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			Foreword: American Gothic Short Stories
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			can there be a haunting without having a sufficient history, or an appreciation of a national past? Can one simply accept the past of the British (or other immigrant) ancestors? Can America, with its mobility and rootlessness, have its own version of Gothic? Poe, arguably the most famous American Gothic writer, is known for his declaration, ‘I maintain that terror is not of Germany, but of the soul’, in an effort to dispel the influence of German Gothic writers. His comment is somewhat disingenuous as he tries to distance himself from any connection to his predecessors. Gothic terror is very much of the Americas. The sense of an evil past began the moment Puritans stepped on American ground and began proselytizing and colonizing. Puritan leader John Winthrop would promulgate the idea of American exceptionalism with his arrogant vision of the Puritan settlement as a ‘city on the hill’, a sense of entitlement that ultimately promoted an intolerance of outsiders and a perverse sense of self-righteousness. Such ideas would haunt Hawthorne in his Gothic stories and his New England romances, with their re-enactment of or reference to the Salem Witch Trials of 1692.

			The ‘sins of the fathers’ motif that is the mainstay of English Gothic, as revealed in the Ur-gothic novel The Castle of Otranto (1764), by Horace Walpole, is transmuted from British to American soil; whereas the British Gothic focused on the abuse of power by a privileged feudal aristocracy, American Gothic evolved from fears of the unknown territory as well as of class distinctions based on religion or wealth. In Irving’s ‘The Devil and Tom Walker’, the greed of the colonial and pioneering American stealing land from the Native American and then wresting power from the local poor farmer is highlighted in Tom Walker’s pact with the devil. Nathaniel Hawthorne’s ‘The Minister’s Black Veil’ introduces us to a Puritan divine who cannot hide his sin any longer and hides behind the black veil, the allegorical message to his townspeople being that they all suffer from the effects of original sin. Hawthorne would analyze another type of hubris in ‘The Birthmark’, in which the scientist figure, Aylmer, competes with nature in an effort to improve upon his already perfect wife. The Gothic genre embodies the human impulse to oppress and subdue, as there is a constant battle between the empowered and disempowered. 

			Within the Gothic cadre, there is a misogynistic obsession on the male’s part with the perfect wife or mate. In Poe’s ‘Berenice’, the narrator finds himself obsessed with his wife’s teeth and hangs onto them fetishistically after her death. Charlotte Perkins Gilman would use the marital Gothic to attack the domineering physician husband in ‘The Yellow Wallpaper’ and the scientific establishment that would condone the rest cure (promoted by S. Weir Mitchell). ‘The Little Room’ by Madeline Yale Wynne shows the loss of creativity and enthusiasm when women are denied a room of their own after marriage. Freeman’s ‘Luella Miller’ shows the upshot of a woman who has been babied all her life and who consumes friends, husband, and relatives with her neediness. Edith Wharton’s ‘Kerfol’ examines how legally and psychologically women are locked into the turret of their oppressive husbands’ domicile. The Gothic theme of marital imprisonment sometimes converges with the idea of racial intolerance or fears of ‘the other’. In Kate Chopin’s ‘Désirée’s Baby’, a Creole wife forfeits her marriage and the welfare of her child in order to placate her husband who accuses her of being black; the irony of the ending is horrifying. 

			Southern or Civil War Gothic shows the lasting ill effects of the plantation system as well as the horrors of war and its aftermath – the Gothic idea of home and homelessness emerges most emphatically. American Gothic writers like Bierce, Stowe, Chesnutt, and Cable all focus on the displacement of the African American and the Gothic horrors associated with the institution of slavery. Flannery O’Connor and William Faulkner are Southern Gothic writers for whom the blight of the Southern past could not be obliterated. A mixed Gothic story, like the Northern writer Crane’s ‘The Monster’, would transport Southern racism to the North, so that the black protagonist in the story is monstrously different even before the accident that disfigured him. 

			The nineteenth-century American Gothic became ever more tied to the dehumanization associated with industrialization and commercialism in such urban Gothic stories as Melville’s ‘Bartleby the Scrivener’ (1853), in which Bartleby becomes increasingly more cadaver-like from the stress of working on Wall Street. Other authors, like Jewett, Bierce, Lovecraft, Cram, and Jackson would focus on the other curse of capitalistic Gothic – the increasing alienation from Nature and the destruction of the ecosystem. But all these Gothic writers offer a cautionary tale to humanity and the promise of redemption if we focus on rationality over irrationality, brotherhood over isolation, and generosity over greed. Gothic, seemingly a literature of oppression, repression, and depression, can ultimately liberate us from the morass of self.

			Monika Elbert

		

	
		
			Publisher’s Note
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			american gothic literature is difficult to define, yet its identity is guided by many of the concerns of the society for which it’s written. Its stories engage with that curious combination of fascination and repulsion, toying with the tantalizing nature of the obscure and the uncanny emergence of the hidden. We’ve attempted to bring together its many strands in this collection, with atmospheric stories exploring everything from the female gothic to frontier fiction and the wild swamplands of the deep South. Here you’ll find familiar ground from the European Gothic transformed for new territory: expect a fair share of monsters and monstrous behavior, whether bred from complex society attitudes or mad science experiments. And that’s not to mention unquiet graves, mysterious characters, gothic marriages, fearful desires, speculating neighbors, cursed bloodlines and an abundance of decaying mansions and family estates…

			Alongside classic authors that helped shape the genre we’re pleased to publish talented modern writers whose stories give contemporary voicing to the themes of the older works. For example, the unraveling of the rational mind seen in Edgar Allan Poe and Charlotte Perkins Gilman sees its parallels in modern day, as does the strong Southern setting of Flannery O’Connor’s works. We’ve tried to include a real mix of tales, from Clark Ashton Smith’s ‘The Devotee of Evil’, which details a character’s obsessive desire to understand and manifest ‘absolute evil’, to Shirley Jackson’s ‘My Uncle in the Garden’ and an early piece of Lovecraftian cosmic horror by Ramsey Campbell. We hope this results in an absorbing collection in which just the slightest ripple of uncertainty can be felt as the American Gothic – in equal parts intriguing and terrifying – uncoils its tendrils.
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			The Bell in the Fog

			Gertrude Atherton
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			Chapter I

			The great author had realized one of the dreams of his ambitious youth, the possession of an ancestral hall in England. It was not so much the good American’s reverence for ancestors that inspired the longing to consort with the ghosts of an ancient line, as artistic appreciation of the mellowness, the dignity, the aristocratic aloofness of walls that have sheltered, and furniture that has embraced, generations and generations of the dead. To mere wealth, only his astute and incomparably modern brain yielded respect; his ego raised its goose-flesh at the sight of rooms furnished with a single check, conciliatory as the taste might be. The dumping of the old interiors of Europe into the glistening shells of the United States not only roused him almost to passionate protest, but offended his patriotism – which he classified among his unworked ideals. The average American was not an artist, therefore he had no excuse for even the affectation of cosmopolitanism. Heaven knew he was national enough in everything else, from his accent to his lack of repose; let his surroundings be in keeping.

			Orth had left the United States soon after his first successes, and, his art being too great to be confounded with locality, he had long since ceased to be spoken of as an American author. All civilized Europe furnished stages for his puppets, and, if never picturesque nor impassioned, his originality was as overwhelming as his style. His subtleties might not always be understood – indeed, as a rule, they were not – but the musical mystery of his language and the penetrating charm of his lofty and cultivated mind induced raptures in the initiated, forever denied to those who failed to appreciate him.

			His following was not a large one, but it was very distinguished. The aristocracies of the earth gave to it; and not to understand and admire Ralph Orth was deliberately to relegate one’s self to the ranks. But the elect are few, and they frequently subscribe to the circulating libraries; on the Continent, they buy the Tauchnitz edition; and had not Mr. Orth inherited a sufficiency of ancestral dollars to enable him to keep rooms in Jermyn Street, and the wardrobe of an Englishman of leisure, he might have been forced to consider the tastes of the middle-class at a desk in Hampstead. But, as it mercifully was, the fashionable and exclusive sets of London knew and sought him. He was too wary to become a fad, and too sophisticated to grate or bore; consequently, his popularity continued evenly from year to year, and long since he had come to be regarded as one of them. He was not keenly addicted to sport, but he could handle a gun, and all men respected his dignity and breeding. They cared less for his books than women did, perhaps because patience is not a characteristic of their sex. I am alluding, however, in this instance, to men-of-the-world. A group of young literary men – and one or two women – put him on a pedestal and kissed the earth before it. Naturally, they imitated him, and as this flattered him, and he had a kindly heart deep among the cere-cloths of his formalities, he sooner or later wrote ‘appreciations’ of them all, which nobody living could understand, but which owing to the subtitle and signature answered every purpose.

			With all this, however, he was not utterly content. From the twelfth of August until late in the winter – when he did not go to Homburg and the Riviera – he visited the best houses in England, slept in state chambers, and meditated in historic parks; but the country was his one passion, and he longed for his own acres.

			He was turning fifty when his great-aunt died and made him her heir: ‘as a poor reward for his immortal services to literature’, read the will of this phenomenally appreciative relative. The estate was a large one. There was a rush for his books; new editions were announced. He smiled with cynicism, not unmixed with sadness; but he was very grateful for the money, and as soon as his fastidious taste would permit he bought him a country-seat.

			The place gratified all his ideals and dreams – for he had romanced about his sometime English possession as he had never dreamed of woman. It had once been the property of the Church, and the ruin of cloister and chapel above the ancient wood was sharp against the low pale sky. Even the house itself was Tudor, but wealth from generation to generation had kept it in repair; and the lawns were as velvety, the hedges as rigid, the trees as aged as any in his own works. It was not a castle nor a great property, but it was quite perfect; and for a long while he felt like a bridegroom on a succession of honeymoons. He often laid his hand against the rough ivied walls in a lingering caress.

			After a time, he returned the hospitalities of his friends, and his invitations, given with the exclusiveness of his great distinction, were never refused. Americans visiting England eagerly sought for letters to him; and if they were sometimes benumbed by that cold and formal presence, and awed by the silences of Chillingsworth – the few who entered there – they thrilled in anticipation of verbal triumphs, and forthwith bought an entire set of his books. It was characteristic that they dared not ask him for his autograph.

			Although women invariably described him as ‘brilliant’, a few men affirmed that he was gentle and lovable, and any one of them was well content to spend weeks at Chillingsworth with no other companion. But, on the whole, he was rather a lonely man.

			It occurred to him how lonely he was one gay June morning when the sunlight was streaming through his narrow windows, illuminating tapestries and armor, the family portraits of the young profligate from whom he had made this splendid purchase, dusting its gold on the black wood of wainscot and floor. He was in the gallery at the moment, studying one of his two favorite portraits, a gallant little lad in the green costume of Robin Hood. The boy’s expression was imperious and radiant, and he had that perfect beauty which in any disposition appealed so powerfully to the author. But as Orth stared today at the brilliant youth, of whose life he knew nothing, he suddenly became aware of a human stirring at the foundations of his aesthetic pleasure.

			“I wish he were alive and here,” he thought, with a sigh. “What a jolly little companion he would be! And this fine old mansion would make a far more complementary setting for him than for me.”

			He turned away abruptly, only to find himself face to face with the portrait of a little girl who was quite unlike the boy, yet so perfect in her own way, and so unmistakably painted by the same hand, that he had long since concluded they had been brother and sister. She was angelically fair, and, young as she was – she could not have been more than six years old – her dark-blue eyes had a beauty of mind which must have been remarkable twenty years later. Her pouting mouth was like a little scarlet serpent, her skin almost transparent, her pale hair fell waving – not curled with the orthodoxy of childhood – about her tender bare shoulders. She wore a long white frock, and clasped tightly against her breast a doll far more gorgeously arrayed than herself. Behind her were the ruins and the woods of Chillingsworth.

			Orth had studied this portrait many times, for the sake of an art which he understood almost as well as his own; but today he saw only the lovely child. He forgot even the boy in the intensity of this new and personal absorption.

			“Did she live to grow up, I wonder?” he thought. “She should have made a remarkable, even a famous woman, with those eyes and that brow, but – could the spirit within that ethereal frame stand the enlightenments of maturity? Would not that mind – purged, perhaps, in a long probation from the dross of other existences – flee in disgust from the commonplace problems of a woman’s life? Such perfect beings should die while they are still perfect. Still, it is possible that this little girl, whoever she was, was idealized by the artist, who painted into her his own dream of exquisite childhood.”

			Again he turned away impatiently. “I believe I am rather fond of children,” he admitted. “I catch myself watching them on the street when they are pretty enough. Well, who does not like them?” he added, with some defiance.

			He went back to his work; he was chiselling a story which was to be the foremost excuse of a magazine as yet unborn. At the end of half an hour he threw down his wondrous instrument – which looked not unlike an ordinary pen – and making no attempt to disobey the desire that possessed him, went back to the gallery. The dark splendid boy, the angelic little girl were all he saw – even of the several children in that roll-call of the past – and they seemed to look straight down his eyes into depths where the fragmentary ghosts of unrecorded ancestors gave faint musical response.

			“The dead’s kindly recognition of the dead,” he thought. “But I wish these children were alive.”

			For a week he haunted the gallery, and the children haunted him. Then he became impatient and angry. “I am mooning like a barren woman,” he exclaimed. “I must take the briefest way of getting those youngsters off my mind.”

			With the help of his secretary, he ransacked the library, and finally brought to light the gallery catalogue which had been named in the inventory. He discovered that his children were the Viscount Tancred and the Lady Blanche Mortlake, son and daughter of the second Earl of Teignmouth. Little wiser than before, he sat down at once and wrote to the present earl, asking for some account of the lives of the children. He awaited the answer with more restlessness than he usually permitted himself, and took long walks, ostentatiously avoiding the gallery.

			“I believe those youngsters have obsessed me,” he thought, more than once. “They certainly are beautiful enough, and the last time I looked at them in that waning light they were fairly alive. Would that they were, and scampering about this park.”

			Lord Teignmouth, who was intensely grateful to him, answered promptly.

			“I am afraid,” he wrote, “that I don’t know much about my ancestors – those who didn’t do something or other; but I have a vague remembrance of having been told by an aunt of mine, who lives on the family traditions – she isn’t married – that the little chap was drowned in the river, and that the little girl died too – I mean when she was a little girl – wasted away, or something – I’m such a beastly idiot about expressing myself, that I wouldn’t dare to write to you at all if you weren’t really great. That is actually all I can tell you, and I am afraid the painter was their only biographer.”

			The author was gratified that the girl had died young, but grieved for the boy. Although he had avoided the gallery of late, his practiced imagination had evoked from the throngs of history the high-handed and brilliant, surely adventurous career of the third Earl of Teignmouth. He had pondered upon the deep delights of directing such a mind and character, and had caught himself envying the dust that was older still. When he read of the lad’s early death, in spite of his regret that such promise should have come to naught, he admitted to a secret thrill of satisfaction that the boy had so soon ceased to belong to anyone. Then he smiled with both sadness and humor.

			“What an old fool I am!” he admitted. “I believe I not only wish those children were alive, but that they were my own.”

			The frank admission proved fatal. He made straight for the gallery. The boy, after the interval of separation, seemed more spiritedly alive than ever, the little girl to suggest, with her faint appealing smile, that she would like to be taken up and cuddled.

			“I must try another way,” he thought, desperately, after that long communion. “I must write them out of me.”

			He went back to the library and locked up the tour de force which had ceased to command his classic faculty. At once, he began to write the story of the brief lives of the children, much to the amazement of that faculty, which was little accustomed to the simplicities. Nevertheless, before he had written three chapters, he knew that he was at work upon a masterpiece – and more: he was experiencing a pleasure so keen that once and again his hand trembled, and he saw the page through a mist. Although his characters had always been objective to himself and his more patient readers, none knew better than he – a man of no delusions – that they were so remote and exclusive as barely to escape being mere mentalities; they were never the pulsing living creations of the more full-blooded genius. But he had been content to have it so. His creations might find and leave him cold, but he had known his highest satisfaction in chiselling the statuettes, extracting subtle and elevating harmonies, while combining words as no man of his tongue had combined them before.

