wall like he’s done so many times for so much less. But he doesn’t respond to what I say. He still has not so much as opened his eyes, just stays there on the couch as if I hadn’t said a word.

			A long minute passes in silence. I am not sure how else to go on, and he doesn’t seem ready to speak, so I ask, “How’d you know it was me?” Even before those words are out I am angry at myself – all the times I thought of this moment, and already I’ve been reduced to a little girl again, asking dumb questions, giving him control.

			“Smelled you when you walked out of the woods. Never forget your scent,” he says and then sniffs noisily like an animal and laughs.

			Shame washes over me and I feel the urge to run again – this time it’s overpowering, strong enough to beat whatever I thought had changed inside me. Oh you stupid bitch, I keep thinking, why did you come back? I turn and start to go, and when I am nearly out the door, Daddy coughs. It’s a deep, wet cough, an ugly cough that would be hard to listen to if it came from anybody but him.

			I stand at the door and look back at him. His eyes are open now, but he is staring at the ceiling not at me. We are separated by the length of the room, and I don’t think he could catch me if I had to run. I raise my voice a little, try to sound confident, and call out to him: “That cough sounds real bad.”

			He sort of shrugs under his blanket and starts to say something, but another cough interrupts him. Nothing has ever interrupted Daddy in this house, but the cough does that and more – it shakes his chest and makes spit fly from his mouth and land on his face. I wait, but he doesn’t wipe it off, just keeps his hands tucked under the blanket.

			I leave the door open but take a few small steps back into the room. I try again. “That cough sounds real bad and you look worse.”

			“It’s nothing,” he says, but he’s quieter now and he still won’t look at me.

			 “No, it’s bad,” I say, another step closer. “Can’t have much time left.”

			“Got all the time I want or need,” he says.

			“That’s not nearly true,” I say, to myself as much as him, and I walk closer still.

			“Beat much worse than this.”

			I am nearly standing over him now and I pick up the lantern and hold it close to his face so I can look into his eyes. There is no fight in them, no danger, the man I knew is mostly gone. He’s a doomed man, a dying man. I know now that he cannot get up from this couch without serious effort. I know that if I pulled his blanket he would clutch at it like an old woman.

			“Look around this house, old man,” I tell him. “Look at you dying alone. What exactly have you ever beaten?” 

			“Beat you,” he whispers, so quiet I can barely hear it. “Beat your momma.”

			There is a truth to what he says, so I don’t disagree with him. Instead, I spend some time working him over with my screwdriver.

			* * *

			There was a time, a few years ago when I had finally got away from home for good, that I tried, I really tried, to move past it all. I even met with a social worker for a while, told her about the anger I felt each day, how it suffocated me, how it was eating me whole. I didn’t tell her everything that had happened to me before I got away, not even close, but I thought I had told her enough.

			Then one day she leaned close, like we were friends. “Have you ever heard,” she asked me, “that living well is the best revenge?”

			I paused then leaned closer and asked her: “Have you ever had someone try to see how far they could stick an old axe handle up inside you?”

			 

			* * *

			When I stop with the screwdriver, my hand and shoulder ache and I realize I have been shouting all the while. The noise does not worry me – if I know anything, it’s that I can scream all day in this house and no one will come running. I back up a few steps, catch my breath, and stand in the center of the room, taking stock. Blood is everywhere – on the couch, on the blanket, splashed against the wall. Daddy is still alive, but just barely. I must be careful now.

			It takes me more than an hour to drag him to the creek. I do what I can, but it is not an easy trip for him and when we reach the creek, I am afraid he has died. I put my ear to his chest and I listen and I hope. There, very faint, I hear his heartbeat.

			I lean close to him, my lips next to his ear. “I want you to know,” I whisper. “I want you to know that I am going to drown you now. Right here in this awful creek. And then I am going to leave you here so the crows and the raccoons and the rats can pick over your body. And no one will know, and no one will care, because your life has been a ruin. This is the funeral you deserve.”

			He gives no sign of hearing, but I know he understands me all the same. When I drag him down into the water, he jerks a little but he does not really fight. I hold his head under the water and think of Momma and my lost babies. But the time for crying is long past, and anyway, there are more important things to do. I must burn down the barn, I must burn down the house, I must leave these woods without burning down myself. And for the first time I wonder if there are other men, men I once knew if only for a little while, who I ought to visit as well.
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			Into the Blue

			Carolyn Charron
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			My words are all gone. I think I left them in the car.

			“You can’t sit here. Find somewhere else,” says the man beside me. 

			I don’t answer him. I never talk to the other people here – they’re all crazy so they say the strangest things.

			I can hear something ticking. It’s close. I focus on the familiar sound. A quick sharp pain in my fingernail makes me look down. It’s me making the noise: I was clicking my nails again. I have to focus hard to make myself stop.

			“Go away!” The man sounds upset now. I wish I knew how to make him leave. His whining grates on my nerves.

			“Didn’t you hear me? Go away!” His loud voice is full of broken bits of blue glass and makes my stomach hurt, stabbing shards of nausea.

			I hunch over the pain in my belly and my hair falls into my face. It’s pretty, long and wavy. I twirl a strand around my fingers. It feels soft and silky. I love the way it gleams in the light, like shiny chocolate.

			“Go away!”

			I brush the lock of hair, paintbrush-like, across my lips. The smoothness of the blunt ends feels good, slightly ticklish. I like it so I do it again.

			“I don’t want you here!” He is noisy, blue fury drips out of his mouth. I don’t want to listen to him anymore so I close my ears.

			There is a warm bar of sunshine in front of me, tiny dots dancing in it. I stare at them, awed by their movement. The hair slips through my fingers, untwisting.

			A large shape leaps in front of me – it’s the man again, shouting silently. My pulse pounds in my ears. I cower away from the terrifying creature before it infects me with its color, a diseased cobalt molting anger with each tiny movement.
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