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Ligeia
(1838)

Edgar Allan Poe 

And the will therein lieth, which dieth not. Who knoweth 
the mysteries of the will, with its vigor? For God is but a 
great will pervading all things by nature of its intentness. 
Man doth not yield himself to the angels, nor unto death 
utterly, save only through the weakness of his feeble will.

—Joseph Glanvill 

I CANNOT, for my soul, remember how, when, or even precisely 
where, I first became acquainted with the lady Ligeia. Long years 
have since elapsed, and my memory is feeble through much 
suffering. Or, perhaps, I cannot now bring these points to mind, 
because, in truth, the character of my beloved, her rare learning, her 
singular yet placid cast of beauty, and the thrilling and enthralling 
eloquence of her low musical language, made their way into my 
heart by paces so steadily and stealthily progressive that they have 
been unnoticed and unknown. Yet I believe that I met her first and 
most frequently in some large, old, decaying city near the Rhine. Of 
her family—I have surely heard her speak. That it is of a remotely 
ancient date cannot be doubted. Ligeia! Ligeia! in studies of a nature 
more than all else adapted to deaden impressions of the outward 
world, it is by that sweet word alone—by Ligeia—that I bring before 
mine eyes in fancy the image of her who is no more. And now, while 
I write, a recollection flashes upon me that I have never known the 
paternal name of her who was my friend and my betrothed, and 
who became the partner of my studies, and finally the wife of my 
bosom. Was it a playful charge on the part of my Ligeia? or was it a 
test of my strength of affection, that I should institute no inquiries 
upon this point? or was it rather a caprice of my own—a wildly 
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romantic offering on the shrine of the most passionate devotion? I 
but indistinctly recall the fact itself—what wonder that I have utterly 
forgotten the circumstances which originated or attended it? And, 
indeed, if ever that spirit which is entitled Romance—if ever she, the 
wan and the misty-winged Ashtophet of idolatrous Egypt, presided, 
as they tell, over marriages ill-omened, then most surely she presided 
over mine. 

There is one dear topic, however, on which my memory falls 
me not. It is the person of Ligeia. In stature she was tall, somewhat 
slender, and, in her latter days, even emaciated. I would in vain 
attempt to portray the majesty, the quiet ease, of her demeanor, 
or the incomprehensible lightness and elasticity of her footfall. 
She came and departed as a shadow. I was never made aware of her 
entrance into my closed study save by the dear music of her low 
sweet voice, as she placed her marble hand upon my shoulder. In 
beauty of face no maiden ever equalled her. It was the radiance of an 
opium-dream—an airy and spirit-lifting vision more wildly divine 
than the phantasies which hovered vision about the slumbering 
souls of the daughters of Delos. Yet her features were not of that 
regular mould which we have been falsely taught to worship in the 
classical labors of the heathen. “There is no exquisite beauty,” says 
Bacon, Lord Verulam, speaking truly of all the forms and genera of 
beauty, “without some strangeness in the proportion.” Yet, although 
I saw that the features of Ligeia were not of a classic regularity—
although I perceived that her loveliness was indeed “exquisite,” and 
felt that there was much of “strangeness” pervading it, yet I have 
tried in vain to detect the irregularity and to trace home my own 
perception of “the strange.” I examined the contour of the lofty and 
pale forehead—it was faultless—how cold indeed that word when 
applied to a majesty so divine!—the skin rivalling the purest ivory, 
the commanding extent and repose, the gentle prominence of the 
regions above the temples; and then the raven-black, the glossy, the 
luxuriant and naturally-curling tresses, setting forth the full force 
of the Homeric epithet, “hyacinthine!” I looked at the delicate 
outlines of the nose—and nowhere but in the graceful medallions 
of the Hebrews had I beheld a similar perfection. There were the 
same luxurious smoothness of surface, the same scarcely perceptible 
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tendency to the aquiline, the same harmoniously curved nostrils 
speaking the free spirit. I regarded the sweet mouth. Here was indeed 
the triumph of all things heavenly—the magnificent turn of the short 
upper lip—the soft, voluptuous slumber of the under—the dimples 
which sported, and the color which spoke—the teeth glancing back, 
with a brilliancy almost startling, every ray of the holy light which 
fell upon them in her serene and placid, yet most exultingly radiant 
of all smiles. I scrutinized the formation of the chin—and here, too, 
I found the gentleness of breadth, the softness and the majesty, the 
fullness and the spirituality, of the Greek—the contour which the 
god Apollo revealed but in a dream, to Cleomenes, the son of the 
Athenian. And then I peered into the large eves of Ligeia. 

For eyes we have no models in the remotely antique. It might have 
been, too, that in these eves of my beloved lay the secret to which 
Lord Verulam alludes. They were, I must believe, far larger than the 
ordinary eyes of our own race. They were even fuller than the fullest 
of the gazelle eyes of the tribe of the valley of Nourjahad. Yet it was 
only at intervals—in moments of intense excitement—that this 
peculiarity became more than slightly noticeable in Ligeia. And at 
such moments was her beauty—in my heated fancy thus it appeared 
perhaps—the beauty of beings either above or apart from the earth—
the beauty of the fabulous Houri of the Turk. The hue of the orbs 
was the most brilliant of black, and, far over them, hung jetty lashes 
of great length. The brows, slightly irregular in outline, had the same 
tint. The “strangeness,” however, which I found in the eyes, was of 
a nature distinct from the formation, or the color, or the brilliancy 
of the features, and must, after all, be referred to the expression. Ah, 
word of no meaning! behind whose vast latitude of mere sound we 
intrench our ignorance of so much of the spiritual. The expression 
of the eyes of Ligeia! How for long hours have I pondered upon it! 
How have I, through the whole of a midsummer night, struggled to 
fathom it! What was it—that something more profound than the 
well of Democritus—which lay far within the pupils of my beloved? 
What was it? I was possessed with a passion to discover. Those eyes! 
those large, those shining, those divine orbs! they became to me twin 
stars of Leda, and I to them devoutest of astrologers. 

There is no point, among the many incomprehensible anomalies 
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of the science of mind, more thrillingly exciting than the fact—
never, I believe, noticed in the schools—that, in our endeavors to 
recall to memory something long forgotten, we often find ourselves 
upon the very verge of remembrance, without being able, in the end, 
to remember. And thus how frequently, in my intense scrutiny of 
Ligeia’s eyes, have I felt approaching the full knowledge of their 
expression—felt it approaching—yet not quite be mine—and so 
at length entirely depart! And (strange, oh strangest mystery of 
all!) I found, in the commonest objects of the universe, a circle of 
analogies to theat expression. I mean to say that, subsequently to 
the period when Ligeia’s beauty passed into my spirit, there dwelling 
as in a shrine, I derived, from many existences in the material 
world, a sentiment such as I felt always aroused within me by 
her large and luminous orbs. Yet not the more could I define that 
sentiment, or analyze, or even steadily view it. I recognized it, let me 
repeat, sometimes in the survey of a rapidly-growing vine—in the 
contemplation of a moth, a butterfly, a chrysalis, a stream of running 
water. I have felt it in the ocean; in the falling of a meteor. I have 
felt it in the glances of unusually aged people. And there are one or 
two stars in heaven—(one especially, a star of the sixth magnitude, 
double and changeable, to be found near the large star in Lyra) in a 
telescopic scrutiny of which I have been made aware of the feeling. I 
have been filled with it by certain sounds from stringed instruments, 
and not unfrequently by passages from books. Among innumerable 
other instances, I well remember something in a volume of Joseph 
Glanvill, which (perhaps merely from its quaintness—who shall say?) 
never failed to inspire me with the sentiment;—”And the will therein 
lieth, which dieth not. Who knoweth the mysteries of the will, with 
its vigor? For God is but a great will pervading all things by nature of 
its intentness. Man doth not yield him to the angels, nor unto death 
utterly, save only through the weakness of his feeble will.” 

Length of years, and subsequent reflection, have enabled me 
to trace, indeed, some remote connection between this passage in 
the English moralist and a portion of the character of Ligeia. An 
intensity in thought, action, or speech, was possibly, in her, a result, 
or at least an index, of that gigantic volition which, during our long 
intercourse, failed to give other and more immediate evidence of 
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its existence. Of all the women whom I have ever known, she, the 
outwardly calm, the ever-placid Ligeia, was the most violently a prey 
to the tumultuous vultures of stern passion. And of such passion I 
could form no estimate, save by the miraculous expansion of those 
eyes which at once so delighted and appalled me—by the almost 
magical melody, modulation, distinctness and placidity of her very 
low voice—and by the fierce energy (rendered doubly effective by 
contrast with her manner of utterance) of the wild words which she 
habitually uttered. 

I have spoken of the learning of Ligeia: it was immense—such 
as I have never known in woman. In the classical tongues was she 
deeply proficient, and as far as my own acquaintance extended in 
regard to the modern dialects of Europe, I have never known her at 
fault. Indeed upon any theme of the most admired, because simply 
the most abstruse of the boasted erudition of the Academy, have I 
ever found Ligeia at fault? How singularly—how thrillingly, this one 
point in the nature of my wife has forced itself, at this late period 
only, upon my attention! I said her knowledge was such as I have 
never known in woman—but where breathes the man who has 
traversed, and successfully, all the wide areas of moral, physical, and 
mathematical science? I saw not then what I now clearly perceive, 
that the acquisitions of Ligeia were gigantic, were astounding; yet 
I was sufficiently aware of her infinite supremacy to resign myself, 
with a child-like confidence, to her guidance through the chaotic 
world of metaphysical investigation at which I was most busily 
occupied during the earlier years of our marriage. With how vast 
a triumph—with how vivid a delight—with how much of all that 
is ethereal in hope—did I feel, as she bent over me in studies but 
little sought—but less known—that delicious vista by slow degrees 
expanding before me, down whose long, gorgeous, and all untrodden 
path, I might at length pass onward to the goal of a wisdom too 
divinely precious not to be forbidden! 

How poignant, then, must have been the grief with which, after 
some years, I beheld my well-grounded expectations take wings to 
themselves and fly away! Without Ligeia I was but as a child groping 
benighted. Her presence, her readings alone, rendered vividly 
luminous the many mysteries of the transcendentalism in which 
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we were immersed. Wanting the radiant lustre of her eyes, letters, 
lambent and golden, grew duller than Saturnian lead. And now 
those eyes shone less and less frequently upon the pages over which I 
pored. Ligeia grew ill. The wild eyes blazed with a too—too glorious 
effulgence; the pale fingers became of the transparent waxen hue of 
the grave, and the blue veins upon the lofty forehead swelled and 
sank impetuously with the tides of the gentle emotion. I saw that she 
must die—and I struggled desperately in spirit with the grim Azrael. 
And the struggles of the passionate wife were, to my astonishment, 
even more energetic than my own. There had been much in her stern 
nature to impress me with the belief that, to her, death would have 
come without its terrors;—but not so. Words are impotent to convey 
any just idea of the fierceness of resistance with which she wrestled 
with the Shadow. I groaned in anguish at the pitiable spectacle. 
would have soothed—I would have reasoned; but, in the intensity 
of her wild desire for life,—for life—but for life—solace and reason 
were the uttermost folly. Yet not until the last instance, amid the 
most convulsive writhings of her fierce spirit, was shaken the external 
placidity of her demeanor. Her voice grew more gentle—grew more 
low—yet I would not wish to dwell upon the wild meaning of the 
quietly uttered words. My brain reeled as I hearkened entranced, to 
a melody more than mortal—to assumptions and aspirations which 
mortality had never before known. 

That she loved me I should not have doubted; and I might have 
been easily aware that, in a bosom such as hers, love would have 
reigned no ordinary passion. But in death only, was I fully impressed 
with the strength of her affection. For long hours, detaining my hand, 
would she pour out before me the overflowing of a heart whose more 
than passionate devotion amounted to idolatry. How had I deserved 
to be so blessed by such confessions?—how had I deserved to be so 
cursed with the removal of my beloved in the hour of her making 
them, But upon this subject I cannot bear to dilate. Let me say only, 
that in Ligeia’s more than womanly abandonment to a love, alas! 
all unmerited, all unworthily bestowed, I at length recognized the 
principle of her longing with so wildly earnest a desire for the life 
which was now fleeing so rapidly away. It is this wild longing—it is 
this eager vehemence of desire for life—but for life—that I have no 
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power to portray—no utterance capable of expressing. 
At high noon of the night in which she departed, beckoning me, 

peremptorily, to her side, she bade me repeat certain verses composed 
by herself not many days before. I obeyed her.—They were these: 

Lo! ‘tis a gala night 
Within the lonesome latter years! 
An angel throng, bewinged, bedight 
In veils, and drowned in tears, 
Sit in a theatre, to see 
A play of hopes and fears, 
While the orchestra breathes fitfully 
The music of the spheres. 

Mimes, in the form of God on high, 
Mutter and mumble low, 
And hither and thither fly— 
Mere puppets they, who come and go 

At bidding of vast formless things 
That shift the scenery to and fro, 
Flapping from out their Condor wings 
Invisible Woe! 

That motley drama!—oh, be sure 
It shall not be forgot! 
With its Phantom chased forever more, 
By a crowd that seize it not, 
Through a circle that ever returneth in 
To the self-same spot, 
And much of Madness and more of Sin 
And Horror the soul of the plot. 

But see, amid the mimic rout, 
A crawling shape intrude! 
A blood-red thing that writhes from out 
The scenic solitude! 
It writhes!—it writhes!—with mortal pangs 
The mimes become its food, 
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And the seraphs sob at vermin fangs 
In human gore imbued. 

Out—out are the lights—out all! 
And over each quivering form, 
The curtain, a funeral pall, 
Comes down with the rush of a storm, 
And the angels, all pallid and wan, 
Uprising, unveiling, affirm 
That the play is the tragedy, “Man,” 
And its hero the Conqueror Worm. 

“O God!” half shrieked Ligeia, leaping to her feet and extending 
her arms aloft with a spasmodic movement, as I made an end of 
these lines—”O God! O Divine Father!—shall these things be 
undeviatingly so?—shall this Conqueror be not once conquered? Are 
we not part and parcel in Thee? Who—who knoweth the mysteries 
of the will with its vigor? Man doth not yield him to the angels, 
nor unto death utterly, save only through the weakness of his feeble 
will.” 

And now, as if exhausted with emotion, she suffered her white 
arms to fall, and returned solemnly to her bed of death. And as she 
breathed her last sighs, there came mingled with them a low murmur 
from her lips. I bent to them my ear and distinguished, again, the 
concluding words of the passage in Glanvill—“Man doth not yield 
him to the angels, nor unto death utterly, save only through the weakness 
of his feeble will.” 

She died;—and I, crushed into the very dust with sorrow, could 
no longer endure the lonely desolation of my dwelling in the dim 
and decaying city by the Rhine. I had no lack of what the world 
calls wealth. Ligeia had brought me far more, very far more than 
ordinarily falls to the lot of mortals. After a few months, therefore, of 
weary and aimless wandering, I purchased, and put in some repair, 
an abbey, which I shall not name, in one of the wildest and least 
frequented portions of fair England. The gloomy and dreary grandeur 
of the building, the almost savage aspect of the domain, the many 
melancholy and time-honored memories connected with both, had 
much in unison with the feelings of utter abandonment which had 
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driven me into that remote and unsocial region of the country. Yet 
although the external abbey, with its verdant decay hanging about it, 
suffered but little alteration, I gave way, with a child-like perversity, 
and perchance with a faint hope of alleviating my sorrows, to a 
display of more than regal magnificence within.—For such follies, 
even in childhood, I had imbibed a taste and now they came back to 
me as if in the dotage of grief. Alas, I feel how much even of incipient 
madness might have been discovered in the gorgeous and fantastic 
draperies, in the solemn carvings of Egypt, in the wild cornices and 
furniture, in the Bedlam patterns of the carpets of tufted gold! I had 
become a bounden slave in the trammels of opium, and my labors 
and my orders had taken a coloring from my dreams. But these 
absurdities must not pause to detail. Let me speak only of that one 
chamber, ever accursed, whither in a moment of mental alienation, 
I led from the altar as my bride—as the successor of the unforgotten 
Ligeia—the fair-haired and blue-eyed Lady Rowena Trevanion, of 
Tremaine. 

There is no individual portion of the architecture and decoration 
of that bridal chamber which is not now visibly before me. Where 
were the souls of the haughty family of the bride, when, through 
thirst of gold, they permitted to pass the threshold of an apartment 
so bedecked, a maiden and a daughter so beloved? I have said 
that I minutely remember the details of the chamber—yet I am 
sadly forgetful on topics of deep moment—and here there was no 
system, no keeping, in the fantastic display, to take hold upon the 
memory. The room lay in a high turret of the castellated abbey, was 
pentagonal in shape, and of capacious size. Occupying the whole 
southern face of the pentagon was the sole window—an immense 
sheet of unbroken glass from Venice—a single pane, and tinted of 
a leaden hue, so that the rays of either the sun or moon, passing 
through it, fell with a ghastly lustre on the objects within. Over the 
upper portion of this huge window, extended the trellice-work of an 
aged vine, which clambered up the massy walls of the turret. The 
ceiling, of gloomy-looking oak, was excessively lofty, vaulted, and 
elaborately fretted with the wildest and most grotesque specimens 
of a semi-Gothic, semi-Druidical device. From out the most central 
recess of this melancholy vaulting, depended, by a single chain of 
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gold with long links, a huge censer of the same metal, Saracenic in 
pattern, and with many perforations so contrived that there writhed 
in and out of them, as if endued with a serpent vitality, a continual 
succession of parti-colored fires. 

Some few ottomans and golden candelabra, of Eastern figure, 
were in various stations about—and there was the couch, too—
bridal couch—of an Indian model, and low, and sculptured of solid 
ebony, with a pall-like canopy above. In each of the angles of the 
chamber stood on end a gigantic sarcophagus of black granite, from 
the tombs of the kings over against Luxor, with their aged lids full of 
immemorial sculpture. But in the draping of the apartment lay, alas! 
the chief phantasy of all. The lofty walls, gigantic in height—even 
unproportionably so—were hung from summit to foot, in vast folds, 
with a heavy and massive-looking tapestry—tapestry of a material 
which was found alike as a carpet on the floor, as a covering for the 
ottomans and the ebony bed, as a canopy for the bed, and as the 
gorgeous volutes of the curtains which partially shaded the window. 
The material was the richest cloth of gold. It was spotted all over, at 
irregular intervals, with arabesque figures, about a foot in diameter, 
and wrought upon the cloth in patterns of the most jetty black. But 
these figures partook of the true character of the arabesque only 
when regarded from a single point of view. By a contrivance now 
common, and indeed traceable to a very remote period of antiquity, 
they were made changeable in aspect. To one entering the room, 
they bore the appearance of simple monstrosities; but upon a farther 
advance, this appearance gradually departed; and step by step, as the 
visitor moved his station in the chamber, he saw himself surrounded 
by an endless succession of the ghastly forms which belong to the 
superstition of the Norman, or arise in the guilty slumbers of the 
monk. The phantasmagoric effect was vastly heightened by the 
artificial introduction of a strong continual current of wind behind 
the draperies—giving a hideous and uneasy animation to the 
whole. 

In halls such as these—in a bridal chamber such as this—I passed, 
with the Lady of Tremaine, the unhallowed hours of the first month 
of our marriage—passed them with but little disquietude. That my 
wife dreaded the fierce moodiness of my temper—that she shunned 
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me and loved me but little—I could not help perceiving; but it 
gave me rather pleasure than otherwise. I loathed her with a hatred 
belonging more to demon than to man. My memory flew back, (oh, 
with what intensity of regret!) to Ligeia, the beloved, the august, the 
beautiful, the entombed. I revelled in recollections of her purity, of 
her wisdom, of her lofty, her ethereal nature, of her passionate, her 
idolatrous love. Now, then, did my spirit fully and freely burn with 
more than all the fires of her own. In the excitement of my opium 
dreams (for I was habitually fettered in the shackles of the drug) I 
would call aloud upon her name, during the silence of the night, 
or among the sheltered recesses of the glens by day, as if, through 
the wild eagerness, the solemn passion, the consuming ardor of my 
longing for the departed, I could restore her to the pathway she had 
abandoned—ah, could it be forever?—upon the earth. 

About the commencement of the second month of the marriage, 
the Lady Rowena was attacked with sudden illness, from which her 
recovery was slow. The fever which consumed her rendered her 
nights uneasy; and in her perturbed state of half-slumber, she spoke 
of sounds, and of motions, in and about the chamber of the turret, 
which I concluded had no origin save in the distemper of her fancy, or 
perhaps in the phantasmagoric influences of the chamber itself. She 
became at length convalescent—finally well. Yet but a brief period 
elapsed, ere a second more violent disorder again threw her upon a 
bed of suffering; and from this attack her frame, at all times feeble, 
never altogether recovered. Her illnesses were, after this epoch, of 
alarming character, and of more alarming recurrence, defying alike 
the knowledge and the great exertions of her physicians. With the 
increase of the chronic disease which had thus, apparently, taken too 
sure hold upon her constitution to be eradicated by human means, 
I could not fall to observe a similar increase in the nervous irritation 
of her temperament, and in her excitability by trivial causes of fear. 
She spoke again, and now more frequently and pertinaciously, of the 
sounds—of the slight sounds—and of the unusual motions among 
the tapestries, to which she had formerly alluded. 

One night, near the closing in of September, she pressed this 
distressing subject with more than usual emphasis upon my 
attention. She had just awakened from an unquiet slumber, and I 
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had been watching, with feelings half of anxiety, half of vague terror, 
the workings of her emaciated countenance. I sat by the side of her 
ebony bed, upon one of the ottomans of India. She partly arose, and 
spoke, in an earnest low whisper, of sounds which she then heard, 
but which I could not hear—of motions which she then saw, but 
which I could not perceive. The wind was rushing hurriedly behind 
the tapestries, and I wished to show her (what, let me confess it, I 
could not all believe) that those almost inarticulate breathings, and 
those very gentle variations of the figures upon the wall, were but the 
natural effects of that customary rushing of the wind. But a deadly 
pallor, overspreading her face, had proved to me that my exertions 
to reassure her would be fruitless. She appeared to be fainting, and 
no attendants were within call. I remembered where was deposited 
a decanter of light wine which had been ordered by her physicians, 
and hastened across the chamber to procure it. But, as I stepped 
beneath the light of the censer, two circumstances of a startling 
nature attracted my attention. I had felt that some palpable although 
invisible object had passed lightly by my person; and I saw that there 
lay upon the golden carpet, in the very middle of the rich lustre 
thrown from the censer, a shadow—a faint, indefinite shadow of 
angelic aspect—such as might be fancied for the shadow of a shade. 
But I was wild with the excitement of an immoderate dose of opium, 
and heeded these things but little, nor spoke of them to Rowena. 
Having found the wine, I recrossed the chamber, and poured out a 
gobletful, which I held to the lips of the fainting lady. She had now 
partially recovered, however, and took the vessel herself, while I sank 
upon an ottoman near me, with my eyes fastened upon her person. 
It was then that I became distinctly aware of a gentle footfall upon 
the carpet, and near the couch; and in a second thereafter, as Rowena 
was in the act of raising the wine to her lips, I saw, or may have 
dreamed that I saw, fall within the goblet, as if from some invisible 
spring in the atmosphere of the room, three or four large drops of a 
brilliant and ruby colored fluid. If this I saw—not so Rowena. She 
swallowed the wine unhesitatingly, and I forbore to speak to her of a 
circumstance which must, after all, I considered, have been but the 
suggestion of a vivid imagination, rendered morbidly active by the 
terror of the lady, by the opium, and by the hour. 
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Yet I cannot conceal it from my own perception that, immediately 
subsequent to the fall of the ruby-drops, a rapid change for the worse 
took place in the disorder of my wife; so that, on the third subsequent 
night, the hands of her menials prepared her for the tomb, and on 
the fourth, I sat alone, with her shrouded body, in that fantastic 
chamber which had received her as my bride.—Wild visions, opium-
engendered, flitted, shadow-like, before me. I gazed with unquiet 
eye upon the sarcophagi in the angles of the room, upon the varying 
figures of the drapery, and upon the writhing of the parti-colored 
fires in the censer overhead. My eyes then fell, as I called to mind the 
circumstances of a former night, to the spot beneath the glare of the 
censer where I had seen the faint traces of the shadow. It was there, 
however, no longer; and breathing with greater freedom, I turned 
my glances to the pallid and rigid figure upon the bed. Then rushed 
upon me a thousand memories of Ligeia—and then came back upon 
my heart, with the turbulent violence of a flood, the whole of that 
unutterable wo with which I had regarded her thus enshrouded. The 
night waned; and still, with a bosom full of bitter thoughts of the 
one only and supremely beloved, I remained gazing upon the body 
of Rowena. 

It might have been midnight, or perhaps earlier, or later, for I had 
taken no note of time, when a sob, low, gentle, but very distinct, 
startled me from my revery.—I felt that it came from the bed of 
ebony—the bed of death. I listened in an agony of superstitious 
terror—but there was no repetition of the sound. I strained my 
vision to detect any motion in the corpse—but there was not the 
slightest perceptible. Yet I could not have been deceived. I had 
heard the noise, however faint, and my soul was awakened within 
me. I resolutely and perseveringly kept my attention riveted upon 
the body. Many minutes elapsed before any circumstance occurred 
tending to throw light upon the mystery. At length it became evident 
that a slight, a very feeble, and barely noticeable tinge of color had 
flushed up within the cheeks, and along the sunken small veins 
of the eyelids. Through a species of unutterable horror and awe, 
for which the language of mortality has no sufficiently energetic 
expression, I felt my heart cease to beat, my limbs grow rigid 
where I sat. Yet a sense of duty finally operated to restore my self-
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possession. I could no longer doubt that we had been precipitate in 
our preparations—that Rowena still lived. It was necessary that some 
immediate exertion be made; yet turret was altogether apart from 
the portion of the abbey tenanted by the servants—there were none 
within call—I had no means of summoning them to my aid without 
leaving the room for many minutes—and this I could not venture to 
do. I therefore struggled alone in my endeavors to call back the spirit 
ill hovering. In a short period it was certain, however, that a relapse 
had taken place; the color disappeared from both eyelid and cheek, 
leaving a wanness even more than that of marble; the lips became 
doubly shrivelled and pinched up in the ghastly expression of death; 
a repulsive clamminess and coldness overspread rapidly the surface of 
the body; and all the usual rigorous illness immediately supervened. 
I fell back with a shudder upon the couch from which I had been so 
startlingly aroused, and again gave myself up to passionate waking 
visions of Ligeia. 

An hour thus elapsed when (could it be possible?) I was a second 
time aware of some vague sound issuing from the region of the bed. 
I listened—in extremity of horror. The sound came again—it was a 
sigh. Rushing to the corpse, I saw—distinctly saw—a tremor upon 
the lips. In a minute afterward they relaxed, disclosing a bright line 
of the pearly teeth. Amazement now struggled in my bosom with 
the profound awe which had hitherto reigned there alone. I felt that 
my vision grew dim, that my reason wandered; and it was only by a 
violent effort that I at length succeeded in nerving myself to the task 
which duty thus once more had pointed out. There was now a partial 
glow upon the forehead and upon the cheek and throat; a perceptible 
warmth pervaded the whole frame; there was even a slight pulsation 
at the heart. The lady lived; and with redoubled ardor I betook 
myself to the task of restoration. I chafed and bathed the temples and 
the hands, and used every exertion which experience, and no little. 
medical reading, could suggest. But in vain. Suddenly, the color fled, 
the pulsation ceased, the lips resumed the expression of the dead, 
and, in an instant afterward, the whole body took upon itself the icy 
chilliness, the livid hue, the intense rigidity, the sunken outline, and 
all the loathsome peculiarities of that which has been, for many days, 
a tenant of the tomb. 
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And again I sunk into visions of Ligeia—and again, (what marvel 
that I shudder while I write?), again there reached my ears a low sob 
from the region of the ebony bed. But why shall I minutely detail the 
unspeakable horrors of that night? Why shall I pause to relate how, 
time after time, until near the period of the gray dawn, this hideous 
drama of revivification was repeated; how each terrific relapse was 
only into a sterner and apparently more irredeemable death; how 
each agony wore the aspect of a struggle with some invisible foe; 
and how each struggle was succeeded by I know not what of wild 
change in the personal appearance of the corpse? Let me hurry to a 
conclusion. 

The greater part of the fearful night had worn away, and she who 
had been dead, once again stirred—and now more vigorously than 
hitherto, although arousing from a dissolution more appalling in its 
utter hopelessness than any. I had long ceased to struggle or to move, 
and remained sitting rigidly upon the ottoman, a helpless prey to a 
whirl of violent emotions, of which extreme awe was perhaps the 
least terrible, the least consuming. The corpse, I repeat, stirred, and 
now more vigorously than before. The hues of life flushed up with 
unwonted energy into the countenance—the limbs relaxed—and, 
save that the eyelids were yet pressed heavily together, and that the 
bandages and draperies of the grave still imparted their charnel 
character to the figure, I might have dreamed that Rowena had 
indeed shaken off, utterly, the fetters of Death. But if this idea was 
not, even then, altogether adopted, I could at least doubt no longer, 
when, arising from the bed, tottering, with feeble steps, with closed 
eyes, and with the manner of one bewildered in a dream, the thing 
that was enshrouded advanced boldly and palpably into the middle 
of the apartment. 

I trembled not—I stirred not—for a crowd of unutterable fancies 
connected with the air, the stature, the demeanor of the figure, 
rushing hurriedly through my brain, had paralyzed—had chilled me 
into stone. I stirred not—but gazed upon the apparition. There was 
a mad disorder in my thoughts—a tumult unappeasable. Could it, 
indeed, be the living Rowena who confronted me? Could it indeed 
be Rowena at all—the fair-haired, the blue-eyed Lady Rowena 
Trevanion of Tremaine? Why, why should I doubt it? The bandage lay 
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heavily about the mouth—but then might it not be the mouth of the 
breathing Lady of Tremaine? And the cheeks-there were the roses as 
in her noon of life—yes, these might indeed be the fair cheeks of the 
living Lady of Tremaine. And the chin, with its dimples, as in health, 
might it not be hers?—but had she then grown taller since her malady? 
What inexpressible madness seized me with that thought? One 
bound, and I had reached her feet! Shrinking from my touch, she 
let fall from her head, unloosened, the ghastly cerements which had 
confined it, and there streamed forth, into the rushing atmosphere of 
the chamber, huge masses of long and dishevelled hair; it was blacker 
than the raven wings of the midnight! And now slowly opened the eyes 
of the figure which stood before me. “Here then, at least,” I shrieked 
aloud, “can I never—can I never be mistaken—these are the full, and 
the black, and the wild eyes—of my lost love—of the lady—of the 
Lady Ligeia.” 

The End
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The Body-Snatchers 
(1884)

Robert Louis Stevenson 

EVERY night in the year, four of us sat in the small parlour of the 
George at Debenham—the undertaker, and the landlord, and Fettes, 
and myself. Sometimes there would be more; but blow high, blow 
low, come rain or snow or frost, we four would be each planted in 
his own particular arm-chair. Fettes was an old drunken Scotchman, 
a man of education obviously, and a man of some property, since 
he lived in idleness. He had come to Debenham years ago, while 
still young, and by a mere continuance of living had grown to be 
an adopted townsman. His blue camlet cloak was a local antiquity, 
like the church-spire. His place in the parlour at the George, his 
absence from church, his old, crapulous, disreputable vices, were all 
things of course in Debenham. He had some vague Radical opinions 
and some fleeting infidelities, which he would now and again set 
forth and emphasise with tottering slaps upon the table. He drank 
rum—five glasses regularly every evening; and for the greater portion 
of his nightly visit to the George sat, with his glass in his right hand, 
in a state of melancholy alcoholic saturation. We called him the 
Doctor, for he was supposed to have some special knowledge of 
medicine, and had been known, upon a pinch, to set a fracture or 
reduce a dislocation; but beyond these slight particulars, we had no 
knowledge of his character and antecedents. 

One dark winter night—it had struck nine some time before the 
landlord joined us—there was a sick man in the George, a great 
neighbouring proprietor suddenly struck down with apoplexy on his 
way to Parliament; and the great man’s still greater London doctor 
had been telegraphed to his bedside. It was the first time that such 
a thing had happened in Debenham, for the railway was but newly 
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open, and we were all proportionately moved by the occurrence. 

“He’s come,” said the landlord, after he had filled and lighted his 
pipe. 

“He?” said I. “Who?—not the doctor?” 
“Himself,” replied our host. 
“What is his name?” 
“Dr. Macfarlane,” said the landlord. 
Fettes was far through his third tumblers stupidly fuddled, now 

nodding over, now staring mazily around him; but at the last word 
he seemed to awaken, and repeated the name “Macfarlane” twice, 
quietly enough the first time, but with sudden emotion at the 
second. 

“Yes,” said the landlord, “that’s his name, Doctor Wolfe 
Macfarlane.” 

Fettes became instantly sober; his eyes awoke, his voice became 
clear, loud, and steady, his language forcible and earnest. We were all 
startled by the transformation, as if a man had risen from the dead. 

“I beg your pardon,” he said. “I am afraid I have not been paying 
much attention to your talk. Who is this Wolfe Macfarlane?” And 
then, when he had heard the landlord out, “It cannot be, it cannot 
be,” he added; “and yet I would like well to see him face to face.” 