			But the children were not statuettes. He had loved and brooded over them long ere he had thought to tuck them into his pen, and on its first stroke they danced out alive. The old mansion echoed with their laughter, with their delightful and original pranks. Mr. Orth knew nothing of children, therefore all the pranks he invented were as original as his faculty. The little girl clung to his hand or knee as they both followed the adventurous course of their common idol, the boy. When Orth realized how alive they were, he opened each room of his home to them in turn, that evermore he might have sacred and poignant memories with all parts of the stately mansion where he must dwell alone to the end. He selected their bedrooms, and hovered over them – not through infantile disorders, which were beyond even his imagination – but through those painful intervals incident upon the enterprising spirit of the boy and the devoted obedience of the girl to fraternal command. He ignored the second Lord Teignmouth; he was himself their father, and he admired himself extravagantly for the first time; art had chastened him long since. Oddly enough, the children had no mother, not even the memory of one.

			He wrote the book more slowly than was his wont, and spent delightful hours pondering upon the chapter of the morrow. He looked forward to the conclusion with a sort of terror, and made up his mind that when the inevitable last word was written he should start at once for Homburg. Incalculable times a day he went to the gallery, for he no longer had any desire to write the children out of his mind, and his eyes hungered for them. They were his now. It was with an effort that he sometimes humorously reminded himself that another man had fathered them, and that their little skeletons were under the choir of the chapel. Not even for peace of mind would he have descended into the vaults of the lords of Chillingsworth and looked upon the marble effigies of his children. Nevertheless, when in a superhumorous mood, he dwelt upon his high satisfaction in having been enabled by his great-aunt to purchase all that was left of them.

			For two months he lived in his fool’s paradise, and then he knew that the book must end. He nerved himself to nurse the little girl through her wasting illness, and when he clasped her hands, his own shook, his knees trembled. Desolation settled upon the house, and he wished he had left one corner of it to which he could retreat unhaunted by the child’s presence. He took long tramps, avoiding the river with a sensation next to panic. It was two days before he got back to his table, and then he had made up his mind to let the boy live. To kill him off, too, was more than his augmented stock of human nature could endure. After all, the lad’s death had been purely accidental, wanton. It was just that he should live – with one of the author’s inimitable suggestions of future greatness; but, at the end, the parting was almost as bitter as the other. Orth knew then how men feel when their sons go forth to encounter the world and ask no more of the old companionship.

			The author’s boxes were packed. He sent the manuscript to his publisher an hour after it was finished – he could not have given it a final reading to have saved it from failure – directed his secretary to examine the proof under a microscope, and left the next morning for Homburg. There, in inmost circles, he forgot his children. He visited in several of the great houses of the Continent until November; then returned to London to find his book the literary topic of the day. His secretary handed him the reviews; and for once in a way he read the finalities of the nameless. He found himself hailed as a genius, and compared in astonished phrases to the prodigiously clever talent which the world for twenty years had isolated under the name of Ralph Orth. This pleased him, for every writer is human enough to wish to be hailed as a genius, and immediately. Many are, and many wait; it depends upon the fashion of the moment, and the needs and bias of those who write of writers. Orth had waited twenty years; but his past was bedecked with the headstones of geniuses long since forgotten. He was gratified to come thus publicly into his estate, but soon reminded himself that all the adulation of which a belated world was capable could not give him one thrill of the pleasure which the companionship of that book had given him, while creating. It was the keenest pleasure in his memory, and when a man is fifty and has written many books, that is saying a great deal.

			He allowed what society was in town to lavish honors upon him for something over a month, then cancelled all his engagements and went down to Chillingsworth.

			His estate was in Hertfordshire, that county of gentle hills and tangled lanes, of ancient oaks and wide wild heaths, of historic houses, and dark woods, and green fields innumerable – a Wordsworthian shire, steeped in the deepest peace of England. As Orth drove towards his own gates he had the typical English sunset to gaze upon, a red streak with a church spire against it. His woods were silent. In the fields, the cows stood as if conscious of their part. The ivy on his old gray towers had been young with his children.

			He spent a haunted night, but the next day stranger happenings began.

			Chapter II

			He rose early, and went for one of his long walks. England seems to cry out to be walked upon, and Orth, like others of the transplanted, experienced to the full the country’s gift of foot-restlessness and mental calm. Calm flees, however, when the ego is rampant, and today, as upon others too recent, Orth’s soul was as restless as his feet. He had walked for two hours when he entered the wood of his neighbor’s estate, a domain seldom honored by him, as it, too, had been bought by an American – a flighty hunting widow, who displeased the fastidious taste of the author. He heard children’s voices, and turned with the quick prompting of retreat.

			As he did so, he came face to face, on the narrow path, with a little girl. For the moment he was possessed by the most hideous sensation which can visit a man’s being – abject terror. He believed that body and soul were disintegrating. The child before him was his child, the original of a portrait in which the artist, dead two centuries ago, had missed exact fidelity, after all. The difference, even his rolling vision took note, lay in the warm pure living whiteness and the deeper spiritual suggestion of the child in his path. Fortunately for his self-respect, the surrender lasted but a moment. The little girl spoke.

			“You look real sick,” she said. “Shall I lead you home?”

			The voice was soft and sweet, but the intonation, the vernacular, were American, and not of the highest class. The shock was, if possible, more agonizing than the other, but this time Orth rose to the occasion.

			“Who are you?” he demanded, with asperity. “What is your name? Where do you live?”

			The child smiled, an angelic smile, although she was evidently amused. “I never had so many questions asked me all at once,” she said. “But I don’t mind, and I’m glad you’re not sick. I’m Mrs. Jennie Root’s little girl – my father’s dead. My name is Blanche – you are sick! No? – and I live in Rome, New York State. We’ve come over here to visit Pa’s relations.”

			Orth took the child’s hand in his. It was very warm and soft.

			“Take me to your mother,” he said, firmly; “now, at once. You can return and play afterwards. And as I wouldn’t have you disappointed for the world, I’ll send to town today for a beautiful doll.”

			The little girl, whose face had fallen, flashed her delight, but walked with great dignity beside him. He groaned in his depths as he saw they were pointing for the widow’s house, but made up his mind that he would know the history of the child and of all her ancestors, if he had to sit down at table with his obnoxious neighbor. To his surprise, however, the child did not lead him into the park, but towards one of the old stone houses of the tenantry.

			“Pa’s great-great-great-grandfather lived there,” she remarked, with all the American’s pride of ancestry. Orth did not smile, however. Only the warm clasp of the hand in his, the soft thrilling voice of his still mysterious companion, prevented him from feeling as if moving through the mazes of one of his own famous ghost stories.

			The child ushered him into the dining room, where an old man was seated at the table reading his Bible. The room was at least eight hundred years old. The ceiling was supported by the trunk of a tree, black, and probably petrified. The windows had still their diamond panes, separated, no doubt, by the original lead. Beyond was a large kitchen in which were several women. The old man, who looked patriarchal enough to have laid the foundations of his dwelling, glanced up and regarded the visitor without hospitality. His expression softened as his eyes moved to the child.

			“Who ’ave ye brought?” he asked. He removed his spectacles. “Ah!” He rose, and offered the author a chair. At the same moment, the women entered the room.

			“Of course you’ve fallen in love with Blanche, sir,” said one of them. “Everybody does.”

			“Yes, that is it. Quite so.” Confusion still prevailing among his faculties, he clung to the naked truth. “This little girl has interested and startled me because she bears a precise resemblance to one of the portraits in Chillingsworth – painted about two hundred years ago. Such extraordinary likenesses do not occur without reason, as a rule, and, as I admired my portrait so deeply that I have written a story about it, you will not think it unnatural if I am more than curious to discover the reason for this resemblance. The little girl tells me that her ancestors lived in this very house, and as my little girl lived next door, so to speak, there undoubtedly is a natural reason for the resemblance.”

			His host closed the Bible, put his spectacles in his pocket, and hobbled out of the house.

			“He’ll never talk of family secrets,” said an elderly woman, who introduced herself as the old man’s daughter, and had placed bread and milk before the guest. “There are secrets in every family, and we have ours, but he’ll never tell those old tales. All I can tell you is that an ancestor of little Blanche went to wreck and ruin because of some fine lady’s doings, and killed himself. The story is that his boys turned out bad. One of them saw his crime, and never got over the shock; he was foolish like, after. The mother was a poor scared sort of creature, and hadn’t much influence over the other boy. There seemed to be a blight on all the man’s descendants, until one of them went to America. Since then, they haven’t prospered, exactly, but they’ve done better, and they don’t drink so heavy.”

			“They haven’t done so well,” remarked a worn patient-looking woman. Orth typed her as belonging to the small middle-class of an interior town of the eastern United States.

			“You are not the child’s mother?”

			“Yes, sir. Everybody is surprised; you needn’t apologize. She doesn’t look like any of us, although her brothers and sisters are good enough for anybody to be proud of. But we all think she strayed in by mistake, for she looks like any lady’s child, and, of course, we’re only middle-class.”

			Orth gasped. It was the first time he had ever heard a native American use the term middle-class with a personal application. For the moment, he forgot the child. His analytical mind raked in the new specimen. He questioned, and learned that the woman’s husband had kept a hat store in Rome, New York; that her boys were clerks, her girls in stores, or type-writing. They kept her and little Blanche – who had come after her other children were well grown – in comfort; and they were all very happy together. The boys broke out, occasionally; but, on the whole, were the best in the world, and her girls were worthy of far better than they had. All were robust, except Blanche. “She coming so late, when I was no longer young, makes her delicate,” she remarked, with a slight blush, the signal of her chaste Americanism; “but I guess she’ll get along all right. She couldn’t have better care if she was a queen’s child.”

			Orth, who had gratefully consumed the bread and milk, rose. “Is that really all you can tell me?” he asked.

			“That’s all,” replied the daughter of the house. “And you couldn’t pry open father’s mouth.”

			Orth shook hands cordially with all of them, for he could be charming when he chose. He offered to escort the little girl back to her playmates in the wood, and she took prompt possession of his hand. As he was leaving, he turned suddenly to Mrs. Root. “Why did you call her Blanche?” he asked.

			“She was so white and dainty, she just looked it.”

			Orth took the next train for London, and from Lord Teignmouth obtained the address of the aunt who lived on the family traditions, and a cordial note of introduction to her. He then spent an hour anticipating, in a toy shop, the whims and pleasures of a child – an incident of paternity which his book-children had not inspired. He bought the finest doll, piano, French dishes, cooking apparatus, and playhouse in the shop, and signed a check for thirty pounds with a sensation of positive rapture. Then he took the train for Lancashire, where the Lady Mildred Mortlake lived in another ancestral home.

			Possibly there are few imaginative writers who have not a leaning, secret or avowed, to the occult. The creative gift is in very close relationship with the Great Force behind the universe; for aught we know, may be an atom thereof. It is not strange, therefore, that the lesser and closer of the unseen forces should send their vibrations to it occasionally; or, at all events, that the imagination should incline its ear to the most mysterious and picturesque of all beliefs. Orth frankly dallied with the old dogma. He formulated no personal faith of any sort, but his creative faculty, that ego within an ego, had made more than one excursion into the invisible and brought back literary treasure.

			The Lady Mildred received with sweetness and warmth the generous contributor to the family sieve, and listened with fluttering interest to all he had not told the world – she had read the book – and to the strange, Americanized sequel.

			“I am all at sea,” concluded Orth. “What had my little girl to do with the tragedy? What relation was she to the lady who drove the young man to destruction—?”

			“The closest,” interrupted Lady Mildred. “She was herself!”

			Orth stared at her. Again he had a confused sense of disintegration. Lady Mildred, gratified by the success of her bolt, proceeded less dramatically:

			“Wally was up here just after I read your book, and I discovered he had given you the wrong history of the picture. Not that he knew it. It is a story we have left untold as often as possible, and I tell it to you only because you would probably become a monomaniac if I didn’t. Blanche Mortlake – that Blanche – there had been several of her name, but there has not been one since – did not die in childhood, but lived to be twenty-four. She was an angelic child, but little angels sometimes grow up into very naughty girls. I believe she was delicate as a child, which probably gave her that spiritual look. Perhaps she was spoiled and flattered, until her poor little soul was stifled, which is likely. At all events, she was the coquette of her day – she seemed to care for nothing but breaking hearts; and she did not stop when she married, either. She hated her husband, and became reckless. She had no children. So far, the tale is not an uncommon one; but the worst, and what makes the ugliest stain in our annals, is to come.

			“She was alone one summer at Chillingsworth – where she had taken temporary refuge from her husband – and she amused herself – some say, fell in love – with a young man of the yeomanry, a tenant of the next estate. His name was Root. He, so it comes down to us, was a magnificent specimen of his kind, and in those days the yeomanry gave us our great soldiers. His beauty of face was quite as remarkable as his physique; he led all the rural youth in sport, and was a bit above his class in every way. He had a wife in no way remarkable, and two little boys, but was always more with his friends than his family. Where he and Blanche Mortlake met I don’t know – in the woods, probably, although it has been said that he had the run of the house. But, at all events, he was wild about her, and she pretended to be about him. Perhaps she was, for women have stooped before and since. Some women can be stormed by a fine man in any circumstances; but, although I am a woman of the world, and not easy to shock, there are some things I tolerate so hardly that it is all I can do to bring myself to believe in them; and stooping is one. Well, they were the scandal of the county for months, and then, either because she had tired of her new toy, or his grammar grated after the first glamor, or because she feared her husband, who was returning from the Continent, she broke off with him and returned to town. He followed her, and forced his way into her house. It is said she melted, but made him swear never to attempt to see her again. He returned to his home, and killed himself. A few months later she took her own life. That is all I know.”

			“It is quite enough for me,” said Orth.

			The next night, as his train travelled over the great wastes of Lancashire, a thousand chimneys were spouting forth columns of fire. Where the sky was not red it was black. The place looked like hell. Another time Orth’s imagination would have gathered immediate inspiration from this wildest region of England. The fair and peaceful counties of the south had nothing to compare in infernal grandeur with these acres of flaming columns. The chimneys were invisible in the lower darkness of the night; the fires might have leaped straight from the angry cauldron of the earth.

			But Orth was in a subjective world, searching for all he had ever heard of occultism. He recalled that the sinful dead are doomed, according to this belief, to linger for vast reaches of time in that borderland which is close to earth, eventually sent back to work out their final salvation; that they work it out among the descendants of the people they have wronged; that suicide is held by the devotees of occultism to be a cardinal sin, abhorred and execrated.

			Authors are far closer to the truths enfolded in mystery than ordinary people, because of that very audacity of imagination which irritates their plodding critics. As only those who dare to make mistakes succeed greatly, only those who shake free the wings of their imagination brush, once in a way, the secrets of the great pale world. If such writers go wrong, it is not for the mere brains to tell them so.

			Upon Orth’s return to Chillingsworth, he called at once upon the child, and found her happy among his gifts. She put her arms about his neck, and covered his serene unlined face with soft kisses. This completed the conquest. Orth from that moment adored her as a child, irrespective of the psychological problem.

			Gradually he managed to monopolize her. From long walks it was but a step to take her home for luncheon. The hours of her visits lengthened. He had a room fitted up as a nursery and filled with the wonders of toyland. He took her to London to see the pantomimes; two days before Christmas, to buy presents for her relatives; and together they strung them upon the most wonderful Christmas tree that the old hall of Chillingsworth had ever embraced. She had a donkey-cart, and a trained nurse, disguised as a maid, to wait upon her. Before a month had passed she was living in state at Chillingsworth and paying daily visits to her mother. Mrs. Root was deeply flattered, and apparently well content. Orth told her plainly that he should make the child independent, and educate her, meanwhile. Mrs. Root intended to spend six months in England, and Orth was in no hurry to alarm her by broaching his ultimate design.