“Do you know him, Doctor?” asked the undertaker, with a gasp. 
“God forbid!” was the reply. “And yet the name is a strange one; it 

were too much to fancy two. Tell me, landlord, is he old?” 
“Well,” said the host, “he’s not a young man, to be sure, and his 

hair is white; but he looks younger than you.” 
“He is older, though; years older. But,” with a slap upon the table, 

“it’s the rum you see in my face—rum and sin. This man, perhaps, 
may have an easy conscience and a good digestion. Conscience! Hear 
me speak. You would think I was some good, old, decent Christian, 
would you not? But no, not I; I never canted. Voltaire might have 
canted if he’d stood in my shoes; but the brains”—with a rattling 
fillip on his bald head—“the brains were clear and active, and I saw 
and made no deductions.” 

“If you know this doctor,” I ventured to remark, after a somewhat 
awful pause, “I should gather that you do not share the landlord’s 
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good opinion.” 
Fettes paid no regard to me. 
“Yes,” he said, with sudden decision, “I must see him face to 

face.” 
There was another pause, and then a door was closed rather 

sharply on the first floor, and a step was heard upon the stair. 
“That’s the doctor,” cried the landlord. “Look sharp, and you can 

catch him.” 
It was but two steps from the small parlour to the door of the 

old George Inn; the wide oak staircase landed almost in the street; 
there was room for a Turkey rug and nothing more between the 
threshold and the last round of the descent; but this little space was 
every evening brilliantly lit up, not only by the light upon the stair 
and the great signal-lamp below the sign, but by the warm radiance 
of the barroom window. The George thus brightly advertised itself 
to passers-by in the cold street. Fettes walked steadily to the spot, 
and we, who were hanging behind, beheld the two men meet, as 
one of them had phrased it, face to face. Dr. Macfarlane was alert 
and vigorous. His white hair set off his pale and placid, although 
energetic, countenance. He was richly dressed in the finest of 
broadcloth and the whitest of linen, with a great gold watch-chain, 
and studs and spectacles of the same precious material. He wore a 
broad-folded tie, white and speckled with lilac, and he carried on his 
arm a comfortable driving-coat of fur. There was no doubt but he 
became his years, breathing, as he did, of wealth and consideration; 
and it was a surprising contrast to see our parlour sot—bald, dirty, 
pimpled, and robed in his old camlet cloak—confront him at the 
bottom of the stairs. 

“Macfarlane!” he said somewhat loudly, more like a herald than 
a friend. 

The great doctor pulled up short on the fourth step, as though 
the familiarity of the address surprised and somewhat shocked his 
dignity. 

“Toddy Macfarlane!” repeated Fettes. 
The London man almost staggered. He stared for the swiftest of 

seconds at the man before him, glanced behind him with a sort of 
scare, and then in a startled whisper “Fettes!” he said, “you!” 
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“Ay,” said the other, “me! Did you think I was dead too? We are 
not so easy shut of our acquaintance.” 

“Hush, hush!” exclaimed the doctor. “Hush, hush! this meeting 
is so unexpected—I can see you are unmanned I hardly knew 
you, I confess, at first; but I am overjoyed—overjoyed to have this 
opportunity. For the present it must be how-d’ye-do and good-by 
in one, for my fly is waiting, and I must not fail the train; but you 
shall—let me see—yes—you shall give me your address, and you can 
count on early news of me. We must do something for you, Fettes. I 
fear you are out at elbows; but we must see to that for auld lang syne, 
as once we sang at suppers.” 

“Money!” cried Fettes; “money from you! The money that I had 
from you is lying where I cast it in the rain.” 

Dr. Macfarlane had talked himself into some measure of 
superiority and confidence, but the uncommon energy of this refusal 
cast him back into his first confusion. 

A horrible, ugly look came and went across his almost venerable 
countenance. “My dear fellow,” he said, “be it as you please; my last 
thought is to offend you. I would intrude on none. I will leave you 
my address however——” 

“I do not wish it—I do not wish to know the roof that shelters 
you,” interrupted the other. “I heard your name; I feared it might be 
you; I wished to know if, after all, there were a God; I know now that 
there is none. Begone!” 

He still stood in the middle of the rug, between the stair and 
doorway; and the great London physician, in order to escape, would 
be forced to step to one side. It was plain that he hesitated before the 
thought of this humiliation. White as he was, there was a dangerous 
glitter in his spectacles; but while he still paused uncertain, he 
became aware that the driver of his fly was peering in from the 
street at this unusual scene, and caught a glimpse at the same time 
of our little body from the parlour, huddled by the corner of the bar. 
The presence of so many witnesses decided him at once to flee. He 
crouched together, brushing on the wainscot, and made a dart like a 
serpent, striking for the door. But his tribulation was not yet entirely 
at an end, for even as he was passing Fettes clutched him by the arm 
and these words came in a whisper, and yet painfully distinct, “Have 
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you seen it again?” 
The great rich London doctor cried out aloud with a sharp, 

throttling cry; he dashed his questioner across the open space, and, 
with his hands over his head, fled out of the door like a detected thief. 
Before it had occurred to one of us to make a movement the fly was 
already rattling toward the station. The scene was over like a dream, 
but the dream had left proofs and traces of its passage. Next day 
the servant found the fine gold spectacles broken on the threshold, 
and that very night we were all standing breathless by the barroom 
window, and Fettes at our side, sober, pale and resolute in look. 

“God protect us, Mr. Fettes!” said the landlord, coming first into 
possession of his customary senses. “What in the universe is all this? 
These are strange things you have been saying.” 

Fettes turned toward us; he looked us each in succession in 
the face. “See if you can hold your tongues,” said he. “That man 
Macfarlane is not safe to cross; those that have done so already have 
repented it too late.” 

And then, without so much as finishing his third glass, far less 
waiting for the other two, he bade us good-by and went forth, under 
the lamp of the hotel, into the black night. 

We three turned to our places in the parlour, with the big red fire 
and four clear candles; and as we recapitulated what had passed the 
first chill of our surprise soon changed into a glow of curiosity. We 
sat late; it was the latest session I have known in the old George. Each 
man, before we parted, had his theory that he was bound to prove; 
and none of us had any nearer business in this world than to track 
out the past of our condemned companion, and surprise the secret 
that he shared with the great London doctor. It is no great boast, but 
I believe I was a better hand at worming out a story than either of my 
fellows at the George; and perhaps there is now no other man alive 
who could narrate to you the following foul and unnatural events. 

In his young days Fettes studied medicine in the schools of 
Edinburgh. He had talent of a kind, the talent that picks up swiftly 
what it hears and readily retails it for its own. He worked little at 
home; but he was civil, attentive, and intelligent in the presence of 
his masters. They soon picked him out as a lad who listened closely 
and remembered well; nay, strange as it seemed to me when I first 
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heard it, he was in those days well favoured, and pleased by his 
exterior. There was, at that period, a certain extramural teacher of 
anatomy, whom I shall here designate by the letter K. His name was 
subsequently too well known. The man who bore it skulked through 
the streets of Edinburgh in disguise, while the mob that applauded 
at the execution of Burke called loudly for the blood of his employer. 
But Mr. K—— was then at the top of his vogue; he enjoyed a 
popularity due partly to his own talent and address, partly to the 
incapacity of his rival, the university professor. The students, at least, 
swore by his name, and Fettes believed himself, and was believed by 
others, to have laid the foundations of success when he had acquired 
the favour of this meteorically famous man. Mr. K—— was a bon 
vivant as well as an accomplished teacher; he liked a sly allusion no 
less than a careful preparation. In both capacities Fettes enjoyed and 
deserved his notice, and by the second year of his attendance he held 
the half-regular position of second demonstrator or sub-assistant in 
his class. 

In this capacity, the charge of the theatre and lecturerdom devolved 
in particular upon his shoulders. He had to answer for the cleanliness 
of the premises and the conduct of the other students, and it was a 
part of his duty to supply, receive, and divide the various subjects. 
It was with a view to this last—at that time very delicate— affair 
that he was lodged by Mr. K—— in the same wynd, and at last in 
the same building, with the dissecting-room. Here, after a night of 
turbulent pleasures, his hand still tottering, his sight still misty and 
confused, he would be called out of bed in the black hours before the 
winter dawn by the unclean and desperate interlopers who supplied 
the table. He would open the door to these men, since infamous 
throughout the land. He would help them with their tragic burden, 
pay them their sordid price, and remain alone, when they were gone, 
with the unfriendly relics of humanity. From such a scene he would 
return to snatch another hour or two of slumber, to repair the abuses 
of the night, and refresh himself for the labours of the day. 

Few lads could have been more insensible to the impressions of a 
life thus passed among the ensigns of mortality. His mind was closed 
against all general considerations. He was incapable of interest in 
the fate and fortunes of another, the slave of his own desires and 
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low ambitions. Cold, light, and selfish in the last resort, he had that 
modicum of prudence, miscalled morality, which keeps a man from 
inconvenient drunkenness or punishable theft. He coveted, besides, 
a measure of consideration from his masters and his fellow-pupils, 
and he had no desire to fail conspicuously in the external parts of 
life. Thus he made it his pleasure to gain some distinction in his 
studies, and day after day rendered unimpeachable eye-service to his 
employer, Mr. K——. For his day of work he indemnified himself 
by nights of roaring, blackguardly enjoyment; and when that balance 
had been struck, the organ that he called his conscience declared 
itself content. 

The supply of subjects was a continual trouble to him as well 
as to his master. In that large and busy class, the raw material of 
the anatomists kept perpetually running out; and the business thus 
rendered necessary was not only unpleasant in itself, but threatened 
dangerous consequences to all who were concerned. It was the 
policy of Mr. K—— to ask no questions in his dealings with the 
trade. “They bring the body, and we pay the price,” he used to say, 
dwelling on the alliteration—” quid pro quo .” And again, and 
somewhat profanely, “Ask no questions,” he would tell his assistants, 
“for conscience sake.” There was no understanding that the subjects 
were provided by the crime of murder. Had that idea been broached 
to him in words, he would have recoiled in horror; but the lightness 
of his speech upon so grave a matter was, in itself, an offence against 
good manners, and a temptation to the men with whom he dealt. 
Fettes, for instance, had often remarked to himself upon the singular 
freshness of the bodies. He had been struck again and again by the 
hang-dog, abominable looks of the ruffians who came to him before 
the dawn; and putting things together clearly in his private thoughts, 
he perhaps attributed a meaning too immoral and too categorical to 
the unguarded counsels of his master. He understood his duty, in 
short, to have three branches: to take what was brought, to pay the 
price, and to avert the eye from any evidence of crime. 

One November morning this policy of silence was put sharply to 
the test. He had been awake all night with a racking toothache—
pacing his room like a caged beast or throwing himself in fury on his 
bed—and had fallen at last into that profound, uneasy slumber that 
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so often follows on a night of pain, when he was awakened by the 
third or fourth angry repetition of the concerted signal. There was 
a thin, bright moonshine; it was bitter cold, windy, and frosty; the 
town had not yet awakened, but an indefinable stir already preluded 
the noise and business of the day. The ghouls had come later than 
usual, and they seemed more than usually eager to be gone. Fettes, 
sick with sleep, lighted them upstairs. He heard their grumbling Irish 
voices through a dream; and as they stripped the sack from their sad 
merchandise he leaned dozing, with his shoulder propped against the 
wall; he had to shake himself to find the men their money. As he did 
so his eyes lighted on the dead face. He started; he took two steps 
nearer, with the candle raised. 

“God Almighty!” he cried. “That is Jane Galbraith!” The men 
answered nothing, but they shuffled nearer the door. 

“I know her, I tell you,” he continued. “She was alive and hearty 
yesterday. It’s impossible she can be dead; it’s impossible you should 
have got this body fairly.” 

“Sure, sir, you’re mistaken entirely,” said one of the men. 
But the other looked Fettes darkly in the eyes, and demanded the 

money on the spot. 
It was impossible to misconceive the threat or to exaggerate the 

danger. The lad’s heart failed him. He stammered some excuses, 
counted out the sum, and saw his hateful visitors depart. No sooner 
were they gone than he hastened to confirm his doubts. By a dozen 
unquestionable marks he identified the girl he had jested with the 
day before. He saw, with horror, marks upon her body that might 
well betoken violence. A panic seized him, and he took refuge in his 
room. There he reflected at length over the discovery that he had 
made; considered soberly the bearing of Mr. K——’s instructions 
and the danger to himself of interference in so serious a business, 
and at last, in sore perplexity, determined to wait for the advice of his 
immediate superior, the class assistant. 

This was a young doctor, Wolfe Macfarlane, a high favourite 
among all the reckless students, clever, dissipated, and unscrupulous 
to the last degree. He had travelled and studied abroad. His manners 
were agreeable and a little forward. He was an authority on the stage, 
skilful on the ice or the links with skate or golf-club; he dressed with 
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nice audacity, and, to put the finishing touch upon his glory, he kept 
a gig and a strong trotting-horse. With Fettes he was on terms of 
intimacy; indeed, their relative positions called for some community 
of life; and when subjects were scarce the pair would drive far into 
the country in Macfarlane’s gig, visit and desecrate some lonely 
graveyard, and return before dawn with their booty to the door of 
the dissecting-room. 

On that particular morning Macfarlane arrived somewhat earlier 
than his wont. Fettes heard him, and met him on the stairs, told 
him his story, and showed him the cause of his alarm. Macfarlane 
examined the marks on her body. 

“Yes,” he said with a nod, “it looks fishy.” 
“Well, what should I do? “ asked Fettes. 
“Do?” repeated the other. “Do you want to do anything? Least 

said soonest mended, I should say.” 
“Some one else might recognise her,” objected Fettes. “She was as 

well known as the Castle Rock.” 
“We’ll hope not,” said Macfarlane, “and if anybody does—well, 

you didn’t, don’t you see, and there’s an end. The fact is, this has been 
going on too long. Stir up the mud, and you’ll get K—— into the 
most unholy trouble; you’ll be in a shocking box yourself. So will I, 
if you come to that. I should like to know how any one of us would 
look, or what the devil we should have to say for ourselves in any 
Christian witness-box. For me, you know there’s one thing certain—
that, practically speaking, all our subjects have been murdered.” 

“Macfarlane!” cried Fettes. 
“Come now!” sneered the other. “As if you hadn’t suspected it 

yourself!” 
“Suspecting is one thing——” 
“And proof another. Yes, I know; and I’m as sorry as you are 

this should have come here,” tapping the body with his cane. “The 
next best thing for me is not to recognise it; and,” he added coolly, 
“I don’t. You may, if you please. I don’t dictate, but I think a man 
of the world would do as I do; and I may add, I fancy that is what 
K—— would look for at our hands. The question is, Why did he 
choose us two for his assistants? And I answer, because he didn’t want 
old wives.” 
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This was the tone of all others to affect the mind of a lad like Fettes. 
He agreed to imitate Macfarlane. The body of the unfortunate girl 
was duly dissected, and no one remarked or appeared to recognize 
her. 

One afternoon, when his day’s work was over, Fettes dropped 
into a popular tavern and found Macfarlane sitting with a stranger. 
This was a small man, very pale and dark, with coal-black eyes. The 
cut of his features gave a promise of intellect and refinement which 
was but feebly realised in his manners, for he proved, upon a nearer 
acquaintance, coarse, vulgar, and stupid. He exercised, however, 
a very remarkable control over Macfarlane; issued orders like the 
Great Bashaw; became inflamed at the least discussion or delay, and 
commented rudely on the servility with which he was obeyed. This 
most offensive person took a fancy to Fettes on the spot, plied him 
with drinks, and honoured him with unusual confidences on his past 
career. If a tenth part of what he confessed were true, he was a very 
loathsome rogue; and the lad’s vanity was tickled by the attention of 
so experienced a man. 

“I’m a pretty bad fellow myself,” the stranger remarked, “but 
Macfarlane is the boy—Toddy Macfarlane, I call him. Toddy, order 
your friend another glass.” Or it might be, “Toddy, you jump up and 
shut the door.” “Toddy hates me,” he said again. “Oh, yes, Toddy, 
you do!” 

“Don’t you call me that confounded name,” growled Macfarlane. 
“Hear him! Did you ever see the lads play knife? He would like to 

do that all over my body,” remarked the stranger. 
“We medicals have a better way than that,” said Fettes. “When we 

dislike a dead friend of ours, we dissect him.” 
Macfarlane looked up sharply, as though this jest was scarcely to 

his mind. 
The afternoon passed. Gray, for that was the stranger’s name, 

invited Fettes to join them at dinner, ordered a feast so sumptuous 
that the tavern was thrown in commotion, and when all was done 
commanded Macfarlane to settle the bill. It was late before they 
separated; the man Gray was incapably drunk. Macfarlane, sobered 
by his fury, chewed the cud of the money he had been forced to 
squander and the slights he had been obliged to swallow. Fettes, 
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with various liquors singing in his head, returned home with devious 
footsteps and a mind entirely in abeyance. Next day Macfarlane was 
absent from the class, and Fettes smiled to himself as he imagined 
him still squiring the intolerable Gray from tavern to tavern. As soon 
as the hour of liberty had struck he posted from place to place in 
quest of his last night’s companions. He could find them, however, 
nowhere; so returned early to his rooms, went early to bed, and slept 
the sleep of the just. 

At four in the morning he was awakened by the well-known 
signal. Descending to the door, he was filled with astonishment to 
find Macfarlane with his gig, and in the gig one of those long and 
ghastly packages with which he was so well acquainted. 

“What?” he cried. “Have you been out alone? How did you 
manage?” 

But Macfarlane silenced him roughly, bidding him turn to 
business. When they had got the body upstairs and laid it on the 
table, Macfarlane made at first as if he were going away. Then he 
paused and seemed to hesitate; and then, “You had better look at 
the face,” said he, in tones of some constraint. “You had better,” he 
repeated, as Fettes only stared at him in wonder. 

“But where, and how, and when did you come by it?” cried the 
other. 

“Look at the face,” was the only answer. 
Fettes was staggered; strange doubts assailed him. He looked from 

the young doctor to the body, and then back again. At last, with a 
start, he did as he was bidden. He had almost expected the sight that 
met his eyes, and yet the shock was cruel. To see, fixed in the rigidity 
of death and naked on that coarse layer of sackcloth, the man whom 
he had left well clad and full of meat and sin upon the threshold of 
a tavern, awoke, even in the thoughtless Fettes, some of the terrors 
of the conscience. It was a cras tibi which re- echoed in his soul, 
that two whom he had known should have come to lie upon these 
icy tables. Yet these were only secondary thoughts. His first concern 
regarded Wolfe. Unprepared for a challenge so momentous, he knew 
not how to look his comrade in the face. He durst not meet his eye, 
and he had neither words nor voice at his command. 

It was Macfarlane himself who made the first advance. He came 
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up quietly behind and laid his hand gently but firmly on the other’s 
shoulder. 

“Richardson,” said he, “may have the head.” 
Now Richardson was a student who had long been anxious for 

that portion of the human subject to dissect. There was no answer, 
and the murderer resumed: “Talking of business, you must pay me; 
your accounts, you see, must tally.” 

Fettes found a voice, the ghost of his own: “Pay you!” he cried. 
“Pay you for that?” 

“Why, yes, of course you must. By all means and on every 
possible account, you must,” returned the other. “I dare not give it 
for nothing, you dare not take it for nothing; it would compromise 
us both. This is another case like Jane Galbraith’s. The more things 
are wrong the more we must act as if all were right. Where does old 
K—— keep his money?” 

“There,” answered Fettes hoarsely, pointing to a cupboard in the 
corner. 

“Give me the key, then,” said the other, calmly, holding out his 
hand. 

There was an instant’s hesitation, and the die was cast. Macfarlane 
could not suppress a nervous twitch, the infinitesimal mark of an 
immense relief, as he felt the key between his fingers. He opened the 
cupboard, brought out pen and ink and a paper-book that stood in 
one compartment, and separated from the funds in a drawer a sum 
suitable to the occasion. 

“Now, look here,” he said, “there is the payment made—first 
proof of your good faith: first step to your security. You have now to 
clinch it by a second. Enter the payment in your book, and then you 
for your part may defy the devil.” 

The next few seconds were for Fettes an agony of thought; but in 
balancing his terrors it was the most immediate that triumphed. Any 
future difficulty seemed almost welcome if he could avoid a present 
quarrel with Macfarlane. He set down the candle which he had been 
carrying all this time, and with a steady hand entered the date, the 
nature, and the amount of the transaction. 

“And now,” said Macfarlane, “it’s only fair that you should pocket 
the lucre. I’ve had my share already. By the bye, when a man of the 
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world falls into a bit of luck, has a few shillings extra in his pocket—
I’m ashamed to speak of it, but there’s a rule of conduct in the case. 
No treating, no purchase of expensive class-books, no squaring of old 
debts; borrow, don’t lend.” 

“Macfarlane,” began Fettes, still somewhat hoarsely, “I have put 
my neck in a halter to oblige you.” 

“To oblige me?” cried Wolfe. “Oh, come! You did, as near as I 
can see the matter; what you downright had to do in self-defence. 
Suppose I got into trouble, where would you be? This second little 
matter flows clearly from the first. Mr. Gray is the continuation of 
Miss Galbraith. You can’t begin and then stop. If you begin, you 
must keep on beginning; that’s the truth. No rest for the wicked.” 

A horrible sense of blackness and the treachery of fate seized hold 
upon the soul of the unhappy student. 

“My God!” he cried, “but what have I done? and when did I 
begin? To be made a class assistant—in the name of reason, where’s 
the harm in that? Service wanted the position; Service might have 
got it. Would he have been where Iam now?” 

“My dear fellow,” said Macfarlane, “what a boy you are! What 
harm has come to you? What harm can come to you if you hold 
your tongue? Why, man, do you know what this life is? There are 
two squads of us—the lions, and the lambs. If you’re a lamb, you’ll 
come to lie upon these tables like Gray or Jane Galbraith; if you’re 
a lion, you’ll live and drive a horse like me, like K——, like all the 
world with any wit or courage. You’re staggered at the first. But look 
at K——! My dear fellow, you’re clever, you have pluck. I like you, 
and K—— likes you. You were born to lead the hunt; and I tell you, 
on my honour and my experience of life, three days from now you’ll 
laugh at all these scarecrows like a high-school boy at a farce.” 

And with that Macfarlane took his departure and drove off up 
the wynd in his gig to get under cover before daylight. Fettes was 
thus left alone with his regrets. He saw the miserable peril in which 
he stood involved. He saw, with inexpressible dismay, that there was 
no limit to his weakness, and that, from concession to concession, 
he had fallen from the arbiter of Macfarlane’s destiny to his paid and 
helpless accomplice. He would have given the world to have been a 
little braver at the time, but it did not occur to him that he might 
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still be brave. The secret of Jane Galbraith and the cursed entry in the 
daybook closed his mouth. 

Hours passed; the class began to arrive; the members of the 
unhappy Gray were dealt out to one and to another, and received 
without remark. Richardson was made happy with the head; and 
before the hour of freedom rang Fettes trembled with exultation to 
perceive how far they had already gone toward safety. 

For two days he continued to watch, with increasing joy, the 
dreadful process of disguise. 

On the third day Macfarlane made his appearance. He had been 
ill, he said; but he made up for lost time by the energy with which he 
directed the students. To Richardson in particular he extended the 
most valuable assistance and advice, and that student, encouraged by 
the praise of the demonstrator, burned high with ambitious hopes, 
and saw the medal already in his grasp. 

Before the week was out Macfarlane’s prophecy had been fulfilled. 
Fettes had outlived his terrors and had forgotten his baseness. He 
began to plume himself upon his courage, and had so arranged the 
story in his mind that he could look back on these events with an 
unhealthy pride. Of his accomplice he saw but little. They met, of 
course, in the business of the class; they received their orders together 
from Mr. K——. At times they had a word or two in private, and 
Macfarlane was from first to last particularly kind and jovial. But it 
was plain that he avoided any reference to their common secret; and 
even when Fettes whispered to him that he had cast in his lot with 
the lions and forsworn the lambs, he only signed to him smilingly to 
hold his peace. 

At length an occasion arose which threw the pair once more into 
a closer union. Mr. K—— was again short of subjects; pupils were 
eager, and it was a part of this teacher’s pretensions to be always 
well supplied. At the same time there came the news of a burial in 
the rustic graveyard of Glencorse. Time has little changed the place 
in question. It stood then, as now, upon a cross road, out of call of 
human habitations, and buried fathoms deep in the foliage of six 
cedar trees. The cries of the sheep upon the neighbouring hills, the 
streamlets upon either hand, one loudly singing among pebbles, the 
other dripping furtively from pond to pond, the stir of the wind in 
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mountainous old flowering chestnuts, and once in seven days the 
voice of the bell and the old tunes of the precentor, were the only 
sounds that disturbed the silence around the rural church. The 
Resurrection Man—to use a byname of the period—was not to be 
deterred by any of the sanctities of customary piety. It was part of 
his trade to despise and desecrate the scrolls and trumpets of old 
tombs, the paths worn by the feet of worshippers and mourners, 
and the offerings and the inscriptions of bereaved affection. To rustic 
neighbourhoods, where love is more than commonly tenacious, and 
where some bonds of blood or fellowship unite the entire society of a 
parish, the body-snatcher, far from being repelled by natural respect, 
was attracted by the ease and safety of the task. To bodies that had 
been laid in earth, in joyful expectation of a far difFerent awakening, 
there came that hasty, lamp-lit, terror-haunted resurrection of the 
spade and mattock. The coffin was forced, the cerements torn, and 
the melancholy relics, clad in sackcloth, after being rattled for hours 
on moonless byways, were at length e~posed to uttermost indignities 
before a class of gaping boys. 

Somewhat as two vultures may swoop upon a dying lamb, Fettes 
and Macfarlane were to be let loose upon a grave in that green and 
quiet resting-place. The wife of a farmer, a woman who had lived 
for sixty years, and been known for nothing but good butter and 
a godly conversation, was to be rooted from her grave at midnight 
and carried, dead and naked to that far-away city that she had always 
honoured with her Sunday’s best; the place beside her family was to 
be empty till the crack of doom; her innocent and almost venerable 
members to be exposed to that last curiosity of the anatomist. 

Late one afternoon the pair set forth, well wrapped in cloaks and 
furnished with a formidable bottle. It rained without remission—a 
cold, dense, lashing rain. Now and again there blew a puff of wind, 
but these sheets of falling water kept it down. Bottle and all, it was 
a sad and silent drive as far as Penicuik, where they were to spend 
the evening. They stopped once, to hide their implements in a thick 
bush not far from the churchyard, and once again at the Fisher’s 
Tryst, to have a toast before the kitchen fire and vary their nips of 
whisky with a glass of ale. When they reached their journey’s end 
the gig was housed, the horse was fed and comforted, and the two 
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young doctors in a private room sat down to the best dinner and the 
best wine the house afforded. The lights, the fire, the beating rain 
upon the window, the cold, incongruous work that lay before them, 
added zest to their enjoyment of the meal. With every glass their 
cordiality increased. Soon Macfarlane handed a little pile of gold to 
his companion. 

“A compliment,” he said. “Between friends these little d——d 
accommodations ought to fly like pipe-lights.” 

Fettes pocketed the money, and applauded the sentiment to the 
echo. “You are a philosopher,” he cried. “I was an ass till I knew you. 
You and K—— between you, by the Lord Harry! but you’ll make a 
man of me.” 

“Of course, we shall,” applauded Macfarlane. “A man? I tell you, 
it required a man to back me up the other morning. There are some 
big, brawling, forty-year-old cowards who would have turned sick at 
the look of the d——d thing; but not you—you kept your head. I 
watched you.” 

“Well, and why not?” Fettes thus vaunted himself. 
“It was no affair of mine. There was nothing to gain on the 

one side but disturbance, and on the other I could count on your 
gratitude, don’t you see?” And he slapped his pocket till the gold 
pieces rang. 

Macfarlane somehow felt a certain touch of alarm at these 
unpleasant words. He may have regretted that he had taught his 
young companion so successfully, but he had no time to interfere, 
for the other noisily continued in this boastful strain: 

“The great thing is not to be afraid. Now, between you and me, 
I don’t want to hang—that’s practical; but for all cant, Macfarlane, 
I was born with a contempt. Hell, God, Devil, right, wrong, sin, 
crime, and all the old gallery of curiosities —they may frighten boys, 
but men of the world, like you and me, despise them. Here’s to the 
memory of Gray!” 

It was by this time growing somewhat late. The gig, according 
to order, was brought round to the door with both lamps brightly 
shining, and the young men had to pay their bill and take the road. 
They announced that they were bound for Peebles, and drove in that 
direction till they were clear of the last houses of the town; then, 
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extinguishing the lamps, returned upon their course, and followed a 
by-road toward Glencorse. There was no sound but that of their own 
passage, and the incessant, strident pouring of the rain. It was pitch 
dark; here and there a white gate or a white stone in the wall guided 
them for a short space across the night; but for the most part it was at 
a foot pace, and almost groping, that they picked their way through 
that resonant blackness to their solemn and isolated destination. In 
the sunken woods that traverse the neighbourhood of the burying-
ground the last glimmer failed them, and it became necessary to 
kindle a match and reillumine one of the lanterns of the gig. Thus, 
under the dripping trees, and environed by huge and moving 
shadows, they reached the scene of their unhallowed labours. 

They were both experienced in such affairs, and powerful with the 
spade; and they had scarce been twenty minutes at their task before 
they were rewarded by a dull rattle on the coffin lid. At the same 
moment Macfarlane, having hurt his hand upon a stone, flung it 
carelessly above his head. The grave, in which they now stood almost 
to the shoulders, was close to the edge of the plateau of the graveyard; 
and the gig lamp had been propped, the better to illuminate their 
labours, against a tree, and on the immediate verge of the steep 
bank descending to the stream. Chance had taken a sure aim with 
the stone. Then came a clang of broken glass; night fell upon them; 
sounds alternately dull and ringing announced the bounding of the 
lantern down the bank, and its occasional collision with the trees. A 
stone or two, which it had dislodged in its descent, rattled behind 
it into the profundities of the glen; and then silence, like night, 
resumed its sway; and they might bend their hearing to its utmost 
pitch, but naught was to be heard except the rain, now marching to 
the wind, now steadily falling over miles of open country. 

They were so nearly at an end of their abhorred task that they 
judged it wisest to complete it in the dark. The coffin was exhumed 
and broken open; the body inserted in the dripping sack and carried 
between them to the gig; one mounted to keep it in its place, and the 
other, taking the horse by the mouth, groped along by wall and bush 
until they reached the wider road by the Fisher’s Tryst. Here was a 
faint, diffused radiancy, which they hailed like daylight; by that they 
pushed the horse to a good pace and began to rattle along merrily in 
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the direction of the town. 
They had both been wetted to the skin during their operations, 

and now, as the gig jumped among the deep ruts, the thing that stood 
propped between them fell now upon one and now upon the other. 
At every repetition of the horrid contact each instinctively repelled 
it with the greater haste; and the process, natural although it was, 
began to tell upon the nerves of the companions. Macfarlane made 
some ill-favoured jest about the farmer’s wife, but it came hollowly 
from his lips, and was allowed to drop in silence. Still their unnatural 
burden bumped from side to side; and now the head would be laid, 
as if in confidence, upon their shoulders, and now the drenching 
sackcloth would flap icily about their faces. A creeping chill began 
to possess the soul of Fettes. He peered at the bundle, and it seemed 
somehow larger than at first. All over the countryside, and from 
every degree of distance, the farm dogs accompanied their passage 
with tragic ululations; and it grew and grew upon his mind that 
some unnatural miracle had been accomplished, that some nameless 
change had befallen the dead body, and that it was in fear of their 
unholy burden that the dogs were howling. 

“For God’s sake,” said he, making a great effort to arrive at speech, 
“for God’s sake, let’s have a light!” 

Seemingly Macfarlane was affected in the same direction; for, 
though he made no reply, he stopped the horse, passed the reins to 
his companion, got down, and proceeded to kindle the remaining 
lamp. They had by that time got no farther than the cross-road down 
to Auchenclinny. The rain still poured as though the deluge were 
returning, and it was no easy matter to make a light in such a world 
of wet and darkness. When at last the flickering blue flame had been 
transferred to the wick and began to expand and clarify, and shed a 
wide circle of misty brightness round the gig, it became possible for 
the two young men to see each other and the thing they had along 
with them. The rain had moulded the rough sacking to the outlines 
of the body underneath; the head was distinct from the trunk, the 
shoulders plainly modelled; something at once spectral and human 
riveted their eyes upon the ghastly comrade of their drive. 

For some time Macfarlane stood motionless, holding up the 
lamp. A nameless dread was swathed, like a wet sheet, about the 



The Body-Snatchers

34

Robert Louis Stevenson

35

body, and tightened the white skin upon the face of Fettes; a fear 
that was meaningless, a horror of what could not be, kept mounting 
to his brain. Another beat of the watch, and he had spoken. But his 
comrade forestalled him. 

“That is not a woman,” said Macfarlane in a hushed voice. 
“It was a woman when we put her in,” whispered Fettes. 
“Hold that lamp,” said the other. “I must see her face.” 
And as Fettes took the lamp his companion untied the fastenings 

of the sack and drew down the cover from the head. The light fell 
very clear upon the dark, well-moulded features and smooth-shaven 
cheeks of a too familiar countenance, often beheld in dreams of both 
of these young men. A wild yell rang up into the night; each leaped 
from his own side into the roadway; the lamp fell, broke and was 
extinguished; and the horse, terrified by this unusual commotion, 
bounded and went off toward Edinburgh at a gallop, bearing along 
with it, sole occupant of the gig, the body of the dead and long-
dissected Gray. 

The End
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The Moonlit Road
(1893) 

Ambrose Bierce 

I. Statement of Joel Hetman, Jr.  

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

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

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

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

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

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

“God! God! what is that?” 
“I hear nothing,” I replied. 
“But see—see!” he said, pointing along the road, directly ahead. 
 I said: “Nothing is there. Come, Father, let us go in—you are 

ill.” 
He had released my arm and was standing rigid and motionless in 

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

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

II. Statement of Caspar Grattan 

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

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

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

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

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

Remote, untended, melancholy, slow. 
Ah, the poet’s prophecy of Me—how admirable, how dreadfully 

admirable! 
Backward beyond the beginning of this via dolorosa—this epic 

of suffering with episodes of sin—I see nothing clearly; it comes out 
of a cloud. I know that it spans only twenty years, yet I am an old 
man. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

To each and all, the peace that was not mine. 
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III. Statement of the Late Julia Hetman,
Through the Medium Bayrolles 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

On this night I had searched for them without success, fearing to 
find them; they were nowhere in the house, nor about the moonlit 
lawn. For, although the sun is lost to us forever, the moon, full-orbed 
or slender, remains to us. 

Sometimes it shines by night, sometimes by day, but always it rises 
and sets, as in that other life. 

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

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

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

The End
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The Upper Berth 
(1894) 

F. Marion Crawford  

SOMEBODY asked for the cigars. We had talked long, and the 
conversation as beginning to languish; the tobacco smoke had got 
into the heavy curtains, he wine had got into those brains which 
were liable to become heavy, and it was already perfectly evident 
that, unless somebody did something to rouse our oppressed spirits, 
the meeting would soon come to its natural conclusion, and we, the 
guests, would speedily go home to bed, and most certainly to sleep. 
No one had said anything very remarkable; it may be that no one had 
anything very remarkable to say. Jones had given us every particular 
of his last hunting adventure in Yorkshire. Mr. Tompkins, of Boston, 
had explained at elaborate length those working principles, by the 
due and careful maintenance of which the Atchison, Topeka, and 
Santa Fé Railroad not only extended its territory, increased its 
departmental influence, and transported live stock without starving 
them to death before the day of actual delivery, but, also, had for 
years succeeded in deceiving those passengers who bought its tickets 
into the fallacious belief that the corporation aforesaid was really 
able to transport human life without destroying it. Signor Tombola 
had endeavoured to persuade us, by arguments which we took no 
trouble to oppose, that the unity of his country in no way resembled 
the average modern torpedo, carefully planned, constructed with all 
the skill of the greatest European arsenals, but, when constructed, 
destined to be directed by feeble hands into a region where it must 
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undoubtedly explode, unseen, unfeared, and unheard, into the 
illimitable wastes of political chaos. 

It is unnecessary to go into further details. The conversation had 
assumed proportions which would have bored Prometheus on his 
rock, which would have driven Tantalus to distraction, and which 
would have impelled Ixion to seek relaxation in the simple but 
instructive dialogues of Herr Ollendorff, rather than submit to the 
greater evil of listening to our talk. We had sat at table for hours; we 
were bored, we were tired, and nobody showed signs of moving. 

Somebody called for cigars. We all instinctively looked towards 
the speaker. Brisbane was a man of five-and-thirty years of age, and 
remarkable for those gifts which chiefly attract the attention of 
men. He was a strong man. The external proportions of his figure 
presented nothing extraordinary to the common eye, though his size 
was above the average. He was a little over six feet in height, and 
moderately broad in the shoulder; he did not appear to be stout, 
but, on the other hand, he was certainly not thin; his small head was 
supported by a strong and sinewy neck; his broad, muscular hands 
appeared to possess a peculiar skill in breaking walnuts without the 
assistance of the ordinary cracker, and, seeing him in profile, one 
could not help remarking the extraordinary breadth of his sleeves, 
and the unusual thickness of his chest. He was one of those men 
who are commonly spoken of among men as deceptive; that is to say, 
that though he looked exceedingly strong he was in reality very much 
stronger than he looked. Of his features I need say little. His head 
was small, his hair is thin, his eyes are blue, his nose is large, he has a 
small moustache, and a square jaw. Everybody knows Brisbane, and 
when he asked for a cigar everybody looked at him. 

“It is a very singular thing,” said Brisbane. 
Everybody stopped talking. Brisbane’s voice was not loud, but 

possessed a peculiar quality of penetrating general conversation, 
and cutting it like a knife. Everybody listened. Brisbane, perceiving 
that he had attracted their general attention, lit his cigar with great 
equanimity. 

“It is very singular,” he continued, “that thing about ghosts. 
People are always asking whether anybody has seen a ghost. I have.” 

“Bosh! What, you? You don’t mean to say so, Brisbane? Well, for 
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a man of his intelligence!” 
A chorus of exclamations greeted Brisbane’s remarkable statement. 

Everybody called for cigars, and Stubbs, the butler, suddenly appeared 
from the depths of nowhere with a fresh bottle of dry champagne. 
The situation was saved; Brisbane was going to tell a story. 

I am an old sailor, said Brisbane, and as I have to cross the Atlantic 
pretty often, I have my favourites. Most men have their favourites. 
I have seen a man wait in a Broadway bar for three-quarters of an 
hour for a particular car which he liked. I believe the bar-keeper 
made at least one-third of his living by that man’s preference. I have 
a habit of waiting for certain ships when I am obliged to cross that 
duck-pond. It may be a prejudice, but I was never cheated out of a 
good passage but once in my life. I remember it very well; it was a 
warm morning in June, and the Custom House officials, who were 
hanging about waiting for a steamer already on her way up from the 
Quarantine, presented a peculiarly hazy and thoughtful appearance. 
I had not much luggage— I never have. I mingled with the crowd of 
passengers, porters, and officious individuals in blue coats and brass 
buttons, who seemed to spring up like mushrooms from the deck 
of a moored steamer to obtrude their unnecessary services upon the 
independent passenger. I have often noticed with a certain interest 
the spontaneous evolution of these fellows. They are not there when 
you arrive; five minutes after the pilot has called ‘Go ahead!’ they, 
or at least their blue coats and brass buttons, have disappeared from 
deck and gangway as completely as though they had been consigned 
to that locker which tradition ascribes to Davy Jones. But, at the 
moment of starting, they are there, clean shaved, blue coated, and 
ravenous for fees. I hastened on board. The Kamtschatka was one of 
my favourite ships. I saw was, because she emphatically no longer is. 
I cannot conceive of any inducement which could entice me to make 
another voyage in her. Yes, I know what you are going to say. She is 
uncommonly clean in the run aft, she has enough bluffing off in the 
bows to keep her dry, and the lower berths are most of them double. 
She has a lot of advantages, but I won’t cross in her again. Excuse the 
digression. I got on board. I hailed a steward, whose red nose and 
redder whiskers were equally familiar to me. 

“One hundred and five, lower berth,” said I, in the businesslike 
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tone peculiar to men who think no more of crossing the Atlantic 
than taking a whisky cocktail at down-town Delmonico’s. 

The steward took my portmanteau, greatcoat, and rug. I shall 
never forget the expression on his face. Not that he turned pale. It is 
maintained by the most eminent divines that even miracles cannot 
change the course of nature. I have no hesitation in saying that he did 
not turn pale; but, from his expression, I judged that he was either 
about to shed tears, to sneeze, or to drop my portmanteau. As the 
latter contained two bottles of particularly fine old sherry presented 
to me for my voyage by my old friend Snigginson van Pickyns, I felt 
extremely nervous. But the steward did none of these things. 

“Well, I’m d——d!” said he in a low voice, and led the way. 
I supposed my Hermes, as he led me to the lower regions, had 

had a little grog, but I said nothing, and followed him. One hundred 
and five was on the port side, well aft. There was nothing remarkable 
about the state-room. The lower berth, like most of those upon the 
Kamtschatka , was double. There was plenty of room; there was the 
usual washing apparatus, calculated to convey an idea of luxury 
to the mind of a North American Indian; there were the usual 
inefficient racks of brown wood, in which it is more easy to hand 
a large-sized umbrella than the common tooth-brush of commerce. 
Upon the uninviting mattresses were carefully bolded together those 
blankets which a great modern humorist has aptly compared to cold 
buckwheat cakes. The question of towels was left entirely to the 
imagination. The glass decanters were filled with a transparent liquid 
faintly tinged with brown, but from which an odour less faint, but 
not more pleasing, ascended to the nostrils, like a far-off sea-sick 
reminiscence of oily machinery. Sad-coloured curtains half-closed 
the upper berth. The hazy June daylight shed a faint illumination 
upon the desolate little scene. Ugh! how I hate that state-room! 

The steward deposited my traps and looked at me, as though 
he wanted to get away— probably in search of more passengers 
and more fees. It is always a good plan to start in favour with those 
functionaries, and I accordingly gave him certain coins there and 
then. 

“I’ll try and make yer comfortable all I can,” he remarked, as he put 
the coins in his pocket. Nevertheless, there was a doubtful intonation 
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in his voice which surprised me. Possibly his scale of fees had gone 
up, and he was not satisfied; but on the whole I was inclined to think 
that, as he himself would have expressed it, he was “the better for a 
glass”. I was wrong, however, and did the man injustice. 

II 

NOTHING especially worthy of mention occurred during that 
day. We left the pier punctually, and it was very pleasant to be fairly 
under way, for the weather was warm and sultry, and the motion of 
the steamer produced a refreshing breeze. Everybody knows what the 
first day at sea is like. People pace the decks and stare at each other, 
and occasionally meet acquaintances whom they did not know to 
be on board. There is the usual uncertainty as to whether the food 
will be good, bad, or indifferent, until the first two meals have put 
the matter beyond a doubt; there is the usual uncertainty about the 
weather, until the ship is fairly off Fire Island. The tables are crowded 
at first, and then suddenly thinned. Pale-faced people spring from 
their seats and precipitate themselves towards the door, and each old 
sailor breathes more freely as his sea-sick neighbour rushes from his 
side, leaving him plenty of elbow-room and an unlimited command 
over the mustard. 

One passage across the Atlantic is very much like another, and 
we who cross very often do not make the voyage for the sake of 
novelty. Whales and icebergs are indeed always objects of interest, 
but, after all, one whale is very much like another whale, and one 
rarely sees an iceberg at close quarters. To the majority of us the most 
delightful moment of the day on board an ocean steamer is when 
we have taken our last turn on deck, have smoked our last cigar, and 
having succeeded in tiring ourselves, feel at liberty to turn in with a 
clear conscience. On that first night of the voyage I felt particularly 
lazy, and went to bed in one hundred and five rather earlier than I 
usually do. As I turned in, I was amazed to see that I was to have a 
companion. A portmanteau, very like my own, lay in the opposite 
corner, and in the upper berth had been deposited a neatly-folded 
rug, with a stick and umbrella. I had hoped to be alone, and I was 
disappointed; but I wondered who my room-mate was to be, and I 
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determined to have a look at him. 
Before I had been long in bed he entered. He was, as far as I 

could see, a very tall man, very thin, very pale, with sandy hair and 
whiskers and colourless grey eyes. He had about him, I thought, 
an air of rather dubious fashion; the short of man you might see in 
Wall Street, without being able precisely to say what he was doing 
there—the sort of man who frequents the Café Anglais, who always 
seems to be alone and who drinks champagne; you might meet him 
on a racecourse, but he would never appear to be doing anything 
there either. A little over-dressed—a little odd. There are three or 
four of his kind on every ocean steamer. I made up my mind that I 
did not care to make his acquaintance, and I went to sleep saying to 
myself that I would study his habits in order to avoid him. If he rose 
early, I would rise late; if he went to bed late, I would go to bed early. 
I did not care to know him. If you once know people of that kind 
they are always turning up. Poor fellow! I need not have taken the 
trouble to come to so many decisions about him, for I never saw him 
again after that first night in one hundred and five. 

I was sleeping soundly when I was suddenly waked by a loud 
noise. To judge from the sound, my room-mate must have sprung 
with a single leap from the upper berth to the floor. I heard him 
fumbling with the latch and bolt of the door, which opened almost 
immediately, and then I heard his footsteps as he ran at full speed 
down the passage, leaving the door open behind him. The ship was 
rolling a little, and I expected to hear him stumble or fall, but he ran 
as though he were running for his life. The door swung on its hinges 
with the motion of the vessel, and the sound annoyed me. I got up 
and shut it, and groped my way back to my berth in the darkness. I 
went to sleep again; but I have no idea how long I slept. 

When I awoke it was still quite dark, but I felt a disagreeable 
sensation of cold, and it seemed to me that the air was damp. You 
know the peculiar smell of a cabin which has been wet with sea-water 
. I covered myself up as well as I could and dozed off again, framing 
complaints to be made the next day, and selecting the most powerful 
epithets in the language. I could hear my room-mate turn over in the 
upper berth. He had probably returned while I was asleep. Once I 
thought I heard him groan, and I argued that he was sea-sick. That is 
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particularly unpleasant when one is below. Nevertheless I dozed off 
and slept till early daylight. 

The ship was rolling heavily, much more than on the previous 
evening, and the grey light which came in through the porthole 
changed in tint with every movement according as the angle of 
the vessel’s side turned the glass seawards or skywards. It was very 
cold—unaccountably so for the month of June. I turned my head 
and looked at the porthole, and saw to my surprise that it was wide 
open and hooked back. I believe I swore audibly. Then I got up and 
shut it. As I turned back I glanced at the upper berth. The curtains 
were drawn close together; my companion had probably felt cold 
as well as I. It struck me that I had slept enough. The state-room 
was uncomfortable, though, strange to say, I could not smell the 
dampness which had annoyed me in the night. My room-mate was 
still asleep—excellent opportunity for avoiding him, so I dressed at 
once and went on deck. The day was warm and cloudy, with an oily 
smell on the water. It was seven o’clock as I came out—much later 
than I had imagined. I came across the doctor, who was taking his 
first sniff of the morning air. He was a young man from the West of 
Ireland—a tremendous fellow, with black hair and blue eyes, already 
inclined to be stout; he had a happy-go-lucky, healthy look about 
him which was rather attractive. 

“Fine morning,” I remarked, by way of introduction. 
“Well,” said he, eyeing me with an air of ready interest, “it’s a 

fine morning and it’s not a fine morning. I don’t think it’s much of 
a morning.” 

“Well, no—it is not so very fine,” said I. 
“It’s just what I call fuggly weather,” replied the doctor. 
“It was very cold last night, I thought,” I remarked. “However, 

when I looked about, I found that the porthole was wide open. I had 
not noticed it when I went to bed. And the state-room was damp, 
too.” 

“Damp!” said he. “Whereabouts are you?” 
“One hundred and five—” 
To my surprise the doctor started visibly, and stared at me. 
“What is the matter?” I asked. 
“Oh—nothing,” he answered; “only everybody has complained of 
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that state-room for the last three trips.” 
“I shall complain too,” I said. “It has certainly not been properly 

aired. It is a shame!” 
“I don’t believe it can be helped,” answered the doctor. “I 

believe there is something—well, it is not my business to frighten 
passengers.” 

“You need not be afraid of frightening me,” I replied. “I can stand 
any amount of damp. If I should get a bad cold I will come to you.” 

I offered the doctor a cigar, which he took and examined very 
critically. 

“It is not so much the damp,” he remarked. “However, I dare say 
you will get on very well. Have you a room-mate?” 

“Yes; a deuce of a fellow, who bolts out in the middle of the night, 
and leaves the door open.” 

Again the doctor glanced curiously at me. Then he lit the cigar 
and looked grave. 

“Did he come back?” he asked presently. 
“Yes. I was asleep, but I waked up, and heard him moving. Then I 

felt cold and went to sleep again. This morning I found the porthole 
open.” 

“Look here,” said the doctor quietly, “I don’t care much for this 
ship. I don’t care a rap for her reputation. I tell you what I will do. 
I have a good-sized place up here. I will share it with you, though I 
don’t know you from Adam.” 

I was very much surprised at the proposition. I could not imagine 
why he should take such a sudden interest in my welfare. However, 
his manner as he spoke of the ship was peculiar. 

“You are very good, doctor,” I said. “But, really, I believe even now 
the cabin could be aired, or cleaned out, or something. Why do you 
not care for the ship?” 

“We are not superstitious in our profession, sir,” replied the 
doctor, “but the sea makes people so. I don’t want to prejudice you, 
and I don’t want to frighten you, but if you will take my advice you 
will move in here. I would as soon see you overboard,” he added 
earnestly, “as know that you or any other man was to sleep in one 
hundred and five.” 

“Good gracious! Why?” I asked. 
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“Just because on the last three trips the people who have slept 
there actually have gone overboard,” he answered gravely. 

The intelligence was startling and exceedingly unpleasant, I 
confess. I looked hard at the doctor to see whether he was making 
game of me, but he looked perfectly serious. I thanked him warmly 
for his offer, but told him I intended to be the exception to the rule 
by which every one who slept in that particular state-room went 
overboard. He did not say much, but looked as grave as ever, and 
hinted that, before we got across, I should probably reconsider his 
proposal. In the course of time we went to breakfast, at which only 
an inconsiderable number of passengers assembled. I noticed that 
one or two of the officers who breakfasted with us looked grave. 
After breakfast I went into my state-room in order to get a book. The 
curtains of the upper berth were still closely drawn. Not a word was 
to be heard. My room-mate was probably still asleep. 

As I came out I met the steward whose business it was to look 
after me. He whispered that the captain wanted to see me, and 
then scuttled away down the passage as if very anxious to avoid any 
questions. I went toward the captain’s cabin, and found him waiting 
for me. 

“Sir,” said he, “I want to ask a favour of you.” 
I answered that I would do anything to oblige him. 
“Your room-mate had disappeared,” he said. “He is known to have 

turned in early last night. Did you notice anything extraordinary in 
his manner?” 

The question coming, as it did, in exact confirmation of the fears 
the doctor had expressed half an hour earlier, staggered me. 

“You don’t mean to say he has gone overboard?” I asked. 
“I fear he has,” answered the captain. 
“This is the most extraordinary thing—” I began. 
“Why?” he asked. 
“He is the fourth, then?” I exclaimed. In answer to another 

question from the captain, I explained, without mentioning the 
doctor, that I had heard the story concerning one hundred and five. 
He seemed very much annoyed at hearing that I knew of it. I told 
him what had occurred in the night. 

“What you say,” he replied, “coincides almost exactly with what 
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was told me by the room-mates of two of the other three. They bolt 
out of bed and run down the passage. Two of them were seen to go 
overboard by the watch; we stopped and lowered boats, but they 
were not found. Nobody, however, saw or heard the man who was 
lost last night—if he is really lost. The steward, who is a superstitious 
fellow, perhaps, and expected something to go wrong, went to look 
for him, this morning, and found his berth empty, but his clothes 
lying about, just as he had left them. The steward was the only 
man on board who knew him by sight, and he has been searching 
everywhere for him. He has disappeared! Now, sir, I want to beg you 
not to mention the circumstance to any of the passengers; I don’t 
want the ship to get a bad name, and nothing hangs about an ocean-
goer like stories of suicides. You shall have your choice of any one of 
the officers’ cabins you like, including my own, for the rest of the 
passage. Is that a fair bargain?” 

“Very,” said I; “and I am much obliged to you. But since I am 
alone, and have the state-room to myself, I would rather not move. 
If the steward will take out that unfortunate man’s things, I would as 
leave stay where I am. I will not say anything about the matter, and I 
think I can promise you that I will not follow my room-mate.” 

The captain tried to dissuade me from my intention, but I 
preferred having a state-room alone to being the chum of any officer 
on board. I do not know whether I aced foolishly, but if I had taken 
his advice I should have had nothing more to tell. There would have 
remained the disagreeable coincidence of several suicides occurring 
among men who had slept in the same cabin, but that would have 
been all. 

That was not the end of the matter, however, by any means. I 
obstinately made up my mind that I would not be disturbed by such 
tales, and I even went so far as to argue the question with the captain. 
There was something wrong about the state-room, I said. It was 
rather damp. The porthole had been left open last night. My room-
mate might have been ill when he came on board, and he might have 
become delirious after he went to bed. He might even now be hiding 
somewhere on board, and might be found later. The place ought to 
be aired and the fastening on the port looked to. If the captain would 
give me leave, I would see that what I thought necessary were done 
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immediately. 
“Of course you have a right to stay where you are if you please,” 

he replied, rather petulantly; “but I wish you would turn out and let 
me lock the place up, and be done with it.” 

I did not see it in the same light, and left the captain, after 
promising to be silent concerning the disappearance of my 
companion. The latter had had no acquaintances on board, and 
was not missed in the course of the day. Towards evening I met the 
doctor again, and he asked me whether I had changed my mind. I 
told him I had not. 

“Then you will before long,” he said, very gravely. 

III 

WE played whist in the evening, and I went to bed late. I will confess 
now that I felt a disagreeable sensation when I entered my state-room. 
I could not help thinking of the tall man I had seen on the previous 
night, who was now dead, drowned, tossing about in the long swell, 
two or three hundred miles astern. His face rose very distinctly 
before me as I undressed, and I even went so far as to draw back the 
curtains of the upper berth, as though to persuade myself that he was 
actually gone. I also bolted the door of the state-room. Suddenly I 
became aware that the porthole was open, and fastened back. This 
was more than I could stand. I hastily threw on my dressing-gown 
and went in search of Robert, the steward of my passage. I was very 
angry, I remember, and when I found him I dragged him roughly to 
the door of one hundred and five, and pushed him towards the open 
porthole. 

“What the deuce do you mean, you scoundrel, by leaving that 
port open every night? Don’t you know it is against the regulations? 
Don’t you know that if the ship heeled and the water began to come 
in, ten men could not shut it? I will report you to the captain, you 
blackguard, for endangering the ship!” 

I was exceedingly wroth. The man trembled and turned pale, 
and then began to shut the round glass plate with the heavy brass 
fittings. 

“Why don’t you answer me?” I said roughly. 
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“If you please, sir,” faltered Robert, “there’s nobody on board as 
can keep this ‘ere port shut at night. You can try it yourself, sir. I 
ain’t a-going to stop hany longer on board o’ this vessel, sir; I ain’t, 
indeed. But if I was you, sir, I’d just clear out and go and sleep with 
the surgeon, or something, I would. Look ‘ere, sir, is that fastened 
what you may call securely, or not, sir? Try it, sir, see if it will move 
a hinch.” 

I tried the port, and found it perfectly tight. 
“Well, sir,” continued Robert triumphantly, “I wager my 

reputation as a A1 steward that in ‘arf an hour it will be open again; 
fasteneed back, too, sir, that’s the horful thing—fastened back!” 

I examined the great screw and the looped nut that ran on it. 
“If I find it open in the night, Robert, I will give you a sovereign. 

It is not possible. You may go.” 
“Soverin’ did you say, sir? Very good, sir. Thank ye, sir. Good-

night , sir. Pleasant reepose, sir, and all manner of hinchantin’ 
dreams, sir.” 

Robert scuttled away, delighted at being released. Of course, I 
thought he was trying to account for his negligence by a silly story, 
intended to frighten me, and I disbelieved him. The consequence 
was that he got his sovereign, and I spent a very peculiarly unpleasant 
night. 

I went to bed, and five minutes after I had rolled myself up in my 
blankets the inexorable Robert extinguished the light that burned 
steadily behind the ground-glass pane near the door. I lay quite still 
in the dark trying to go to sleep, but I soon found that impossible. 
It had been some satisfaction to be angry with the steward, and 
the diversion had banished that unpleasant sensation I had at first 
experienced when I thought of the drowned man who had been 
my chum; but I was no longer sleepy, and I lay awake for some 
time, occasionally glancing at the porthole, which I could just see 
from where I lay, and which, in the darkness, looked like a faintly-
luminous soup-plate suspended in blackness. I believe I must have 
lain there for an hour, and, as I remember, I was just dozing into 
sleep when I was roused by a draught of cold air, and by distinctly 
feeling the spray of the sea blown upon my face. I started to my 
feet, and not having allowed in the dark for the motion of the ship, 
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I was instantly thrown violently across the state-room upon the 
couch which was placed beneath the port-hole. I recovered myself 
immediately, however, and climbed upon my knees. The port-hole 
was again wide open and fastened back! 

Now these things are facts. I was wide awake when I got up, and I 
should certainly have been waked by the fall had I still been dozing. 
Moreover, I bruised my elbows and knees badly, and the bruises were 
there on the following morning to testify to the fact, if I myself had 
doubted it. The porthole was wide open and fastened back—a thing 
so unaccountable that I remember very well feeling astonishment 
rather that fear when I discovered it. I at once closed the plate again, 
and screwed down the loop nut with all my strength. It was very dark 
in the state-room. I reflected that the port had certainly been opened 
within an hour after Robert had at first shut it in my presence, and I 
determined to watch it, and see whether it would open again. Those 
brass fittings are very heavy and by no means easy to move; I could 
not believe that the clamp had been turned by the shaking of the 
screw. I stood peering out through the thick glass at the alternate 
white and grey streaks of the sea that foamed beneath the ship’s side. 
I must have remained there a quarter of an hour. 

Suddenly, as I stood, I distinctly heard something moving behind 
me in one of the berths, and a moment afterwards, just as I turned 
instinctively to look—though I could, of course, see nothing in the 
darkness—I heard a very faint groan. I sprang across the state-room, 
and tore the curtains of the upper berth aside, thrusting in my hands 
to discover if there were any one there. There was some one. 

I remember that the sensation as I put my hands forward was as 
though I were plunging them into the air of a damp cellar, and from 
behind the curtains came a gust of wind that smelled horribly of 
stagnant sea-water. I laid hold of something that had the shape of a 
man’s arm, but was smooth, and wet, and icy cold. But suddenly, as 
I pulled, the creature sprang violently forward against me, a clammy 
oozy mass, as it seemed to me, heavy and wet, yet endowed with 
a sort of supernatural strength. I reeled across the state-room, and 
in an instant the door opened and the thing rushed out. I had not 
had time to be frightened, and quickly recovering myself, I sprang 
through the door and gave chase at the top of my speed, but I was 
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too late. Ten yards before me I could see—I am sure I saw it—a dark 
shadow moving in the dimly lighted passage, quickly as the shadow 
of a fast horse thrown before a dog-cart by the lamp on a dark night. 
But in a moment it had disappeared, and I found myself holding on 
to the polished rail that ran along the bulkhead where the passage 
turned towards the companion. My hair stood on end, and the cold 
perspiration rolled down my face. I am not ashamed of it in the least: 
I was very badly frightened. 

Still I doubted my senses, and pulled myself together. It was 
absurd, I thought. The Welsh rare-bit I had eaten had disagreed with 
me. I had been in a nightmare. I made my way back to my state-room, 
and entered it with an effort. The whole place smelled of stagnant 
sea-water, as it had when I had waked on the previous evening. It 
required my utmost strength to go in, and grope among my things 
for a box of wax lights. As I lighted a railway reading lantern which I 
always carry in case I want to read after the lamps are out, I perceived 
that the porthole was again open, and a sort of creeping horror began 
to take possession of me which I never felt before, nor wish to feel 
again. But I got a light and proceeded to examine the upper berth, 
expecting to find it drenched with sea-water. 

But I was disappointed. The bed had been slept in, and the 
smell of the sea was strong; but the bedding was as dry as a 
bone. I fancied that Robert had not had the courage to make 
the bed after the accident of the previous night—it had all been 
a hedeous dream. I drew the curtains back as far as I could and 
examined the place very carefully. It was perfectly dry. But the 
porthole was open again. With a sort of dull bewilderment of 
horror I closed it and screwed it down, and thrusting my heavy 
stick through the brass loop, wrenched it with all my might, 
till the thick metal began to bend under the pressure. Then 
I hooked my reading lantern into the red velvet at the head 
of the couch, and sat down to recover my senses if I could. 
I sat there all night, unable to think of rest—hardly able to 
think at all. But the porthole remained closed, and I did not 
believe it would now open again without the application of a 
considerable force. 
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The morning dawned at last, and I dressed myself slowly, 
thinking over all that had happened in the night. It was a 
beautiful day and I went on deck, glad to get out into the early, 
pure sunshine, and to smell the breeze from the blue water, so 
different from the noisome, stagnant odour of my state-room. 
Instinctively I turned aft, towards the surgeon’s cabin. There 
he stood, with a pipe inhis mouth, taking his morning airing 
precisely as on the preceding day. 

“Good-morning,” said he quietly, but looking at me with 
evident curiosity. 

“Doctor, you were quite right,” said I. “There is something 
wrong about that place.” 

“I thought you would change your mind,” he answered, 
rather triumphantly. “You have had a bad night, eh? Shall I 
make you a pick-me-up? I have a capital recipe.” 

“No, thanks,” I cried. “But I would like to tell you what 
happened.” 

I then tried to explain as clearly as possible precisely what had 
occurred, not omitting to state that I had been scared as I had 
never been scared in my whole life before. I dwelt particularly 
on the phenomenon of the porthole, which was a fact to which 
I could testify, even if the rest had been an illusion. I had closed 
it twice in the night, and the second time I had actually bent 
the brass in wrenching it with my stick. I believe I insisted a 
good deal on this point. 

“You seem to think I am likely to doubt the story,” said 
the doctor, smiling at my detailed account of the state of the 
porthole. “I do not doubt in the least. I renew my invitation to 
you. Bring your traps here, and take half my cabin.” 

“Come and take half of mine for one night,” I said. “Help 
me to get at the bottom of this thing.” 

“You will get to the bottom of something else if you try,” 
answered the doctor. 

“What?” I asked. 
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“The bottom of the sea. I am going to leave this ship. It is 
not canny.” 

“Then you will not help me to find out—” 
“Not I,” said the doctor quickly. “It is my business to keep 

my wits aobut me—not to go fiddling about with ghosts and 
things.” 

“Do you really believe it is a ghost?” I enquired, rather 
contemptuously. But as I spoke I remembered very well the 
horrible sensation of the supernatural which had got possession 
of me during the night. The doctor turned sharply on me—

“Have you any reasonable explanation of these things to 
offer?” he asked. “No; you have not. Well, you say you will 
find an explanation. I say that you won’t, sir, simply because 
there is not any.” 

“But, my dear sir,” I retorted, “do you, a man of science, 
mean to tell me that such things cannot be explained?” 

“I do,” he answered stoutly. “And, if they could, I would not 
be concerned in the explanation.” 

I did not care to spend another night alone in the state-
room, and yet I was obstinately determined to get at the root 
of the disturbances. I do not believe there are many men who 
would have slept there alone, after passing two such nights. But 
I made up my mind to try it, if I could not get any one to share 
a watch with me. The doctor was evidently not inclined for 
such an experiment. He said he was a surgeon, and that in case 
any accident occurred on board he must be always in readiness. 
He could not afford to have his nerves unsettled. Perhaps he 
was quite right, but I am inclined to think that his precaution 
was prompted by his inclination. On enquiry, he informed me 
that there was no one on board who would be likely to join me 
in my investigations, and after a little more conversation I left 
him. A little later I met the captain, and told him my story. I 
said that, if no one would spend the night with me, I would 
ask leave to have the light burning all night, and would try it 
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alone. 
“Look here,” said he, “I will tell you what I will do. I will 

share your watch myself, and we will see what happens. It is 
my belief that we can find out between us. There may be some 
fellow skulking on board, who steals a passage by frightening 
the passengers. It is just possible that there may be something 
queer in the carpentering of that berth.” 

I suggested taking the ship’s carpenter below and examining 
the place; but I was overjoyed at the captain’s offer to spend 
the night with me. He accordingly sent for the workman and 
ordered him to do anything I required. We went below at once. 
I had all the bedding cleared out of the upper berth, and we 
examined the place thoroughly to see if there was a board loose 
anywhere, or a panel which could be opened or pushed aside. 
We tried the planks everywhere, tapped the flooring, unscrewed 
the fittings of the lower berth and took it to pieces—in short, 
there was not a square inch of the state-room which was not 
searched and tested. Everything was in perfect order, and we 
put everything back in its place. As we were finishing our work, 
Robert came to the door and looked in. 

“Well, sir—find anything, sir?” he asked, with a ghastly 
grin. 

“You were right about the porthole, Robert,” I said, and I 
gave him the promised sovereign. The carpenter did his work 
silently and skilfully, following my directions. When he had 
done he spoke. 

“I’m a plain man, sir,” he said. “But it’s my belief you had 
better just turn out your things, and let me run half a dozen 
four-inch screws through the door of this cabin. There’s no good 
never came o’ this cabin yet, sir, and that’s all about it. There’s 
been four lives lost out o’ here to my own remembrance, and 
that is four trips. Better give it up, sir—better give it up!” 

“I will try it for one night more,” I said. 
“Better give it up, sir—better give it up! It’s a precious bad 
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job,” repeated the workman, putting his tools in his bag and 
leaving the cabin. 

But my spirits had risen considerably at the prospect of 
having the captain’s company, and I made up my mind not to 
be prevented from going to the end of this strange business. I 
abstained from Welsh rare-bits and grog that evening, and did 
not even join in the customary game of whist. I wanted to be 
quite sure of my nerves, and my vanity made me anxious to 
make a good figure in the captain’s eyes. 

IV 

THE captain was one of those splendidly tough and cheerful 
specimens of seafaring humanity whose combined courage, 
hardihood, and calmness in difficulty leads them naturally 
into high posiitons of trust. He was not the man to be led 
away by an idle tale, and the mere fact that he was willing to 
join me in the investigation was proof that he thought there 
was something seriously wrong, which could not be accounted 
for on ordinary theories, nor laughed down as a common 
superstition. To some extent, too, his reputation was at stake, 
as well as the reputation of the ship. It is no light thing to lose 
passengers overboard, and he knew it. 