			He reformed Blanche’s accent and vocabulary, and read to her out of books which would have addled the brains of most little maids of six; but she seemed to enjoy them, although she seldom made a comment. He was always ready to play games with her, but she was a gentle little thing, and, moreover, tired easily. She preferred to sit in the depths of a big chair, toasting her bare toes at the log-fire in the hall, while her friend read or talked to her. Although she was thoughtful, and, when left to herself, given to dreaming, his patient observation could detect nothing uncanny about her. Moreover, she had a quick sense of humor, she was easily amused, and could laugh as merrily as any child in the world. He was resigning all hope of further development on the shadowy side when one day he took her to the picture-gallery.

			It was the first warm day of summer. The gallery was not heated, and he had not dared to take his frail visitor into its chilly spaces during the winter and spring. Although he had wished to see the effect of the picture on the child, he had shrunk from the bare possibility of the very developments the mental part of him craved; the other was warmed and satisfied for the first time, and held itself aloof from disturbance. But one day the sun streamed through the old windows, and, obeying a sudden impulse, he led Blanche to the gallery.

			It was some time before he approached the child of his earlier love. Again he hesitated. He pointed out many other fine pictures, and Blanche smiled appreciatively at his remarks, that were wise in criticism and interesting in matter. He never knew just how much she understood, but the very fact that there were depths in the child beyond his probing riveted his chains.

			Suddenly he wheeled about and waved his hand to her prototype. “What do you think of that?” he asked. “You remember, I told you of the likeness the day I met you.”

			She looked indifferently at the picture, but he noticed that her color changed oddly; its pure white tone gave place to an equally delicate gray.

			“I have seen it before,” she said. “I came in here one day to look at it. And I have been quite often since. You never forbade me,” she added, looking at him appealingly, but dropping her eyes quickly. “And I like the little girl – and the boy – very much.”

			“Do you? Why?”

			“I don’t know” – a formula in which she had taken refuge before. Still her candid eyes were lowered; but she was quite calm. Orth, instead of questioning, merely fixed his eyes upon her, and waited. In a moment she stirred uneasily, but she did not laugh nervously, as another child would have done. He had never seen her self-possession ruffled, and he had begun to doubt he ever should. She was full of human warmth and affection. She seemed made for love, and every creature who came within her ken adored her, from the author himself down to the litter of puppies presented to her by the stable-boy a few weeks since; but her serenity would hardly be enhanced by death.

			She raised her eyes finally, but not to his. She looked at the portrait.

			“Did you know that there was another picture behind?” she asked.

			“No,” replied Orth, turning cold. “How did you know it?”

			“One day I touched a spring in the frame, and this picture came forward. Shall I show you?”

			“Yes!” And crossing curiosity and the involuntary shrinking from impending phenomena was a sensation of aesthetic disgust that he should be treated to a secret spring.

			The little girl touched hers, and that other Blanche sprang aside so quickly that she might have been impelled by a sharp blow from behind. Orth narrowed his eyes and stared at what she revealed. He felt that his own Blanche was watching him, and set his features, although his breath was short.

			There was the Lady Blanche Mortlake in the splendor of her young womanhood, beyond a doubt. Gone were all traces of her spiritual childhood, except, perhaps, in the shadows of the mouth; but more than fulfilled were the promises of her mind. Assuredly, the woman had been as brilliant and gifted as she had been restless and passionate. She wore her very pearls with arrogance, her very hands were tense with eager life, her whole being breathed mutiny.

			Orth turned abruptly to Blanche, who had transferred her attention to the picture.

			“What a tragedy is there!” he exclaimed, with a fierce attempt at lightness. “Think of a woman having all that pent up within her two centuries ago! And at the mercy of a stupid family, no doubt, and a still stupider husband. No wonder – today, a woman like that might not be a model for all the virtues, but she certainly would use her gifts and become famous, the while living her life too fully to have any place in it for yeomen and such, or even for the trivial business of breaking hearts.” He put his finger under Blanche’s chin, and raised her face, but he could not compel her gaze. “You are the exact image of that little girl,” he said, “except that you are even purer and finer. She had no chance, none whatever. You live in the woman’s age. Your opportunities will be infinite. I shall see to it that they are. What you wish to be you shall be. There will be no pent-up energies here to burst out into disaster for yourself and others. You shall be trained to self-control – that is, if you ever develop self-will, dear child – every faculty shall be educated, every school of life you desire knowledge through shall be opened to you. You shall become that finest flower of civilization, a woman who knows how to use her independence.”

			She raised her eyes slowly, and gave him a look which stirred the roots of sensation – a long look of unspeakable melancholy. Her chest rose once; then she set her lips tightly, and dropped her eyes.

			“What do you mean?” he cried, roughly, for his soul was chattering. “Is – it – do you—?” He dared not go too far, and concluded lamely, “You mean you fear that your mother will not give you to me when she goes – you have divined that I wish to adopt you? Answer me, will you?”

			But she only lowered her head and turned away, and he, fearing to frighten or repel her, apologized for his abruptness, restored the outer picture to its place, and led her from the gallery.

			He sent her at once to the nursery, and when she came down to luncheon and took her place at his right hand, she was as natural and childlike as ever. For some days he restrained his curiosity, but one evening, as they were sitting before the fire in the hall listening to the storm, and just after he had told her the story of the erl-king, he took her on his knee and asked her gently if she would not tell him what had been in her thoughts when he had drawn her brilliant future. Again her face turned gray, and she dropped her eyes.

			“I cannot,” she said. “I – perhaps – I don’t know.”

			“Was it what I suggested?”

			She shook her head, then looked at him with a shrinking appeal which forced him to drop the subject.

			He went the next day alone to the gallery, and looked long at the portrait of the woman. She stirred no response in him. Nor could he feel that the woman of Blanche’s future would stir the man in him. The paternal was all he had to give, but that was hers forever.

			He went out into the park and found Blanche digging in her garden, very dirty and absorbed. The next afternoon, however, entering the hall noiselessly, he saw her sitting in her big chair, gazing out into nothing visible, her whole face settled in melancholy. He asked her if she were ill, and she recalled herself at once, but confessed to feeling tired. Soon after this he noticed that she lingered longer in the comfortable depths of her chair, and seldom went out, except with himself. She insisted that she was quite well, but after he had surprised her again looking as sad as if she had renounced every joy of childhood, he summoned from London a doctor renowned for his success with children.

			The scientist questioned and examined her. When she had left the room he shrugged his shoulders.

			“She might have been born with ten years of life in her, or she might grow up into a buxom woman,” he said. “I confess I cannot tell. She appears to be sound enough, but I have no X-rays in my eyes, and for all I know she may be on the verge of decay. She certainly has the look of those who die young. I have never seen so spiritual a child. But I can put my finger on nothing. Keep her out-of-doors, don’t give her sweets, and don’t let her catch anything if you can help it.”

			Orth and the child spent the long warm days of summer under the trees of the park, or driving in the quiet lanes. Guests were unbidden, and his pen was idle. All that was human in him had gone out to Blanche. He loved her, and she was a perpetual delight to him. The rest of the world received the large measure of his indifference. There was no further change in her, and apprehension slept and let him sleep. He had persuaded Mrs. Root to remain in England for a year. He sent her theatre tickets every week, and placed a horse and phaeton at her disposal. She was enjoying herself and seeing less and less of Blanche. He took the child to Bournemouth for a fortnight, and again to Scotland, both of which outings benefited as much as they pleased her. She had begun to tyrannize over him amiably, and she carried herself quite royally. But she was always sweet and truthful, and these qualities, combined with that something in the depths of her mind which defied his explorations, held him captive. She was devoted to him, and cared for no other companion, although she was demonstrative to her mother when they met.

			It was in the tenth month of this idyl of the lonely man and the lonely child that Mrs. Root flurriedly entered the library of Chillingsworth, where Orth happened to be alone.

			“Oh, sir,” she exclaimed, “I must go home. My daughter Grace writes me – she should have done it before – that the boys are not behaving as well as they should – she didn’t tell me, as I was having such a good time she just hated to worry me – Heaven knows I’ve had enough worry – but now I must go – I just couldn’t stay – boys are an awful responsibility – girls ain’t a circumstance to them, although mine are a handful sometimes.”

			Orth had written about too many women to interrupt the flow. He let her talk until she paused to recuperate her forces. Then he said quietly:

			“I am sorry this has come so suddenly, for it forces me to broach a subject at once which I would rather have postponed until the idea had taken possession of you by degrees—”

			“I know what it is you want to say, sir,” she broke in, “and I’ve reproached myself that I haven’t warned you before, but I didn’t like to be the one to speak first. You want Blanche – of course, I couldn’t help seeing that; but I can’t let her go, sir, indeed, I can’t.”

			“Yes,” he said, firmly, “I want to adopt Blanche, and I hardly think you can refuse, for you must know how greatly it will be to her advantage. She is a wonderful child; you have never been blind to that; she should have every opportunity, not only of money, but of association. If I adopt her legally, I shall, of course, make her my heir, and – there is no reason why she should not grow up as great a lady as any in England.”

			The poor woman turned white, and burst into tears. “I’ve sat up nights and nights, struggling,” she said, when she could speak. “That, and missing her. I couldn’t stand in her light, and I let her stay. I know I oughtn’t to, now – I mean, stand in her light – but, sir, she is dearer than all the others put together.”

			“Then live here in England – at least, for some years longer. I will gladly relieve your children of your support, and you can see Blanche as often as you choose.”

			“I can’t do that, sir. After all, she is only one, and there are six others. I can’t desert them. They all need me, if only to keep them together – three girls unmarried and out in the world, and three boys just a little inclined to be wild. There is another point, sir – I don’t exactly know how to say it.”

			“Well?” asked Orth, kindly. This American woman thought him the ideal gentleman, although the mistress of the estate on which she visited called him a boor and a snob.

			“It is – well – you must know – you can imagine – that her brothers and sisters just worship Blanche. They save their dimes to buy her everything she wants – or used to want. Heaven knows what will satisfy her now, although I can’t see that she’s one bit spoiled. But she’s just like a religion to them; they’re not much on church. I’ll tell you, sir, what I couldn’t say to anyone else, not even to these relations who’ve been so kind to me – but there’s wildness, just a streak, in all my children, and I believe, I know, it’s Blanche that keeps them straight. My girls get bitter, sometimes; work all the week and little fun, not caring for common men and no chance to marry gentlemen; and sometimes they break out and talk dreadful; then, when they’re over it, they say they’ll live for Blanche – they’ve said it over and over, and they mean it. Every sacrifice they’ve made for her – and they’ve made many – has done them good. It isn’t that Blanche ever says a word of the preachy sort, or has anything of the Sunday-school child about her, or even tries to smooth them down when they’re excited. It’s just herself. The only thing she ever does is sometimes to draw herself up and look scornful, and that nearly kills them. Little as she is, they’re crazy about having her respect. I’ve grown superstitious about her. Until she came I used to get frightened, terribly, sometimes, and I believe she came for that. So – you see! I know Blanche is too fine for us and ought to have the best; but, then, they are to be considered, too. They have their rights, and they’ve got much more good than bad in them. I don’t know! I don’t know! It’s kept me awake many nights.”

			Orth rose abruptly. “Perhaps you will take some further time to think it over,” he said. “You can stay a few weeks longer – the matter cannot be so pressing as that.”

			The woman rose. “I’ve thought this,” she said; “let Blanche decide. I believe she knows more than any of us. I believe that whichever way she decided would be right. I won’t say anything to her, so you won’t think I’m working on her feelings; and I can trust you. But she’ll know.”

			“Why do you think that?” asked Orth, sharply. “There is nothing uncanny about the child. She is not yet seven years old. Why should you place such a responsibility upon her?”

			“Do you think she’s like other children?”

			“I know nothing of other children.”

			“I do, sir. I’ve raised six. And I’ve seen hundreds of others. I never was one to be a fool about my own, but Blanche isn’t like any other child living – I’m certain of it.”

			“What do you think?”

			And the woman answered, according to her lights: “I think she’s an angel, and came to us because we needed her.”

			“And I think she is Blanche Mortlake working out the last of her salvation,” thought the author; but he made no reply, and was alone in a moment.

			It was several days before he spoke to Blanche, and then, one morning, when she was sitting on her mat on the lawn with the light full upon her, he told her abruptly that her mother must return home.

			To his surprise, but unutterable delight, she burst into tears and flung herself into his arms.

			“You need not leave me,” he said, when he could find his own voice. “You can stay here always and be my little girl. It all rests with you.”

			“I can’t stay,” she sobbed. “I can’t!”

			“And that is what made you so sad once or twice?” he asked, with a double eagerness.

			She made no reply.

			“Oh!” he said, passionately, “Give me your confidence, Blanche. You are the only breathing thing that I love.”

			“If I could I would,” she said. “But I don’t know – not quite.”

			“How much do you know?”

			But she sobbed again and would not answer. He dared not risk too much. After all, the physical barrier between the past and the present was very young.

			“Well, well, then, we will talk about the other matter. I will not pretend to disguise the fact that your mother is distressed at the idea of parting from you, and thinks it would be as sad for your brothers and sisters, whom she says you influence for their good. Do you think that you do?”

			“Yes.”

			“How do you know this?”

			“Do you know why you know everything?”

			“No, my dear, and I have great respect for your instincts. But your sisters and brothers are now old enough to take care of themselves. They must be of poor stuff if they cannot live properly without the aid of a child. Moreover, they will be marrying soon. That will also mean that your mother will have many little grandchildren to console her for your loss. I will be the one bereft, if you leave me. I am the only one who really needs you. I don’t say I will go to the bad, as you may have very foolishly persuaded yourself your family will do without you, but I trust to your instincts to make you realize how unhappy, how inconsolable I shall be. I shall be the loneliest man on earth!”

			She rubbed her face deeper into his flannels, and tightened her embrace. “Can’t you come, too?” she asked.

			“No; you must live with me wholly or not at all. Your people are not my people, their ways are not my ways. We should not get along. And if you lived with me over there you might as well stay here, for your influence over them would be quite as removed. Moreover, if they are of the right stuff, the memory of you will be quite as potent for good as your actual presence.”

			“Not unless I died.”

			Again something within him trembled. “Do you believe you are going to die young?” he blurted out.

			But she would not answer.

			He entered the nursery abruptly the next day and found her packing her dolls. When she saw him, she sat down and began to weep hopelessly. He knew then that his fate was sealed. And when, a year later, he received her last little scrawl, he was almost glad that she went when she did.
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			An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge

			Ambrose Bierce
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			Chapter I

			A man stood upon a railroad bridge in northern Alabama, looking down into the swift water twenty feet below. The man’s hands were behind his back, the wrists bound with a cord. A rope closely encircled his neck. It was attached to a stout cross-timber above his head and the slack fell to the level of his knees. Some loose boards laid upon the ties supporting the rails of the railway supplied a footing for him and his executioners – two private soldiers of the Federal army, directed by a sergeant who in civil life may have been a deputy sheriff. At a short remove upon the same temporary platform was an officer in the uniform of his rank, armed. He was a captain. A sentinel at each end of the bridge stood with his rifle in the position known as ‘support’, that is to say, vertical in front of the left shoulder, the hammer resting on the forearm thrown straight across the chest – a formal and unnatural position, enforcing an erect carriage of the body. It did not appear to be the duty of these two men to know what was occurring at the center of the bridge; they merely blockaded the two ends of the foot planking that traversed it.

			Beyond one of the sentinels nobody was in sight; the railroad ran straight away into a forest for a hundred yards, then, curving, was lost to view. Doubtless there was an outpost farther along. The other bank of the stream was open ground – a gentle slope topped with a stockade of vertical tree trunks, loopholed for rifles, with a single embrasure through which protruded the muzzle of a brass cannon commanding the bridge. Midway up the slope between the bridge and fort were the spectators – a single company of infantry in line, at ‘parade rest’, the butts of their rifles on the ground, the barrels inclining slightly backward against the right shoulder, the hands crossed upon the stock. A lieutenant stood at the right of the line, the point of his sword upon the ground, his left hand resting upon his right. Excepting the group of four at the center of the bridge, not a man moved. The company faced the bridge, staring stonily, motionless. The sentinels, facing the banks of the stream, might have been statues to adorn the bridge. The captain stood with folded arms, silent, observing the work of his subordinates, but making no sign. Death is a dignitary who when he comes announced is to be received with formal manifestations of respect, even by those most familiar with him. In the code of military etiquette silence and fixity are forms of deference.