About ten o’clock that evening, as I was smoking a last cigar, 
he came up to me, and drew me aside from the beat of the 
other passengers who were patrolling the deck in the warm 
darkness. 

“This is a serious matter, Mr. Brisbane,” he said. “We must 
make up our minds either way—to be disappointed or to have 
a pretty rough time of it. You see I cannot afford to laugh at the 
affair, and I will ask you to sign your name to a statement of 
whatever occurs. If nothing happens tonight we will try it again 
tomorrow and next day. Are you ready?” 

So we went below, and entered the state-room. As we went 
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in I could see Robert the steward, who stood a little further 
down the passage, watching us, with his usual grin, as though 
certain that something dreadful was about to happen. The 
captain closed the door behind us and bolted it. 

“Supposing we put your portmanteau before the door,” he 
suggested. “One of us can sit on it. Nothing can get out then. 
Is the port screwed down?” 

I found it as I had left it in the morning. Indeed, without 
using a lever, as I had done, no one could have opened it. I 
drew back the curtains of the upper berth so that I could see 
well into it. By the captain’s advice I lighted my reading lantern, 
and placed it so that it shone upon the white sheets above. He 
insisted upon sitting on the portmanteau, declaring that he 
wished to be able to swear that he had sat before the door. 

Then he requested me to search the state-room thoroughly, 
an operation very soon accomplished, as it consisted merely in 
looking beneath the lower berth and under the couch below 
the porthole. The spaces were quite empty. 

“It is impossible for any human being to get in,” I said, “or 
for any human being to open the port.” 

“Very good,” said the captain calmly. “If we see anything now, 
it must be either imagination or something supernatural.” 

I sat down on the edge of the lower berth. 
“The first time it happened,” said the captain, crossing his 

legs and leaning back against the door, “was in March. The 
passenger who slept here, in the upper berth, turned out have 
been a lunatic—at all events, he was known to have been a little 
touched, and he had taken his passage without the knowledge 
of his friends. He rushed out in the middle of the night, and 
threw himself overboard, before the officer who had the watch 
could stop him. We stopped and lowered a boat; it was a quiet 
night, just before that heavy weather came on; but we could 
not find him. Of course his suicide was afterwards accounted 
for on the ground of his insanity.” 
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“I suppose that often happens?” I remarked, rather absently. 
“Not often—no,” said the captain; “never before in my 

experience, though I have heard of it happening on board of 
other ships. Well, as I was saying, that occurred in March. On 
the very next trip——What are you looking at?” he asked, 
stopping suddenly in his narration. 

I believe I gave no answer. My eyes were riveted upon the 
porthole. It seemed to me that the brass loop-nut was beginning 
to turn very slowly upon the screw—so slowly, however, that 
I was not sure it moved at all. I watched it intently, fixing 
its position in my mind, and trying to ascertain whether it 
changed. Seeing where I was looking, the captain looked too. 

“It moves!” he exclaimed, in a tone of conviction. “No, it 
does not,” he added, after a minute. 

“If it were the jarring of the screw,” said I, “it would have 
opened during the day; but I found it this evening jammed 
tight as I left it this morning.” 

I rose and tried the nut. It was certainly loosened, for by an 
effort I could move it with my hands. 

“The queer thing,” said the captain, “is that the second man 
who was lost is supposed to have got through that very port. 
We had a terrible time over it. It was in the middle of the night, 
and the weather was very heavy; there was an alarm that one of 
the ports was open and the sea running in. I came below and 
found everything flooded, the water pouring in every time she 
rolled, and the whole port swinging from the top bolts—not 
the porthole in the middle. Well, we managed to shut it, but 
the water did some damage. Ever since that the place smells of 
sea-water from time to time. We supposed the passenger had 
thrown himself out, though the Lord only knows how he did 
it. The steward kept telling me that he cannot keep anything 
shut here. Upon my word—I can smell it now, cannot you?” he 
enquired, sniffing the air suspiciously. 

“Yes—distinctly,” I said, and I shuddered as that same odour 
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of stagnant sea-water grew stronger in the cabin. “Now, to 
smell like this, the place must be damp,” I continued, “and yet 
when I examined it with the carpenter this morning everything 
was perfectly dry. It is most extraordinary—hallo!” 

My reading lantern, which had been placed in the upper 
berth, was suddenly extinguished. There was still a good deal 
of light from the pane of ground glass near the door, behind 
which loomed the regulation lamp. The ship rolled heavily, and 
the curtain of the upper berth swung far out into the state-
room and back again. I rose quickly from my seat on the edge 
of the bed, and the captain at the same moment started to his 
feet with a loud cry of surprise. I had turned with the intention 
of taking down the lantern to examine it, when I heard his 
exclamation, and immediately afterwards his call for help. I 
sprang towards him. He was wrestling with all his might with 
the brass loop of the port. It seemed to turn against his hands 
in spite of all his efforts. I caught up my cane, a heavy oak 
stick I always used to carry, and thrust it through the ring and 
bore on it with all my strength. But the strong wood snapped 
suddenly and I fell upon the couch. When I rose again the port 
was wide open, and the captain was standing with his back 
against the door, pale to the lips. 

“There is something in that berth!” he cried, in a strange 
voice, his eyes almost starting from his head. “Hold the door, 
while I look—it shall not escape us, whatever it is!” 

But instead of taking his place, I sprang upon the lower bed, 
and seized something which lay in the upper berth. 

It was something ghostly, horrible beyond words, and it 
moved in my grip. It was like the body of a man long drowned, 
and yet it moved, and had the strength of ten men living; but 
I gripped it with all my might—the slippery, oozy, horrible 
thing—the dead white eyes seemed to stare at me out of the 
dusk; the putrid odour of rank sea-water was about it, and its 
shiny hair hung in foul wet curls over its dead face. I wrestled 
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with the dead thing; it thrust itself upon me and forced me 
back and nearly broke my arms; it wound its corpse’s arms 
about my neck, the living death, and overpowered me, so that 
I, at last, cried aloud and fell, and left my hold. 

As I fell the thing sprang across me, and seemed to throw 
itself upon the captain. When I last saw him on his feet his 
face was white and his lips set. It seemed to me that he struck 
a violent blow at the dead being, and then he, too, fell forward 
upon his face, with an inarticulate cry of horror. 

The thing paused an instant, seeming to hover over his 
prostrate body, and I could have screamed again for very fright, 
but I had no voice left. The thing vanished sudddenly, and it 
seemed to my disturbed senses that it made its exit through 
the open port, though how that was possible, considering the 
smallness of the aperture, is more than any one can tell. I lay a 
long time on the floor, and the captain lay beside me. At last I 
partially recovered my senses and moved, and instantly I knew 
that my arm was broken—the small bone of my left forearm 
near the wrist. 

I got upon my feet somehow, and with my remaining hand 
I tried to raise the captain. He groaned and moved, and at 
last came to himself. He was not hurt, but he seemed badly 
stunned. 

Well, do you want to hear any more? There is nothing more. 
That is the end of my story. The carpenter carried out his 
scheme of running half a dozen four-inch screws through the 
door of one hundred and five; and if ever you take a passage in 
the Kamtschatka , you may ask for a berth in that state-room. 
You will be told that it is engaged—yes—it is engaged by that 
dead thing. 

I finished the trip in the surgeon’s cabin. He doctored my 
broken arm, and advised me not to “fiddle about with ghosts 
and things” any more. The captain was very silent, and never 
sailed again in that ship, though it is still running. And I will 



The Upper Berth

68

not sail in her either. It was a very disagreeable experience, and 
I was very badly frightened, which is a thing I do not like. That 
is all. That is how I saw a ghost—if it was a ghost. It was dead, 
anyhow. 

The End 
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“Oh, Whistle, and I’ll Come  
to You, My Lad” 

(1904) 

M.R. James 

“I SUPPOSE you will be getting away pretty soon, now. Full term 
is over, Professor,” said a person not in the story to the Professor of 
Ontography, soon after they had sat down next to each other at a 
feast in the hospitable hall of St. James’s College. 

The Professor was young, neat, and precise in speech. 
“Yes,” he said; “my friends have been making me take up golf 

this term, and I mean to go to the East Coast—in point of fact 
to Burnstow—(I dare say you know it) for a week or ten days, to 
improve my game. I hope to get off to-morrow.” 

“Oh, Parkins,” said his neighbour on the other side, “if you are 
going to Burnstow, I wish you would look at the site of the Templars’ 
preceptory, and let me know if you think it would be any good to 
have a dig there in the summer.” 

It was, as you might suppose, a person of antiquarian pursuits 
who said this, but, since he merely appears in this prologue, there is 
no need to give his entitlements. 

“Certainly,” said Parkins, the Professor: “if you will describe to me 
whereabouts the site is, I will do my best to give you an idea of the lie 
of the land when I get back; or I could write to you about it, if you 
would tell me where you are likely to be.” 

“Don’t trouble to do that, thanks. It’s only that I’m thinking of 
taking my family in that direction in the Long, and it occurred to me 
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that, as very few of the English preceptories have ever been properly 
planned, I might have an opportunity of doing something useful on 
off-days.” 

The Professor rather sniffed at the idea that planning out a 
preceptory could be described as useful. His neighbour continued: 

“The site—I doubt if there is anything showing above ground—
must be down quite close to the beach now. The sea has encroached 
tremendously, as you know, all along that bit of coast. I should think, 
from the map, that it must be about three-quarters of a mile from 
the Globe Inn, at the north end of the town. Where are you going 
to stay?” 

“Well, at the Globe Inn, as a matter of fact,” said Parkins; “I have 
engaged a room there. I couldn’t get in anywhere else; most of the 
lodging-houses are shut up in winter, it seems; and, as it is, they 
tell me that the only room of any size I can have is really a double-
bedded one, and that they haven’t a corner in which to store the 
other bed, and so on. But I must have a fairly large room, for I am 
taking some books down, and mean to do a bit of work; and though 
I don’t quite fancy having an empty bed—not to speak of two—in 
what I may call for the time being my study, I suppose I can manage 
to rough it for the short time I shall be there.” 

“Do you call having an extra bed in your room roughing it, 
Parkins?” said a bluff person opposite. “Look here, I shall come down 
and occupy it for a bit; it’ll be company for you.” 

The Professor quivered, but managed to laugh in a courteous 
manner. 

“By all means, Rogers; there’s nothing I should like better. But I’m 
afraid you would find it rather dull; you don’t play golf, do you?” 

“No, thank Heaven!” said rude Mr. Rogers. “Well, you see, when 
I’m not writing I shall most likely be out on the links, and that, as I 
say, would be rather dull for you, I’m afraid.” 

“Oh, I don’t know! There’s certain to be somebody I know in the 
place; but, of course, if you don’t want me, speak the word, Parkins; I 
shan’t be offended. Truth, as you always tell us, is never offensive.” 

Parkins was, indeed, scrupulously polite and strictly truthful. 
It is to be feared that Mr. Rogers sometimes practised upon his 
knowledge of these characteristics. In Parkins’s breast there was a 
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conflict now raging, which for a moment or two did not allow him 
to answer. That interval being over, he said: 

“Well, if you want the exact truth, Rogers, I was considering 
whether the room I speak of would really be large enough to 
accommodate us both comfortably; and also whether (mind, I 
shouldn’t have said this if you hadn’t pressed me) you would not 
constitute something in the nature of a hindrance to my work.” 

Rogers laughed loudly. 
“Well done, Parkins!” he said. “It’s all right. I promise not to 

interrupt your work; don’t you disturb yourself about that. No, I 
won’t come if you don’t want me; but I thought I should do so nicely 
to keep the ghosts off.” Here he might have been seen to wink and 
to nudge his next neighbour. Parkins might also have been seen to 
become pink. “I beg pardon, Parkins,” Rogers continued; “I oughtn’t 
to have said that. I forgot you didn’t like levity on these topics.” 

“Well,” Parkins said, “as you have mentioned the matter, I freely 
own that I do not like careless talk about what you call ghosts. A man 
in my position,” he went on, raising his voice a little, “cannot, I find, 
be too careful about appearing to sanction the current beliefs on such 
subjects. As you know, Rogers, or as you ought to know; for I think 
I have never concealed my views——” 

“No, you certainly have not, old man,” put in Rogers sotto voce. 
“——I hold that any semblance, any appearance of concession to 

the view that such things might exist is equivalent to a renunciation 
of all that I hold most sacred. But I’m afraid I have not succeeded in 
securing your attention.” 

“Your undivided attention, was what Dr. Blimber actually said ,(1) 
“ I Rogers interrupted, with every appearance of an earnest desire for 
accuracy. “But I beg your pardon, Parkins: I’m stopping you.” 

1 Mr. Rogers was wrong, vide Dombey and Son , chapter xii. 
“No, not at all,” said Parkins. “I don’t remember Blimber; perhaps 

he was before my time. But I needn’t go on. I’m sure you know what 
I mean.” 

“Yes, yes,” said Rogers, rather hastily—”just so. We’ll go into it 
fully at Burnstow, or somewhere.” 

In repeating the above dialogue I have tried to give the impression 
which it made on me, that Parkins was something of an old woman—
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rather henlike, perhaps, in his little ways; totally destitute, alas! of the 
sense of humour, but at the same time dauntless and sincere in his 
convictions, and a man deserving of the greatest respect. Whether or 
not the reader has gathered so much, that was the character which 
Parkins had. 

 
On the following day Parkins did, as he had hoped, succeed in 
getting away from his college, and in arriving at Burnstow. He was 
made welcome at the Globe Inn, was safely installed in the large 
double-bedded room of which we have heard, and was able before 
retiring to rest to arrange his materials for work in apple-pie order 
upon a commodious table which occupied the outer end of the 
room, and was surrounded on three sides by windows looking out 
seaward; that is to say, the central window looked straight out to 
sea, and those on the left and right commanded prospects along the 
shore to the north and south respectively. On the south you saw the 
village of Burnstow. On the north no houses were to be seen, but 
only the beach and the low cliff backing it. Immediately in front was 
a strip—not considerable—of rough grass, dotted with old anchors, 
capstans, and so forth; then a broad path; then the beach. whatever 
may have been the original distance between the Globe Inn and the 
sea, not more than sixty yards now separated them. 

The rest of the population of the inn was, of course, a golfing 
one, and included few elements a special description. The most 
conspicuous figure was, perhaps, that of an ancien militaire secretary 
of a London club, and possessed of a voice of incredible strength, and 
of views of a pronouncedly Protestant type. These were apt to find 
utterance after his attendance upon the ministrations of the Vicar, an 
estimable man with inclinations towards a picacresque ritual, which 
he gallantly kept down as far as he could out of deference to East 
Anglian tradition. 

Professor Parkins, one of whose principal characteristics was 
pluck, spent the greater part of the day following his arrival at 
Burnstow in what he had called improving his game, in company 
with this Colonel Wilson: and during the afternoon—whether the 
process of improvement were to blame or not, I am not sure—the 
Colonel’s demeanour assumed a colouring so lurid that even Parkins 
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jibbed at the thought of walking home with him from the links. He 
determined, after a short and furtive look at that bristling moustache 
and those incarnadined, features, that it would be wiser to allow the 
influences of tea and tobacco to do what they could with the Colonel 
before the dinner-hour should render a meeting inevitable. 

“I might walk home to-night along the beach,” he reflected—”yes, 
and take a look—there will be light enough for that—at the ruins of 
which Disney was talking. I don’t exactly know where they are, by 
the way; but I expect I can hardly help stumbling on them.” 

This he accomplished, I may say, in the most literal sense, for in 
picking his way from the links to the shingle beach his foot caught, 
partly in a gorse-root and partly in a biggish stone, and over he went. 
When he got up and surveyed his surroundings, he found himself in 
a patch of somewhat broken ground covered with small depressions 
and mounds. These latter, when he came to examine them, proved 
to be simply masses of flints embedded in mortar and grown over 
with turf. He must, he quite rightly concluded, be on the site of 
the preceptory he had promised to look at. It seemed not unlikely 
to reward the spade of the explorer; enough of the foundations was 
probably left at no great depth to throw a good deal of light on the 
general plan. He remembered vaguely that the Templars, to whom 
this site had belonged, were in the habit of building round churches, 
and he thought a particular series of the humps or mounds near 
him did appear to be arranged in something of a circular form. Few 
people can resist the temptation to try a little amateur research in a 
department quite outside their own, if only for the satisfaction of 
showing how successful they would have been had they only taken 
it up seriously. Our Professor, however, if he felt something of this 
mean desire, was also truly anxious to oblige Mr. Disney. So he paced 
with care the circular area he had noticed, and wrote down its rough 
dimensions in his pocket-book. Then he proceeded to examine an 
oblong eminence which lay east of the centre of the circle, and 
seemed to his thinking likely to be the base of a platform or alter. At 
one end of it, the northern, a patch of the turf was gone—removed 
by some boy or other creature feræ naturæ . It might, he, thought, be 
as well to probe the soil here for evidences of masonry, and he took 
out his knife and began scraping away the earth. And now followed 
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another little discovery: a portion of soil fell inward as he scraped, 
and disclosed a small cavity. He lighted one match after another to 
help him to see of what nature the hole was, but the wind was too 
strong for them all. By tapping and scratching the sides with his 
knife, however, he was able to make out that it must be an artificial 
hole in masonry. It was rectangular, and the sides, top, and bottom, 
if not actually plastered, were smooth and regular. Of course it was 
empty. No! As he withdrew the knife he heard a metallic clink, and 
when he introduced his hand it met with a cylindrical object lying 
on the floor of the hole. Naturally enough, he picked it up, and when 
he brought it into the light, now fast fading, he could see that it, 
too, was of man’s making—a metal tube about four inches long, and 
evidently of some considerable age. 

By the time Parkins had made sure that there was nothing else in 
this odd receptacle, it was too late and too dark for him to think of 
undertaking any further search. What he had done had proved so 
unexpectedly interesting that he determined to sacrifice a little more 
of the daylight on the morrow to archeology. The object which he 
now had safe in his pocket was bound to be of some slight value at 
least, he felt sure. 

Bleak and solemn was the view on which he took a last look before 
starting homeward. A faint yellow light in the west showed the links, 
on which a few figures moving towards the club-house were still 
visible, the squat martello tower, the lights of Aldsey village, the pale 
ribbon of sands intersected at intervals by black wooden groynes, the 
dim and murmuring sea. The wind was bitter from the north, but 
was at his back when he set out for the Globe. He quickly rattled 
and clashed through the shingle and gained the sand, upon which, 
but for the groynes which had to be got over every few yards, the 
going was both good and quiet. One last look behind, to measure 
the distance he had made since leaving the ruined Templars’ church, 
showed him a prospect of company on his walk, in the shape of a 
rather indistinct personage, who seemed to be making great efforts 
to catch up with him, but made little, if any, progress. I mean that 
there was an appearance of running about his movements, but that 
the distance between him and Parkins did not seem materially to 
lessen. So, at least, Parkins thought, and decided that he almost 
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certainly did not know him, and that it would be absurd to wait 
until he came up. For all that, company, he began to think, would 
really be very welcome on that lonely shore, if only you could choose 
your companion. In his unenlightened days he had read of meetings 
in such places which even now would hardly bear thinking of. He 
went on thinking of them, however, until he reached home, and 
particularly of one which catches most people’s fancy at some time of 
their childhood. “Now I saw in my dream that Christian had gone 
but a very little way when he saw a foul fiend coming over the field to 
meet him.” “What should I do now,” he thought, “if I looked back 
and caught sight of a black figure sharply defined against the yellow 
sky, and saw that it had horns and wings? I wonder whether I should 
stand or run for it. Luckily, the gentleman behind is not of that kind, 
and he seems to be about as far off now as when I saw him first. Well, 
at this rate he won’t get his dinner as soon as I shall; and, dear me I 
it’s within a quarter of an hour of the time now. I must run!” 

Parkins had, in fact, very little time for dressing. When he met 
the Colonel at dinner, Peace—or as much of her as that gentleman 
could manage reigned once more in the military bosom; nor was 
she put to flight in the hours of bridge that followed dinner, for 
Parkins’ was a more than respectable player. When, therefore, he 
retired towards twelve o’clock, he felt that he had spent his evening 
in quite a satisfactory way, and that, even for so long as a fortnight 
or three weeks, life at the Globe would be supportable under similar 
conditions—”especially,” thought he, “if I go on improving my 
game.” 

As he went along the passages he met the boots of the Globe, who 
stopped and said: 

“Beg your pardon, sir, but as I was a-brushing your coat just now 
there was somethink fell out of the pocket. I put it on your chest of 
drawers, sir in your room, sir—a piece of a pipe or somethink of that, 
sir. Thank you, sir. You’ll find it on your chest of drawers, sir—yes, 
sir. Good night, sir.” 

The speech served to remind Parkins of his little discovery of that 
afternoon. It was with some considerable curiosity that he turned it 
over by the light of his candles. It was of bronze, he now saw, and 
was shaped very much after the manner of the modern dog-whistle; 
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in fact it was—yes, certainly it was—actually no more nor less than 
a whistle. He put it to his lips, but it was quite full of a fine, caked-
up sand or earth, which would not yield to knocking, but must be 
loosened with a knife. Tidy as ever in his habits, Parkins cleared out 
the earth on to a piece of paper, and took the latter to the window to 
empty it out. The night was dear and bright, as he saw when he had 
opened the casement, and he stopped for an instant to look at the 
sea and note a belated wanderer stationed on the shore in front of 
the inn. Then he shut the window, a little surprised at the late hours 
people kept at Burnstow, and took his whistle to the light again. 
Why, surely there were marks on it, not merely marks, but letters! A 
very little rubbing rendered the deeply-cut inscription quite legible, 
but the Professor had to confess, after some earnest thought, that 
the meaning of it was as obscure to him as the writing on the wall to 
Belshazzar. There were legends both on the front and on the back of 
the whistle. The one read thus: 

FLA
FUR              FLE

BIS 

The other: 

 QUIS EST ISTE QUI UENIT 

“I ought to be able to make it out,” he thought; “but I suppose 
I am a little rusty in my Latin. When I come to think of it, I don’t 
believe I even know the word for a whistle. The long one does seem 
simple enough. It ought to mean, ‘Who is this who is coming?’ Well, 
the best way to find out is evidently to whistle for him.” 

He blew tentatively and stopped suddenly, startled and yet pleased 
at the note he had elicited. It had a quality of infinite distance in 
it, and, soft as it was, he somehow felt it must be audible for miles 
round. It was a sound, too, that seemed to have the power (which 
many scents possess) of forming pictures in the brain. He saw quite 
clearly for a moment a vision of a wide, dark expanse at night, 
with a fresh wind blowing, and in the midst a lonely figure—how 
employed, he could not tell. Perhaps he would have seen more had 
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not the picture been broken by the sudden surge of a gust of wind 
against his casement, so sudden that it made him look up, just in 
time to see the white glint of a sea-bird’s wing somewhere outside the 
dark panes.            The sound of the whistle had so fascinated him 
that he could not help trying it once more, this time more boldly. 
The note was little, if at all, louder than before, and repetition broke 
the illusion—no picture followed, as he had half hoped it might. 
“But what is this? Goodness! what force the wind can get up in a 
few minutes! What a tremendous gust! There! I knew that window-
fastening was no use! Ah! I thought so—both candles out. It’s enough 
to tear the room to pieces.” 

The first thing was to get the window shut. While you might 
count twenty Parkins was struggling with the small casement, and 
felt almost as if he were pushing back a sturdy burglar, so strong was 
the pressure. It slackened all at once and the window banged to and 
latched itself. Now to relight the candles and see what damage, if any, 
had been done. No, nothing seemed amiss; no glass even was broken 
in the casement. But the noise had evidently roused at least one 
member of the household: the Colonel was to be heard stumping in 
his stockinged feet on the floor above, and growling. 

Quickly as it had risen, the wind did not fall at once. On it 
went, moaning and rushing past the house, at times rising to a cry 
so desolate that, as Parkins disinterestedly said, it might have made 
fanciful people feel quite uncomfortable; even the unimaginative, he 
thought after a quarter of an hour, might be happier without it. 

Whether it was the wind, or the excitement of golf, or of the 
researches in the preceptory that kept Parkins awake, he was not 
sure. Awake he remained, in any case, long enough to fancy (as I 
am afraid I often do myself under such conditions) that he was the 
victim of all manner of fatal disorders: he would lie counting the 
beats of his heart, convinced that it was going to stop work every 
moment, and would entertain grave suspicions of his lungs, brain, 
liver, etc.—suspicions which he was sure would be dispelled by the 
return of daylight, but which until then refused to be put aside. He 
found a little vicarious comfort in the idea that someone else was in 
the same boat. A near neighbour (in the darkness it was not easy to 
tell his direction) was tossing and rustling in his bed, too. 
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The next stage was that Parkins shut his eyes and determined to 
give sleep every chance. Here again over-excitement asserted itself in 
another form—that of making pictures. Experto crede , pictures do 
come to the closed eyes of one trying to sleep, and are often so little 
to his taste that he must open his eyes and disperse them. 

Parkins’s experience on this occasion was a very distressing one. He 
found that the picture which presented itself to him was continuous. 
When he opened his eyes, of course, it went; but when he shut them 
once more it framed itself afresh, and acted itself out again, neither 
quicker nor slower than before. What he saw was this: 

A long stretch of shore—shingle edged by sand, and intersected 
at short intervals with black groynes running down to the water—a 
scene, in fact, so like that of his afternoon’s walk that, in the absence 
of any landmark, it could not be distinguished therefrom. The light 
was obscure, conveying an impression of gathering storm, late winter 
evening, and slight cold rain. On this bleak stage at first no actor was 
visible. When, in the distance, a bobbing black object appeared; a 
moment more, and it was a man running, jumping, clambering over 
the groynes, and every few seconds looking eagerly back. The nearer 
he came the more obvious it was that he was not only anxious, but 
even terribly frightened, though his face was not to be distinguished. 
He was, moreover, almost at the end of his strength. On he came; 
each successive obstacle seemed to cause him more difficulty than 
the last. “Will he get over this next one?” thought Parkins; “it seems 
a little higher than the others.” Yes; half climbing, half throwing 
himself, he did get over, and fell all in a heap on the other side 
(the side nearest to the spectator). There, as if really unable to get 
up again, he remained crouching under the groyne, looking up in 
attitude of painful anxiety. 

So far no cause whatever for the fear of the runner had been 
shown; but now there began to be seen, far up the shore, a little 
flicker of something light-coloured moving to and fro with great 
swiftness and irregularity. Rapidly growing larger, it, too, declared 
itself as a figure in pale, fluttering draperies, ill-defined. There was 
something about its motion which made Parkins very unwilling to 
see it at close quarters. It would stop, raise arms, bow itself toward 
the sand, then run stooping across the beach to the  water-edge and 
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back again; and then, rising upright, once more continue its course 
forward at a speed that was startling and terrifying. The moment 
came when the pursuer was hovering about from left to right only a 
few yards beyond the groyne where the runner lay in hiding. After 
two or three ineffectual castings hither and thither it came to a 
stop, stood upright, with arms raised high, and then darted straight 
forward towards the groyne. 

It was at this point that Parkins always failed in his resolution to 
keep his eyes shut. With many misgivings as to incipient failure of 
eyesight, overworked brain, excessive smoking, and so on, he finally 
resigned himself to light his candle, get out a book, and pass the 
night waking, rather than be tormented by this persistent panorama, 
which he saw clearly enough could only be a morbid reflection of his 
walk and his thoughts on that very day. 

The scraping of match on box and the glare of light must have 
startled some creatures of the night—rats or what not—which he 
heard scurry across the floor from the side of his bed with much 
rustling. Dear, dear! the match is out! Fool that it is! But the second 
one burnt better, and a candle and book were duly procured, over 
which Parkins pored till sleep of a wholesome kind came upon him, 
and that in no long space. For about the first time in his orderly and 
prudent life he forgot to blow out the candle, and when he was called 
next morning at eight there was still a flicker in the socket and a sad 
mess of guttered grease on the top of the little table. 

After breakfast he was in his room, putting the finishing touches 
to his golfing costume—fortune had again allotted the Colonel to 
him for a partner—when one of the maids came in. 

“Oh, if you please,” she said, “would you like any extra blankets 
on your bed, sir?” 

“Ah! thank you,” said Parkins. “Yes, I think I should like one. It 
seems likely to turn rather colder.” 

In a very short time the maid was back with the blanket. 
“Which bed should I put it on, sir?” she asked. 
“What? Why, that one—the one I slept in last night,” he said, 

pointing to it. 
“Oh yes! I beg your pardon, sir, but you seemed to have tried both 

of ‘em; leastways, we, had to make ‘em both up this morning.” 
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“Really? How very absurd!” said Parkins. “I certainly never 
touched the other, except to lay some things on it. Did it actually 
seem to, have been slept in?” 

“Oh yes, sir!” said the maid. “Why, all the things was crumpled 
and throwed about all ways, if you’ll excuse me, sir quite as if anyone 
‘adn’t passed but a very poor night, sir.” 

“Dear me,” said Parkins. “Well, I may have disordered it more 
than I thought when I unpacked my things. I’m very sorry to have 
given you the trouble, I’m sure. I expect a friend of mine soon, by 
the way—a gentleman from Cambridge—to come and occupy it for 
a night or two. That will be all right, I suppose, won’t it?” 

“Oh yes, to be sure, sir. Thank you, sir. It’s no trouble, I’m sure,” 
said the maid, and departed to giggle with her colleagues. 

Parkins set forth, with a stern determination to improve his 
game. 

I am glad to be able to report that he succeeded so far in this 
enterprise that the Colonel, who had been rather repining at the 
prospect of a second day’s play in his company, became quite chatty 
as the morning advanced; and his voice boomed out over the flats, 
as certain also of our own minor poets have said, “like some great 
bourdon in a minster tower.” 

“Extraordinary wind, that, we had last night,” he said. “In my old 
home we should have said someone had been whistling for it.” 

“Should you, indeed!” said Parkins. “Is there a superstition of that 
kind still current in your part of the country?” 

“I don’t know about superstition,” said the Colonel. “They believe 
in it all over Denmark and Norway, as well as on the Yorkshire coast; 
and my experience is, mind you, that there’s generally something 
at the bottom of what these country-folk hold to, and have held 
to for generations. But it’s your drive” (or whatever it might have 
been: the golfing reader will have to imagine appropriate digressions 
at the proper intervals). When conversation was resumed, Parkins 
said? with a slight hesitancy: “Apropos of what you were saying just 
now, Colonel, I think I ought to tell you that my own views on such 
subjects are very strong. I am, in fact, a convinced disbeliever in what 
is called the ‘supernatural.’ 

“What!” said the Colonel, “do you mean to tell me you don’t 
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believe in second-sight, or ghosts, or anything of that kind?” 
“In nothing whatever of that kind,” returned Parkins firmly. 
“Well,” said the Colonel, “but it appears to me at that rate, sir, 

that you must be little better than a Sadducee.” 
Parkins was on the point of answering that, in his opinion, the 

Sadducees were the most sensible sons he had ever read of in the Old 
Testament; but, feeling some doubt as to whether much mention of 
them was to be found in that work, he preferred laugh the accusation 
off. 

“Perhaps I am,” he said; “but—Here, give me my cleek, boy!—
Excuse me one moment, Colonel.” A short interval. “Now, as to 
whistling for the wind, let me give you my theory about it. The 
laws which govern winds are really not at all perfectly known—to 
fisher-folk and such, of course, not known at all. A man or woman 
of eccentric habits, perhaps, or a stranger, is seen repeatedly on the 
beach at some unusual hour, and is heard whistling. Soon afterwards 
a violent wind rises; a man who could read the sky perfectly or who 
possessed a barometer could have foretold that it would. The simple 
people of a fishing-village have no barometers, and only a few rough 
rules for prophesying weather. What more natural than that the 
eccentric personage I postulated should be regarded as having raised 
the wind, or that he or she should clutch eagerly at the reputation 
of being able to do so? Now, take last night’s wind: as it happens, I 
myself was whistling. I blew a whistle twice, and the wind seemed to 
come absolutely in answer to my call. If anyone had seen me—” 

The audience had been a little restive under this harangue, and 
Parkins had, I fear, fallen somewhat into the tone of a lecturer; but at 
the last sentence the Colonel stopped. 

“Whistling, were you?” he said. “And what sort of whistle did you 
use? Play this stroke first.” Interval. 

“About that whistle you were asking, Colonel. It’s rather a curious 
one. I have it in my—No; I see I’ve left it in my room. As a matter of 
fact, I found it yesterday.” 

And then Parkins narrated the manner of his discovery of the 
whistle, upon hearing which the Colonel grunted, and opined that, 
in Parkins’s place, he should himself be careful about using a thing 
that had belonged to a set of Papists, of whom, speaking generally, 
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it might be affirmed that you never knew what they might not have 
been up to. From this topic he diverged to the enormities of the Vicar, 
who had given notice on the previous Sunday that Friday would be 
the Feast of St. Thomas the Apostle, and that there would be service 
at eleven o’clock in the church. This and other similar proceedings 
constituted in the Colonel’s view a strong presumption that the Vicar 
was a concealed Papist, if not a Jesuit; and Parkins, who could not 
very readily follow the Colonel in this region, did not disagree with 
him. In fact, they got on so well together in the morning that there 
was no talk on either side of their separating after lunch. 