			The man who was engaged in being hanged was apparently about thirty-five years of age. He was a civilian, if one might judge from his habit, which was that of a planter. His features were good – a straight nose, firm mouth, broad forehead, from which his long, dark hair was combed straight back, falling behind his ears to the collar of his well-fitting frock coat. He wore a moustache and pointed beard, but no whiskers; his eyes were large and dark gray, and had a kindly expression which one would hardly have expected in one whose neck was in the hemp. Evidently this was no vulgar assassin. The liberal military code makes provision for hanging many kinds of persons, and gentlemen are not excluded.

			The preparations being complete, the two private soldiers stepped aside and each drew away the plank upon which he had been standing. The sergeant turned to the captain, saluted and placed himself immediately behind that officer, who in turn moved apart one pace. These movements left the condemned man and the sergeant standing on the two ends of the same plank, which spanned three of the cross-ties of the bridge. The end upon which the civilian stood almost, but not quite, reached a fourth. This plank had been held in place by the weight of the captain; it was now held by that of the sergeant. At a signal from the former the latter would step aside, the plank would tilt and the condemned man go down between two ties. The arrangement commended itself to his judgment as simple and effective. His face had not been covered nor his eyes bandaged. He looked a moment at his ‘unsteadfast footing’, then let his gaze wander to the swirling water of the stream racing madly beneath his feet. A piece of dancing driftwood caught his attention and his eyes followed it down the current. How slowly it appeared to move! What a sluggish stream!

			He closed his eyes in order to fix his last thoughts upon his wife and children. The water, touched to gold by the early sun, the brooding mists under the banks at some distance down the stream, the fort, the soldiers, the piece of drift – all had distracted him. And now he became conscious of a new disturbance. Striking through the thought of his dear ones was sound which he could neither ignore nor understand, a sharp, distinct, metallic percussion like the stroke of a blacksmith’s hammer upon the anvil; it had the same ringing quality. He wondered what it was, and whether immeasurably distant or nearby – it seemed both. Its recurrence was regular, but as slow as the tolling of a death knell. He awaited each new stroke with impatience and – he knew not why – apprehension. The intervals of silence grew progressively longer; the delays became maddening. With their greater infrequency the sounds increased in strength and sharpness. They hurt his ear like the thrust of a knife; he feared he would shriek. What he heard was the ticking of his watch.

			He unclosed his eyes and saw again the water below him. “If I could free my hands,” he thought, “I might throw off the noose and spring into the stream. By diving I could evade the bullets and, swimming vigorously, reach the bank, take to the woods and get away home. My home, thank God, is as yet outside their lines; my wife and little ones are still beyond the invader’s farthest advance.”

			As these thoughts, which have here to be set down in words, were flashed into the doomed man’s brain rather than evolved from it the captain nodded to the sergeant. The sergeant stepped aside.

			Chapter II

			Peyton Farquhar was a well-to-do planter, of an old and highly respected Alabama family. Being a slave owner and like other slave owners a politician, he was naturally an original secessionist and ardently devoted to the Southern cause. Circumstances of an imperious nature, which it is unnecessary to relate here, had prevented him from taking service with that gallant army which had fought the disastrous campaigns ending with the fall of Corinth, and he chafed under the inglorious restraint, longing for the release of his energies, the larger life of the soldier, the opportunity for distinction. That opportunity, he felt, would come, as it comes to all in wartime. Meanwhile he did what he could. No service was too humble for him to perform in the aid of the South, no adventure too perilous for him to undertake if consistent with the character of a civilian who was at heart a soldier, and who in good faith and without too much qualification assented to at least a part of the frankly villainous dictum that all is fair in love and war.

			One evening while Farquhar and his wife were sitting on a rustic bench near the entrance to his grounds, a gray-clad soldier rode up to the gate and asked for a drink of water. Mrs. Farquhar was only too happy to serve him with her own white hands. While she was fetching the water her husband approached the dusty horseman and inquired eagerly for news from the front.

			“The Yanks are repairing the railroads,” said the man, “and are getting ready for another advance. They have reached the Owl Creek bridge, put it in order and built a stockade on the north bank. The commandant has issued an order, which is posted everywhere, declaring that any civilian caught interfering with the railroad, its bridges, tunnels, or trains will be summarily hanged. I saw the order.”

			“How far is it to the Owl Creek bridge?” Farquhar asked.

			“About thirty miles.”

			“Is there no force on this side of the creek?”

			“Only a picket post half a mile out, on the railroad, and a single sentinel at this end of the bridge.”

			“Suppose a man – a civilian and student of hanging – should elude the picket post and perhaps get the better of the sentinel,” said Farquhar, smiling, “what could he accomplish?”

			The soldier reflected. “I was there a month ago,” he replied. “I observed that the flood of last winter had lodged a great quantity of driftwood against the wooden pier at this end of the bridge. It is now dry and would burn like tinder.”

			The lady had now brought the water, which the soldier drank. He thanked her ceremoniously, bowed to her husband and rode away. An hour later, after nightfall, he repassed the plantation, going northward in the direction from which he had come. He was a Federal scout.

			Chapter III

			As Peyton Farquhar fell straight downward through the bridge he lost consciousness and was as one already dead. From this state he was awakened – ages later, it seemed to him – by the pain of a sharp pressure upon his throat, followed by a sense of suffocation. Keen, poignant agonies seemed to shoot from his neck downward through every fiber of his body and limbs. These pains appeared to flash along well defined lines of ramification and to beat with an inconceivably rapid periodicity. They seemed like streams of pulsating fire heating him to an intolerable temperature. As to his head, he was conscious of nothing but a feeling of fullness – of congestion. These sensations were unaccompanied by thought. The intellectual part of his nature was already effaced; he had power only to feel, and feeling was torment. He was conscious of motion. Encompassed in a luminous cloud, of which he was now merely the fiery heart, without material substance, he swung through unthinkable arcs of oscillation, like a vast pendulum. Then all at once, with terrible suddenness, the light about him shot upward with the noise of a loud splash; a frightful roaring was in his ears, and all was cold and dark. The power of thought was restored; he knew that the rope had broken and he had fallen into the stream. There was no additional strangulation; the noose about his neck was already suffocating him and kept the water from his lungs. To die of hanging at the bottom of a river! The idea seemed to him ludicrous. He opened his eyes in the darkness and saw above him a gleam of light, but how distant, how inaccessible! He was still sinking, for the light became fainter and fainter until it was a mere glimmer. Then it began to grow and brighten, and he knew that he was rising toward the surface – knew it with reluctance, for he was now very comfortable. “To be hanged and drowned,” he thought, “that is not so bad; but I do not wish to be shot. No; I will not be shot; that is not fair.”

			He was not conscious of an effort, but a sharp pain in his wrist apprised him that he was trying to free his hands. He gave the struggle his attention, as an idler might observe the feat of a juggler, without interest in the outcome. What splendid effort! – what magnificent, what superhuman strength! Ah, that was a fine endeavor! Bravo! The cord fell away; his arms parted and floated upward, the hands dimly seen on each side in the growing light. He watched them with a new interest as first one and then the other pounced upon the noose at his neck. They tore it away and thrust it fiercely aside, its undulations resembling those of a water snake. “Put it back, put it back!” He thought he shouted these words to his hands, for the undoing of the noose had been succeeded by the direst pang that he had yet experienced. His neck ached horribly; his brain was on fire, his heart, which had been fluttering faintly, gave a great leap, trying to force itself out at his mouth. His whole body was racked and wrenched with an insupportable anguish! But his disobedient hands gave no heed to the command. They beat the water vigorously with quick, downward strokes, forcing him to the surface. He felt his head emerge; his eyes were blinded by the sunlight; his chest expanded convulsively, and with a supreme and crowning agony his lungs engulfed a great draught of air, which instantly he expelled in a shriek!

			He was now in full possession of his physical senses. They were, indeed, preternaturally keen and alert. Something in the awful disturbance of his organic system had so exalted and refined them that they made record of things never before perceived. He felt the ripples upon his face and heard their separate sounds as they struck. He looked at the forest on the bank of the stream, saw the individual trees, the leaves and the veining of each leaf – he saw the very insects upon them: the locusts, the brilliant bodied flies, the gray spiders stretching their webs from twig to twig. He noted the prismatic colors in all the dewdrops upon a million blades of grass. The humming of the gnats that danced above the eddies of the stream, the beating of the dragonflies’ wings, the strokes of the water spiders’ legs, like oars which had lifted their boat – all these made audible music. A fish slid along beneath his eyes and he heard the rush of its body parting the water.

			He had come to the surface facing down the stream; in a moment the visible world seemed to wheel slowly round, himself the pivotal point, and he saw the bridge, the fort, the soldiers upon the bridge, the captain, the sergeant, the two privates, his executioners. They were in silhouette against the blue sky. They shouted and gesticulated, pointing at him. The captain had drawn his pistol, but did not fire; the others were unarmed. Their movements were grotesque and horrible, their forms gigantic.

			Suddenly he heard a sharp report and something struck the water smartly within a few inches of his head, spattering his face with spray. He heard a second report, and saw one of the sentinels with his rifle at his shoulder, a light cloud of blue smoke rising from the muzzle. The man in the water saw the eye of the man on the bridge gazing into his own through the sights of the rifle. He observed that it was a gray eye and remembered having read that gray eyes were keenest, and that all famous marksmen had them. Nevertheless, this one had missed.

			A counter-swirl had caught Farquhar and turned him half round; he was again looking at the forest on the bank opposite the fort. The sound of a clear, high voice in a monotonous singsong now rang out behind him and came across the water with a distinctness that pierced and subdued all other sounds, even the beating of the ripples in his ears. Although no soldier, he had frequented camps enough to know the dread significance of that deliberate, drawling, aspirated chant; the lieutenant on shore was taking a part in the morning’s work. How coldly and pitilessly – with what an even, calm intonation, presaging, and enforcing tranquility in the men – with what accurately measured interval fell those cruel words:

			“Company!…Attention!…Shoulder arms!…Ready!…Aim!…Fire!”

			Farquhar dived – dived as deeply as he could. The water roared in his ears like the voice of Niagara, yet he heard the dull thunder of the volley and, rising again toward the surface, met shining bits of metal, singularly flattened, oscillating slowly downward. Some of them touched him on the face and hands, then fell away, continuing their descent. One lodged between his collar and neck; it was uncomfortably warm and he snatched it out.

			As he rose to the surface, gasping for breath, he saw that he had been a long time under water; he was perceptibly farther downstream – nearer to safety. The soldiers had almost finished reloading; the metal ramrods flashed all at once in the sunshine as they were drawn from the barrels, turned in the air, and thrust into their sockets. The two sentinels fired again, independently and ineffectually.

			The hunted man saw all this over his shoulder; he was now swimming vigorously with the current. His brain was as energetic as his arms and legs; he thought with the rapidity of lightning:

			“The officer,” he reasoned, “will not make that martinet’s error a second time. It is as easy to dodge a volley as a single shot. He has probably already given the command to fire at will. God help me, I cannot dodge them all!”

			An appalling splash within two yards of him was followed by a loud, rushing sound, diminuendo, which seemed to travel back through the air to the fort and died in an explosion which stirred the very river to its deeps! A rising sheet of water curved over him, fell down upon him, blinded him, strangled him! The cannon had taken an hand in the game. As he shook his head free from the commotion of the smitten water he heard the deflected shot humming through the air ahead, and in an instant it was cracking and smashing the branches in the forest beyond.

			“They will not do that again,” he thought; “the next time they will use a charge of grape. I must keep my eye upon the gun; the smoke will apprise me – the report arrives too late; it lags behind the missile. That is a good gun.”

			Suddenly he felt himself whirled round and round – spinning like a top. The water, the banks, the forests, the now distant bridge, fort and men, all were commingled and blurred. Objects were represented by their colors only; circular horizontal streaks of color – that was all he saw. He had been caught in a vortex and was being whirled on with a velocity of advance and gyration that made him giddy and sick. In a few moments he was flung upon the gravel at the foot of the left bank of the stream – the southern bank – and behind a projecting point which concealed him from his enemies. The sudden arrest of his motion, the abrasion of one of his hands on the gravel, restored him, and he wept with delight. He dug his fingers into the sand, threw it over himself in handfuls and audibly blessed it. It looked like diamonds, rubies, emeralds; he could think of nothing beautiful which it did not resemble. The trees upon the bank were giant garden plants; he noted a definite order in their arrangement, inhaled the fragrance of their blooms. A strange roseate light shone through the spaces among their trunks and the wind made in their branches the music of Aeolian harps. He had not wish to perfect his escape – he was content to remain in that enchanting spot until retaken.

			A whiz and a rattle of grapeshot among the branches high above his head roused him from his dream. The baffled cannoneer had fired him a random farewell. He sprang to his feet, rushed up the sloping bank, and plunged into the forest.

			All that day he traveled, laying his course by the rounding sun. The forest seemed interminable; nowhere did he discover a break in it, not even a woodman’s road. He had not known that he lived in so wild a region. There was something uncanny in the revelation.

			By nightfall he was fatigued, footsore, famished. The thought of his wife and children urged him on. At last he found a road which led him in what he knew to be the right direction. It was as wide and straight as a city street, yet it seemed untraveled. No fields bordered it, no dwelling anywhere. Not so much as the barking of a dog suggested human habitation. The black bodies of the trees formed a straight wall on both sides, terminating on the horizon in a point, like a diagram in a lesson in perspective. Overhead, as he looked up through this rift in the wood, shone great golden stars looking unfamiliar and grouped in strange constellations. He was sure they were arranged in some order which had a secret and malign significance. The wood on either side was full of singular noises, among which – once, twice, and again – he distinctly heard whispers in an unknown tongue.

			His neck was in pain and lifting his hand to it found it horribly swollen. He knew that it had a circle of black where the rope had bruised it. His eyes felt congested; he could no longer close them. His tongue was swollen with thirst; he relieved its fever by thrusting it forward from between his teeth into the cold air. How softly the turf had carpeted the untraveled avenue – he could no longer feel the roadway beneath his feet!

			Doubtless, despite his suffering, he had fallen asleep while walking, for now he sees another scene – perhaps he has merely recovered from a delirium. He stands at the gate of his own home. All is as he left it, and all bright and beautiful in the morning sunshine. He must have traveled the entire night. As he pushes open the gate and passes up the wide white walk, he sees a flutter of female garments; his wife, looking fresh and cool and sweet, steps down from the veranda to meet him. At the bottom of the steps she stands waiting, with a smile of ineffable joy, an attitude of matchless grace and dignity. Ah, how beautiful she is! He springs forwards with extended arms. As he is about to clasp her he feels a stunning blow upon the back of the neck; a blinding white light blazes all about him with a sound like the shock of a cannon – then all is darkness and silence!

			Peyton Farquhar was dead; his body, with a broken neck, swung gently from side to side beneath the timbers of the Owl Creek bridge.
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			A Vine on a House

			Ambrose Bierce
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			About three miles from the little town of Norton, in Missouri, on the road leading to Maysville, stands an old house that was last occupied by a family named Harding. Since 1886 no one has lived in it, nor is anyone likely to live in it again. Time and the disfavor of persons dwelling thereabout are converting it into a rather picturesque ruin. An observer unacquainted with its history would hardly put it into the category of ‘haunted houses’, yet in all the region round such is its evil reputation. Its windows are without glass, its doorways without doors; there are wide breaches in the shingle roof, and for lack of paint the weatherboarding is a dun gray. But these unfailing signs of the supernatural are partly concealed and greatly softened by the abundant foliage of a large vine overrunning the entire structure. This vine of a species which no botanist has ever been able to name has an important part in the story of the house.

			The Harding family consisted of Robert Harding, his wife Matilda, Miss Julia Went, who was her sister, and two young children. Robert Harding was a silent, cold-mannered man who made no friends in the neighborhood and apparently cared to make none. He was about forty years old, frugal and industrious, and made a living from the little farm which is now overgrown with brush and brambles. He and his sister-in-law were rather tabooed by their neighbors, who seemed to think that they were seen too frequently together not entirely their fault, for at these times they evidently did not challenge observation. The moral code of rural Missouri is stern and exacting.

			Mrs. Harding was a gentle, sad-eyed woman, lacking a left foot.

			At some time in 1884 it became known that she had gone to visit her mother in Iowa. That was what her husband said in reply to inquiries, and his manner of saying it did not encourage further questioning. She never came back, and two years later, without selling his farm or anything that was his, or appointing an agent to look after his interests, or removing his household goods, Harding, with the rest of the family, left the country. Nobody knew whither he went; nobody at that time cared. Naturally, whatever was movable about the place soon disappeared and the deserted house became ‘haunted’ in the manner of its kind.

			One summer evening, four or five years later, the Rev. J. Gruber, of Norton, and a Maysville attorney named Hyatt met on horseback in front of the Harding place. Having business matters to discuss, they hitched their animals and going to the house sat on the porch to talk. Some humorous reference to the somber reputation of the place was made and forgotten as soon as uttered, and they talked of their business affairs until it grew almost dark. The evening was oppressively warm, the air stagnant.

			Presently both men started from their seats in surprise: a long vine that covered half the front of the house and dangled its branches from the edge of the porch above them was visibly and audibly agitated, shaking violently in every stem and leaf.

			“We shall have a storm,” Hyatt exclaimed.

			Gruber said nothing, but silently directed the other’s attention to the foliage of adjacent trees, which showed no movement; even the delicate tips of the boughs silhouetted against the clear sky were motionless. They hastily passed down the steps to what had been a lawn and looked upward at the vine, whose entire length was now visible. It continued in violent agitation, yet they could discern no disturbing cause.

			“Let us leave,” said the minister.

			And leave they did. Forgetting that they had been traveling in opposite directions, they rode away together. They went to Norton, where they related their strange experience to several discreet friends. The next evening, at about the same hour, accompanied by two others whose names are not recalled, they were again on the porch of the Harding house, and again the mysterious phenomenon occurred: the vine was violently agitated while under the closest scrutiny from root to tip, nor did their combined strength applied to the trunk serve to still it. After an hour’s observation they retreated, no less wise, it is thought, than when they had come.

			No great time was required for these singular facts to rouse the curiosity of the entire neighborhood. By day and by night crowds of persons assembled at the Harding house ‘seeking a sign’. It does not appear that any found it, yet so credible were the witnesses mentioned that none doubted the reality of the ‘manifestations’ to which they testified.

			By either a happy inspiration or some destructive design, it was one day proposed – nobody appeared to know from whom – the suggestion came to dig up the vine, and after a good deal of debate this was done. Nothing was found but the root, yet nothing could have been more strange!

			For five or six feet from the trunk, which had at the surface of the ground a diameter of several inches, it ran downward, single and straight, into a loose, friable earth; then it divided and subdivided into rootlets, fibers and filaments, most curiously interwoven. When carefully freed from soil they showed a singular formation. In their ramifications and doublings back upon themselves they made a compact network, having in size and shape an amazing resemblance to the human figure. Head, trunk and limbs were there; even the fingers and toes were distinctly defined; and many professed to see in the distribution and arrangement of the fibers in the globular mass representing the head a grotesque suggestion of a face. The figure was horizontal; the smaller roots had begun to unite at the breast.

			In point of resemblance to the human form this image was imperfect. At about ten inches from one of the knees, the cilia forming that leg had abruptly doubled backward and inward upon their course of growth. The figure lacked the left foot.

			There was but one inference – the obvious one; but in the ensuing excitement as many courses of action were proposed as there were incapable counselors. The matter was settled by the sheriff of the county, who as the lawful custodian of the abandoned estate ordered the root replaced and the excavation filled with the earth that had been removed.

			Later inquiry brought out only one fact of relevancy and significance: Mrs. Harding had never visited her relatives in Iowa, nor did they know that she was supposed to have done so.

			Of Robert Harding and the rest of his family nothing is known. The house retains its evil reputation, but the replanted vine is as orderly and well-behaved a vegetable as a nervous person could wish to sit under of a pleasant night, when the katydids grate out their immemorial revelation and the distant whippoorwill signifies his notion of what ought to be done about it.
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			Somnambulism: A Fragment 

			Charles Brockden Brown 
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			[The following fragment will require no other preface or commentary than an extract from the Vienna Gazette of June 14, 1784:

			“At Great Glogau, in Silesia, the attention of physicians, and of the people, has been excited by the case of a young man, whose behavior indicates perfect health in all respects but one. He has a habit of rising in his sleep, and performing a great many actions with as much order and exactness as when awake. This habit for a long time showed itself in freaks and achievements merely innocent, or, at least, only troublesome and inconvenient, till about six weeks ago. A that period a shocking event took place about three leagues from the town, and in the neighborhood where the youth’s family resides. At young lady, traveling with her father by night, was shot dead upon the road, by some person unknown. The officers of justice took a good deal of pains to trace the author of the crime, and at length, by carefully comparing circumstances, a suspicion was fixed upon this youth. After an accurate scrutiny, by the tribunal of the circle, he has been declared author of the murder: but what renders the case truly extraordinary is, that there are good reasons for believing that the deed was perpetrated by the youth while asleep, and was entirely unknown to himself. The young woman was the object of his affection, and the journey in which she had engaged had given him the utmost anxiety for her safety.”] 

			Our guests were preparing to retire for the night, when somebody knocked loudly at the gate. The person was immediately admitted, and presented a letter to Mr. Davis. This letter was from a friend, in which he informed our guest of certain concerns of great importance, on which the letter-writer was extremely anxious to have a personal conference with his friend; but knowing that he intended to set out from —— four days previous to his writing, he was hindered from setting out by the apprehension of missing him upon the way. Meanwhile, he had deemed it best to send a special message to quicken his motions, should he be able to find him. 

			The importance of this interview was such, that Mr. Davis declared his intention of setting out immediately. No solicitations could induce him to delay a moment. His daughter, convinced of the urgency of his motives, readily consented to brave the perils and discomforts of a nocturnal journey. 

			This event had not been anticipated by me. The shock that it produced in me was, to my own apprehension, a subject of surprise. I could not help perceiving that it was greater than the occasion would justify. The pleasures of this intercourse were, in a moment, to be ravished from me. I was to part from my new friend, and when we should again meet it was impossible to foresee. It was then that I recollected her expressions that assured me that her choice was fixed upon another. If I saw her again, it would probably be as a wife. The claims of friendship, as well as those of love, would then be swallowed up by a superior and hateful obligation. 

			But, though betrothed, she was not wedded. That was yet to come; but why should it be considered as inevitable? Our dispositions and views must change with circumstances. Who was he that Constantia Davis had chosen? Was he born to outstrip all competitors in ardor and fidelity? We cannot fail of choosing that which appears to us most worthy of choice. He had hitherto been unrivaled; but was not this day destined to introduce to her one, to whose merits every competitor must yield? He that would resign this prize, without an arduous struggle, would, indeed, be of all wretches the most pusillanimous and feeble. 

			Why, said I, do I cavil at her present choice? I will maintain that it does honor to her discernment. She would not be that accomplished being which she seems, if she had acted otherwise. It would be sacrilege to question the rectitude of her conduct. The object of her choice was worthy. The engagement of her heart in his favor was unavoidable, because her experience had not hitherto produced one deserving to be placed in competition with him. As soon as his superior is found, his claims will be annihilated. Has not this propitious accident supplied the defects of her former observation? But soft! Is she not betrothed? If she be, what have I to dread? The engagement is accompanied with certain conditions. Whether they be openly expressed or not, they necessarily limit it. Her vows are binding on condition that the present situation continues, and that another does not arise, previously to marriage, by whose claims those of the present lover will be justly superseded. 

			But how shall I contend with this unknown admirer? She is going whither it will not be possible for me to follow her. An interview of a few hours is not sufficient to accomplish the important purpose that I meditate; but even this is now at an end. I shall speedily be forgotten by her. I have done nothing that entitles me to a place in her remembrance. While my rival will be left at liberty to prosecute his suit, I shall be abandoned to solitude, and have no other employment than to ruminate on the bliss that has eluded my grasp. If scope were allowed to my exertions, I might hope that they would ultimately be crowned with success; but, as it is, I am manacled and powerless. The good would easily be reached, if my hands were at freedom: now that they are fettered, the attainment is impossible. 

			But is it true that such is my forlorn condition? What is it that irrecoverably binds me to this spot? There are seasons of respite from my present occupations, in which I commonly indulge myself in journeys. This lady’s habitation is not at an immeasurable distance from mine. It may be easily comprised within the sphere of my excursions. Shall I want a motive or excuse for paying her a visit? Her father has claimed to be better acquainted with my uncle. The lady has intimated that the sight of me, at any future period, will give her pleasure. This will furnish ample apology for visiting their house. But why should I delay my visit? Why not immediately attend them on their way? If not on their whole journey, at least for a part of it? A journey in darkness is not unaccompanied with peril. Whatever be the caution or knowledge of their guide, they cannot be supposed to surpass mine, who have trodden this part of the way so often that my chamber floor is scarcely more familiar to me. Besides, there is danger, from which, I am persuaded, my attendance would be sufficient, an indispensable safeguard. 

			I am unable to explain why I conceived this journey to be attended with uncommon danger. My mind was, at first, occupied with the remoter consequences of this untimely departure, but my thoughts gradually returned to the contemplation of its immediate effects. There were twenty miles to a ferry, by which the travelers designed to cross the river, and at which they expected to arrive at sunrise the next morning. I have said that the intermediate way was plain and direct. Their guide professed to be thoroughly acquainted with it. From what quarter, then, could danger be expected to arise? It was easy to enumerate and magnify possibilities; that a tree, or ridge, or stone unobserved might overturn the carriage; that their horse might fail, or be urged, by some accident, to flight, were far from being impossible. Still they were such as justified caution. My vigilance would, at least, contribute to their security. But I could not for a moment divest myself of the belief that my aid was indispensable. As I pondered on this image my emotions arose to terror. 

			All men are, at times, influenced by inexplicable sentiments. Ideas haunt them in spite of all their efforts to discard them. Prepossessions are entertained, for which their reason is unable to discover any adequate cause. The strength of a belief, when it is destitute of any rational foundation, seems, of itself, to furnish a new ground for credulity. We first admit a powerful persuasion, and then, from reflecting on the insufficiency of the ground on which it is built, instead of being prompted to dismiss it, we become more forcibly attached to it. 

			I had received little of the education of design. I owed the formation of my character chiefly to accident. I shall not pretend to determine in what degree I was credulous or superstitious. A belief, for which I could not rationally account, I was sufficiently prone to consider as the work of some invisible agent; as an intimation from the great source of existence and knowledge. My imagination was vivid. My passions, when I allowed them sway, were uncontrollable. My conduct, as my feelings, was characterized by precipitation and headlong energy. 

			On this occasion I was eloquent in my remonstrances. I could not suppress my opinion that unseen danger lurked in their way. When called upon to state the reasons of my apprehensions, I could only enumerate the possibilities of which they were already apprised, but which they regarded in their true light. I made bold enquiries into the importance of the motives that should induce them to expose themselves to the least hazard. They could not urge their horse beyond his real strength. They would be compelled to suspend their journey for some time the next day. A few hours were all that they could hope to save by their utmost expedition. Were a few hours of such infinite moment?

			In these representations I was sensible that I had over-leaped the bounds of rigid decorum. It was not my place to weigh his motives and inducements. My age and situation, in this family, rendered silence and submission my peculiar province. I had hitherto confined myself within bounds of scrupulous propriety, but now I had suddenly lost sight of all regards but those which related to the safety of the travelers. 

			Mr. Davis regarded my vehemence with suspicion. He eyed me with more attention than I had hitherto received from him. The impression which this unexpected interference made upon him, I was, at the time, too much absorbed in other considerations to notice. It was afterwards plain that he suspected my zeal to originate in a passion for his daughter, which it was by no means proper for him to encourage. If this idea occurred to him, his humanity would not suffer it to generate indignation or resentment in his bosom. On the contrary, he treated my arguments with mildness, and assured me that I had over-rated the inconveniences and perils of the journey. Some regard was to be paid to his daughter’s ease and health. He did not believe them to be materially endangered. They should make suitable provision of cloaks and caps against the inclemency of the air. Had not the occasion been extremely urgent, and of that urgency he alone could be the proper judge, he should certainly not consent to endure even these trivial inconveniences. “But you seem,” continued he, “chiefly anxious for my daughter’s sake. There is, without doubt, a large portion of gallantry in your fears. It is natural and venial in a young man to take infinite pains for the service of the ladies; but, my dear, what say you? I will refer this important question to your decision. Shall we go, or wait till the morning?”

			“Go, by all means,” replied she. “I confess the fears that have been expressed appear to be groundless. I am bound to our young friend for the concern he takes in our welfare, but certainly his imagination misleads him. I am not so much a girl as to be scared merely because it is dark.” 

			I might have foreseen this decision; but what could I say? My fears and my repugnance were strong as ever. 

			The evil that was menaced was terrible. By remaining where they were till the next day they would escape it. Was no other method sufficient for their preservation? My attendance would effectually obviate the danger. 

			This scheme possessed irresistible attractions. I was thankful to the danger for suggesting it. In the fervor of my conceptions, I was willing to run to the world’s end to show my devotion to the lady. I could sustain, with alacrity, the fatigue of many nights of traveling and watchfulness. I should unspeakably prefer them to warmth and ease, if I could thereby extort from this lady a single phrase of gratitude or approbation. 

			I proposed to them to bear them company, at least till the morning light. They would not listen to it. Half my purpose was indeed answered by the glistening eyes and affectionate looks of Miss Davis, but the remainder I was pertinaciously bent on likewise accomplishing. If Mr. Davis had not suspected my motives, he would probably have been less indisposed to compliance. As it was, however, his objections were insuperable. They earnestly insisted on my relinquishing my design. My uncle, also, not seeing anything that justified extraordinary precautions, added his injunctions. I was conscious of my inability to show any sufficient grounds for my fears. As long as their representations rung in my ears, I allowed myself to be ashamed of my weakness, and conjured up a temporary persuasion that my attendance was, indeed, superfluous, and that I should show most wisdom in suffering them to depart alone. 

			But this persuasion was transient. They had no sooner placed themselves in their carriage, and exchanged the parting adieus, but my apprehensions returned upon me as forcibly as ever. No doubt, part of my despondency flowed from the idea of separation, which, however auspicious it might prove to the lady, portended unspeakable discomforts to me. But this was not all. I was breathless with fear of some unknown and terrible disaster that awaited them. A hundred times I resolved to disregard their remonstrances, and hover near them till the morning. This might be done without exciting their displeasure. It was easy to keep aloof and be unseen by them. I should doubtless have pursued this method if my fears has assumed any definite and consistent form; if, in reality, I had been able distinctly to tell what it was that I feared. My guardianship would be of no use against the obvious sources of danger in the ruggedness and obscurity of the way. For that end I must have tendered them my services, which I knew would be refused, and, if pertinaciously obtruded on them, might justly excite displeasure. I was not insensible, too, of the obedience that was due to my uncle. My absence would be remarked. Some anger and much disquietude would have been the consequences with respect to him. And after all, what was this groundless and ridiculous persuasion that governed me? Had I profited nothing by experience of the effects of similar follies? Was I never to attend to the lessons of sobriety and truth? How ignominious to be thus the slave of a fortuitous and inexplicable impulse! To be the victim of terrors more chimerical than those which haunt the dreams of idiots and children! They can describe clearly, and attribute a real existence to the object of their terrors. Not so can I. 