Both continued to play well during the afternoon, or, at least, well 
enough to make them forget everything else until the light began to 
fail them. Not until then did Parkins remember that he had meant to 
do some more investigating at the preceptory; but it was of no great 
importance, he reflected. One day was as good as another; he might 
as well go home with the Colonel. 

As they turned the corner of the house, the Colonel was almost 
knocked down by a boy who rushed into him at the very top of his 
speed, and then, instead of running away, remained hanging on to 
him and panting. The first words of the warrior were naturally those 
of reproof and objurgation, but he quickly discerned that the boy 
was almost speechlees with fright. Inquiries were useless at first. 
When the boy got his breath he began to howl, and still clung to the 
Colonel’s legs. He was at last detached, but continued to howl. 

“What in the world is the matter with you? What have you been 
up to? What have you seen?” said the two men. 

“Ow, I seen it wive at me out of the winder,” wailed the boy, “and 
I don’t like it.” 

“What window?” said the irritated Colonel. “Come, pull yourself 
together, my boy.” 

“The front winder it was, at the ’otel,” said the boy. 
At this point Parkins was in favour of sending the boy home, but 

the Colonel refused; he wanted to get to the bottom of it, he said; it 
was most dangerous to give a boy such a fright as this one had had, 
and if it turned out that people had been playing jokes, they should 
suffer for it in some way. And by a series of questions he made out 
this story: The boy had been playing about on the grass in front of 
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the Globe with some others; then they had gone home to their teas, 
and he was just going, when he happened to look up at the front 
winder and see it a-wiving at him. It seemed to be a figure of some 
sort, in white as far as he knew—couldn’t see its face; but it wived at 
him, and it warn’t a right thing—not to say not a right person. Was 
there a light in the room? No, he didn’t think to look if there was a 
light. Which was the window? Was it the top one or the second one? 
The seckind one it was—the big winder what got two little uns at 
the sides. 

“Very well, my boy,” said the Colonel, after a few more questions. 
“You run away home now. I expect it was some person trying to give 
you a start. Another time, like a brave English boy, you just throw a 
stone—well, no, not that exactly, but you go and speak to the waiter, 
or to Mr. Simpson, the landlord, and—yes—and say that I advised 
you to do so.” 

The boy’s face expressed some of the doubt he felt as to the 
likelihood of Mr. Simpson’s lending a favourable ear to his complaint, 
but the Colonel did not appear to perceive this, and went on: 

“And here’s a sixpence—no, I see it’s a shilling—and you be off home, 
and don’t think any more about it.” 

The youth hurried off with agitated thanks, and the Colonel and 
Parkins went round to the front of the Globe and reconnoitred. 
There was only one window answering to the description they had 
been hearing. 

“Well, that’s curious,” said Parkins; “it’s evidently my window the 
lad was talking about. Will you come up for a moment, Colonel 
Wilson? We ought to be able to see if anyone has been taking 
liberties in my room.” 

They were soon in the passage, and Parkins made as if to open the 
door. Then he stopped and felt in his pockets. 

“This is more serious than I thought,” was his next remark. “I 
remember now that before I started this morning I locked the door. 
It is locked now, and, what is more, here is the key.” And he held it 
up. “Now,” he went on, “if the servants are in the habit of going into 
one’s room during the day when one is away, I can only say that—
well, that I don’t approve of it at all.” Conscious of a somewhat weak 
climax, he busied himself in opening the door (which was indeed 



“Oh, Whistle and I’ll Come to You, My Lad”

84

M.R. James

85

locked) and in lighting candles. “No,” he said, “nothing seems 
disturbed.” 

“Except your bed,” put in the Colonel. 
“Excuse me, that isn’t my bed,” said Parkins. “I don’t use that one. 

But it does look as if someone had been playing tricks with it.” 
It certainly did: the clothes were bundled up and twisted together 

in a most tortuous confusion. Parkins pondered. 
“That must be it,” he said at last: “I disordered the clothes last 

night in unpacking, and they haven’t made it since. Perhaps they 
came in to make it, and that boy saw them through the window; 
and then they were called away and locked the door after them. Yes, 
I think that must be it.” 

“Well, ring and ask,” said the Colonel, and this appealed to 
Parkins as practical. 

The maid appeared, and, to make a long story short, deposed that 
she had made the bed in the morning when the gentleman was in 
the room, and hadn’t been there since. No, she hadn’t no other key. 
Mr. Simpson he kep’ the keys; he’d be able to tell the gentleman if 
anyone had been up. 

This was a puzzle. Investigation showed that nothing of value 
had been taken, and Parkins remembered the disposition of the 
small objects on tables and so forth well enough to be pretty sure 
that no pranks had been played with them. Mr. and Mrs. Simpson 
furthermore agreed that neither of them had  given the duplicate 
key of the room to any person whatever during the day. Nor 
could Parkins, fair- minded man as he was, detect anything in the 
demeanour of master, mistress, or maid that indicated guilt. He was 
much more inclined to think that the boy had been imposing on the 
Colonel. 

The latter was unwontedly silent and pensive at dinner and 
throughout the evening. When he bade good night to Parkins, he 
murmured in a gruff undertone: 

“You know where I am if you want me during the night.” 
“Why, yes, thank you, Colonel Wilson, I think I do; but there 

isn’t much prospect of my disturbing you, I hope. By the way,” he 
added, “did I show you that old whistle I spoke of? I think not. Well, 
here it is.” 
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The Colonel turned it over gingerly in the light of the candle. 
“Can you make anything of the inscription?” asked Parkins, as he 

took it back. 
“No, not in this light. What do you mean to do with it?” 
“Oh, well, when I get back to Cambridge I shall submit it to some 

of the archæologists there, and see what they think of it; and very 
likely, if they consider it worth having, I may present it to one of the 
museums.” 

“’M!” said the Colonel. “Well, you may be right. All I know is 
that, if it were mine, I should chuck it straight into the sea. It’s no use 
talking, I’m well aware, but I expect that with you it’s a case of live 
and learn. I hope so, I’m sure, and I wish you a good night.” 

He turned away, leaving Parkins in act to speak at the bottom of 
the stair, and soon each was in his own bedroom. 

By some unfortunate accident, there were neither blinds nor 
curtains to the windows of the Professor’s room. The previous 
night he had thought little of this, but to-night there seemed every 
prospect of a bright moon rising to shine directly on his bed, and 
probably wake him later on. When he noticed this he was a good deal 
annoyed, but, with an ingenuity which I can only envy, he succeeded 
in rigging up, with the help of a railway-rug, some safety-pins, and 
a stick and umbrella, a screen which, if it only held together, would 
completely keep the moonlight off his bed. And shortly afterwards 
he was comfortably in that bed. When he had read a somewhat solid 
work long enough to produce a decided wish for sleep, he cast a 
drowsy glance round the room, blew out the candle, and fell back 
upon the pillow. 

He must have slept soundly for an hour or more, when a sudden 
clatter shook him up in a most unwelcome manner. In a moment he 
realized what had happened: his carefully- constructed screen had 
given way, and a very bright frosty moon was shining directly on 
his face. This was highly annoying. Could he possibly get up and 
reconstruct the screen? or could he manage to sleep if he did not? 

For some minutes he lay and pondered over the possibilities; then 
he turned over sharply, and with all.his eyes open lay breathlessly 
listening. There had been a movement, he was sure, in the empty 
bed on the opposite side of the room. To-morrow he would have it 



“Oh, Whistle and I’ll Come to You, My Lad”

86

M.R. James

87

moved, for there must be rats or something playing about in it. It 
was quiet now. No! the commotion began again. There was a rustling 
and shaking: surely more than any rat could cause. 

I can figure to myself something of the Professor’s bewilderment 
and horror, for I have in a dream thirty years back seen the same 
thing happen; but the reader will hardly, perhaps, imagine how 
dreadful it was to him to see a figure suddenly sit up in what he 
had known was an empty bed. He was out of his own bed in one 
bound, and made a dash towards the window, where lay his only 
weapon, the stick with which he had propped his screen. This was, 
as it turned out, the worst thing he could have done, because the 
personage in the empty bed, with a sudden motion, slipped from 
the bed and took up a position, with outspread arms, between the 
two beds, and in front of the door. Parkins watched it in a horrid 
perplexity. Somehow, the idea of getting past it and escaping through 
the door was intolerable to him; he could not have borne—he didn’t 
know why to touch it; and as for its touching him, he would sooner 
dash himself through the window than have that happen. It stood 
for the moment in a band of dark shadow, and he had not seen what 
its face was like. Now it began to move, in a stooping posture, and 
all at once the spectator realized, with some horror and some relief, 
that it must be blind, for it seemed to feel about it with its muffled 
arms in a groping and random fashion. Turning half away from him, 
it became suddenly conscious of the bed he had just left, and darted 
towards it, and bent over and felt the pillows in a way which made 
Parkins shudder as he had never in his life thought it possible. In a 
very few moments it seemed to know that the bed was empty, and 
then, moving forward into the area of light and facing the window, it 
showed for the first time what manner of thing it was. 

Parkins, who very much dislikes being questioned about it, 
did once describe something of it in my hearing, and I gathered 
that what he chiefly remembers about it is a horrible, an intensely 
horrible, face of crumpled linen. What expression he read upon it 
he could not or would not tell, but that the fear of it went nigh to 
maddening him is certain. 

But he was not at leisure to watch it for long. With formidable 
quickness it moved into the middle of the room, and, as it groped 
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and waved, one corner of its draperies swept across Parkins’s face. He 
could not—though he knew how perilous a sound was—he could 
not keep back a cry of disgust, and this gave the searcher an instant 
clue. It leapt towards him upon the instant, and the next moment he 
was half-way through the window backwards, uttering cry upon cry 
at the utmost pitch of his voice, and the linen face was thrust close 
into his own. At this, almost the last possible second, deliverance 
came, as you will have guessed: the Colonel burst the door open, and 
was just in time to see the dreadful group at the window. When he 
reached the figures only one was left. Parkins sank forward into the 
room in a faint, and before him on the floor lay a tumbled heap of 
bed-clothes. 

Colonel Wilson asked no questions, but busied himself in keeping 
everyone else out of the room and in getting Parkins back to his bed; 
and himself, wrapped in a rug, occupied the other bed for the rest 
of the night. Early on the next day Rogers arrived, more welcome 
than he would have been a day before, and the three of them held a 
very long consultation in the Professor’s room. At the end of it the 
Colonel left the hotel door carrying a small object between his finger 
and thumb, which he cast as far into the sea as a very brawny arm 
could send it. Later on the smoke of a burning ascended from the 
back premises of the Globe. 

Exactly what explanation was patched up for the staff and visitors 
at the hotel I must confess I do not recollect. The Professor was 
somehow cleared of the ready suspicion of delirium tremens, and the 
hotel of the reputation of a troubled house. 

There is not much question as to what would have happened to 
Parkins if the Colonel had not intervened when he did. He would 
either have fallen out of the window or else lost his wits. But it is not 
so evident what more the creature that came in answer to the whistle 
could have done than frighten. There seemed to be absolutely 
nothing material about it save the bed-clothes of which it had made 
itself a body. The Colonel, who remembered a not very dissimilar 
occurrence in India, was of opinion that if Parkins had closed with it 
it could really have done very little, and that its one power was that of 
frightening. The whole thing, he said, served to confirm his opinion 
of the Church of Rome. 
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There is really nothing more to tell, but, as you may imagine, the 
Professor’s views on certain points are less clear cut than they used to 
be. His nerves, too, have suffered: he cannot even now see a surplice 
hanging on a door quite unmoved, and the spectacle of a scarecrow 
in a field late on a winter afternoon has cost him more than one 
sleepless night. 

The End
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The Beckoning Fair One
(1911)

Oliver Onions 

I

THE THREE or four “To Let” boards had stood within the low 
paling as long as the inhabitants of the little triangular “Square” 
could remember, and if they had ever been vertical it was a very long 
time ago. They now overhung the palings each at its own angle, and 
resembled nothing so much as a row of wooden choppers, ever in 
the act of falling upon some passer-by, yet never cutting off a tenant 
for the old house from the stream of his fellows. Not that there 
was ever any great “stream” through the square; the stream passed 
a furlong and more away, beyond the intricacy of tenements and 
alleys and byways that had sprung up since the old house had been 
built, hemming it in completely; and probably the house itself was 
only suffered to stand pending the falling-in of a lease or two, when 
doubtless a clearance would be made of the whole neighbourhood. 

It was of bloomy old red brick, and built into its walls were the 
crowns and clasped hands and other insignia of insurance companies 
long since defunct. The children of the secluded square had swung 
upon the low gate at the end of the entrance-alley until little more 
than the solid top bar of it remained, and the alley itself ran past 
boarded basement windows on which tramps had chalked their 
cryptic marks. The path was washed and worn uneven by the spilling 
of water from the eaves of the encroaching next house, and cats and 
dogs had made the approach their own. The chances of a tenant did 
not seem such as to warrant the keeping of the “To Let” boards in 
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a state of legibility and repair, and as a matter of fact they were not 
so kept. 

For six months Oleron had passed the old place twice a day or 
oftener, on his way from his lodgings to the room, ten minutes’ walk 
away, he had taken to work in; and for six months no hatchet-like 
notice-board had fallen across his path. This might have been due 
to the fact that he usually took the other side of the square. But 
he chanced one morning to take the side that ran past the broken 
gate and the rain-worn entrance alley, and to pause before one of 
the inclined boards. The board bore, besides the agent’s name, the 
announcement, written apparently about the time of Oleron’s own 
early youth, that the key was to be had at Number Six. 

Now Oleron was already paying, for his separate bedroom and 
workroom, more than an author who, without private means, 
habitually disregards his public, can afford; and he was paying 
in addition a small rent for the storage of the greater part of his 
grandmother’s furniture. Moreover, it invariably happened that the 
book he wished to read in bed was at his working-quarters half a 
mile or more away, while the note or letter he had sudden need of 
during the day was as likely as not to be in the pocket of another 
coat hanging behind his bedroom door. And there were other 
inconveniences in having a divided domicile. Therefore Oleron, 
brought suddenly up by the hatchet-like notice board, looked first 
down through some scanty privet-bushes at the boarded basement 
windows, then up at the blank and grimy windows of the first floor, 
and so up to the second floor and the flat stone coping of the leads. 
He stood for a minute thumbing his lean and shaven jaw; then, with 
another glance at the board, he walked slowly across the square to 
Number Six. 

He knocked, and waited for two or three minutes, but, although 
the door stood open, received no answer. He was knocking again 
when a long-nosed man in shirt-sleeves appeared. 

“I was asking a blessing on our food,” he said in severe 
explanation. 

Oleron asked if he might have the key of the old house; and the 
long-nosed man withdrew again. 

Oleron waited for another five minutes on the step; then the man, 
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appearing again and masticating some of the food of which he had 
spoken, announced that the key was lost. 

“But you won’t want it,” he said. “The entrance door isn’t closed, 
and a push’ll open any of the others. I’m a agent for it, if you’re 
thinking of taking it—”

Oleron recrossed the square, descended the two steps at the broken 
gate, passed along the alley, and turned in at the old wide doorway. 
To the right, immediately within the door, steps descended to the 
roomy cellars, and the staircase before him had a carved rail, and 
was broad and handsome and filthy. Oleron ascended it, avoiding 
contact with the rail and wall, and stopped at the first landing. A 
door facing him had been boarded up, but he pushed at that on his 
right hand, and an insecure bolt or staple yielded. He entered the 
empty first floor. 

He spent a quarter of an hour in the place, and then came out 
again. Without mounting higher, he descended and recrossed the 
square to the house of the man who had lost the key. 

“Can you tell me how much the rent is?” he asked. 
The man mentioned a figure, the comparative lowness of which 

seemed accounted for by the character of the neighbourhood and the 
abominable state of unrepair of the place. 

“Would it be possible to rent a single floor?” 
The long-nosed man did not know; they might . . . 
“Who are they ?” 
The man gave Oleron the name of a firm of lawyers in Lincoln’s 

Inn. 
“You might mention my name—Barrett,” he added. 
Pressure of work prevented Oleron from going down to Lincoln’s 

Inn that afternoon, but he went on the morrow, and was instantly 
offered the whole house as a purchase for fifty pounds down, the 
remainder of the purchase-money to remain on mortgage. It took 
him half an hour to disabuse the lawyer’s mind of the idea that he 
wished anything ‘more of the place than to rent a single floor of it. 
This made certain hums arid haws of a difference, and the lawyer 
was by no means certain that it lay within his power to do as Oleron 
suggested; but it was finally extracted from him that, provided the 
notice-boards were allowed to remain up, and that, provided it was 
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agreed that in the event of the whole house letting, the arrangement 
should terminate automatically without further notice, something 
might be done. That the old place should suddenly let over his head 
seemed to Oleron the slightest of risks to take, and he promised a 
decision within a week. On the morrow he visited the house again, 
went through it from top to bottom, and then went home to his 
lodgings to take a bath. 

He was immensely taken with that portion of the house he had 
already determined should be his own. Scraped clean and repainted, 
and with that old furniture of Oleron’s grandmother’s, it ought to 
be entirely charming. He went to the storage warehouse to refresh 
his memory of his half-forgotten belongings, and to take the 
measurements; and thence he went to a decorator’s. He was very 
busy with his regular work, and could have wished that the notice-
board had caught his attention either a few months earlier or else 
later in the year; but the quickest way would be to suspend work 
entirely until after his removal. . . . 

A fortnight later his first floor was painted throughout in a tender, 
eider-flower white, the paint was dry, and Oleron was in the middle 
of his installation. He was animated, delighted; and he rubbed 
his hands as he polished and made disposals of his grandmother’s 
effects—the tall lattice-parted china cupboard with its Derby and 
Mason and Spode, the large folding Sheraton table, the long, low 
bookshelves (he had had two of them “copied”), the chairs, the 
Sheffield candlesticks, the riveted rose-bowls. These things he set 
against his newly painted eider-white walls—walls of wood panelled 
in the happiest proportions, and moulded and coffered to the low-
seated window-recesses. in a mood of gaiety and rest that the builders 
of rooms no longer know. The ceilings were lofty, and faintly painted 
with an old pattern of stars; even the tapering mouldings of his iron 
fireplace were as delicately designed as jewellery; and Oleron walked 
about rubbing his hands, frequently stopping for the mere pleasure 
of the glimpses from white room to white room. . . . 

“Charming, charming!” he said to himself. “I wonder what Elsie 
Bengough will think of this!” 

He bought a bolt and a Yale lock for his door, and shut off his 
quarters from the rest of the house. If he now wanted to read in 
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bed, his book could be had for stepping into the next room. All the 
time, he thought how exceedingly lucky he was to get the place. He 
put up a hat-rack in the little square hall, and hung up his hats and 
caps and coats; and passers through the small triangular square late 
at night, looking up over the little serried row of wooden “To Let” 
hatchets, could see the light within Oleron’s red blinds, or else the 
sudden darkening of one blind and the illumination of another, as 
Oleron, candlestick in hand, passed from room to room, making 
final settings of his furniture, or preparing to resume the work that 
his removal had interrupted.

II 

As far as the chief business of his life—his writing—was concerned, 
Paul Oleron treated the world a good deal better than he was treated 
by it; but he seldom took the trouble to strike a balance, or to 
compute how far, at forty-four years of age, he was behind his points 
on the handicap. To have done so wouldn’t have altered matters, and 
it might have depressed Oleron. He had chosen his path, and was 
committed to it beyond possibility of withdrawal. Perhaps he had 
chosen it in the days when he had bee n easily swayed by some thing 
a little disinterested, a little generous, a little noble; and had he ever 
thought of questioning himself he would still have held to it that a life 
without nobility and generosity and disinterestedness was no life for 
him. Only quite recently, and rarely, had he even vaguely suspected 
that there was more in it than this; but it was no good anticipating 
the day when, he supposed, he would reach that maximum point of 
his powers beyond which he must inevitably decline, and be left face 
to face with the question whether it would not have profited him 
better to have ruled his life by less exigent ideals. 

In the meantime, his removal into the old house with the 
insurance marks built into its brick merely interrupted Romilly 
Bishop at the fifteenth chapter. 

As this tall man with the lean, ascetic face moved about his new 
abode, arranging, changing, altering, hardly yet into his working-
stride again, he gave the impression of almost spinster-like precision 
and nicety. For twenty years past, in a score of lodgings, garrets, fiats, 
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and rooms furnished and unfurnished, he had been accustomed to 
do many things for himself, and he had discovered that it saves time 
and temper to be methodical. He had arranged with the wife of the 
long-nosed Barrett, a stout Welsh woman with a falsetto voice, the 
Merionethshire accent of which long residence in London had not 
perceptibly modified, to come across the square each morning to 
prepare his breakfast, and also to “turn the place out” on Saturday 
mornings; and for the rest, he even welcomed a little housework as a 
relaxation—from the strain of writing. 

His kitchen, together with the adjoining strip of an apartment into 
which a modern bath had been fitted, overlooked the alley at the side 
of the house; and at one end of it was a large closet with a door, and 
a square sliding hatch in the upper part of the door. This had been 
a powder-closet and through the hatch the elaborately dressed head 
had been thrust to receive the click and puff of the powder-pistol. 
Oleron puzzled a little over this closet; then, as its use occurred to 
him, he smiled faintly, a little moved, he knew not by what. . . . He 
would have to put it to a very different purpose from its original 
one; it would probably have to serve as his larder. . . . It was in this 
closet that he made a discovery. The back of it was shelved, and, 
rummaging on an upper shelf that ran deeply into the wall, Oleron 
found a couple of mushroom-shaped old wooden wig-stands. He did 
not know how they had come to be there. Doubtless the painters had 
turned them up somewhere or other, and had put them there. But 
his five rooms, as a whole, were short of cupboard and closet-room; 
and it was only by the exercise of some ingenuity that he was able to 
find places for the bestowal of his household linen, his boxes, and his 
seldom-used but not-to-be-destroyed accumulation of papers. 

It was in early spring that Oleron entered on his tenancy, and 
he was anxious to have Romilly ready for publication in the coming 
autumn. Nevertheless, he did not intend to force its production. 
Should it demand longer in the doing, so much the worse; he realised 
its importance, its crucial importance, in his artistic development, 
and it must have its own length and time. In the workroom he 
had recently left he had been making excellent progress; Romilly 
had begun, as the saying is, to speak and act of herself; and he did 
not doubt she would continue to do so the moment the distraction 



The Beckoning Fair One

94

Oliver Onions

95

of his removal was over. This distraction was almost over; he told 
himself it was time he pulled himself together again; and on a March 
morning he went out, returned again with two great bunches of 
yellow daffodils, placed one bunch on his mantelpiece between the 
Sheffield sticks and the other on the table before him, and took out 
the half-completed manuscript of Romilly Bishop .

But before beginning work he went to a small rosewood cabinet 
and took from a drawer his cheque-book and pass book. He totted 
them up, and his monk-like face grew thoughtful. His installation 
had cost him more than he had intended it should, and his balance 
was rather less than fifty pounds, with no immediate prospect of 
more. 

“Hm! I’d forgotten rugs and chintz curtains and so forth mounted 
up so,” said Oleron. “But it would have been a pity to spoil the place 
for the want of ten pounds or so. . . . Well, Romilly simply must be 
out for the autumn, that’s all. So here goes—” 

He drew his papers towards him. 
But he worked badly; or, rather, he did not work at all. The square 

outside had its own noises, frequent and new, and Oleron could only 
hope that he would speedily become accustomed to these. First came 
hawkers, with their carts and cries; at midday the children, returning 
from school, trooped into the square and swung on Oleron’s gate; 
and when the children had departed again for afternoon school, an 
itinerant musician with a mandoline posted himself beneath Oleron’s 
window and began to strum. This was a not unpleasant distraction, 
and Oleron, pushing up his window, threw the man a penny. Then 
he returned to his table again. . . . 

But it was no good. He came to himself, at long intervals, to find 
that he had been looking about his room and wondering how he had 
formerly been furnished—whether a settee in buttercup or petunia 
satin had stood under the farther window, whether from the centre 
moulding of the light lofty ceiling had depended a glimmering. 
crystal chandelier, or where the tambour-frame or the picquet-table 
had stood, . . . No, it was no good; he had far better be frankly doing 
nothing than getting fruitlessly tired; and he decided that he would 
take a walk, but, chancing to sit down for a moment, dozed in his 
chair instead. 
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“This won’t do,” he yawned when he awoke at half-past four in 
the afternoon; “I must do better than this tomorrow—“ 

And he felt so deliciously lazy that for some minutes he even 
contemplated the breach of an appointment he had for the evening. 

The next morning he sat down to work without even permitting 
himself to answer one of his three letters—two of them tradesmen’s 
accounts, the third a note from Miss Bengough, forwarded from his 
old address. It was a jolly day of white and blue, with a gay noisy 
wind and a subtle turn in the colour of growing things; and over and 
over again, once or twice a minute, his room became suddenly light 
and then subdued again, as the shining white clouds robed north-
eastwards over the square. The soft fitful illumination was reflected 
in the polished surface of the table and even in the footworn old 
floor; and the morning noises had begun again. 

Oleron made a pattern of dots on the paper before him, and then 
broke off to move the jar of daffodils exactly opposite the centre of 
a creamy panel. Then he wrote a sentence that ran continuously for 
a couple of lines, after which it broke off into notes and jottings. 
For a time he succeeded in persuading himself that in making these 
memoranda he was really working; then he rose and began to pace 
his room. As he did so, he was struck by an idea. It was that the 
place might possibly be a little better for more positive colour. It 
was, perhaps, a thought too pale—mild and sweet as a kind old face, 
but a little devitalised, even wan. . . . Yes, decidedly it would bear a 
robuster note—more and richer flowers, and possibly some warm 
and gay stuff for cushions for the window-seats. . . . 

“Of course, I really can’t afford it,” he muttered, as he went 
for a two-foot and began to measure the width of the window re-
cesses. . . . 

In stooping to measure a recess, his attitude suddenly changed to 
one of interest and attention. Presently he rose again, rubbing his 
hands with gentle glee. 

“Oho, oho!” he said. “These look to me very much like window-
boxes, nailed up. We must look into this! Yes, those are boxes, or I’m 
. . . oho, this is an adventure!” 

On that wall of his sitting-room there were two windows (the 
third was in another corner), and, beyond the open bedroom door, 
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on the same wall, was another. The seats of all had been painted, 
repainted, and painted again; and Oleron’s investigating finger had 
barely detected the old nailheads beneath the paint. Under the ledge 
over which he stooped an old keyhole also had been puttied up. 
Oleron took out his penknife. 

He worked carefully for five minutes, and then went into the 
kitchen for a hammer and chisel. Driving the chisel cautiously under 
the seat, he started the whole lid slightly. Again using the penknife, 
he cut along the hinged edge and outward along the ends; and then 
he fetched a wedge and a wooden mallet. 

“Now for our little mystery—” he said. 
The sound of the mallet on the wedge seemed, in that sweet and 

pale apartment, somehow a little brutal—nay, even shocking. The 
panelling rang and rattled and vibrated to the blows like a sounding-
board. The whole house seemed to echo; from the roomy cellarage to 
the garrets above a flock of echoes seemed to awake; and the sound 
got a little on Oleron’s nerves. All at once he paused, fetched a duster, 
and muffled the mallet. . . . When the edge was sufficiently raised 
he put his fingers under it and lifted. The paint flaked and starred a 
little; the rusty old nails squeaked and grunted; and the lid came up, 
laying open the box beneath. Oleron looked into it. Save for a couple 
of inches of scurf and mould and old cobwebs it was empty. 

“No treasure there,” said Oleron, a little amused that he should 
have fancied there might have been. “Romilly will still have to be out 
by the autumn. Let’s have a look at the others.” 

He turned to the second window. 
The raising of the two remaining seats occupied him until well 

into the afternoon. That of the bedroom like the first, was empty; 
but from the second seat of his sitting-room he drew out something 
yielding and folded and furred over an inch thick with dust. He 
carried the object into the kitchen, and having swept it over a bucket, 
took a duster to it. 

It was some sort of a large bag, of an ancient frieze-like material, 
and when unfolded it occupied the greater part of the small kitchen 
floor. In shape it was an irregular, a very irregular, triangle, and it 
had a couple of wide flaps, with the remains of straps and buckles. 
The patch that had been uppermost in the folding was of a faded 
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yellowish brown; but the rest of it was of shades of crimson that 
varied according to the exposure of the parts of it. 

“Now whatever can that have been?” Oleron mused as he stood 
surveying it. . . . “I give it up. Whatever it is, it’s settled my work for 
to-day, I’m afraid—” 

He folded the object up carelessly and thrust it into a corner of the 
kitchen; then, taking pans and brushes and an old knife, he returned 
to the sitting-room and began to scrape and to wash and to line with 
paper his newly discovered receptacles. When he had finished, he put 
his spare boots and books and papers into them; and he closed the 
lids again, amused with his little adventure, but also a little anxious 
for the hour to come when he should settle fairly down to his work 
again. 

III 

It piqued Oleron a little that his friend, Miss Bengough, should 
dismiss with a glance the place he himself had found so singularly 
winning. Indeed she scarcely lifted her eyes to it. But then she had 
always been more or less like that—a little indifferent to the graces of 
life, careless of appearances, and perhaps a shade more herself when 
she ate biscuits from a paper bag than when she dined with greater 
observance of the convenances. She was an unattached journalist of 
thirty-four, large, showy, fair as butter, pink as a dog-rose, reminding 
one of a florist’s picked specimen bloom, and given to sudden and 
ample movements and moist and explosive utterances. She “pulled a 
better living out of the pool” (as she expressed it) than Oleron did; 
and by cunningly disguised puffs of drapers and haberdashers she 
“pulled” also the greater part of her very varied wardrobe. She left 
small whirlwinds of air behind her when she moved, in which her 
veils and scarves fluttered and spun. 

Oleron heard the flurry of her skirts on his staircase and her single 
loud knock at his door when he had been a month in his new abode. 
Her garments brought in the outer air, and she flung a bundle of 
ladies’ journals down on a chair. 

“Don’t knock off for me,” she said across a mouthful of large-
headed hatpins as she removed her hat and veil. “I didn’t know 
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whether you were straight yet, so I’ve brought some sandwiches for 
lunch. You’ve got coffee, I suppose? —No, don’t get up—I’ll find the 
kitchen—” 

“Oh, that’s all right, I’ll clear these things away. To tell the truth, 
I’m rather glad to be interrupted,” said Oleron. 

He gathered his work together and put it away. She was already in 
the kitchen; he heard the running of water into the kettle. He joined 
her, and ten minutes later followed her back to the sitting-room with 
the coffee and sandwiches on a tray. They sat down, with the tray on 
a small table between them. 

“Well, what do you think of the new place?” Oleron asked as she 
poured out coffee. 

“Hm! . . . Anybody’d think you were going to get married, Paul.” 
He laughed. 
“Oh no. But it’s an improvement on some of them, isn’t it?” 
“Is it? I suppose it is; I don’t know. I liked the last place, in spite of 

the black ceiling and no watertap. How’s Romilly?” Oleron thumbed 
his chin. 

“Hm! I’m rather ashamed to tell you. The fact is, I’ve not got on 
very well with it. But it will be all right on the night, as you used to 
say.” 

“Stuck?” 
“Rather stuck.” 
“Got any of it you care to read to me? . . .” 
Oleron had long been in the habit of reading portions of his 

work to Miss Bengough occasionally. Her comments were always 
quick and practical, sometimes directly useful, sometimes indirectly 
suggestive. She, in return for his confidence, always kept all mention 
of her own work sedulously from him. His, she said, was “real
work”; hers merely filled space, not always even grammatically. 

“I’m afraid there isn’t,” Oleron replied, still meditatively dry-
shaving his chin. Then he added, with a little burst of candour, 
“The fact is, Elsie, I’ve not written—not actually written—very 
much more of it—any more of it, in fact. But, of course, that doesn’t 
mean I haven’t progressed. I’ve progressed, in one sense, rather 
alarmingly. I’m now thinking of reconstructing the whole thing.”  
Miss Bengough gave a gasp. “Reconstructing!” 



The Beckoning Fair One

100

Oliver Onions

101

“Making Romilly herself a different type of woman. Somehow, 
I’ve begun to feel that I’m not getting the most out of her. As she 
stands, I’ve certainly lost interest in her to some extent.” 

“But—but—” Miss Bengough protested, “you had her so real, so 
living, Paul!” 

Oleron smiled faintly. He had been quite prepared for Miss 
Bengough’s disapproval, He wasn’t surprised that she liked Romilly 
as she at present existed; she would. Whether she realised it or not, 
there was much of herself in his fictitious creation. Naturally Romilly 
would seem “real,” “living,” to her . . . . 

“But are you really serious, Paul?” Miss Bengough asked presently, 
with a round-eyed stare. 