			Influenced by these considerations, I shut the gate at which I had been standing, and turned towards the house. After a few steps I paused, turned, and listened to the distant sounds of the carriage. My courage was again on the point of yielding, and new efforts were requisite before I could resume my first resolutions. 

			I spent a drooping and melancholy evening. My imagination continually hovered over our departed guests. I recalled every circumstance of the road. I reflected by what means they were to pass that bridge, or extricate themselves from this slough. I imagined the possibility of their guide’s forgetting the position of a certain oak that grew in the road. It was an ancient tree, whose boughs extended, on all sides, to an extraordinary distance. They seemed disposed by nature in that way in which they would produce the most ample circumference of shade. I could not recollect any other obstruction from which much was to be feared. This indeed was several miles distant, and its appearance was too remarkable not to have excited attention. 

			The family retired to sleep. My mind had been too powerfully excited to permit me to imitate their example. The incidents of the last two days passed over my fancy like a vision. The revolution was almost incredible which my mind had undergone, in consequence of these incidents. It was so abrupt and entire that my soul seemed to have passed into a new form. I pondered on every incident till the surrounding scenes disappeared, and I forgot my real situation. I mused upon the image of Miss Davis till my whole soul was dissolved in tenderness, and my eyes overflowed with tears. There insensibly arose a sort of persuasion that destiny had irreversably decreed that I should never see her more. 

			While engaged in this melancholy occupation, of which I cannot say how long it lasted, sleep overtook me as I sat. Scarcely a minute had elapsed during this period without conceiving the design, more or less strenuously, of sallying forth, with a view to overtake and guard the travelers; but this design was embarrassed with invincible objections, and was alternately formed and laid aside. At length, as I have said, I sunk into profound slumber, if that slumber can be termed profound, in which my fancy was incessantly employed in calling up the forms, into new combinations, which had constituted my waking reveries. The images were fleeting and transient, but the events of the morrow recalled them to my remembrance with sufficient distinctness. The terrors which I had so deeply and unaccountably imbibed could not fail of retaining some portion of their influence, in spite of sleep. 

			In my dreams, the design which I could not bring myself to execute while awake I embraced without hesitation. I was summoned, methought, to defend this lady from the attacks of an assassin. My ideas were full of confusion and inaccuracy. All that I can recollect is that my efforts had been unsuccessful to avert the stroke of the murderer. This, however, was not accomplished without drawing on his head a bloody retribution. I imagined myself engaged, for a long time, in pursuit of the guilty, and, at last, to have detected him in an artful disguise. I did not employ the usual preliminaries which honor by a mortal wound. 

			I should not have described these phantoms had there not been a remarkable coincidence between them and the real events of that night. In the morning, my uncle, whose custom it was to rise first in the family, found me quietly reposing in the chair in which I had fallen asleep. His summons roused and startled me. This posture was so unusual that I did not readily recover my recollection, and perceive in what circumstances I was placed. 

			I shook off the dreams of the night. Sleep had refreshed and invigorated my frame, as well as tranquilized my thoughts. I still mused on yesterday’s adventures, but my reveries were more cheerful and benign. My fears and bodements were dispersed with the dark, and I went into the fields, not merely to perform the duties of the day, but to ruminate on plans for the future. 

			My golden visions, however, were soon converted into visions of despair. A messenger arrived before noon, intreating my presence, and that of my uncle, at the house of Dr. Inglefield, a gentleman who resided at the distance of three miles from our house. The messenger explained the intention of this request. It appeared that the terrors of the preceding evening had some mysterious connection with truth. By some deplorable accident, Miss Davis had been shot on the road, and was still lingering in dreadful agonies at the house of this physician. I was in a field near the road when the messenger approached the house. On observing me, he called me. His tale was meagre and imperfect, but the substance of it was easy to gather. I stood for a moment motionless and aghast. As soon as I recovered my thoughts I set off full speed, and made not a moment’s pause till I reached the house of Inglefield. 

			The circumstances of this mournful event, as I was able to collect them at different times, from the witnesses, were these. After they had parted from us, they proceeded on their way for some time without molestation. The clouds disappearing, the starlight enabled them with less difficulty to discern their path. They met not a human being till they came within less than three miles of the oak which I have before described. Here Miss Davis looked forward with some curiosity and said to her father, “Do you not see someone in the road before us? I saw him this moment move across from the fence on the right and stand still in the middle of the road.”

			“I see nothing, I must confess,” said the father: “but that is no subject of wonder; your young eyes will of course see farther than my old ones.”

			“I see him clearly at this moment,” rejoined the lady. “If he remain a short time where he is, or seems to be, we shall be able to ascertain his properties. Our horse’s head will determine whether his substance be impassive or not.” 

			The carriage slowly advancing and the form remaining in the same spot, Mr. Davis at length perceived it, but was not allowed a clearer examination, for the person, having, as it seemed, ascertained the nature of the cavalcade, shot across the road, and disappeared. The behavior of this unknown person furnished the travelers with a topic of abundant speculation. 

			Few possessed a firmer mind than Miss Davis; but whether she was assailed, on this occasion, with a mysterious foreboding of her destiny; whether the eloquence of my fears had not, in spite of resolution, infected her; or whether she imagined evils that my incautious temper might draw upon me, and which might originate in our late interview, certain it was that her spirits were visibly depressed. This accident made no sensible alteration in her. She was still disconsolate and incommunicative. All the efforts of her father were insufficient to inspire her with cheerfulness. He repeatedly questioned her as to the cause of this unwonted despondency. Her answer was, that her spirits were indeed depressed, but she believed that the circumstance was casual. She knew of nothing that could justify despondency. But such is humanity. Cheerfulness and dejection will take their turns in the best regulated bosoms, and come and go when they will, and not at the command of reason. This observation was succeeded by a pause. At length Mr. Davis said, “A thought has just occurred to me. The person whom we just now saw is young Althorpe.” 

			Miss Davis was startled: “Why, my dear father, should you think so? It is too dark to judge, at this distance, by resemblance of figure. Ardent and rash as he appears to be, I should scarcely suspect him on this occasion. With all the fiery qualities of youth, unchastised by experience, untamed by adversity, he is capable no doubt of extravagant adventures, but what could induce him to act in this manner?”

			“You know the fears that he expressed concerning the issue of this night’s journey. We know not what foundation he might have had for these fears. He told us of no danger that ought to deter us, but it is hard to conceive that he should have been thus vehement without cause. We know not what motives might have induced him to conceal from us the sources of his terror. And since he could not obtain our consent to his attending us, he has taken these means, perhaps, of effecting his purpose. The darkness might easily conceal him from our observation. He might have passed us without our noticing him, or he might have made a circuit in the woods we have just passed, and come out before us.”

			“That I own,” replied the daughter, “is not improbable. If it be true, I shall be sorry for his own sake, but if there be any danger from which his attendance can secure us, I shall be well pleased for all our sakes. He will reflect with some satisfaction, perhaps, that he has done or intended us a service. It would be cruel to deny him a satisfaction so innocent.”

			“Pray, my dear, what think you of this young man? Does his ardor to serve us flow from a right source?”

			“It flows, I have no doubt, from a double source. He has a kind heart, and delights to oblige others: but this is not all. He is likewise in love, and imagines that he cannot do too much for the object of his passion.”

			“Indeed!” exclaimed Mr. Davis, in some surprise. “You speak very positively. That is no more than I suspected; but how came you to know it with so much certainty?”

			“The information came to me in the directest manner. He told me so himself.”

			“So ho! Why, the impertinent young rogue!”

			“Nay, my dear father, his behavior did not merit that epithet. He is rash and inconsiderate. That is the utmost amount of his guilt. A short absence will show him the true state of his feelings. It was unavoidable, in one of his character, to fall in love with the first woman whose appearance was in any degree specious. But attachments like these will be extinguished as easily as they are formed. I do not fear for him on this account.”

			“Have you reason to fear for him on any account?”

			“Yes. The period of youth will soon pass away. Overweening and fickle, he will go on committing one mistake after another, incapable of repairing his errors, or of profiting by the daily lessons of experience. His genius will be merely an implement of mischief. His greater capacity will be evinced merely by the greater portion of unhappiness that, by means of it, will accrue to others or rebound upon himself.”

			“I see, my dear, that your spirits are low. Nothing else, surely, could suggest such melancholy presages. For my part, I question not, but he will one day be a fine fellow and a happy one. I like him exceedingly. I shall take pains to be acquainted with his future adventures, and do him all the good that I can.”

			“That intention,” said his daughter, “is worthy of the goodness of your heart. He is no less an object of regard to me than to you. I trust I shall want neither the power nor inclination to contribute to his welfare. At present, however, his welfare will be best promoted by forgetting me. Hereafter, I shall solicit a renewal of intercourse.”

			“Speak lower,” said the father. “If I mistake not, there is the same person again.” He pointed to the field that skirted the road on the left hand. The young lady’s better eyes enabled her to detect his mistake. It was the trunk of a cherry-tree that he had observed. 

			They proceeded in silence. Contrary to custom, the lady was buried in musing. Her father, whose temper and inclinations were molded by those of his child, insensibly subsided into the same state. 

			The re-appearance of the same figure that had already excited their attention diverted them anew from their contemplations. “As I live,” exclaimed Mr. Davis, “that thing, whatever it be, haunts us. I do not like it. This is strange conduct for young Althorpe to adopt. Instead of being our protector, the danger, against which he so pathetically warned us, may be, in some inscrutable way, connected with this personage. It is best to be upon our guard.”

			“Nay, my father,” said the lady, “be not disturbed. What danger can be dreaded by two persons from one? This thing, I dare say, means us no harm. What is at present inexplicable might be obvious enough if we were better acquainted with this neighborhood. It is not worth a thought. You see it is now gone.” Mr. Davis looked again, but it was no longer discernible. 

			They were now approaching a wood. Mr. Davis called to the guide to stop. His daughter enquired the reason of this command. She found it arose from his uncertainty as to the propriety of proceeding. 

			“I know not how it is,” said he, “but I begin to be affected with the fears of young Althorpe. I am half resolved not to enter this wood. That light yonder informs that a house is near. It may not be inadvisable to stop. I cannot think of delaying our journey till morning; but, by stopping a few minutes, we may possibly collect some useful information. Perhaps it will be expedient and practicable to procure the attendance of another person. I am not well pleased with myself for declining our young friend’s offer.” 

			To this proposal Miss Davis objected the inconveniences that calling at a farmer’s house, at this time of night, when all were retired to rest, would probably occasion. “Besides,” continued she, “the light which you saw is gone: a sufficient proof that it was nothing but a meteor.” 

			At this moment they heard a noise, at a small distance behind them, as of shutting a gate. They called. Speedily an answer was returned in a tone of mildness. The person approached the chaise, and enquired who they were, whence they came, whither they were going, and, lastly, what they wanted. 

			Mr. Davis explained to this inquisitive person, in a few words, the nature of their situation, mentioned the appearance on the road, and questioned him, in his turn, as to what inconveniences were to be feared from prosecuting his journey. Satisfactory answers were returned to these enquiries. 

			“As to what you seed in the road,” continued he, “I reckon it was nothing but a sheep or a cow. I am not more scary than some folks, but I never goes out a’ nights without I sees some sich thing as that, that I takes for a man or woman, and am scared a little oftentimes, but not much. I’m sure after to find that it’s nothing but a cow, or hog, or tree, or something. If it wasn’t some sich thing you seed, I reckon it was Nick Handyside.”

			“Nick Handyside! Who was he?”

			“It was a fellow that went about the country a’ nights. A shocking fool to be sure, that loved to plague and frighten people. Yes. Yes. It couldn’t be nobody, he reckoned, but Nick. Nick was a droll thing. He wondered they’d never heard of Nick. He reckoned they were strangers in these here parts.”

			“Very true, my friend. But who is Nick? Is he a reptile to be shunned, or trampled on?”

			“Why I don’t know how as that. Nick is an odd soul to be sure; but he don’t do nobody no harm, as ever I heard, except by scaring them. He is easily skeart though, for that matter, himself. He loves to frighten folks, but he’s shocking apt to be frightened himself. I reckon you took Nick for a ghost. That’s a shocking good story, I declare. Yet it’s happened hundreds and hundreds of times, I guess, and more.” 

			When this circumstance was mentioned, my uncle, as well as myself, was astonished at our own negligence. While enumerating, on the preceding evening, the obstacles and inconveniences which the travelers were likely to encounter, we entirely and unaccountably overlooked one circumstance, from which inquietude might reasonable have been expected. Near the spot where they now were lived a Mr. Handyside, whose only son was an idiot. He also merited the name of monster, if a projecting breast, a misshapen head, features horrid and distorted, and a voice that resembled nothing that was ever heard before, could entitle him to that appellation. This being, besides the natural deformity of his frame, wore looks and practiced gesticulations that were, in an inconceivable degree, uncouth and hideous. He was mischievous, but his freaks were subjects of little apprehension to those who were accustomed to them, though they were frequently occasions of alarm to strangers. He particularly delighted in imposing on the ignorance of strangers and the timidity of women. He was a perpetual rover. Entirely bereft of reason, his sole employment consisted in sleeping, and eating, and roaming. He would frequently escape at night, and a thousand anecdotes could have been detailed respecting the tricks which Nick Handyside had played upon wayfarers. 

			Other considerations, however, had, in this instance, so much engrossed our minds, that Nick Handyside had never been once thought of or mentioned. This was the more remarkable, as there had very lately happened an adventure, in which this person had acted a principal part. He had wandered from home, and got bewildered in a desolate tract, known by the name of Norwood. It was a region, rude, sterile, and lonely, bestrewn with rocks, and embarrassed with bushes. 

			He had remained for some days in this wilderness. Unable to extricate himself, and, at length, tormented with hunger, he manifested his distress by the most doleful shrieks. These were uttered with most vehemence, and heard at greatest distance, by night. At first, those who heard them were panic-struck; but, at length, they furnished a clue by which those who were in search of him were guided to the spot. Notwithstanding the recentness and singularity of this adventure, and the probability that our guests would suffer molestation from this cause, so strangely forgetful had we been, that no caution on this head had been given. This caution, indeed, as the event testified, would have been superfluous, and yet I cannot enough wonder that in hunting for some reason, by which I might justify my fears to them or to myself, I had totally overlooked this mischief-loving idiot. 

			After listening to an ample description of Nick, being warned to proceed with particular caution in a part of the road that was near at hand, and being assured that they had nothing to dread from human interference, they resumed their journey with new confidence. 

			Their attention was frequently excited by rustling leaves or stumbling footsteps, and the figure which they doubted not to belong to Nick Handyside, occasionally hovered in their sight. This appearance no longer inspired them with apprehension. They had been assured that a stern voice was sufficient to repulse him, when most importunate. This antic being treated all others as children. He took pleasure in the effects which the sight of his own deformity produced, and betokened his satisfaction by a laugh, which might have served as a model to the poet who has depicted the ghastly risibilities of Death. On this occasion, however, the monster behaved with unusual moderation. He never came near enough for his peculiarities to be distinguished by starlight. There was nothing fantastic in his motions, nor anything surprising, but the celerity of his transitions. They were unaccompanied by those howls, which reminded you at one time of a troop of hungry wolves, and had, at another, something in them inexpressibly wild and melancholy. This monster possessed a certain species of dexterity. His talents, differently applied, would have excited rational admiration. He was fleet as a deer. He was patient, to an incredible degree, of watchfulness, and cold, and hunger. He had improved the flexibility of his voice, till his cries, always loud and rueful, were capable of being diversified without end. Instances had been known, in which the stoutest heart was appalled by them; and some, particularly in the case of women, in which they had been productive of consequences truly deplorable. 

			When the travelers had arrived at that part of the wood where, as they had been informed, it was needful to be particularly cautious, Mr. Davis, for their greater security, proposed to his daughter to alight. The exercise of walking, he thought, after so much time spent in a close carriage, would be salutary and pleasant. The young lady readily embraced the proposal. They forthwith alighted, and walked at a small distance before the chaise, which was now conducted by the servant. From this moment the spectre, which, till now, had been occasionally visible, entirely disappeared. This incident naturally led the conversation to this topic. So singular a specimen of the forms which human nature is found to assume could not fail of suggesting a variety of remarks. 