“Quite serious.” 
“You’re really going to scrap those fifteen chapters?” 
“I didn’t exactly say that.” 
“That fine, rich love-scene?” 
“I should only do it reluctantly, and for the sake of something I 

thought better.” 
“And that beautiful, beautiful description of Romilly on the 

shore?” 
“It wouldn’t necessarily be wasted,” he said a little uneasily. 
But Miss Bengough made a large and windy gesture, and then let 

him have it. 
“Really, you are too trying!” she broke out. “I do wish sometimes 

you’d remember you’re human, and live in a world! You know I’d be 
the last to wish you to lower your standard one inch, but it wouldn’t 
be lowering it to bring it within human comprehension. Oh, you’re 
sometimes altogether too godlike! . . . Why, it would be a wicked, 
criminal waste of your powers to destroy those fifteen chapters! Look 
at it reasonably, now. You’ve been working for nearly twenty years; 
you’ve now got what you’ve been working for almost within your 
grasp; your affairs are at a most critical stage (oh, don’t tell me; I 
know you’re about at the end of your money); and here you are, 
deliberately proposing to withdraw a thing that will probably make 
your name, and to substitute for it something that ten to one nobody 
on earth will ever want to read—and small blame to them! Really, 
you try my patience!” 
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Oleron had shaken his head slowly as she had talked. It was an 
old story between them. The noisy, able, practical journalist was an 
admirable friend—up to a certain point; beyond that . . . well, each 
of us knows that point beyond which we stand alone. Elsie Bengough 
sometimes said that had she had one-tenth part of Oleron’s genius 
there were few things she could not have done—thus making that 
genius a quantitatively divisible thing, a sort of ingredient, to be 
added to or to subtracted from in the admixture of his work. That it 
was a qualitative thing, essential, indivisible, informing, passed her 
comprehension. Their spirits parted company at that point. Oleron 
knew it. She did not appear to know it. 

“Yes, yes, yes,” he said a little. wearily, by-and-by, “practically 
you’re quite right, entirely right, and I haven’t a word to say. If I 
could only turn Romilly over to you you’d make an enormous success 
of her. But that can’t be, and I, for my part, am seriously doubting 
whether she’s worth my while. You know what that means.” 

“What does it mean?” she demanded bluntly. 
“Well,” he said, smiling wanly, “what does it mean when you’re 

convinced a thing isn’t worth doing? You simply don’t do it.” 
Miss Bengough’s eyes swept the ceiling for assistance against this 

impossible man. 
“What utter rubbish!” she broke out at last. “Why, when I saw 

you last you were simply oozing Romilly; you were turning her off at 
the rate of four chapters a week; if you hadn’t moved you’d have had 
her three-parts done by now. What on earth possessed you to move 
right in the middle of your most important work?” 

Oleron tried to put her off with a recital of inconveniences, but 
she wouldn’t have it. Perhaps in her heart she partly suspected the 
reason. He was simply mortally weary of the narrow circumstances 
of his life. He had had twenty years of it—twenty years of garrets and 
roof-chambers and dingy flats and shabby lodgings, and he was tired 
of dinginess and shabbiness. The reward was as far off as ever—or if 
it was not, he no longer cared at once he would have cared to put 
out his hand and take it. It is all very well to tell a man who is at the 
point of exhaustion that only another effort is required of him; if he 
cannot make it he is as far off as ever . . . “Anyway,” Oleron summed 
up, “I’m happier here than I’ve been for a long time. That’s some sort 
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of a justification.” 
“And doing no work,” said Miss Bengough pointedly. 
At that a trifling petulance that had been gathering in Oleron 

came to a head. 
“And why should I do nothing but work?” he demanded. “How 

much happier am I for it? I don’t say I don’t love my work—when 
it’s done; but I hate doing it. Sometimes it’s an intolerable burden 
that I simply long to be rid of. Once in many weeks it has a moment, 
one moment, of glow and thrill for me; I remember the days when 
it was all glow and thrill; and now I’m forty-four, and it’s becoming 
drudgery. Nobody wants it; I’m ceasing to want it myself; and if any 
ordinary sensible man were to ask me whether I didn’t think I was a 
fool to go on, I think I should agree that I was.” 

Miss Bengough’s comely pink face was serious. 
“But you knew all that, many, many years ago, Paul—and still you 

chose it,” she said in a low voice. 
“Well, and how should I have known?” he demanded. “I didn’t 

know. I was told so. My heart, if you like, told me so, and I thought 
I knew. Youth always thinks it knows; then one day it discovers that 
it is nearly fifty—” 

“Forty-four, Paul—” 
“—forty-four, then—and it finds that the glamour isn’t in front, 

but behind. Yes, I knew and chose, if that’s knowing and cho-
osing. . . but it’s a costly choice we’re called on to make when we’re 
young!” 

Miss Bengough’s eyes were on the floor. Without moving them 
she said, “You’re not regretting it, Paul?” 

“Am I not?” he took her up. “Upon my word, I’ve lately thought 
I am! What do I get in return for it all?” 

“You know what you get,” she replied. 
He might have known from her tone what else he could have had 

for the holding up of a finger—herself. She knew, but could not tell 
him, that he could have done no better thing for himself. Had he, 
any time these ten years, asked her to marry him, she would have 
replied quietly, “Very well; when?” He had never thought of it. . . . 

“Yours is the real work,” she continued quietly. “Without you we 
jackals couldn’t exist. You and a few like you hold everything upon 
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your shoulders.” 
For a minute there was a silence. Then it occurred to Oleron that 

this was common vulgar grumbling. It was not his habit. Suddenly 
he rose and began to stack cups and plates on the tray. 

“Sorry you catch me like this, Elsie,” he said, with a little
laugh. . . .“No, I’ll take them out; then we’ll go for a walk, if you 
like. . . .” 

He carried out the tray, and then began to show Miss Bengough 
round his flat. She made few comments. In the kitchen she asked 
what an old faded square of reddish frieze was, that Miss Barrett used 
as a cushion for her wooden chair. 

“That? I should be glad if you could tell me what it is,” Oleron 
replied as he unfolded the bag and related the story of its finding in 
the window-seat. 

“I think I know what it is,” said Miss Bengough. “It’s been used to 
wrap up a harp before putting it in its case.” 

“By Jove, that’s probably just what it was,” said Oleron, “I could 
make neither head nor tale of it. . . . “ 

They finished the tour of he flat, and returned to the sitting-
room. 

“And who lives in the rest of the house?” Miss Bengough asked. 
“I dare say a tramp sleeps in the cellar occasionally. Nobody 

else.” 
“Hm! . . . Well, I’ll tell you what I think of it, if you like.” 
“I should like.” 
“You’ll never work here.” 
“Oh?” said Oleron quickly. “Why not?” 
“You’ll never finish Romilly here. Why, I don’t know, but you 

won’t. I know it. You’ll have to leave before you get on with that 
book.” 

He mused a moment, and then said: 
“Isn’t that a little—prejudiced, Elsie?” 
“Perfectly ridiculous. As an argument it hasn’t a leg to stand on. 

But there it is,” she replied, her mouth once more full of the large-
headed hat pins. 

“I can only hope you’re entirely wrong,” he said, “for I shall be in 
a serious mess if Romilly isn’t out in the autumn.” 
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IV 

As Oleron sat by his fire that evening, pondering Miss Bengough’s 
prognostication that difficulties awaited him in his work, he came 
to the conclusion that it would have been far better had she kept 
her beliefs to herself. No man does a thing better for having his 
confidence damped at the outset, and to speak of difficulties is in a 
sense to make them. Speech itself becomes a deterrent act, to which 
other discouragements accrete until the very event of which warning 
is given is as likely as not to come to pass. He hardly confounded her. 
An influence hostile to the completion of Romilly had been born. 

And in some illogical, dogmatic way women seem to have, she 
had attached this antagonistic influence to his new abode. Was 
ever anything so absurd! “You’ll never finish Romilly—” He moved 
his chair to look round the room that smiled, positively smile, in 
the firelight. He too smiled, as if pity was to be entertained for a 
maligned apartment. Even that slight lack of robust colour he had 
remarked was not noticeable in the soft glow. The drawn chintz 
curtains—they had a flowered and trellised pattern, with baskets and 
oaten pipes—fell in long quiet folds to the window-seats; the rows 
of bindings in old bookcases took the light richly; the last trace of 
sallowness had gone with the daylight; and, if the truth must be told, 
it had been Elsie himself who had seemed a little out of the picture. 

That reflection struck him a little, and presently he returned to 
it. Yes, the room had, quite accidentally, done Miss Bengough a 
disservice that afternoon. It had, in some subtle but unmistakable 
way, paced her, marked a contrast of qualities. Assuming for the 
sake of argument the slightly ridiculous proposition that the room 
in which Oleron saw was characterised by a certain sparsity and lack 
of vigour; so much the worse for Miss Bengough; she certainly erred 
on the side of redundancy and general muchness. And if one must 
contrast abstract qualities, Oleron inclined to the austere in taste. . . 

Yes, here Oleron had made a distinct discovery; he wondered 
he had not made it before. He pictured Miss Bengough again as 
she had appeared that afternoon—large, showy, moistly pink, with 
that quality of the prize bloom exuding, as it were from here; and 
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instantly she suffered in his thought. He even recognised now that 
he had noticed something odd at the time, and that unconsciously 
his attitude, even while he had been there, had been one of criticism. 
The mechanism of her was a little obvious; her melting humidity was 
the result of analysable processes; and behind her there had seem to 
lurk some dim shape emblematic of mortality. He had never, during 
the ten years of their intimacy, dreamed for a moment of asking 
her to marry him; none the less, he now felt for the first time a 
thankfulness that he had not done so. . . 

Then, suddenly and swiftly, his face flamed that he should be 
thinking thus of his friend. What! Elsie Bengough, with whom he 
had spent weeks and weeks of afternoons—she, the good chum, on 
whose help he would have counted had all the rest of the world failed 
him—she, whose loyalty to him would not, he knew, swerve as long 
as there was breath in her—Elsie to be even in thought dissected 
thus! He was an ingrate and a cad . . . 

Had she been there in that moment he would have abased himself 
before her. 

For ten minutes and more he sat, still gazing into the fire, with 
that humiliating red fading slowly from his cheeks. All was still 
within and without, save for a tiny musical tinkling that came from 
his kitchen—the dripping of water from an imperfectly turned-off 
tap into the vessel beneath it. Mechanically he began to beat with 
his fingers to the faintly heard falling of the drops; the tiny regular 
movement seemed to hasten that shameful withdrawal from his face. 
He grew cool once ore; and when he resumed his meditation he was 
all unconscious that he took it up again at the same point. . . . 

It was not only her florid superfluity of build that he had 
approached in the attitude of criticism; he was conscious also of 
the wide differences between her mind and his own. He felt no 
thankfulness that up to a certain point their natures had ever run 
companionably side by side; he was now full of questions beyond 
that point. Their intellects diverged; there was no denying it; and, 
looking back, he was inclined to doubt whether there had been 
any real coincidence. True, he had read his writings to her and 
she had appeared to speak comprehendingly and to the point; but 
what can a man do who, having assumed that another sees as he 
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does, is suddenly brought up sharp by something that falsifies and 
discredits all that had gone before? He doubted all now. . . . It did 
for a moment occur to them that the man who demands of a friend 
more than can be given to him is in danger of losing that friend, but 
he put the thought aside. 

Again he ceased to think, that again moved his finger to the 
distant dripping of the tap. . . 

And now (he resumed by-and-by), if these things were true of Elsie 
Bengough, they were also true of the creation of which she was the 
prototype—Romilly Bishop. And since he could say of Romilly what 
for very shame he could not say of Elsie, he gave his thoughts rein. 
He did so in that smiling, fire-lighted room, to the accompaniment 
of the faintly heard tap. 

There was no longer any doubt about it; he hated the central 
character of his novel. Even as he had described her physically she 
overpowered the senses; she was coarse-fibered, over-coloured, rank. 
It became true the moment he formulated his thought; Gulliver 
had described the Brobdingnagian maids-of-honour thus: and 
mentally and spiritually she corresponded—was unsensitive, limited, 
common. The model (he closed his eyes for a moment)—the model 
stuck out through fifteen vulgar and blatant chapters to such a pitch 
that, without seeing the reason, he had been unable to begin the 
sixteenth. He marvelled that it had only just dawned upon him. 

And this was to have been his Beatrice, his vision! As Elsie she 
was to have gone into the furnace of his art, and she was to have 
come out the Woman all men desire! Her thoughts were to have 
been culled from his own finest, her form from his dearest dreams, 
and her setting wherever he could find one fit for her worth. He had 
brooded long before making the attempt; then one day he had felt 
her stir within him as a mother feels a quickening, and he had begun 
to write; and so he had added chapter to chapter. . . . 

And those fifteen sodden chapters were what he had produced! 
Again he sat, softly moving his finger. . . . 
Then he bestirred himself. 
She must go, all fifteen chapters of her. That was settled. For what 

was to take her place in his mind was a blank; but one thing at a 
time; a man is not excused from taking the wrong course because the 
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right one is not immediately revealed to him. Better would come if it 
was to come; in the meantime— 

He rose, fetched the fifteen chapters, and read them over before he 
should drop them in the fire. 

But instead of putting them in the fire he let them fall from his 
hand. He became conscious of the dripping of the tap again. It had 
a tinkling gamut of four or five notes, on which it tang irregular 
changes, and it was foolishly sweet and dulcimer-like. In his mind 
Oleron could see the gathering of each drop, its little tremble on 
the lip of the tap, and the tiny percussion of its fall “Plink—plunk,” 
minimised almost to inaudibility. Following the lowest note there 
seemed to be a brief phrase, irregularly repeated; and presently 
Oleron found himself waiting for the recurrence of this phrase. It 
was quite pretty. . . . 

But it did not conduce to wakefulnes, and Oleron dozed over his 
fire. 

When he awoke again the fire had burned low and the flames of 
the candles were licking the rims of the Sheffield sticks. Sluggishly 
he rose, yawned, went his nightly round of door-locks, and window-
fastenings, and passed into his bedroom. Soon, he slept soundly. 

But a curious little sequel followed on the morrow. Mrs. Barrett 
usually tapped, not at his door, but at the wooden wall beyond 
which law Oleron’s bed; and then Oleron rose, put on his dressing 
gown, and admitted her. He was not conscious that as he did so that 
morning he hummed an air; but Mrs. Barrett lingered wit her hand 
on the doorknob and her face a little averted and smiling. 

“De-ar me!” her soft falsetto rose. “But that will be a very o-ald 
tune, Mr. Oleron! I will not have heard it this for-ty years!” 

“What tune?” Oleron asked. 
“The tune, indeed, that you was humming, sir.” 
Oleron had his thumb in the flap of a letter. It remained there. 
“I was humming? . . . Sing it, Mrs. Barrett.” Mrs. Barrett prut-

prutted. 
“I have no voice for singing, Mr. Oleron; it was Ann Pugh was the 

singer of our family; but the tune will be very o-ald, and it is called, 
The Beckoning Fair One.” 

“Try to sing it,” said Oleron, his thumb still in the envelope; and 
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Mrs. Barrett, with much dimpling and confusion, hummed the air. 
“They do say it was sung to a harp, Mr. Oleron, and it will be very 

o-ald,” she concluded. 
“And I was singing that?” 
“Indeed you was. I would not be very likely to tell you lies.” 
With a “Very well—let me have breakfast,” Oleron opened his 

letter; but the trifling circumstance struck him as more odd than he 
would have admitted to himself. The phrase he had hummed had 
been that which he had associated with the falling from the tap on 
the evening before.” 

V

Even more curious than that the commonplace dripping of an 
ordinary water-tap should have tallied so closely with an actually 
existing air was another result it had, namely, that it awakened, or 
seemed to awaken, in Oleron an abnormal sensitiveness to other 
noises of the old house. It has been remarked that the silence obtains 
its fullest and most impressive quality when it is broken by some 
minute sound; and, truth to tell, the place was never still. Perhaps the 
mildness of the spring air operated on its torpid old timbers; perhaps 
Oleron’s fires caused it to stretch its own anatomy; and certainly a 
whole world of insect life bored and burrowed in its baulks and 
joists. At any rate Oleron had only so it quiet in his chair and to wait 
for a minute or two in order to become aware of such a change ion 
the auditory scale as comes upon a man who, conceiving the mid-
summer woods to be motionless and still, all at once finds his ear 
sharpened to the crepitation of a myriad insects. 

And he smiled to think of man’s arbitrary distinction between 
that which has life and that which has not. Here, quite apart from 
such recognisable sounds as the scampering of mice, the falling of 
plaster behind his panelling, and the popping of purses or coffins 
from his fire, was a whole house talking to him had he but known 
his language. Beams settled with a tired sigh into their old mortices; 
creatures ticked in the walls; joints cracked, boards complained; with 
no palpable stirring of the air window-sashes changed their position 
with a soft knock in their frames. And whether the place had life in 
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this sense or not, it had at all events a winsome personality. It needed 
but an hour of musing for Oleron to conceive the idea tat, as his own 
body stood in friendly relation to his soul, so, by an extension and an 
attenuation, his habituation might fantastically be supposed to stand 
in some relation to himself. He even amused himself with the far-
fetched fancy that he might so identify himself with the place that 
some future tenant, taking possession, might regard it as in a sense 
haunted. It would be rather a joke if he, a perfectly harmless author, 
with nothing on his mind worse than a novel he had discovered he 
must begin again, should turn out to be laying the foundation of a 
future ghost! . . . 

In proportion, as he felt this growing attachment to the fabric of 
his abode, Elsie Bengough, from being merely unattracted, began to 
show a dislike of the place that was more and more marked. And she 
did not scruple to speak of her aversion. 

“It doesn’t belong to to-day at all, and for you especially it’s bad,” 
she said with decision. “You’re only too ready to let go your hold on 
actual things and to slip into apathy; you ought to be in a place with 
concrete floors and patent gas-meter and a tradesman’ lift. And it 
would do you all the good in the world if you had a job that made 
you scramble and rub elbows with your fellow-men. Now, if I could 
get you a job, for, say, two or three days a week, one that would allow 
you heaps of time for your proper work—would you take it?” 

Somehow, Oleron resented a little being diagnosed like this. He 
thanked Miss Bengough, but without a smile. 

“Thank you, but I don’t think so. After all each of us has his own 
life to live,” he could not refrain from adding. 

“His own life to live! . . . How long is it since you were out, 
Paul?” 

“About two hours.” 
“I don’t mean to buy stamps or to post a letter. How long is it 

since you had anything like a stretch?” 
“Oh, some little time perhaps. I don’t know.” 
“Since I was here last?” 
“I haven’t been out much.” 
“And has Romilly progressed much better for your being cooped 

up?” 
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“I think she has. I’m laying the foundations of her. I shall begin 
the actual writing presently.” 

It seemed as if Miss Bengough had forgotten their tussle about 
the first Romilly. She frowned, turned half away, and then quickly 
turned again. 

“Ah! . . . So you’ve still got that ridiculous idea in your head?” 
“If you mean,” said Oleron slowly, “that I’ve discarded the only 

Romilly, and am at work on a new one, you’re right. I have still got 
that idea in my head.” Something uncordial in his tone struck her; 
but she was a fighter. His own absurd sensitiveness hardened her. She 
gave a “Pshaw!” of impatience. 

“Where is the old one?” she demanded abruptly. 
“Why?” said Oleron. 
“I want to see it. I want to show some of it to you. I want, if you’re 

not wool-gathering entirely, to bring you back to your senses.” 
This time it was he who turned his back. But when he turned 

round again he spoke more gently. 
“It’s no good, Elsie. I’m responsible for the way I go, and you must 

allow me to go it—even if it should seem wrong to you. Believe me, 
I am giving thought to it. . . . The manuscript? I was on the point of 
burning it, but I didn’t. It’s in that window-seat, if you must see it.” 

Miss Bengough crossed quickly to the window-seat, and lifted the 
lid. Suddenly she gave a little exclamation, and put the back of her 
hand to her mouth. She spoke over her shoulder: 

“You ought to knock these nails in, Paul,” she said. 
He strode to her side. 
“What? What is it? What’s the matter?” he asked. “I did knock 

them in—or rather, pulled them out.” 
“You left enough to scratch with,” she replied, showing her hand. 

From the upper wrist to the knuckle of the little finger a welling red 
wound showed. 

“Good—Gracious!” Oleron ejaculated. . . . “Here, come to the 
bathroom and bathe it quickly—“ 

He hurried her to the bathroom, turned on warm water, and 
bathed and cleansed the bad gash. Then, still holding the hand, he 
turned cold water on it, uttering broken phases of astonishment and 
concern. 
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“Good Lord, how did that happen! As far as I knew I’d . . . is this 
water too cold? Does that hurt? I can’t imagine how on earth . . . 
there; that’ll do—”

“No—one moment longer—I can bear it,” she murmured, her 
eyes closed. 

Presently he led her back to the sitting-room and bound the hand 
in one of his handkerchiefs; but his face did not lose its expression 
of perplexity. He had spent half a day in opening and making 
serviceable the three window-boxes, and he could not conceive how 
he had come to leave an inch and a half of rusty nail standing in the 
wood. He himself had opened the lids of each of them a dozen times 
and had not noticed any nail; but there it was . . . 

“It shall come out now, at all events,” he muttered, as he went for 
a pair of pincers. And he made no mistake about it that time 

Elsie Bengough had sunk into a chair, and her face was rather 
white; but in her hand was the manuscript of Romilly . She had not 
finished with Romilly yet. Presently she returned to the charge. 

“Oh, Paul, it will be the greatest mistake you ever, ever made if 
you do not publish this!” she said. 

He hung his head, genuinely distressed. He couldn’t get that 
incident of the nail out of his head, and Romilly occupied a second 
place in his thoughts for the moment. But still she insisted; and 
when presently he spoke it was almost as if he asked her pardon for 
something. 

“What can I say, Elsie? I can only hope that when you see the new 
version, you’ll see how right I am. And if in spite of all you don’t like 
her, well . . .” he made hopeless gesture. “Don’t you see that I must 
be guided by my own lights?” 

She was silent. 
“Come, Elsie,” he aid gently. “We’ve got along well so far; don’t 

let us split on this.” 
The last words had hardly passed his lips before he regretted 

them. She had been nursing her injured hand, with her eyes once 
more closed; but her lips and lids quivered simultaneously. Her voice 
shook as she spoke. 

“I can’t help saying it, Paul, but you are so greatly changed.” 
“Hush, Elsie, he murmured soothingly; you’ve had a shock; rest 
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for a while. How could I change?” 
“I don’t know, but you are. You’ve not been yourself ever since 

you came here. I wish you’d never seen the place. It’s stopped your 
work, it’s making you into a person I hardly know, and it’s made me 
horribly anxious about you. . . . Oh, how my hand is beginning to 
throb!” 

“Poor child!” he murmured. “Will you let me take you to a doctor 
and have it properly dressed?” 

“No—I shall be all right presently—I’ll keep it raised—” 
She put her elbow on the back of the chair, and the bandaged 

hand rested lightly on his shoulder. 
At that thought an entirely new anxiety stirred suddenly within 

him. Hundreds of times previously, on their jaunts and excursions, 
she had slipped her hand within his arm as she might have slipped it 
into the arm of a brother, and he had accepted the little affectionate 
gesture as a brother might have accepted it. But now, for the first 
time, there rushed into his mind a hundred startling questions. Her 
eyes were still closed, and her head had fallen pathetically back; and 
there was a lost and ineffable smile on her parted lips. The truth 
broke in upon him. Good God! . . . And he had never divined it! 

And stranger than all was that, now that he did see that she was 
lost in love of him, there came to him, not sorrow and humility and 
abasement, but something else that he struggled in vain against—
something entirely strange and new, that, had he analyzed it, he 
would have found to be petulance and irritation and resentment and 
ungentleness. The sudden selfish prompting mastered him before he 
was aware. He all but gave it word. What was she doing there at all? 
Why was she not getting on with her own work? Why was she here 
interfering with his? Who had given hr this guardianship over him 
that lately she had put forward so assertively?—“changed?” It was 
she, not himself, who had changed. . . . 

But by the time she had opened her eyes again he had overcome 
his resentment sufficiently to speak gently, albeit with reserve. 

“I wish you would let me take you to a doctor.” 
She rose. 
“No thank you, Paul,” she sad. “I’ll go now. If I need a dressing I’ll 

get one; take the other hand, please. Good-bye—” 
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He did not attempt to detain her. He walked with her to the foot 
of the stairs. Half-way along the narrow alley she turned. 

“It would be a long way to come if you happened not to be in,” 
she said; “I’ll send you a post card the next time.” 

At the gate she turned again. 
“Leave here, Paul,” she said, with a mournful look. “Everything’s 

wrong with this house.” 
Then she was gone. 
Oleron returned to his room. He crossed straight to the window-

box. He opened the lid and stood long looking at it. Then he closed 
it again and turned away. 

“That’s rather frightening,” he muttered. “It’s simply not possible 
that I should not have removed that nail. . . .” 

VI

Oleron knew very well what Elsie had meant when she had said 
that her next visit would be preceded by a postcard. She, too, had 
realised that at last, at last he knew—knew, and didn’t want her. It 
gave him a miserable, pitiful pang, therefore, when she came again 
within a week, knocking at the door unannounced. She spoke from 
the landing; she did not intend to stay, she said; and he had to press 
her before she would so much as enter. 

Her excuse for calling was that she had heard of an inquiry for 
short stories that he might be wise to follow up. He thanked her. 
Then, her business over, she seemed anxious to get away again. 
Oleron did not seek to detain her; even he saw through the pretext 
of the stories; and he accompanied her down the stairs. 

But Elsie Bengough had no luck whatever in that house. A second 
accident befell her. Half-way down the staircase there was a sharp 
sound of splintering wood, and she checked a loud cry. Oleron knew 
the woodwork to be old, but he himself had ascended and descended 
frequently enough without mishap. . . 

Elsie had put her foot through one of the stairs. 
He sprang to her side in alarm. 
“Oh, I say! My poor girl!” 
She laughed hysterically. 
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“It’s my weight—I know I’m getting fat—” 
“Keep still—let me clear those splinters away,” he muttered 

between his teeth. 
She continued to laugh and sob that it was her weight—she was 

getting fat— 
He thrust downwards at the broken boards. The extrication was 

no easy matter, and her torn boot showed him how badly the foot 
and ankle within it must be abraded. 

“Good God—good God!” he muttered over and over again. 
“I shall be too heavy for anything soon,” she sobbed and 

laughed. 
But she refused to reascend and to examine her hurt. 
“No, let me go quickly—let me go quickly,” she repeated. 
“But it’s a frightful gash!” 
“No—not so bad—let me get away quickly—I’m—I’m not 

wanted.” 
At her words, that she was not wanted, his head dropped as if she 

had given him a buffet. 
“Elsie!” he choked, brokenly and shocked. 
But she too made a quick gesture, as if she put something violently 

aside. 
“Oh, Paul, not that—not you—of course I do mean that too in 

a sense—oh, you know what I mean! . . . But if the other can’t be, 
spare me this now! I—I wouldn’t have come, but—but oh, I did, I 
did try to keep away!” 

It was intolerable, heartbreaking; but what could he do—what 
could he say? He did not love her. . . . 

“Let me go—I’m not wanted—let me take away what’s left of 
me—” 

“Dear Elsie—you are very dear to me—” 
But again she made the gesture, as of putting something violently 

aside. 
“No, not that—not anything less—don’t offer me anything 

less—leave me a little pride—“ 
“Let me get my hat and coat—let me take you to a doctor,” he 

muttered. 
But she refused. She refused even the support of his arm. She gave 
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another unsteady laugh. 
“I’m sorry I broke your stairs, Paul. . . . You will go and see about 

the short stories, won’t you?” 
He groaned. 
“Then if you won’t see a doctor, will you go across the square and 

let Mrs. Barrett look at you? Look, there’s Barrett passing now—” 
The long-nosed Barrett was looking curiously down the alley, but 

as Oleron was about to call him he made off without a word. Elsie 
seemed anxious for nothing so much as to be clear of the place, and 
finally promised to go straight to a doctor, but insisted on going 
alone. 

“Good-bye,” she said. 
And Oleron watched her until she was past the hatchet-like “To 

Let” boards, as if he feared that even they might fall upon her and 
maim her. 

That night Oleron did not dine. He had far too much on his 
mind. He walked from room to room of his flat, as if he could have 
walked way from Elsie Bengough’s haunting cry that still rang in his 
ears. “I’m not wanted—don’t offer me anything less—let me take 
away what’s left of me—” 

Oh, if he could have persuaded himself that he loved her! 
He walked until twilight fell, then, without lighting candles, he 

stirred up the fire and flung himself into a chair. 
Poor, poor Elsie! . . . 
But even while his heart ached for her, it was out of the question. 

If only he had known! If only he had used common observation! 
But those walks, those sisterly takings of the arm—what a fool he 
had been!. . . Well, it was too late now. It was she, not he, who must 
now act—act by keeping away. He would help her all he could. He 
himself would not sit in her presence. If she came, he would hurry 
her out again as fast as he could. . . . Poor, poor Elsie! 

His room grew dark; the fire burned dead; and he continued to 
it, wincing from time to time as a fresh tortured phrase rang in his 
ears. 

Then suddenly, he knew not why, he found himself anxious for 
her in a new sense—uneasy about her personal safety. A horrible 
fancy that even then he might be looking over an embankment 
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down into dark water, that she might even now be glancing up at the 
hook on the door, took him. Women had been known to do these 
things! . . . Then there would be an inquest, and he himself would be 
called upon to identify her, and would be asked how she had come 
by an ill-healed wound on the hand and a bad abrasion of the ankle. 
Barrett would say that he had seen her leaving his house. . . . 

Then he recognised that his thoughts were morbid. By an effort 
of will he put them aside, and sat for awhile listening to the faint 
creakings and tickings and rappings within his panelling. . . . 

If only he could have married her! . . . But he couldn’t. Her face 
had risen before him again as he had seen it on the stairs, drawn 
with pain and ugly and swollen with tears. Ugly—yes, positively 
blubbered; if tears were women’s weapons, as they were said to be, 
such tears were weapons turning against themselves . . . suicide a-
gain . . . 

Then all at once he found himself attentively considering her two 
accidents. 

Extraordinary, they had been, both of them. He could not have 
left that old nail standing in the wood; why, he had fetched tools 
specially from the kitchen; and he was convinced that the step that 
had broken beneath her weight had been as sound as the others. 
It was inexplicable, if these things could happen, anything could 
happen. There was not a beam nor a jamb in the place that might 
not fall without warning, not a plank that might not crash inwards, 
not a nail that might not become a dagger. The whole place was full 
of life even now; as he sat there in the dark he heard its crowds of 
noises as if the house had been one great microphone. . . . 

Only half conscious that he did so, he had been sitting for some 
time identifying these noises, attributing to each crack or creak or 
knock its material cause; but there was one noise which, again not 
fully conscious of the omission, he had not sought to account for. 
It had last come some minutes ago; it came again now—a sort of 
soft sweeping rustle that seemed to hold an almost inaudible minute 
crackling. For half a minute or so it had Oleron’s attention; then his 
heavy thoughts were of Elsie Bengough again. 

He was nearer to loving her in that moment than he had ever 
been. He thought how to some men their loved ones were but 
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the dearer for those poor mortal blemishes that tell us we are but 
sojourners on earth, with a common fate not far distant that makes 
it hardly worth while to do anything but love for the time remaining. 
Strangling sobs, blearing tears, bodies buffeted by sickness, hearts 
and mind callous and hard with the rubs of the world—how little 
love there would be were these things a barrier to love! In that sense 
he did love Elsie Bengough. What her happiness had never moved in 
him her sorrow almost awoke. . . . 

Suddenly his meditation went. His ear had once more become 
conscious of that soft and repeated noise—the long sweep with the 
almost inaudible crackle in it. Again and again it came, with a curious 
insistence and urgency. It quickened a little as he became increasingly 
attentive. . . . it seemed to Oleron that it grew louder. . . . 

All at once he started bolt upright in his chair, tense and listening. 
The silky rustle came again; he was trying to attach it to some-
thing. . . . 

The next moment he had leapt to his feet, unnerved and terrified. 
His chair hung poised for a moment, and then went over, setting the 
fire-irons clattering as it fell. There was only one noise in the world 
like that which had caused him to spring thus to his feet. . . . 

The next time it came Oleron felt behind him at the empty air 
with his hand, and backed slowly until he found himself against the 
wall. 

“God in Heaven!” The ejaculation broke from Oleron’s lips. The 
sound had ceased. 

The next moment he had given a high cry. 
“What is it? What’s there? Who’s there?” 
A sound of scuttling caused his knees to bend under him for a 

moment; but that, he knew, was a mouse. That was not something 
that his stomach turned sick and his mind reeled to entertain. That 
other sound, the like of which was not in the world, had now entirely 
ceased; and again he called. . . . 

He called and continued to call; and then another terror, a terror 
of the sound of his own voice, seized him. He did not dare to call 
again. His shaking hand went to his pocket for a match, but he found 
none. He thought there might be matches on the mantelpiece— 

He worked his way to the mantelpiece round a little recess, 
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without for a moment leaving the wall. Then his hand encountered 
the mantelpiece, and groped along it. A box of matches fell to the 
hearth. He could just see them in the firelight, but his hand could 
not pick them up until he had cornered them inside the fender. 

Then he rose and struck a light. 
The room was as usual. He struck a second match. A candle stood 

on the table. He lighted it, and the flame sank for a moment and 
then burned up clear. Again he looked round. 

There was nothing. 
There was nothing; but there had been something, and might still 

be something. Formerly, Oleron had smiled at the fantastic thought 
that, by a merging and interplay of identities between himself and 
his beautiful room, he might be preparing a ghost for the future; it 
had not occurred to him that there might have been a similar merging 
and coalescence in the past. Yet with this staggering impossibility he 
was now face to face. Something did persist in the house; it had a 
tenant other than himself; and that tenant, whatsoever or whosoever, 
had appalled Oleron’s soul by producing the sound of a woman 
brushing her hair. 

VII

Without quite knowing how he came to be there Oleron found 
himself striding over the loose board he had temporarily placed on 
the step broken by Miss Bengough. He was hatless, and descending 
the stairs. Not until later did there return to him a hazy memory that 
he had left the candle burning on the table, had opened the door no 
wider than was necessary to allow the passage of his body, and had 
sidled out, closing the door softly behind him. At the foot of the 
stairs another shock awaited him. Something dashed with a flurry up 
from the disused cellars and disappeared out of the door. It was only 
a cat, but Oleron gave a childish sob. 

He passed out of the gate, and stood for a moment under the 
“To Let” boards, plucking foolishly at his lip and looking up at the 
glimmer of light behind one of his red blinds. Then, still looking over 
his shoulder, he moved stumblingly up the square. There was a small 
public-house round the corner; Oleron had never entered it; but he 
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entered it now, and put down a shilling that missed the counter by 
inches. “B—b—bran—brandy,” he said, and then stooped to look 
for the shilling. 

He had the little sawdusted bar to himself; what company 
there was—carters and labourers and the small tradesmen of the 
neighbourhood—was gathered in the farther compartment, beyond 
the space where the white-haired landlady moved among her taps 
and bottles. Oleron sat down on a hardwood settee with a perforated 
seat, drank half his brandy, and then, thinking he might as well drink 
it as spill it, finished it. 

Then he fell to wondering which of the men whose voices he 
heard across the public-house would undertake the removal of his 
effects on the morrow. 

In the meantime he ordered more brandy. 
For he did not intend to go back to that room where he had 

left the candle burning. Oh no! He couldn’t have faced even the 
entry and the staircase with the broken step—certainly not that 
pith-white, fascinating room. He would go back for the present to 
his old arrangement, of work-room and separate sleeping-quarters; 
he would go to his old landlady at once—presently—when he had 
finished his brandy—and see if she could put him up for the night. 
His glass was empty now. . . . 

He rose, had it refilled, and sat down again. 
And if anybody asked his reason for removing again? Oh, he had 

reason enough—reason enough! Nails that put themselves back into 
wood again and gashed people’s hands, steps that broke when you 
trod on them, and women who came into a man’s place and brushed 
their hair in the dark, were reasons enough! He was querulous 
and injured about it all. He had taken the place for himself, not 
for invisible women to brush their hair in; that lawyer fellow in 
Lincoln’s Inn should be told so, too, before many hours were out; it 
was outrageous, letting people in for agreement like that! 

A cut-glass partition divided the compartment where Oleron 
sat from the space where the white-haired landlady moved; but it 
stopped seven or eight inches above the level of the counter. There 
was no partition at the further bar. Presently Oleron, raising his eyes, 
saw that faces were watching him through the aperture. The faces 
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disappeared when he looked at them. 
He moved to a corner where he could not be seen from the other 

bar; but this brought him into line with the white-haired landlady. 
She knew him by sight—had doubtless seen him passing and 

repassing; and presently she made a remark on the weather. Oleron 
did not know what he replied, but it sufficed to call forth the further 
remark that the winter had been a bad one for influenza, but that 
the spring weather seemed to be coming at last. . . . Even this slight 
contact with the commonplace steadied Oleron a little; an idle, 
nascent wonder whether the landlady brushed her hair every night, 
and, if so, whether it gave out those little electric cracklings, was shut 
down with a snap; and Oleron was better. . . . 

With his next glass of brandy he was all for going back to his flat. 
Not go back? Indeed, he would go back! They should very soon see 
whether he was to be turned out of his place like that! He began to 
wonder why he was doing the rather unusual thing he was doing at 
that moment, unusual for him—sitting hatless, drinking brandy, in 
a public-house. Suppose he were to tell the white-haired landlady 
all about it—to tell her that a caller had scratched her hand on a 
nail, had later had the bad luck to put her foot through a rotten 
stair, and that he himself, in an old house full of squeaks and creaks 
and whispers, had heard a minute noise and had bolted from it 
in fright—what would she think of him? That he was mad, of 
course. . . . Pshaw! The real truth of the matter was that he hadn’t 
been doing enough work to occupy him. He had been dreaming 
his days away, filling his head with a lot of moonshine about a new 
Romilly (as if the old one was not good enough), and now he was 
surprised that the devil should enter an empty head! 

Yes, he would go back. He would take a walk in the air first—he 
hadn’t walked enough lately—and then he would take himself in 
hand, settle the hash of that sixteenth chapter of Romilly (fancy, 
he had actually been fool enough to think of destroying fifteen 
chapters!) and thenceforward he would remember that he had 
obligations to his fellow men and work to do in the world. There 
was the matter in a nutshell. 

He finished his brandy and went out. 
He had walked for some time before any other bearing of the 
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matter than that on himself occurred to him. At first, the fresh air 
had increased the heady effect of the brandy he had drunk; but 
afterwards his mind grew clearer than it had been since morning. 
And the clearer it grew, the less final did his boastful self-assurances 
become, and the firmer his conviction that, when all explanations had 
been made, there remained something that could not be explained. 
His hysteria of an hour before had passed; he grew steadily calmer; 
but the disquieting conviction remained. A deep fear took possession 
of him. It was a fear for Elsie. 

For something in his place was inimical to her safety. Of 
themselves, her two accidents might not have persuaded him of this; 
but she herself had said it. “I’m not wanted here. . . .” And she had 
declared that there was something wrong with the place. She had 
seen it before he had. Well and good. One thing stood out clearly: 
namely, that if this was so, she must be kept away for quite another 
reason than that had so confounded and humiliated Oleron. Luckily 
she had expressed her intention of staying away; she must be held to 
that intention. He must see to it. 

And he must see to it all the more that he now saw his first 
example, never to set foot in the place again, was absurd. People did 
not do that kind of thing. With Elsie made secure, he could not with 
any respect to himself suffer himself to be turned out by a shadow, 
nor even by a danger merely because it was a danger. He had to live 
somewhere, and he would live there. He must return. 

He mastered the faint chill of fear that came with the decision, 
and turned in his walk abruptly. Should fear grow on him again he 
would, perhaps, take one more glass of brandy. . . . 

But by the time he reached the short street that led to the square 
he was too late for more brandy. The little public house was still 
lighted, but closed, and one or two men were standing talking on the 
kerb. Oleron noticed that a sudden silence fell on them as he passed, 
and he noticed further that the long-nosed Barrett, whom he passed 
a little lower down, did not return his good-night. He turned in at 
the broken gate, hesitated merely. An instant in the alley, and then 
mounted his stairs again. 

Only an inch of candle remained in the Sheffield stick, and 
Oleron did not light another one. Deliberately he forced himself 
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to take it up and to make the tour of his five rooms before retiring. 
It was as he returned from the kitchen across his little hall that he 
noticed that a letter lay on the floor. He carried it into his sitting-
room, and glanced at the envelope before opening it. 

It was unstamped, and had been put into the door by hand. Its 
handwriting was clumsy, and it ran from beginning to end without 
comma or period. Oleron read the first line, turned to the signature, 
and then finished the letter. 

It was from the man Barrett, and it informed Oleron that 
he, Barrett, would be obliged if Mr. Oleron would make other 
arrangements for the preparing of his breakfasts and the cleaning-out 
of his place. The sting lay in the tail, that is to say, the postscript— 
This consisted of a text of Scripture. It embodied an allusion that 
could only be to Elsie Bengough. . . . 

A seldom-seen frown had cut deeply into Oleron’s brow. So! That 
was it! Very well; they would see about that on the morrow. . . . For 
the rest, this seemed merely another reason why Elsie should keep 
away . . . 

Then his suppressed rage broke out. . . . 
The foul-minded lot! The devil himself could not have given a 

leer at anything that had ever passed between Paul Oleron and Elsie 
Bengough, yet this nosing rascal must be prying and talking! . . . 

Oleron crumpled the paper up, held it, in, the candle flame, and 
then ground the ashes under his heel. 

One useful purpose, however, the letter had served: it had created 
in Oleron a wrathful blaze that effectually banished pale shadows. 
Nevertheless, one other puzzling circumstance was to close the day. 
As he undressed, he chanced to glance at his bed. The coverlets bore 
an impress as if somebody had lain on them. Oleron could not 
remember that he himself had lain down during the day—off-hand, 
he would have said that certainly he had not; but after all he could 
not be positive. His indignation for Elsie, acting possibly with the 
residue of the brandy in him, excluded all other considerations; and 
he put out his candle, lay down, and passed immediately into a deep 
and dreamless sleep, which, in the absence of Mrs. Barrett’s morning 
call, lasted almost once round the clock. 
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VIII

To the man who pays heed to that voice within him which warns 
him that twilight and danger are settling over his soul, terror is 
apt to appear an absolute thing, against which his heart must be 
safeguarded in a twink unless there is to take place an alteration 
in the whole range and scale of his nature. Mercifully, he has 
never far to look for safeguards. Of the immediate and small and 
common and momentary things of life, of usages and observances 
and modes and conventions, he builds up fortifications against the 
powers of darkness. He is even content that, not terror only, but 
joy also, should for working purposes be placed in the category of 
the absolute things; and the last treason he will commit will be that 
breaking down of terms and limits that strikes, not at one man, but 
at the welfare of the souls of all. 

In his own person, Oleron began to commit this treason. He 
began to commit it by admitting the inexplicable and horrible to 
an increasing familiarity. He did it insensibly, unconsciously, by a 
neglect of the things that he now regarded it as an impertinence in 
Elsie Bengough to have prescribed. Two months before, the words “a 
haunted house,” applied to his lovely bemusing dwelling, would have 
chilled his marrow; now, his scale of sensation becoming depressed, 
he could ask “Haunted by what?” and remain unconscious that 
horror, when it can be proved to be relative, by so much loses 
its proper quality. He was setting aside the landmarks. Mists and 
confusion had begun to enwrap him. 

And he was conscious of nothing so much as of a voracious 
inquisitiveness. He wanted to know. He was resolved to know. 
Nothing but the knowledge would satisfy him; and craftily he cast 
about for means whereby he might attain it. 

He might have spared his craft. The matter was the easiest 
imaginable. As in time past he had known, in his writing, moments 
when his thoughts had seemed to rise of themselves and to embody 
themselves in words not to be altered after wards, so now the 
question he put himself seemed to be answered even in the moment 
of their asking. There was exhilaration in the swift, easy processes. 
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He had known no such joy in his own power since the days when his 
writing had been a daily freshness and a delight to him. It was almost 
as if the course he must pursue was being dictated to him. 

And the first thing he must do, of course, was to define the 
problem. He defined it in terms of mathematics. Granted that 
he had not the place to himself; granted that the old house had 
inexpressibly caught and engaged his spirit; granted that, by virtue 
of the common denominator of the place, this unknown co-tenant 
stood in some relation to himself: what next? Clearly, the nature of 
the other numerator must be ascertained. 

And how? Ordinarily this would not have seemed simple, but to 
Oleron it was now pellucidly clear. The key, of course, lay in his half-
written novel—or rather, in both Romillys, the old and the proposed 
new one. 

A little while before Oleron would have thought himself mad 
to have embraced such an opinion; now he accepted the dizzying 
hypothesis without a quiver. 

He began to examine the first and second Romillys. 
From the moment of his doing so the thing advanced by leaps 

and bounds. Swiftly he reviewed the history of the Romilly of the 
fifteen chapters. He remembered clearly now that he had found her 
insufficient on the very first morning on which he had sat down to 
work in his new place. Other instances of his aversion leaped up to 
confirm his obscure investigation. There had come the night when 
he had hardly forborne to throw the whole thing into the fire; and 
the next morning he had begun the planning of the new Romilly. 
It had been on that morning that Mrs. Barrett, overhearing him 
humming a brief phrase that the dripping of a tap the night before 
had suggested, had informed him that he was singing some air 
he had never in his life heard before, called “The Beckoning Fair 
One”. . . . 

The Beckoning Fair One! . . . . 
With scarcely a pause in thought he, continued: 
The first Romilly having been definitely thrown over, second had 

instantly fastened herself upon him, clamoring for birth in his brain. 
He even fancied now, looking back, that there had been something 
like passion, hate almost, in the supplanting, and that more than 
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once a stray thought given to his discarded creation had—(it was 
astonishing how credible Oleron found the almost unthinkable 
idea)—had offended the supplanter. 

Yet that a malignancy almost homicidal should be extended to his 
fiction’s poor mortal prototype. . . . 

In spite of his inuring to a scale in which the horrible was now a 
thing to be fingered and turned this way and that, a “Good God!” 
broke from Oleron. 

This intrusion of the first Romilly’s prototype into his thought 
again was a factor that for the moment brought his inquiry into the 
nature of his problem to a termination; the mere thought of Elsie was 
fatal to anything abstract. For another thing, he could not yet think 
of that letter of Barrett’s, nor of a little scene that had followed it, 
without a mounting of colour and a quick contraction of the brow. 
For, wisely or not, he had had that argument out at once. Striding 
across the square on the following morning, he had bearded Barrett 
on his own doorstep. Coming back again a few minutes later, he 
had been strongly of opinion that he had only made matters worse. 
The man had been vagueness itself. He had not been able to be 
either challenged or brow beaten into anything more definite than 
a muttered farrago in which the words “Certain things, Mrs. Bar-
rett . . . respectable house . . . if the cap fits . . . proceedings that shall 
be nameless,” had been constantly repeated. 

“Not that I make any charge—” he had concluded. 
“Charge!” Oleron had cried. 
“I ’ave my idears of things, as I don’t doubt you ’ave yours—” 
“Ideas—mine!” Oleron had cried wrathfully, immediately 

dropping his voice as heads had appeared at windows of the square. 
“Look you here, my man; you’ve an unwholesome mind, which 
probably you can’t help, but a tongue which you can help, and shall! 
If there is a breath of this repeated . . .” 

“I’ll not be talked to on my own doorstep like this by anybo-
dy, . . .” Barrett had blustered. . . . 

“You shall, and I’m doing it . . .” 
“Don’t you forget there’s a Gawd above all, Who ’as said . . .” 
“You’re a low scandalmonger! . . .” 
And so forth, continuing badly what was already badly 
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begun. Oleron had returned wrathfully to his own house, and 
thenceforward, looking out of his windows, had seen Barrett’s face at 
odd times, lifting blinds or peering round curtains, as if he sought to 
put himself in possession of Heaven knew what evidence, in case it 
should be required of him. 

The unfortunate occurrence made certain minor differences in 
Oleron’s domestic arrangements. Barrett’s tongue, he gathered, had 
already been busy; he was looked at askance by the dwellers of the 
square; and he judged it better, until he should be able to obtain 
other help, to make his purchases of provisions a little farther afield 
rather than at the small shops of the immediate neighbourhood. 
For the rest, housekeeping was no new thing to him, and he would 
resume his old bachelor habits. . . . 

Besides, he was deep in certain rather abstruse investigations, in 
which it was better that he should not be disturbed. 

He was looking out of his window one midday rather tired, not 
very well, and glad that it was not very likely he would have to 
stir out of doors, when he saw Elsie Bengough crossing the square 
towards his house. The weather had broken; it was a raw and gusty 
day; and she had to force her way against the wind that set her ample 
skirts bellying about her opulent figure and her veil spinning and 
streaming behind her. 

Oleron acted swiftly and instinctively. Seizing his hat, he sprang 
to the door and descended the stairs at a run. A sort of panic had 
seized him. She must be prevented from setting foot in the place. As 
he ran along the alley he was conscious that his eyes went up to the 
caves as if something drew them. He did not know that a slate might 
not accidentally fall. . . . 

He met her at the gate, and spoke with curious volubleness. 
“This is really too bad, Elsie! Just as I’m urgently called away! I’m 

afraid it can’t be helped though, and that you’ll have to think me an 
inhospitable beast.” He poured it out just as it came into his head. 

She asked if he was going to town. 
“Yes, yes—to town,” he replied. “I’ve got to call on—on 

Chambers. You know Chambers, don’t you? No, I remember you 
don’t; a big man you once saw me with. . . I ought to have gone 
yesterday, and—” this he felt to be a brilliant effort—“and he’s going 
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out of town this afternoon. To Brighton. I had a letter from him this 
morning.” 

He took her arm and led her up the square. She had to remind 
him that his way to town lay in the other direction. 

“Of course—how stupid of me!” he said, with a little loud laugh. 
“I’m so used to going the other way with you—of course; it’s the 
other way to the bus. Will you come along with me? I am so awfully 
sorry it’s happened like this. . . .” 

They took the street to the bus terminus. 
This time Elsie bore no signs of having gone through interior 

struggles. If she detected anything unusual in his manner she made 
no comment, and he, seeing her calm, began to talk less recklessly 
through silences. By the time they reached the bus terminus, nobody, 
seeing the pallid-faced man without an overcoat and the large ample 
skirted girl at his side, would have supposed that one of them 
was ready to sink on his knees for thankfulness that he had, as he 
believed, saved the other from a wildly unthinkable danger. 

They mounted to the top of the bus, Oleron protesting that he 
should not miss his overcoat, and that he found the day, if anything, 
rather oppressively hot. They sat down on a front seat. 

Now that this meeting was forced upon him, he had something 
else to say that would make demands upon his tact. It had been on 
his mind for some time, and was, indeed, peculiarly difficult to put. 
He revolved it for some minutes, and then, remembering the success 
of his story of a sudden call to town, cut the knot of his difficulty 
with another lie. 

“I’m thinking of going away for a little while, Elsie,” he said. 
She merely said, “Oh?” 
“Somewhere for a change. I need a change. I think I shall go to-

morrow, or the day after. Yes, to-morrow, I think.” 
“Yes,” she replied. 
“I don’t quite know how long I shall be,” he continued. “I shall 

have to let you know when I am back.” 
“Yes, let me know,” she replied in an even tone. 
The tone was, for her, suspiciously even. He was a little uneasy. 
“You don’t ask me where I’m going,” he said, with a little 

cumbrous effort to rally her. 
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She was looking straight before her, past the bus-driver. 
“I know,” she said. 
He was startled. “How, you know?” 
“You’re not going anywhere,” she replied. 
He found not a word to say. It was a minute or so before she 

continued, in the same controlled voice she had employed from the 
start. 

“You’re not going anywhere. You weren’t going out this morning. 
You only came out because I appeared; don’t behave as if we were 
strangers, Paul.” 

A flush of pink had mounted to his cheeks. He noticed that the 
wind had given her the pink of early rhubarb. Still he found nothing 
to say. 

“Of course, you ought to go away,” she continued. “I don’t know 
whether you look at yourself often in the glass, but you’re rather 
noticeable. Several people have turned to look at you this morning. 
So, of course, you ought to go away. But you won’t, and I know 
why.” 

He shivered, coughed a little, and then broke silence. 
“Then if you know, there’s no use in continuing this discussion” 

he said curtly. 
“Not for me, perhaps, but there is for you, “ she replied. “Shall I 

tell you what I know?” 
“No,” he said in a voice slightly raised. 
“No?” she asked, her round eyes earnestly on him. 
“No.” Again he was getting out of patience with her; again he was 

conscious of the strain. Her devotion and fidelity and love plagued 
him; she was only humiliating both herself and him. It would have 
been bad enough had he ever, by word or deed, given her cause for 
thus fastening herself on him . . . but . . . there; that was the worst of 
that kind of life for a woman. Women such as she, businesswomen, 
in and out of offices all the time, always, whether they realised it or 
not, made comradeship a cover for something else. They accepted 
the unconventional status, came and went freely, as men did, were 
honestly taken by men at their own valuation—and then it turned 
out to be the other thing after all, and they went and fell in love. No 
wonder there was gossip in shops and squares and public houses! In 
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a sense the gossipers were in the right of it. Independent, yet not 
efficient; with some of womanhood’s graces forgone, and yet with 
all the woman’s hunger and need; half sophisticated, yet not wise; 
Oleron was tired of it all. . . . 

And it was time he told her so. 
“I suppose,” he said tremblingly, looking down between his knees, 

“I suppose the real trouble is in the life women who earn their own 
living are obliged to lead.” 

He could not tell in what sense she took the lame generality; she 
merely replied, “I suppose so.” 

“It can’t be helped,” he continued, “but you do sacrifice a good 
deal.” 

She agreed: a good deal; and then she added after a moment, 
“What, for instance?” 

“You may or may not be gradually attaining a new status, but 
you’re in a false position to-day.” 

It was very likely, she said; she hadn’t thought of it much in that 
light— 

“And,” he continued desperately, “you’re bound to suffer. Your 
most innocent acts are misunderstood; motives you never dreamed 
of are attributed to you; and in the end it comes to”—he hesitated a 
moment and then took the plunge,—“to the sidelong look and the 
leer.” 

She took his meaning with perfect ease. She merely shivered a 
little as she pronounced the name. 

“Barrett?” 
His silence told her the rest. 
Anything further that was to be said must come from her. It 

came as the bus stopped at a stage and fresh passengers mounted the 
stairs. 

“You’d better get down here and go back, Paul,” she said. “I 
understand perfectly—perfectly. It isn’t Barrett. You’d be able to deal 
with Barrett. It’s merely convenient for you to say it’s Barrett. I know 
what it is . . . but you said I wasn’t to tell you that. Very well. But 
before you go let me tell you why I came up this morning.” 

In a dull tone he asked her why. Again she looked straight before 
her as she replied: 
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“I came to force your hand. Things couldn’t go on as they have 
been going, you know; and now that’s all over.” 

“All over,” he repeated stupidly. 
“All over. I want you now to consider yourself, as far as I’m 

concerned, perfectly free. I make only one reservation.” 
He hardly had the spirit to ask her what that was. 
“If I merely need you,” she said, “please don’t give that a thought; 

that’s nothing; I shan’t come near for that. But,” she dropped her 
voice, “if you’re in need of me, Paul—I shall know if you are, and you 
will be—then I shall come at no matter what cost. You understand 
that?” 

He could only groan. 
“So that’s understood,” she concluded. “And I think all. Now go 

back. I should advise you to walk back, for you’re shivering—good-
bye—”

She gave him a cold hand, and he descended. He turned on the on 
the edge of the kerb as the bus started again. For the first time in all 
the years he had known her she parted from him with no smile and 
no wave of her long arm. 

IX

He stood on the kerb plunged in misery, looking after her as long as 
she remained in sight; but almost instantly with her disappearance 
he felt the heaviness lift a little from his spirit. She had given him his 
liberty; true, there was a sense in which he had never parted with it, 
but now was no time for splitting hairs; he was free to act, and all was 
clear ahead. Swiftly the sense of lightness grew on him: it became a 
positive rejoicing in his liberty; and before he was half-way home he 
had decided what must be done next. 

The vicar of the parish in which his dwelling was situated lived 
within ten minutes of the square. To his house Oleron turned his 
steps. It was necessary that he should have all the information he 
could get about this old house with the insurance marks an d the 
sloping “To Let” boards, and the vicar was the person most likely to 
be able to furnish it. This last preliminary out of the way, and—aha! 
Oleron chuckled—things might be expected to happen! 
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But he gained less information than he had hoped for. The house, 
the vicar said, was old—but there needed no vicar to tell Oleron 
that; it was reputed (Oleron pricked up his ears) to be haunted—but 
there were few old houses about which some such rumour did not 
circulate among ignorant; and the deplorable lack of Faith of the 
modern world, the vicar thought, did not tend to dissipate these 
superstitions. For the rest, his manner was the soothing manner of 
one who prefers not to make statements without knowing how they 
will be taken by his hearer. Oleron smiled as he perceived this. 

“You may leave my nerves out of the question,” he said. “How 
long has the place been empty?” 

“A dozen years, I should say,” the vicar replied. 
“And the last tenant—did you know him—or her?” Oleron 

was conscious of a tingling of his nerves as he offered the vicar the 
alternative of sex. 

“Him,” said the vicar. “A man. If I remember rightly, his name 
was Madley an artist. He was a great recluse; seldom went out of 
place, and”—the vicar hesitated and then broke into a little gush of 
candour—“and since you appear to have come for this information, 
and since it is better that the truth should be told than that garbled 
versions should get about, I don’t mind saying that this man 
Madley died there, under somewhat unusual circumstances. It was 
ascertained at the post-mortem that there was not a particle of food 
in his stomach, although he was found to be—not without money. 
And his frame was simply worn out. Suicide was spoken of, but 
you’ll agree with me that deliberate starvation is, to say the least, an 
uncommon form of suicide. An open verdict was returned.” 

“Ah!” said Oleron. . . . “Does there happen to be any comprehensive 
history of this parish?” 

“No; partial ones only. I myself am not guiltless of having made a 
number of notes on its purely ecclesiastical history, its registers and 
so forth, which I shall be happy to show you if you would care to see 
them; but it is a large parish, I have only one curate, and my leisure, 
as you will readily understand . . .” 

The extent of the parish and the scantiness of the vicar’s leisure 
occupied the remainder of the interview, and Oleron thanked the 
vicar, took his leave, and walked slowly home. 
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He walked slowly for a reason, twice turning away from the house 
within a stone’s-throw of the gate and taking another turn of twenty 
minutes or so. He had a very ticklish piece of work now before him; 
it required the greatest mental concentration; it was nothing less than 
to bring his mind, if he might, into such a state of unpreoccupation 
and receptivity that he should see the place as he had seen it on that 
morning when, his removal accomplished, he had sat down to begin 
the sixteenth chapter of the first Romilly. 

For, could he recapture that first impression, he now hoped for 
far more from it. Formerly, he had carried no end of mental lumber. 
Before the influence of the place had been able to find him out at 
all, it had had the inertia of those dreary chapters to overcome. No 
results had shown. The process had been one of slow saturation, 
charging, filling up to a brim. But now he was light, unburdened, rid 
at last both of that Romilly and of her prototype. Now for the new 
unknown, coy, jealous, bewitching, Beckoning Fair! . .. 

At half-past two of the afternoon he put his key into the Yale lock, 
entered, and closed the door behind him. . . . 

His fantastic attempt was instantly and astonishingly successful. 
He could have shouted with triumph as he entered the room; it 
was as if he had escaped into it. Once more, as in the days when his 
writing had had a daily freshness and wonder and promise for him, 
he was conscious of that new ease and mastery and exhilaration and 
release, The air of the place seemed to hold more oxygen; as if his own 
specific gravity had changed, his very tread seemed less ponderable. 
The flowers in the bowls, the fair proportions of the meadowsweet-
coloured panels and mouldings, the polished floor, and the lofty and 
faintly tarred ceiling, fairly laughed their welcome. Oleron actually 
laughed back, and spoke aloud. 

“Oh, you’re pretty, pretty!” he flattered it. 
Then he lay down on his couch. 
He spent that afternoon as a convalescent who expected a dear 

visitor might have spent it—in a delicious vacancy, smiling now and 
then as if in sleep, and ever lifting drowsy and contented eyes to his 
alluring surroundings. He lay thus until darkness came, and with 
darkness, the nocturnal noises of the old house. . . . 

But if he waited for any specific happening, he waited in vain. 
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He waited similarly in vain on the morrow, maintaining, though 
with less ease, that sensitised-late-like condition of his mind. 
Nothing occurred to give it an impression. Whatever it was which he 
so patiently wooed, it seemed to be both shy and exacting. . . . 

And then on the third day he thought he understood. A look of 
gentle drollery and cunning came into his eyes, and he chuckled. 

“Oho, oho! . . . Well, if the wind sits in that quarter we must see 
what else there is to be done. What is there, now? . . . No, I won’t 
send for Elsie; we don’t need a wheel to break the butterfly on; we 
won’t go to those lengths, my butterfly. . . . “ 

He was standing musing, thumbing his lean jaw, looking aslant; 
suddenly he crossed to his hall, took down his hat, and went out. 

“My lady is coquettish, is she? Well, we’ll see what a little neglect 
will do,” he chuckled as he went down the stairs. 

He sought a railway station, got into a train, and spent the rest 
of the day in the country. Oh, yes: Oleron thought he was the one 
to deal with Fair Ones who beckoned, and invited, and then took 
refuge in shyness and hanging back! 

He did not return until after eleven that night. 
“Now, my Fair Beckoner!” he murmured as he walked along the 

alley and felt in his pocket for his keys. . . . 
Inside his flat, he was perfectly composed, perfectly deliberate, 

exceedingly careful not to give himself away. As if to intimate that he 
intended to retire immediately, he lighted only a single candle; and 
as he set out with it on his nightly round he affected to yawn. He 
went first into his kitchen. There was a full moon, and a lozenge of 
moonlight, almost peacock-blue by contrast with his candle-frame, 
lay on the floor. The window was uncurtained, and he could see 
the reflection of the candle, and, faintly, that of his own face, as he 
moved bout. The door of the powder-closet stood a little ajar, and 
he closed it before sitting down to remove his boots on the chair 
with the cushion made of the folded harp-bag. From the kitchen he 
passed to the bathroom. There, another slant of blue moonlight cut 
the windowsill and law across the pipes on the wall. He visited his 
seldom-used study, and stood for a moment gazing at the silvered 
roofs across the square. Then, walking straight through his sitting-
room, his stockinged feet making no noise, he entered the bedroom 
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and put the candle on the chest of drawers. His face all this time 
wore no expression save that of tiredness. He had never been wilier 
nor more alert. 

His small bedroom fireplace was opposite the chest of drawers on 
which the mirror stood, and his bed and the window occupied the 
remaining sides of the room. Oleron drew down his blind, took off 
his coat, he then stooped to get his slippers from under the bed. 

He could have given no reason for the conviction, but that the 
manifestation that for two days had been withheld was close at hand 
he never for an instant doubted. Nor, though he could not form 
the faintest guess of the shape it might take, did he experience fear. 
Startling or surprising it might be; he was prepared for that; but that 
was all; his scale of sensation had become depressed. His hand moved 
this way and that under the bed in search of his slippers. . . . 

But for all his caution and method and preparedness, his heart 
all at once gave a leap and a pause that was almost horrid. His hand 
had found the slippers, but he was still on his knees; save for the 
circumstance he would have fallen. The bed was a low one; the 
groping for the slippers accounted for the turn of his head to one 
side; and he was careful to keep the attitude until he had partly 
recovered his self-possession. When presently he rose there was a 
drop of blood on his lower lip where he had caught at it with his 
teeth, and his watch had jerked out of the pocket of his waistcoat and 
was dangling at the end of its short leather guard. . . . 

Then, before the watch had ceased its little oscillation, he was 
himself again. 

In the middle of the mantelpiece there stood a picture, a portrait 
of his grandmother; he placed himself before this picture, so that he 
could see in the glass of it the steady flame of the candle that burned 
behind him on the chest of drawers. He could see also in the picture-
glass the little glancings of light from the bevels and facets of the 
objects about the mirror and candle. But he could see more. These 
tinglings and reflections and re-reflections did not change their 
position; but there was one gleam that had motion. It was fainter 
than the rest, and it moved up and down through the air. It was 
the reflection of the candle on Oleron’s black vulcanite comb, and 
each of its downward movements was accompanied by a silky and 
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crackling rustle. 
Oleron, watching what went on in the glass of his grandmother’s 

portrait, continued to play his part. He felt for his dangling watch 
and began slowly to wind it up. Then, for a moment ceasing to watch, 
he began to empty his trousers pockets and to place methodically in 
a little row on the mantelpiece the pennies and halfpennies he took 
from them. The sweeping, minutely electric noise filled the whole 
bedroom, and had Oleron altered his point of observation he could 
have brought the dim gleam of the moving comb so into position 
that it would almost have outlined his grandmother’s head. 

Any other head of which it might have been following the outline 
was invisible. 

Oleron finished the emptying of his pockets; then, under cover of 
another simulated yawn, not so much summoning his resolution as 
overmastered by an exorbitant curiosity, he swung suddenly round. 
That which was being combed was still not to be seen, but the comb 
did not stop. It had altered its angle a little, and had moved a little 
to the left. It was passing, in fairly regular sweeps, from a point 
rather more than five feet from the ground, in a direction roughly 
vertical, to another point a few inches below the level of the chest of 
drawers. 

Oleron continued to act to admiration. He walked to his little 
washstand in the corner, poured out water, and began to wash his 
hands. He removed his waistcoat, and continued the preparations 
for bed. The combing did not cease, and he stood for a moment in 
thought. Again his eyes twinkled. The next was very cunning— 

“Hm! . . . I think I’ll read for a quarter of an hour,” he said aloud. 
He passed out of the room. 
He was away a couple of minutes; when he returned again the 

room was suddenly quiet. He glanced at the chest of drawers; the 
comb lay still, between the collar he had removed and a pair of 
gloves. Without hesitation Oleron put out his hand and picked it 
up. It was an ordinary eighteen-penny comb, taken from a card in 
a chemist’s shop, of a substance of a definite specific gravity, and no 
more capable of rebellion against the Laws by which it existed than 
are the worlds that keep their orbits through the void. Oleron put it 
down again; then he glanced at the bundle of papers he held in his 
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hand. What he had gone to fetch had been the fifteen chapters of the 
original Romilly. 

“Hm!” he muttered as he threw the manuscript into a chair. . . . 
“As I thought. . . . She’s just blindly, ragingly, murderously jealous.” 

On the night after that, and on the following night, and for many 
nights and days, so many that he began to be uncertain about the 
count of them, Oleron, courting, cajoling, neglecting, threatening, 
beseeching, eaten out with unappeased curiosity and regardless that 
his life was becoming one consuming passion and desire, continued 
his search for the unknown co-numerator of his abode. 

X

As time went on, it came to pass that few except the postman 
mounted Oleron’s stairs; and since men who do not write letters 
receive few, even the postman’s tread became so infrequent that it 
was not heard more than once or twice a week. There came a letter 
from Oleron’s publishers, asking when they might expect to receive 
the manuscript of his new book; he delayed for some days to answer 
it, and finally forgot it. A second letter came, which he also failed to 
answer. He received no third. 