			They pictured to themselves many combinations of circumstances in which Handyside might be the agent, and in which the most momentous effects might flow from his agency, without its being possible for others to conjecture the true nature of the agent. The propensities of this being might contribute to realize, on an American road, many of those imaginary tokens and perils which abound in the wildest romance. He would be an admirable machine, in a plan whose purpose was to generate or foster, in a given subject, the frenzy of quixotism. No theatre was better adapted than Norwood to such an exhibition. This part of the country had long been deserted by beasts of prey. Bears might still, perhaps, be found during a very rigorous season, but wolves which, when the country was a desert, were extremely numerous, had now, in consequence of increasing population, withdrawn to more savage haunts. Yet the voice of Handyside, varied with the force and skill of which he was known to be capable, would fill these shades with outcries as ferocious as those which are to be heard in Siamese or Abyssinian forests. The tale of his recent elopement had been told by the man with whom they had just parted, in a rustic but picturesque style. 

			“But why,” said the lady, “did not our kind host inform us of this circumstance? He must surely have been well acquainted with the existence and habits of this Handyside. He must have perceived to how many groundless alarms our ignorance, in this respect, was likely to expose us. It is strange that he did not afford us the slightest intimation of it.” 

			Mr. Davis was no less surprised at this omission. He was at a loss to conceive how this should be forgotten in the midst of those minute directions, in which every cause had been laboriously recollected from which he might incur danger or suffer obstruction. 

			This person, being no longer an object of terror, began to be regarded with a very lively curiosity. They even wished for his appearance and near approach, that they might carry away with them more definite conceptions of his figure. The lady declared she should be highly pleased by hearing his outcries, and consoled herself with the belief that he would not allow them to pass the limits which he had prescribed to his wanderings, without greeting them with a strain or two. This wish had scarcely been uttered, when it was completely gratified. 

			The lady involuntarily started, and caught hold of her father’s arm. Mr. Davis himself was disconcerted. A scream, dismally loud, and piercingly shrill, was uttered by one at less than twenty paces from them. 

			The monster had shown some skill in the choice of a spot suitable to his design. Neighboring precipices, and a thick umbrage of oaks, on either side, contributed to prolong and to heighten his terrible notes. They were rendered more awful by the profound stillness that preceded and followed them. They were able speedily to quiet the trepidations which this hideous outcry, in spite of preparation and foresight, had produced, but they had not foreseen one of its unhappy consequences. 

			In a moment Mr. Davis was alarmed by the rapid sound of footsteps behind him. His presence of mind, on this occasion, probably saved himself and his daughter from instant destruction. He leaped out of the path, and, by a sudden exertion, at the same moment, threw the lady to some distance from the tract. The horse that drew the chaise rushed by them with the celerity of lightning. Affrighted at the sounds which had been uttered at a still less distance from the horse than from Mr. Davis, possibly with a malicious design to produce this very effect, he jerked the bridal from the hands, that held it, and rushed forward with headlong speed. The man, before he could provide for his own safety, was beaten to the earth. He was considerably bruised by the fall, but presently recovered his feet, and went in pursuit of the horse. 

			This accident happened at about a hundred yards from the oak, against which so many cautions had been given. It was not possible, at any time, without considerable caution, to avoid it. It was not to be wondered at, therefore, that, in a few seconds, the carriage was shocked against the trunk, overturned, and dashed into a thousand fragments. The noise of the crash sufficiently informed them of this event. Had the horse been inclined to stop, a repetition, for the space of some minutes, of the same savage and terrible shrieks would have added tenfold to his consternation and to the speed of his flight. After this dismal strain had ended, Mr. Davis raised his daughter from the ground. She had suffered no material injury. As soon as they recovered from the confusion into which this accident had thrown them, they began to consult upon the measures proper to be taken upon this emergency. They were left alone. The servant had gone in pursuit of the flying horse. Whether he would be able to retake him was extremely dubious. Meanwhile they were surrounded by darkness. What was the distance of the next house could not be known. At that hour of the night they could not hope to be directed, by the far-seen taper, to any hospitable roof. The only alternative, therefore, was to remain where they were, uncertain of the fate of their companion, or to go forward with the utmost expedition. 

			They could not hesitate to embrace the latter. In a few minutes they arrived at the oak. The chaise appeared to have been dashed against a knotty projecture of the trunk, which was large enough for a person to be conveniently seated on it. Here again they paused. Miss Davis desired to remain here a few minutes to recruit her exhausted strength. She proposed to her father to leave her here, and go forward in quest of the horse and the servant. He might return as speedily as he thought proper. She did not fear to be alone. The voice was still. Having accomplished his malicious purposes, the spectre had probably taken his final leave of them. At all events, if the report of the rustic was true, she had no personal injury to fear from him. 

			Through some deplorable infatuation, as he afterwards deemed it, Mr. Davis complied with her entreaties, and went in search of the missing. He had engaged in a most unpromising undertaking. The man and horse were by this time at a considerable distance. The former would, no doubt, shortly return. Whether his pursuit succeeded or miscarried, he would surely see the propriety of hastening his return with what tidings he could obtain, and to ascertain his master’s situation. Add to this, the impropriety of leaving a woman, single and unarmed, to the machinations of this demoniac. He had scarcely parted with her when these reflections occurred to him. His resolution was changed. He turned back with the intention of immediately seeking her. At the same moment, he saw the flash and heard the discharge of a pistol. The light proceeded from the foot of the oak. His imagination was filled with horrible forebodings. He ran with all his speed to the spot. He called aloud upon the name of his daughter, but, alas! she was unable to answer him. He found her stretched at the foot of the tree, senseless, and weltering in her blood. He lifted her in his arms, and seated her against the trunk. He found himself stained with blood, flowing from a wound, which either the darkness of the night, or the confusion of his thoughts, hindered him from tracing. Overwhelmed with a catastrophe so dreadful and unexpected, he was divested of all presence of mind. The author of his calamity had vanished. No human being was at hand to succor him in his uttermost distress. He beat his head against the ground, tore away his venerable locks, and rent the air with his cries. 

			Fortunately there was a dwelling at no great distance from this scene. The discharge of a pistol produces a sound too loud not to be heard far and wide in this lonely region. This house belonged to a physician. He was a man noted for his humanity and sympathy. He was roused, as well as most of his family, by a sound so uncommon. He rose instantly, and calling up his people, proceeded with lights to the road. The lamentations of Mr. Davis directed them to the place. To the physician the scene was inexplicable. Who was the author of this distress; by whom the pistol was discharged; whether through some untoward chance or with design, he was as yet uninformed, nor could he gain any information from the incoherent despair of Mr. Davis. 

			Every measure that humanity and professional skill could suggest were employed on this occasion. The dying lady was removed to the house. The ball had lodged in her brain, and to extract it was impossible. Why should I dwell on the remaining incidents of this tale? She languished till the next morning, and then expired.
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			Stone Baby
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			Lithopedion, the doctor had said. 

			Stone baby.

			Lynne’s hands reflexively clenched in her lap as she stared unseeing out the passenger-side window, replaying the conversation. The words echoed hollowly in her head, dull and meaningless. 

			Gary took one hand off the wheel long enough to squeeze her knee. “Honey? Are you okay?” In the same moment, he slammed on the brakes and leaned on the horn. “Asshole!” he shouted, then turned to Lynne. “Did you see that? That guy just cut in front of us, almost caused an accident?”

			No, she hadn’t seen it.

			Dimly, she registered the busy, midday city traffic – pedestrians, bike messengers, delivery trucks. So much fruitless noise and hurry. It hammered at her, and she squeezed her eyes shut so she wouldn’t have to see it.

			They had been trying for so long to have a child. And, at some point, there had been one, growing inside her – and then it had turned to stone. 

			The landscape – strip malls, office parks, cars, pedestrians – blurred as the tears she’d been struggling to hold back since the doctor’s office trembled on her lashes and then spilled over, tracking silently down her cheeks.

			“It will have to come out,” the doctor had said.

			He hadn’t used the word miscarriage – but that’s what it was. Only, instead of breaking down and being absorbed by the body or expelled in the usual rush of blood, the baby had stayed inside her. Stayed inside her and calcified – the body’s defense mechanism against blood poisoning.

			Their perfect, precious infant – dead.

			“Hey, are you hungry?” Gary asked.

			The tears continued to slide down her cheeks.

			* * * 

			Lynne lay in bed and stared up at the ceiling. Beside her, Gary snored away peacefully, the sweltering night air not bothering him one bit. She splayed her fingers on her abdomen.

			Would she be able to feel the egg-sized lump within her if she pressed hard enough?

			Her fingers flexed against the rough blue cotton of her camisole, but she didn’t press down; somehow, the certainty would be worse. Just the thought of feeling the fossilized fetus inside her made her skin crawl.

			It was unusual, the doctor had said, but not abnormal. It happened. Heck, the doctor had casually reported, a Chinese woman had had one in her for sixty years.

			Sixty years.

			The tears had stopped as soon as they reached home; no, sooner than that – when Gary had pulled up to the speaker at the drive-thru and then, when she had shook her head no that she didn’t want anything, ordered her a hamburger, anyway.

			After that, she’d just felt empty and tired. Now, though, as she lay in the sweltering heat, her skin sticky with a thin film of sweat, she just felt…detached. Like a scientist examining an interesting problem.

			Part of her wondered at how calm – how devoid of feeling – she was.

			Maybe this was what shock felt like. 

			Or maybe she was a bad person.

			It was as if the surgical gauze neatly lining the doctor’s shelves had been wound around her, mummy-style; she kept turning the same thoughts over: she had been pregnant at some point – the thing she had wanted so desperately had happened – and she’d been completely unaware. 

			How could she have not known?

			Shouldn’t she have known? 

			She was a woman – weren’t women, real women, supposed to know things instinctively about babies, about their baby?

			She thought she should feel some way about that – shame, sorrow, maybe even fear – but she felt…nothing.

			What kind of mother did that make her? Was that why the baby had died – because she wasn’t fit to be a mother? Maybe her lack of notice and love in those first, precious months had doomed the small life inside her. Left unnourished with human affection, it had shriveled and died.

			As she replayed the conversation in the doctor’s office over and over and over in her head, some of the numbness wore off. She expected grief to replace it, thought maybe, like the calcification of her baby’s remains, the numbness had been a protective shell expelled over her emotions to stave off the overwhelming grief that would follow on the heels of losing a baby.

			Instead, as she ran a hand over her abdomen again, gently so she wouldn’t feel the lump inside of her, she felt a scalding stab of disgust and then a simmering of resentment; for three years this thing had hunkered inside her, taking up the space meant for a child – a living child – and preventing her from having others. It was as if the child had decided if it couldn’t be born, it wouldn’t let any others be, either. This thing inside her was sabotaging her, trying to stop her from having children.

			No, she wasn’t sad – she was angry. This thing inside her was sickening – and she wanted it out. The sooner, the better.

			She moved her hand away from her abdomen with a shudder of revulsion. She reached down and pulled the sheet up to her chin like a protective shield. The humid, smothering night air deadened all sound, leaving only the noise of Gary’s snuffling snores to lull her to sleep.

			The doctor had said once it was removed, there might be a chance she could still conceive.

			That thought should give her hope, even joy, but instead, unease passed over her.

			What if the next one turned to stone, too?

			Her eyes drifted closed, sleep overtaking her. Just before she lost consciousness, a small voice inside her said, “There won’t be a next one. This is the only baby you’ll have.”

			And then the hard lump inside her moved.

			* * * 

			Lynne leaned against the counter, still in her camisole and sweat pants, nursing a lukewarm cup of sludgy coffee – her third. Christ, she was tired. So God-damned tired.

			She’d been exhausted for so long now she couldn’t remember when it had started – certainly long before the meeting with the doctor. And there were pains, on occasion, deep in her belly that she had assumed had to do with getting older. But now, now she knew – it was the stone baby.

			The doctor had said it was dead, that it was stone, that her body no longer nourished it, as it would a real child, but now, now Lynne knew better.

			It was feeding off her.

			It was the only explanation that made sense.

			When she’d dragged herself, bone-tired, from bed this morning and looked in the mirror, she’d hardly recognized her face. Her cheek bones and chin stuck out at sharp angles, her cheeks sunken and hollow. Dark circles rimmed her eyes. Looking at her twig-like arms, thin enough to be snapped by a strong breeze, she’d been horrified. When had she grown so thin and frail? It was as if overnight all the vitality had been sucked from her. And then she knew – it was the lump of rock in her belly. Discovered, threatened, it was fighting back. It was tenacious, dug in, and wouldn’t go without a fight.

			“Honey?” said Gary, as he entered the kitchen, straightening his tie.

			Lynne jumped, startled by the sudden intrusion. 

			Gary smiled at her wanly, sympathetically. He came closer, smelling of spicy aftershave and medicated shampoo. The cotton of his dress shirt was soft as he pulled her head to his shoulder and stroked her hair sympathetically.

			“Still sad?” he asked.

			A stab of anger sliced through her. What did he mean ‘still’? They had only just found out yesterday that she’d been pregnant – almost three months along – and that their baby had died. 

			But was it really dead if it fed off her?

			Revulsion shuddered through her, and she pushed Gary away. She straightened up, feeling the three cups of coffee heave in her stomach like a giant water balloon, and she clamped her jaw shut to keep the gorge from rising.

			“You okay?” Gary asked, seeming to note more the ‘green about the gills’ look on her face than the sudden need for air, for space, to not to be touched.

			“Yeah, fine.” She quickly glanced around the antiseptic kitchen – white basket-weave tile, grey-veined white marble counters, stainless steel appliances, white tile floor – searching for crackers, for mints, for a glass of water to settle her stomach, to distract her from the feeling of her life force being sucked from her into the putrescent, decaying thing inside her. Because she could feel it now – could feel the energy flowing from her to it like a giant, gaping wound. The thing inside her was greedy, hungry. It would suck her dry if it could. Well, the doctor could suck it out of her with one of those liposuction tubes for all she cared. Suck on her would it? Let’s see how it liked it.

			“You going to call the doctor today?” Gary asked absently, already turning away to finish tying his tie as he searched for his keys and briefcase. 

			And then she felt it again, the same as the night before – the flutter, deep and low, like a tiny bird shaking its wings.

			One hand went to her abdomen – instinct – to lay there gently, soothingly as a soft gasp of surprise escaped her lips.

			“What was that?” Gary asked, half turning back to her.

			“Yes,” she said softly. “I’ll call the doctor.”

			* * * 

			Lynne lay on her back in bed, her hand absently on her abdomen, drifting somewhere between asleep and awake.

			It had been three days, and she still hadn’t called the doctor.

			A soft noise caught her attention, pulled her slowly toward wakefulness. She lay still in the deep, thick dark of the suffocating summer night, straining her ears. She held her breath, waiting to see if the noise repeated. 

			There. Up high – near the ceiling. Over by the window.

			Her brain worked hard, trying to identify the soft rustling sound. Wings? Was there a bat in the room?

			It was too dark to see – it was a new moon and the thick, dense leaves of the giant oak outside the window blocked whatever feeble illumination might filter in from the house across the street or the stars above. 

			The rustling grew louder as whatever it was drew closer. She heard a flutter beside her, in the vicinity of the nightstand. She barely had time to catch her breath and hold it, torn between annoyance and fear, before the next sound came: a soft, sad sigh.

			Lynne tensed. Was she awake? Dreaming? 

			Did it matter?

			She strained her eyes, trying to see in to the velvet dark to no avail. The darkness was absolute.

			“How’s the baby?” asked a quiet voice, male if she had to put a gender to it. The speaker seemed to be standing off to the side of the bed.

			Lynne relaxed, irritation replacing the uncertainty of a moment ago. This was a dream.

			The question annoyed her. Dreaming about her dead child annoyed her. The fact that she hadn’t called the doctor yet annoyed her.

			“Dead,” she said, flatly, perversely. Her fingers resting lightly on her abdomen flexed automatically – a combination of protectiveness and anger – and she hated herself for that small movement, which betrayed so much.

			“No, it’s not,” said the voice, a hint of amusement in its soft, gentle tone.

			Torrid emotion – some combination of rage and grief – silenced her. She fumed, wanting to smash her fist into the smug face – and she was sure it was smug – of whoever was speaking.

			“See for yourself,” the voice said.

			Against her will, as if she couldn’t stop herself, she complied – some perverse desire to prove the voice wrong, to say, “See? I told you so,” moved her to burrow her fingers below the hem of her top to splay her hand firmly on the naked flesh where her shirt and her sweatpants met.

			Nothing.

			She bit her lip, holding back a wave of revulsion as she pressed harder, searching, for the first time, for the egg-sized lump within her. She moved her hand slowly across her stomach, the skin soft, the light muscling below that taut, pressing lightly at first and then harder. Nausea and fear rose inside her. She bit down, forcing herself to do this. The baby was dead. It was beyond dead – it was a rock. There was no hope – none. She needed to accept that.

			Still nothing.

			She couldn’t feel the lump. She couldn’t feel anything.

			A shattering wave of grief washed over her, bringing the pricking of tears to her eyes. Her searching hand stilled, and she let it fall onto the bed beside her, relieving it from the light grip it had held on her abdomen for the last three days.

			She stared vacantly up into the dark, feeling nothing inside her – not breath, not gnawing hunger, not draining energy. She was fully alone inside her body once more.

			“Fuck off,” she whispered softly to the dream/hallucination/wishful thinking plaguing her.

			And then…

			Something.

			A soft flutter like a hummingbird, deep and low inside. And then another, quicker, one.

			I’m here, the baby seemed to be saying. You’re not alone.

			“See?” said the voice – and it wasn’t smug, but reassuring. A gentle rustle followed – bat wings? – and then silence.

			* * * 

			“The doctor called again,” Gary said as he entered the kitchen behind her.

			Lynne made a non-committal noise as she stood at the stove, weight on one foot, and stirred the risotto for dinner. 

			“Haven’t you called yet?”

			Reflexively, her free hand went to her abdomen. The pulse was still there – strong and steady beneath her hand now instead of the faint flutter she’d first felt. There was definitely something alive inside her. And it was growing. She could feel it, leaden and heavy within her, pushing her insides apart, rearranging them to make room for itself. 

			She kept her back to Gary, avoiding his eyes, as he came up behind her. He slid an arm around her, and she half turned away so his hand wouldn’t fall on her belly, so he wouldn’t feel the motion there. 

			“What’s going on, babe? Why haven’t you scheduled the procedure yet?” 

			He tried to nuzzle her hair. She shrugged and made a show of needing to get to the spice cabinet as an excuse to slip out of his suffocating embrace and smothering concern.

			She felt his eyes on her, studying her. It felt like an invasion, a condescension. She fought the urge to cover her abdomen with a protective hand.

			“I know this is hard for you,” Gary said softly. “You won’t have to go alone, you know. I’ll be there with you the entire time.”

			She busied herself at the stove, nodding absently, as if agreeing, as if everything he said made sense. As if everything was just that easy.

			“Listen, I’ll call and make the appointment, okay? I can at least do that much for you. How about for next week?”

			“Okay,” she said, knowing she wouldn’t go.

			* * * 

			That night, she lay in bed, feeling the steady pulse beneath her splayed fingers. The rhythm soothed her.

			I’m here. I’m here. I’m here, it seemed to chant. It was the background noise to her life now, always with her. She breathed in and out in time with it, walked in step with it, found herself swaying to it when she came to and found she’d been staring off into space, her thoughts God only knew where.

			In the dark, she heard the familiar rustle that she’d come to associate with her nocturnal visitor, followed by the smell of moss and cool, dark earth. The visitor landed lightly, but solidly, slipping in like a whisper and then settling into a steady and comforting silence.

			She never turned on the light; she didn’t want to know what he looked like. Or maybe it was that she was afraid there wasn’t really anyone there.

			“How’s the baby?” asked the voice.

			Lithopedion, the doctor had said. 

			Stone baby.

			She didn’t doubt that the doctor spoke the truth. Doubt nibbled at her, fraying the edges of her certainty. She pressed her hand into her abdomen harder, reassuring herself the steady thrumming was still there, that she wasn’t imagining it.

			“It’s stone,” she said, unable to keep a mournful wail from tinging the words, unshed fears turning to tears in the back of her throat. “They said it’s made of stone.”

			The voice laughed – a light and happy sound of genuine amusement. “Of course it is. What else are babies made of?”

			The words dispelled her unease. Of course it was made of stone. Why had she thought the doctor’s diagnosis was incompatible with life? Babies didn’t have to be flesh and blood and didn’t have to have a beating heart to be real, to be alive.

			Lynne relaxed.

			The flutter in her belly quickened, seeming a little bit frantic, she thought. She rubbed her growing belly soothingly, warmly. I’m here, little one. Everything is okay.

			The baby kicked in response.

			The voice laughed again. “He likes you.”

			“Is it a he?” Warmth – pride, maybe – washed through her. He. She liked that.

			“Maybe,” said the voice with a teasing lilt.

			Lynne contemplated the darkness for a moment, embarrassed to say what she wanted to say. “Thank you,” she said softly.

			“For what?”

			“For making things easier. For helping me to understand.” Lynne hesitated again, afraid her question would upset the visitor – or perhaps more afraid of the answer.

			“Are you…are you an angel?” she asked.

			“Maybe,” the voice answered, again with that teasing note as if he knew a joke she didn’t. Then with a fluttering rustle that didn’t disturb the stifling night air, he was gone.

			* * * 

			Did she speak or only think she spoke? Was there a voice or did she only dream it? She wasn’t sure the answers mattered.

			“Did you call the doctor yet?” Gary asked, walking into the kitchen, tying his necktie as he walked. “He’s called three times to confirm the new appointment.”

			She made a non-committal noise.

			Gary paused, halfway to reaching for the coffee pot, and shot her a quizzical look. “Hon, I thought you wanted to have a baby? You can’t get pregnant with that thing blocking the way.”

			Her hand went to her abdomen.

			“It’s not a thing,” she said defiant, protective. “It’s a baby.”

			Gary softened. He abandoned the coffeepot and strode across the room to her. He reached for her shoulders, rubbing them comfortingly. “I’m sorry. I misspoke. I know that thing…that it was a baby – a life. And I don’t mean to be dismissive or act like it doesn’t matter.”

			It is a life, she said, or maybe only thought, but it didn’t matter because Gary was hugging her, and she was turning away so he couldn’t feel her swelling stomach.

			“Would it help if we…if we had a memorial service?” Gary asked tentatively, his face creased in the puzzled frown it permanently wore when contemplating her these days. “We could bury the…remains. Get a headstone. Would that help?”

			Lynne made a disgruntled noise and turned away in disgust. Bury our baby alive? she wanted to shout at him. What kind of monster are you?

			“Lynne?” Gary called as she retreated from the room. “Honey, wait…”

			But she had no patience for Gary and his detachment, Gary and his inane suggestions, Gary and his complete obliviousness to the reality that their baby would soon be born. What was it going to eat? Where would it sleep? A stone baby was special, different. She didn’t know what to expect, what to ask. And Gary…Gary just wouldn’t understand.

			She stomped upstairs to the bedroom. She turned the lock behind her, so she could be alone. She lay down on the bed, on her side, curled in a fetal position, mimicking how she imagined the baby lay inside her, and placed a hand on her abdomen, stroking it soothingly. The baby kicked hard.

			“Hush, little one,” she said softly. “It’ll be okay. I’ll keep you safe. I won’t let them hurt you.”

			* * * 

			“How’s the baby?”

			“It’s not moving.” The words rushed out in a torrent of self-loathing and fear. Tears leaked down her cheeks, and she covered her face in shame. The baby hadn’t moved in two weeks. She’d stroked it, talked to it, but nothing – no reaction. She’d even begged: Just one sign you’re in there. Please. Please don’t be dead. Please don’t be just a hunk of stone. Just give me a sign.

			Had she killed it after all? Worse now, now that she had known it was there and had had time to fall in love with it, than before when it had lurked unseen inside her.

			The visitor laughed, simultaneously dismissing and soothing her fears. “Of course not. Do you want it to kick? It’s made of stone – you would be injured. It doesn’t want to hurt you.”

			Lynne didn’t dare hope that the voice spoke the truth. “How do I know it’s still alive if I can’t feel it?”

			“Can’t you tell?”

			She thought maybe she could; there was something lurking in her mind – thoughts and feelings not quite her own. Nothing concrete – just a presence, growing ever so slightly, day by day. All Id and unfocused need.

			Lynne rubbed a hand across her abdomen, flushing with relief – and excitement. She could talk to it – and it to her.

			“I can hear him,” she said softly. “But I don’t understand what he’s saying. What does he want?”

			“What everyone wants – to live.”

			Something wild and ecstatic fluttered inside her, and she wasn’t sure if the feeling belonged to her or the baby.

			“Be patient,” the voice said. “Have faith. If anything were wrong, I would tell you. The baby is doing well. You are doing well. We know this has been difficult for you.”

			Lynne didn’t know what he meant by ‘we’ – was he referring to God? She supposed so – after all, this baby was a miracle. It had died and been resurrected – metaphorically speaking, because, of course, it had never actually been dead. The doctor had been mistaken on that point. He himself had admitted that stone babies were rare – she could hardly blame him for lacking experience in these matters. 

			A tremor of happiness washed through her – when she’d thought she’d unknowingly carried a dead child for three years she had wondered at her fitness to be a mother. But now, now, she knew: her avoidance of the doctor had been a mother’s natural instinct. She had simply been protecting her baby, before she’d even understood it was a baby. Stone babies took a little longer to gestate than regular babies, it seemed, and in those three years, she had carried it and nourished it. And now, now it was so big and so strong – one had only to look at her belly, the bulge clearly visible, to see just how big and strong he was going to be.

			She was going to be a wonderful mother.

			* * * 

			Her fingers splayed across her abdomen. Her stomach was bloated, distorted. Gary had called the doctor.

			“He says it has to come out.”

			The voice said different.

			She’d run to her room – her room now; Gary was forbidden. His snoring made it hard to hear the baby’s murmurings, and he complained that she talked in her sleep, only, of course, she wasn’t sleeping, and she wasn’t talking to herself – and locked the door. Gary had had a stubborn, angry look in his eyes she had never seen before.

			She curled on the bed, the velvety dark encapsulating her like a cocoon. Her stomach was so large she had to cradle it with both hands to try and keep the weight from pulling at her. She was tired all the time now – not the gnawing, used-up tired of before, but rather like she had been walking uphill for a very long time.

			She tried to focus on what the visitor was saying, listening hard to the soft voice above the sound of Gary hammering on the door and the thrumming of the baby’s voice in her mind.

			“Of course your stomach is big. The baby is growing. It won’t be long now.” The voice hesitated. “But, perhaps you are sorry now that we gave you this baby to carry.”

			“No!” she said quickly.

			“You understand it will claw its way out of you? It will hurt.”

			“I don’t care.”

			“The wings are the tricky part. So easy to cause a breach.”

			Her voice faltered. “Wings? Why does it have wings?”

			The voice laughed. “How’s it supposed to fly without wings?”

			And that made perfect sense.

			* * * 

			“I can’t do this anymore,” Gary said. “That thing inside you is killing you, and you refuse to do anything about it. I won’t stand here and watch you die. Either that thing goes or I do.”

			“It’s not a thing,” she said reflexively. There was no point in being angry – he never listened. He didn’t understand.

			She sat on the couch. He stood over her. Typical. As if he could dominate her, as if he could order her about like she were a child.

			“Listen to yourself. You need help. Please…if you ever loved me—”

			She jumped to her feet. “I’ll what? Murder our child?” Except, that wasn’t quite right because she wasn’t even sure it was his. How could he, a mere flesh and blood man, have made a baby with wings, a baby made of stone? He couldn’t have. It was impossible.

			“Lynne, please—” The break in Gary’s voice – close to a sob – upset her more than anything he said. It was the weakness of it, the lack of understanding.

			“Get out,” she said coldly, hand protectively – defiantly – on her distended stomach. “The baby and I want to be alone.”

			* * * 

			The labor pains started around midnight – clutching, grasping pains clawing at her insides. She gasped awake, jerking upright to clutch at her stomach.

			Wings rustled in the dark; she wasn’t alone.

			“It’s time,” the voice said gently.

			The pains were coming closer together now, twisting and tearing at her insides, and she wailed in agony as she doubled over.

			“We’re here,” the voice said. “We won’t leave you until it is over.”

			She was nearly insensate from the pain so the sound of many pairs of wings rustling was nearly lost on her, but she felt them, a thickness to the dark that indicated the presence of many bodies. She flopped back against the bed, her back arching in pain as another spasm wracked her and she groaned.

			“The baby…something is wrong…”

			“No,” said the voice. “This is how it is supposed to be. The baby is stone – it has to claw its way down the birth channel. We are sorry for the pain.”

			She understood then, as she hadn’t before, that she wasn’t going to survive. To bring the baby to life, she had to die. 

			And, like everything else the voice had told her, that made sense.

			She’d felt she’d died when the doctor had given her the news that the baby was dead. And now she realized, she had. The numbness she had felt – in that moment, she had turned to stone – which had allowed the baby to turn to flesh.

			Through the agony, she felt a pang of fear for the parentless child’s future, but this was quickly pushed aside. The baby wouldn’t be alone – it would go with the voice. With the angels. It was theirs, after all. She knew that – had known that from the beginning. And that was okay. At least she had been a mother, even if for a short time. She had carried it and nourished it and loved it. That was enough. It would remember her – always.

			Lynne writhed against the bed. The pain repeatedly drove her to the brink of blacking out and then cruelly receded before rendering her blissfully unconscious, leaving her to fully experience the next wave of wrenching agony.

			She screamed and panted throughout the long night. The baby made its way inch by agonizing inch down the birth canal, its stone head pushing aside her hips, her cervix, and everything else in its path. At some point, blood began to flow from between her legs.

			By the time the faintest brushstrokes of dawn etched the night sky, the bed was soaked through with blood and sweat. Lynne lay tangled in the sodden sheets, too weak to move as she felt the sharp little claws gain purchase at the exit of the birth canal and begin to pull itself out.

			“Almost there,” said the voice. “Just a little longer, and it will all be over.”

			There was a sudden, sharp contraction and her body pushed hard against the baby, expelling it in a rush of fluid. Dimly, Lynne heard it squish wetly onto the bed.

			She lay panting as contractions continued to wrack her, expelling the afterbirth. She whimpered weakly, a vague protest. 

			“You did well,” the voice said.

			Still the blood flowed out between her legs – blood that seemed to ebb from everywhere inside her with every beat of her heart. Something was wrong – she was bleeding uncontrollably. 

			She struggled to sit up. She wanted to see the baby – wanted to see it before she died. 

			She reached down and pulled the tiny, squirming body from the pool of blood and gore, wiped the tiny face with its hard, marble-like eyes and snout-like nose. She carefully folded back the wildly fluttering wings and wrapped the snarling bundle in her arms, cuddling it to her.

			It snapped and growled as she held it close.

			Hush, little one, hush.

			A small, fierce tremor of pride ran through her, briefly cutting through the pain and exhaustion. She had done it. Despite the odds, despite the early self-doubt and fears, she had carried – and delivered – this baby safely. The baby hadn’t died. She hadn’t killed it.

			She was a good mother.

			There was a rustle of wings as dawn washed over the assembled witnesses to the birth. The one she took for the speaker – tall, crudely shaped, with skin like weathered gray granite and wide, leathery wings – held out its clawed hands, waiting for her to turn over the precious bundle. Lynne shivered and hugged the baby tighter, sorry to let go. But she couldn’t keep it – it had to go with its own kind. She knew that, had always known she was only a temporary guardian. With the last of her strength, she stretched out and placed the baby in the gargoyle’s arms. 
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