The weather grew bright and warm. The privet bushes among the 
chopper-like notice-boards flowered, and in the streets where Oleron 
did his shopping the baskets of flower-women lined the kerbs. 
Oleron purchased flowers daily; his room clamoured for flowers, 
fresh and continually renewed; and Oleron did not stint its demands. 
Nevertheless, the necessity for going out to buy them began to irk 
him more and more, and it was with a greater and ever greater sense 
of relief that he returned home again. He began to be conscious that 
again his scale of sensation had suffered a subtle change—a change 
that was not restoration to its former capacity, but an extension 
and enlarging that once more included terror. It admitted it in an 
entirely new form. Lux orco, tenebrae Jovi. The name of this terror 
was agoraphobia. Oleron had begun to dread air and space and the 
horror that might pounce upon the unguarded back. 

Presently he so contrived it that his food and flowers were 
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delivered daily at his door. He rubbed his hands when he had hit 
upon this expedient. That was better! Now he could please himself 
whether he went out or not. . . . 

Quickly he was confirmed in his choice. It became his pleasure to 
remain immured. 

But he was not happy—or, if he was, his happiness took an 
extraordinary turn. he fretted discontentedly, could sometimes have 
wept for mere weakness and misery; and yet he was dimly conscious 
that he would not have exchanged his sadness for all the noisy mirth 
of the world outside. And speaking of noise: noise, much noise, 
now caused him the acutest discomfort. It was hardly more to be 
endured than that new-born fear that kept him, on the increasingly 
rare occasions when he did go out, sidling close to walls and feeling 
friendly rails with his hand. He moved from room to room softly and 
in slippers, and sometimes stood for any seconds closing a door so 
gently that not a sound broke the stillness that was in itself a delight. 
Sunday now became an intolerable day to him, for, since the coming 
of the fine weather, there had begun to assemble in the square under 
his windows each Sunday morning certain members of the sect to 
which the long-nosed Barrett adhered. These came with a great 
drum and large brass-bellied instruments; men and women uplifted 
anguished voices, struggling with their God; and Barrett himself, 
with upraised face and closed eyes and working brows, prayed that 
the sound of his voice might penetrate the ears of all unbelievers—as 
it certainly did Oleron’s. One day, in the middle of one of these 
rhapsodies, Oleron sprang to his blind and pulled it down, and 
heard as he did so, his own name made the object of a fresh torrent 
of outpouring. 

And sometimes, but not as expecting a reply, Oleron stood still 
and called softly. Once or twice he called “Romilly!” and then waited; 
but more often his whispering did not take the shape of a name. 

There was one spot in particular of his abode that he began to 
haunt with increasing persistency. This was just within the opening 
of his bedroom door. He had discovered one day that by opening 
every door in his place (always excepting the outer one, which he 
only opened unwillingly) and by placing himself on this particular 
spot, he could actually see to a greater or less extent into each of his 
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five rooms without changing his position. He could see the whole 
of his sitting-room, al of his bedroom except the part hidden by the 
open door, and glimpses of his kitchen, bathroom, and of his rarely 
used study. He was often in this place, breathless and with his finger 
on his lip. One day, as he stood there, he suddenly found himself 
wondering whether this Madley, of whom the vicar had spoken, had 
ever discovered the strategic importance of the bedroom entry. 

Light, moreover, now caused him greater disquietude than did 
darkness. Direct sunlight, of which, as the sun passed daily round 
the house, each of his rooms had now its share, was like a flame in 
his brain; and even diffused light was a dull and numbing ache. He 
began, at successive hours of the day, one after another, to lower his 
crimson blinds. He made short and daring excursions in order to 
do this but he was ever careful to leave his retreat open, in case he 
should have sudden need of it. Presently this lowering of the blinds 
had become a daily methodical exercise, and his rooms, when he 
had been his round, had the blood-red half-light of a photographer’s 
dark-room. 

One day, as he drew down the blind of his little study and backed 
in good order out of the room again, he broke into a soft laugh. 

“That bilks Mr. Barrett!” he said; and the baffling of Barrett 
continued to afford him mirth for an hour. 

But on another day, soon after, he had a fright that left him 
trembling also for an hour. He had seized the cord to darken the 
window over the seat in which he had found the harp-bag, and was 
standing with his back well protected in the embrasure, when he 
thought he saw the tail of a black-and-white check skirt disappear 
round the corner of the house. He could not be sure—had he run 
to the window of the other wall, which was blinded, the skirt must 
have been already past—but he was almost sure that it was Elsie. He 
listened in an agony of suspense for her tread on the stairs. . . . 

“By Jove, but that would have compromised me horribly!” he 
muttered. . . . 

And he continued to mutter from time to time, “Horribly 
compromising . . . no woman would stand that . . . not any kind of 
woman . . . oh, compromising in the extreme!” 

Yet he was not happy. He could not have assigned the cause of 
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the fits of quit weeping which took him sometimes; they came and 
went, like the fitful illumination of the clouds that travelled over 
the square; and perhaps, after all, if he was not happy, he was not 
unhappy. Before he could be unhappy something must have been 
withdrawn, and nothing had been granted. He was waiting for that 
granting, in that flower-laden, frightfully enticing apartment of his, 
with the pith-white walls tinged and subdued by the crimson blinds 
to a blood-like gloom 

He paid no heed to it that his stock of money was running 
perilously low, nor that he had cease to work. Ceased to work? He 
had not ceased to work. They knew very little about it who supposed 
that Oleron had ceased to work! He was in truth only now beginning 
to work. He was preparing such a work . . . such a work . . . such a 
Mistress was a-making in the gestation of his Art . . . let him but get 
this period of probation and poignant waiting over and men should 
see. . . . How should men know her, this Fair One of Oleron’s, until 
Oleron himself knew her? Lovely radiant creations are not thrown 
off like How-d’ye-do’s. The men to whom it is committed to father 
them must weep wretched tears, as Oleron did, must swell with vain 
presumptions hopes, as Oleron did, must pursue, as Oleron pursued, 
the capricious, fair, mocking, slippery, eager Spirit tat, ever eluding, 
ever sees to it that the chase does not slacken. Let Oleron but hunt 
this Huntress a little longer . . . he would have her sparkling and 
panting in his arms yet. . . . Oh no; they were very far from the truth 
who supposed that Oleron had ceased to work! 

And if all else was falling away from Oleron, gladly he was letting it 
go. So do we all when out Fair Ones beckon. Quite at the beginning 
we wink, and promise ourselves that we will put Her Ladyship 
through her paces, neglect her for a day, turn her own jealous wiles 
against her, flout and ignore her when she comes home wheedling; 
perhaps there lurks within us all the time a heartless sprite who is 
never fooled; but in the end all falls away. She beckons, beckons, and 
all goes. . . . 

And so Oleron kept his strategic post within the frame of his 
bedroom door, and watched, and waited, and smiled, with his 
finger on his lips. . . . It was his duteous service, his worship, his 
troth-plighting, all that he had ever known of Love. And when he 
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found himself, as he now and then did, hating the dead man Madley, 
and wishing that he had never lived, he felt that that, too, was an 
acceptable service. . . . 

But, as he thus prepared himself, as it were, for a Marriage, and 
moped and chafed more and more that the Bride made no sign, he 
made a discovery that he ought to have made weeks before. 

It was through a thought of the dead Madley that he made it. Since 
that night when he had thought in his greenness that a little studied 
neglect would bring the lovely Beckoner to her knees, and had made 
use of her own jealousy to banish her, he had not set eyes on those 
fifteen discarded chapters of Romilly. He had thrown them back into 
the window-seat, forgotten their very existence. But his own jealousy 
of Madley put him in mind of hers of her jilted rival of flesh and 
blood, and he remembered them. . . . Fool that he had been! Had he, 
then, expected his Desire to manifest herself while there still existed 
the evidence of his divide allegiance? What, and she with a passion so 
fierce and centered that it had not hesitated at the destruction, twice 
attempted, of her rival? Fool that he had been! . . . 

But if that was all the pledge and sacrifice she required she should 
have it—ah, yes, and quickly! 

He took the manuscript from the window-seat, and brought it to 
the fire. 

He kept the fire always burning now the warmth brought out the 
last vestige of odour of the flowers with which his room was banked. 
He did not know what time it was; long since he had allowed his 
clock to run down—it had seemed a foolish measure of time in 
regard to the stupendous things that were happening to Oleron; but 
he knew it was late. He took the Romilly manuscript and knelt before 
the fire. 

But he had not finished removing the fastening that held the 
sheets together before he suddenly gave a start, turned his head over 
his shoulder, and listened intently. The sound he had heard had not 
been loud—it had been, indeed, no more than a tap, twice or thrice 
repeated—but it had filled Oleron with alarm. His face grew dark as 
it came again. 

He heard a voice outside on the landing. 
“Paul! . . . Paul! . . .” 
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It was Elsie’s voice. 
“Paul! . . . I know you’re in . . . I want to see you. . . . “ 
He cursed her under his breath, but kept perfectly still. He did 

not intend to admit her. 
“Paul! . . . You’re in trouble. . . . I believe you’re in danger . . . at 

least come to the door! . . . “ 
Oleron smothered a low laugh. It somehow amused him that she, 

in such danger herself, should talk to him of his danger! . . . Well, if 
she was, serve her right; she knew, or said she knew, all about it. . . . 

“Paul! . . . Paul! . . .” 
“Paul! . . . Paul! . . .” He mimicked her under his breath. 
“Oh, Paul, it’s horrible! . . .” 
Horrible, was it? thought Oleron. Then let her get away. . . . 
“I only want to help you, Paul. . . . I didn’t promise not to come 

if you needed me. . .”
He was impervious to the pitiful sob that interrupted the low cry. 

The devil take the woman! Should he shout to her to go away and 
not come back? No: let her call and knock and sob. She had a gift for 
sobbing; she mustn’t think her sobs would move him. They irritated 
him, so that he set his teeth and shook his fist at her, but that was 
all. Let her sob. 

“Paul! . . . Paul! . . .” 
With his teeth hard set, he dropped the first page of Romilly into 

the fire. Then he began to drop the rest in, sheet by sheet. 
For many minutes the calling behind his door continued; then 

suddenly it ceased. He heard the sound of feet slowly descending 
the stairs. He listened for the noise of a fall or a cry or the crash of a 
piece of the handrail of the upper landing; but none of these things 
came. She was spared. Apparently her rival suffered her to crawl 
abject and beaten away. Oleron heard the passing of her steps under 
his window; then she was gone. 

He dropped the last page into the fire, and then, with a low laugh 
rose. He looked fondly round his room. 

“Lucky to get away like that,” he remarked. “She wouldn’t have 
got away if I’d given her as much as a word or a look! What devils 
these women are! . . . But no; I oughtn’t to say that; one of em 
showed forbearance. . . . “ 
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Who showed forbearance? And what was forborne? Ah, Oleron 
knew! . . . Contempt, no doubt, had been at the bottom of it, but 
that didn’t matter: the pestering creature had been allowed to go 
unharmed. Yes, she was lucky; Oleron hoped she knew it. . . . 

And now, now, now for his reward! 
Oleron crossed the room. All his doors were open; his eyes shone 

as he placed himself within that of his bedroom. 
Fool that he had been, not to think of destroying the manuscript 

sooner! . . . 

How, in a houseful of shadows, should he know his own Shadow? 
How, in a houseful of noises, distinguish the summons he felt to 
be at hand? Ah, trust him! He would know! The place was full of a 
jugglery of dim lights. The blind at his elbow that allowed the light 
of a street lamp to struggle vaguely through—the glimpse of greeny 
blue moonlight seen through the distant kitchen door—the sulky 
glow of the fire under the black ashes of the burnt manuscript—the 
glimmering of the tulips and the moon-daisies and narcissi in the 
bowls and jugs and jars—these did not so trick and bewilder his eyes 
that he would not know his Own! It was he, not she, who had been 
delaying the shadowy Bridal; he hung his head for a moment in mute 
acknowledgment; then he bent his eyes on the deceiving, puzzling 
gloom again. He would have called her name had he known it—but 
not he would not ask her to share even a name with the other. . . 

His own face, within the frame of the door, glimmered white as 
the narcissi in the darkness. . . . 

A shadow, light as fleece, seemed to take shape in the kitchen 
(the time had been when Oleron would have said that a cloud had 
passed over the unseen moon). The low illumination on the blind 
at his elbow grew dimmer (the time had been when Oleron would 
have concluded that the lamplight going his rounds had turned low 
the flame of the lamp). The fire settled, letting down the black and 
charred papers; a flower fell from a bowl, and lay indistinct upon the 
floor; all was still; and then a stray draught moved through the old 
house, passing before Oleron’s face. . . . 

Suddenly, inclining his head, he withdrew a little from the door-
jamb. The wandering draught caused the door to move a little on its 
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hinges. Oleron trembled violently, stood for a moment longer, and 
then, putting his hand out to the knob, softly drew the door to, sat 
down on the nearest chair, and waited, as a man might await the 
calling of his name that should summon him to some weighty, high 
and privy Audience. . . . 

XI

One knows not whether there can be human compassion for anaemia 
of the soul. When the pitch of Life is dropped, and the spirit is so put 
over and reversed that that only is horrible which before was sweet 
and worldly and of the day, the human relation disappears. The sane 
soul turns appalled away, lest not merely itself, but sanity should 
suffer. We are not gods. We cannot drive out devils. We must see 
selfishly to it that devils do not enter into ourselves. 

And this we must do even though Love so transfuse us that e 
may well deem our nature to be half divine. We shall but speak of 
honour and duty in vain. The letter dropped within the dark door 
will lie unregarded, or, if regarded for a brief instant between two 
unspeakable lapses, left and forgotten again. The telegram will be 
undelivered, nor will the whistling messenger (wiselier guided than 
he knows to whistle) be conscious as he walks away of the drawn 
blind that is pushed aside an inch by a finger and then fearfully 
replaced again. No: let the miserable wrestle with his own shadows; 
let him, if indeed he be so mad, clip and strain and enfold and couch 
the succubus; but let him do so in a house into which not an air of 
Heaven penetrates, nor a bright finger of the sun pierces the filthy 
twilight. The lost must remain lost. Humanity has other business to 
attend to. 

For the handwriting of the two letters that Oleron, stealing 
noiselessly one June day into his kitchen to rid his sitting-room 
of an armful of foetid and decaying flowers, had seen on the floor 
within his door, had had no more meaning for him than if it had 
belonged to some dim and far-away dream. And at the beating of the 
telegraph-boy upon the door, within a few feet of the bed where he 
lay, he had gnashed his teeth and stopped his ears. He had pictured 
the lad standing there, just beyond his partition, among packets of 
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provisions and bundles of dead and dying flowers. For his outer 
landing was littered with these. Oleron had feared to open his door 
to take them in. After a week, the errand lads had reported that 
there must be some mistake about the order, and had left no more. 
Inside, in the red twilight, the old flowers turned brown and fell and 
decayed where they lay. 

Gradually his power was draining away. The Abomination 
fastened on Oleron’s power. The steady sapping sometimes left him 
for many hours of prostration gazing vacantly up at his red-tinged 
ceiling, idly suffering such fancies as came of themselves to have 
their way with him. Even the strongest of his memories had no more 
than a precarious hold upon his attention. Sometimes a flitting half-
memory, of a novel to be written, a novel it was important that he 
could write, tantalised him for a space before vanishing again; and 
sometimes whole novels, perfect, splendid, established to endure, 
rose magically before him. And sometimes the memories were 
absurdly remote and trivial, of garrets he had inhabited and lodgings 
that had sheltered him, and so forth. Oleron had known a great deal 
about such things in his time, but all that was now past. He had at 
last found a place which he did not intend to leave until they fetched 
him out—a place that some might have thought a little on the green-
sick side, that others might have considered to be a little too redolent 
of long-dead and morbid things for a living man to be mewed up in, 
but ah, so irresistible, with such an authority of its own, with such 
an associate of its own, and a place of such delights when once a man 
has ceased to struggle against its inexorable will! A novel? Somebody 
ought to write a novel about a place like that! There must be lots to 
write about in a place like that if one could but get to the bottom of 
it! It had probably already been painted, by a man called Madley who 
had lived there. . . . but Oleron had not known this Madley—had 
a strong feeling that he wouldn’t have liked him—would rather he 
had lived somewhere else—really couldn’t stand the fellow—hated 
him, Madley, in fact. (Aha! That was a joke!) He seriously doubted 
whether the man had led the life he ought; Oleron was in two minds 
sometimes whether he wouldn’t tell that long-nosed guardian of the 
public morals across the way about him; but probably he knew, and 
had made his praying hullabaloos for him also. That was his line. 
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Why, Oleron himself had had a dust-up with him about something 
or other . . . some girl of other . . . Elsie Bengough her name was, he 
remembered. . . . 

Oleron had moments of deep uneasiness about this Elsie 
Bengough. Or rather, he was not so much uneasy about her as 
restless about the things she did. Chef of those was the way in which 
she persisted in thrusting herself into his thoughts; and, whenever 
he was quick enough, he sent her packing the moment she made her 
appearance there, the truth was that she was not merely a bore; she 
had always been that; it had now come to the pitch when her very 
presence in his fancy was inimical to the full enjoyment of certain 
experiences. . . . She had no tact; really ought to have known that 
people are not at home to the thoughts of everybody all the time; 
ought in mere politeness to have allowed him certain seasons quite to 
himself; and was monstrously ignorant of things if she did not know, 
as she appeared not to know, that there were certain special hours 
when a man’s veins ran with fire and daring and power, in which . . . 
well, in which he had a reasonable right to treat folk as he had treated 
that prying Barrett—to shut them out completely. . . . But no, up she 
popped: the thought of her, and ruined all. Bright towering fabrics, 
by the side of which even those perfect, magical novels of which he 
dreamed were dun and grey, vanished utterly at her intrusion. It was 
as if at the threshold of some golden portal prepared for Oleron a 
pit should suddenly gape, as if a bat-like shadow should turn the 
growing dawn to mirk and darkness again. . . . Therefore, Oleron 
strove to stifle even the nascent thought of her. 

Nevertheless, there came an occasion on which this woman 
Bengough absolutely refused to be suppressed. Oleron could not 
have told exactly when this happened; he only knew by the glimmer 
of the street lamp on his blind that it was some time during the 
night, and that for some time she had not presented herself. 

He had no warning, none, of her coming; she had just come—was 
there. Strive as he would, he could not shake off the thought of her 
nor the image of her face. She haunted him. 

But for her to come at that moment of all moments! . . . Really, it 
was past belief! How she could endure it, Oleron could not conceive! 
Actually, to look on, as it were, at the triumph of a Rival. . . . Good 
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God! It was monstrous! tact—reticence—he had never credited her 
with an overwhelming amount of either; but he had never attributed 
mere—oh, there was no word for it! Monstrous—monstrous! Did 
she intend thenceforward. . . . Good God! To look on! . . . 

Oleron felt the blood rush up to the roots of his hair with anger 
against her. 

“Damnation take her!” he choked. . . . 
But the next moment his heat and resentment had changed to a 

cold sweat of cowering fear. Panic-stricken, he strove to comprehend 
what he had done. For though he knew not what, he knew he had 
done something, something fatal, irreparable, blasting. Anger he had 
felt, but not this blaze of ire that suddenly flooded the twilight of his 
consciousness with a white infernal light. That appalling flash was 
not his—not his that open rift of bright and searing Hell—not his, 
not his! His hand been the hand of a child, preparing a puny blow; 
but what was this other horrific hand that was drawn back to strike 
in the same place? Had he set that in motion? Had he provided the 
spark that had touched off the whole accumulated power of that 
formidable and relentless place? He did not know. He only knew 
that that poor igniting particle in himself was blown out, that—Oh, 
impossible!—a clinging kiss (how else to express it?) had changed on 
his very lips to a gnashing and a removal, and that for very pity of the 
awful odds he must cry out to her against whom he had lately raged 
to guard herself . . . guard herself. . . . 

“Look out!” he shrieked aloud. . . . 

The revulsion was instant. As if a cold slow billow had broken over 
him, he came to to find that he was lying in his bed, that the mist and 
horror that had for so long enwrapped him had departed, that he was 
Paul Oleron, and that he was sick, naked, helpless, and unutterably 
abandoned and alone. His faculties, though weak, answered at last to 
his calls upon them; and he knew that it must have been a hideous 
nightmare that had left him sweating and shaking thus. 

Yes, he was himself, Paul Oleron, tired novelist, already past the 
summit of his best work, and slipping downhill again empty-handed 
from it all. He had struck short in his life’s aim. He had tried too 
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much, had over-estimated his strength, and was a failure, a fail-
ure. . . . 

It all came to him in the single word, enwrapped and complete; it 
needed no sequential thought; he was a failure. He had missed. . . . 

And he had missed not one happiness, but two. He had missed the 
ease of this world, which men love, and he had missed also that other 
shining prize for which men forgo ease, the snatching and holding 
and triumphant bearing up aloft of which is the only justification of 
the mad adventurer who hazards the enterprise. And there was no 
second attempt. Fate has no morrow. Oleron’s morrow must be to sit 
down to a profitless, ill-done, unrequited work again, and so on the 
morrow after that, and the morrow after that, and as many morrows 
as there might be. . . . 

He lay there, weakly yet sanely considering it. . . . 
And since the whole attempt had failed, it was hardly worth while 

to consider whether a little might not be saved from the general 
wreck. No good would ever come of that half-finished novel. He had 
intended that it should appear in the autumn; was under contract 
that it should appear; no matter; it was better to pay forfeit to his 
publishers than to waste what days were left. He was spent; age was 
not far off; and paths of wisdom and sadness were the properest for 
the remainder of the journey. . . . 

If only he had chosen the wife, the child, the faithful friend at the 
fireside, and let them follow an ignis fatuus that list! . . . 

In the meantime it began to puzzle him exceedingly why he 
should be so weak, that his room should smell so overpoweringly of 
decaying vegetable matter, and that his hand, chancing to stray to his 
face in the darkness, should encounter a beard. 

“Most extraordinary!” he began to mutter to himself. “Have I 
been ill? Am I ill now? And if so, why have they left me alone? . . . 
Extraordinary! . . . “ 

He thought he heard a sound from the kitchen or bathroom. He 
rose a little on his pillow, and listened. . . . Ah! He was not alone, 
then! It certainly would have been extraordinary if they had left him 
ill and alone—Alone? Oh no. He would be looked after. He wouldn’t 
be left, ill, to shift for himself. If everybody else had forsaken him, he 
could trust Elsie Bengough, the dearest chum he had, for that—bless 
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her faithful heart! 
But suddenly a short, stifled, spluttering cry rang sharply out: 
“Paul!” 
It came from the kitchen. 
And in the same moment it flashed upon Oleron, he knew not 

how, that two, three, five, he knew not how many minutes before, 
another sound, unmarked at the time but suddenly transfixing his 
attention now, had striven to reach his intelligence. This sound 
had been the slight touch of metal on metal—just such a sound as 
Oleron made when he put his key into the lock. 

“Hallo! . . . who’s that?” he called sharply from his bed. 
He had no answer. 
He called again. “Hallo! . . . Who’s there? . . . Who is it?” 
This time he was sure he heard noises, soft and heavy, in the 

kitchen. 
“This is a queer thing altogether,” he muttered. “By Jove, I’m as 

weak as a kitten too, , , , Hallo, there! Somebody called, didn’t they? 
. . . Elsie! Is that you? . . . “ 

Then he began to knock with his hand on the wall at the side of 
his bed. 

“Elsie! . . . Elsie! . . . You called, didn’t you? . . . Please come here, 
whoever it is! . . . “ 

There was a sound as of a closing door, and then silence. Oleron 
began to get rather alarmed. 

“It may be a nurse,” he muttered; “Elsie’d have to get me a nurse, 
of course. She’d sit with me as long as she could spare the time, brave 
lass, and she’d get a nurse for the rest. . . . But it was awfully like her 
voice. . . . Elsie, or whoever it is! . . . I can’t make this out at all. I must 
go and see what’s the matter. . . . “ 

He put one leg out of bed. Feeling its feebleness, he reached with 
his hand for the additional support of the wall. . . . 

But before putting out the other leg he stopped and considered, 
picking at his new-found beard. He was suddenly wondering whether 
he dared go into the kitchen. It was such a frightfully long way; no 
man knew what horror might not leap and huddle on his shoulders 
if he went so far; when a man has an overmastering impulse to get 
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back into bed he ought to take heed of the warning and obey it. 
Besides, why should he go? What was there to go for? If it was that 
Bengough creature again, let her look after herself; Oleron was not 
going to have things cramp themselves on his defenseless back for the 
sake of such a spoilsport as she! . . . If she was in, let her let herself 
out again, and the sooner the better for her! Oleron simply couldn’t 
be bothered. He had his work to do. On the morrow, he must set 
about the writing of a novel with a heroine so winsome, capricious, 
adorable, jealous, wicked, beautiful, inflaming, and altogether evil, 
that men should stand amazed. She was coming over him now; he 
knew by the alteration of the very air of the room when she was near 
him; and that soft thrill of bliss that had begun to stir in him never 
came unless she was beckoning, beckoning. . . . 

He let go the wall and fell back into bed again as—oh, 
unthinkable!—the other half of that kiss that a gnash had interrupted 
was placed (how else convey it?) on his lips, robbing him of very 
breath. . . . 

XII

In the bright June sunlight a crowd filled the square, and looked up at 
the windows of the old house with the antique insurance marks in its 
walls of red brick and the agents’ notice-boards hanging like wooden 
choppers over the paling. Two constables stood at the broken gate 
of the narrow entrance-alley, keeping folk back. The women kept 
to the outskirts of the throng, moving now an then as if to see the 
drawn red blinds of the old house from a new angle, and talking in 
whispers. The children were in the houses, behind closed doors. 

A long-nosed man had a little group about him, and he was telling 
some story over and over again; and another man, little and fat and 
wide-eyed, sought to capture the long-nosed man’s audience with 
some relation in which a key figured. 

“. . . and it was revealed to me that there’d been something that 
very afternoon,” the long-nosed man was saying. “I was standing 
there, where Constable Saunders is—or rather, I was passing about 
my business, when they came out. There was no deceiving me, oh, 
no deceiving me! I saw her face. . . .” 
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“What was it like, Mr. Barrett?” a man asked. 
“It was like hers whom our Lord said to, ‘Woman, doth any man 

accuse thee?’—white as paper, and no mistake! Don’t tell me! . . . And 
so I walks straight across to Mrs. Barrett, and ‘Jane,’ I says, ‘this must 
stop, and stop at once; we are commanded to avoid evil,’ I says, ‘and 
it must come to an end now; let him get help elsewhere.’ And she 
says to me, ‘John,’ she says, ‘it’s four-and-sixpence a week’—them 
was her words. ‘Jane,’ I says, ‘if it was forty-six thousand pounds it 
should stop’ . . . and from that day to this she hasn’t set foot inside 
that gate.” 

There was a short silence: then, 
“Did Mrs. Barrett ever . . . see anythink, like?” somebody vaguely 

inquired. 
Barrett turned austerely on the speaker. 
“What Mrs. Barrett saw and Mrs. Barrett didn’t see shall not pas 

these lips; even as it is written, keep thy tongue from speaking evil,” 
he said. 

Another man spoke. 
“He was pretty near canned up in the Waggon and Horses that 

night, weren’t he, Jim?” 
“Yes, ’e ’adn’t ‘’alf copped it. . . . “ 
“Not standing treat much, neither; he was in the bar, all on his 

own. . . . “ 
“So ’e was; we talked about it. . . . “ 
The fat, scared-eyed man made another attempt. 
“She got the key off of me—she had the number of it—she came 

into my shop of a Tuesday evening. . . . “ 
Nobody heeded him. 
“Shut your heads,” a heavy labourer commented gruffly, “she 

hasn’t been found yet. ’Ere’s the inspectors; we shall know more in 
a bit.” 

Two inspectors had come up and were talking to the constables 
who guarded the gate. The little fat man ran eagerly forwarded, 
saying that she had bought the key of him. “I remember the number, 
because of it’s being three one’s and three three’s—111333!” he 
explained excitedly. 

An inspector put him aside. 
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“Nobody’s been in?” he asked of one of the constables. 
“No, sir.” 
“Then you, Brackley, come with us; you, Smith, keep the gate. 

There’s a squad on its way.” 
The two inspectors and the constable passed down the alley and 

entered the house. They mounted the wide carved staircase. 
“This don’t look as if he’d been out much lately,” one of the 

inspectors uttered as he kicked aside a littler of dead leaves and papers 
that lay outside Oleron’s door. “I don’t think we need knock—break 
a pane, Brackley.” 

The door had two glazed panels; there was a sound of shattered 
glass; and Brackley put his hand through the hole his elbow had 
made and drew back the latch. 

“Faugh!” . . . choked one of the inspectors as they entered. “Let 
some light and air in, quick. It stinks like a hearse—” 

The assembly out in the square saw the red blinds go up and the 
windows of the old house flung open. 

“That’s better,” said one of the inspectors, putting his head out 
of a window and drawing a deep breath. . . . “That seems to be 
the bedroom in there; will you go in, Simms, while I go over the 
rest? . . .” They had drawn up the bedroom blind also, and the 
waxy-white, emaciated man on the bed had made a blinker of his 
hand against the torturing flood of brightness. Nor could he believe 
that his hearing was not playing tricks with him, for there were two 
policemen in his room, bending over him and asking where “she” 
was. He shook his head. 

“This woman Bengough . . . goes by the name of Miss Elsie 
Bengough . . . d’ye hear? Where is she? . . . No good, Brackley; 
get him up; be careful with him; I’ll just shove my head out of the 
window, I think. . .” 

The other inspector had been through Oleron’s study and had 
found nothing, and was now in the kitchen, kicking aside an ankle-
deep mass of vegetable refuse that cumbered the floor. The kitchen 
window had no blind, and was overshadowed by the blank end of the 
house across the alley. The kitchen appeared to be empty. 

But the inspector, kicking aside the dead flowers, noticed that 
a shuffling trick that was not of his making had been swept to 
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a cupboard in the corner. In the upper part of the door of the 
cupboard was a square panel that looked as if it slid on runners. The 
door itself was closed. 

The inspector advanced, put out his hand to the little knob, and 
slid the hatch along the groove. 

Then he took an involuntary step back again. 
Framed in the aperture, and falling forward a little before it 

jammed again in its frame, was something that resembled a large 
lumpy pudding, done up in a pudding-bag of faded browny red 
frieze. 

“Ah!” said the inspector. 
To close the hatch again he would have had to thrust that pudding 

back with his hand; and somehow he did not quite like the idea of 
touching it. Instead, he turned the handle of the cupboard itself. 
There was weight behind it, so much weight that, after opening the 
door three and four inches and peering inside, he had to put his 
shoulder to it in order to close it again. In closing it he left sticking 
out, a few inches from the floor, a triangle of black and white check 
skirt. 

He went into the small hall 
“All right!” he called. 
They had got Oleron into his clothes. He still used his hands as 

blinkers, and his brain was very confused. A number of things were 
happening that he couldn’t understand. He couldn’t understand the 
extraordinary mess of dead flowers there seemed to be everywhere; 
he couldn’t understand why there should be police officers in his 
room; he couldn’t understand why one of these should be sent for a 
four-wheeler and a stretcher; and he couldn’t understand what heavy 
article they seemed to be moving about in the kitchen—his kit-
chen. . . . 

“What’s the matter?” he muttered sleepily. . . . 
Then he heard a murmur in the square, and the stopping of a 

four-wheeler outside. A police officer was at his elbow again, and 
Oleron wondered why, when he whispered something to him, he 
should run off a string of words—something about “used in evidence 
against you.” They had lifted him to his feet, and were assisting him 
towards the door. . . . 
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No, Oleron couldn’t understand it at all. 
They got him down the stairs and along the alley. Oleron was 

aware of confused angry shoutings; he gathered that a number of 
people wanted to lynch somebody or other. Then his attention 
became fixed on a little fat frightened-eyed man who appeared to be 
making a statement that an officer was taking down in a notebook. 

“I’d seen her with him . . . they was often together . . . she 
came into my shop and said it was for him . . . I thought it was all 
right . . . 111333 the number was,” the man was saying. 

The people seemed to be very angry; many police were keeping 
them back; but one of the inspectors had a voice that Oleron thought 
quite kind and friendly. He was telling somebody to get somebody 
else into the cab before something or other was brought out; and 
Oleron noticed that a four-wheeler was drawn up at the gate. It 
appeared that it was himself who was to be put into it; and as they 
lifted him up he saw that the inspector tried to stand between him 
and something that stood behind the cab, but was not quick enough 
to prevent Oleron seeing that this something was a hooded stretcher. 
The angry voices sounded like sea; something hard, like a stone, hit 
the back of the cab; and the inspector followed Oleron in and stood 
with his back to the window nearer the side where the people were. 
The door they had put Oleron in at remained open, apparently till 
the other inspector should come; and through the opening Oleron 
had a glimpse of the hatchet-like “To Let” boards among the privet-
tree. One of them said that the key was at Number Six. . . . 

Suddenly the raging of voices was hushed. Along the entrance-
alley shuffling steps were heard, and the other inspector appeared at 
the cab door. 

“Right away,” he said to the driver. 
He entered, fastened the door after him, and blocked up the 

second window with his back. Between the two inspectors Oleron 
slept peacefully. The cab moved down the square, the other vehicle 
went up the hill. The mortuary lay that way. 

The End




