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Algernon Blackwood - A Case Of Eavesdropping

J IM SHORTHOUSE WAS the sort of fellow who always made a mess 
of things. Everything with which his hands or mind came into contact issued 
from such contact in an unqualified and irremediable state of mess. His 

college days were a mess: he was twice rusticated. His schooldays were a mess: he 
went to half a dozen, each passing him on to the next with a worse character and 
in a more developed state of mess. His early boyhood was the sort of mess that 
copy-books and dictionaries spell with a big "M," and his babyhood—ugh! was the 
embodiment of howling, yowling, screaming mess.

At the age of forty, however, there came a change in his troubled life, when 
he met a girl with half a million in her own right, who consented to marry him, 
and who very soon succeeded in reducing his most messy existence into a state of 
comparative order and system.

Certain incidents, important and otherwise, of Jim's life would never have come 
to be told here but for the fact that in getting into his "messes" and out of them again 
he succeeded in drawing himself into the atmosphere of peculiar circumstances 
and strange happenings. He attracted to his path the curious adventures of life as 
unfailingly as meat attracts flies, and jam wasps. It is to the meat and jam of his 
life, so to speak, that he owes his experiences; his after-life was all pudding, which 
attracts nothing but greedy children. With marriage the interest of his life ceased 
for all but one person, and his path became regular as the sun's instead of erratic 
as a comet's.

The first experience in order of time that he related to me shows that somewhere 
latent behind his disarranged nervous system there lay psychic perceptions of an 
uncommon order. About the age of twenty-two—I think after his second rustication—
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his father's purse and patience had equally given out, and Jim found himself stranded 
high and dry in a large American city. High and dry! And the only clothes that had 
no holes in them safely in the keeping of his uncle's wardrobe.

Careful reflection on a bench in one of the city parks led him to the conclusion that 
the only thing to do was to persuade the city editor of one of the daily journals that 
he possessed an observant mind and a ready pen, and that he could "do good work 
for your paper, sir, as a reporter." This, then, he did, standing at a most unnatural 
angle between the editor and the window to conceal the whereabouts of the holes.

"Guess we'll have to give you a week's trial," said the editor, who, ever on the 
lookout for good chance material, took on shoals of men in that way and retained 
on the average one man per shoal. Anyhow it gave Jim Shorthouse the wherewithal 
to sew up the holes and relieve his uncle's wardrobe of its burden.

Then he went to find living quarters; and in this proceeding his unique 
characteristics already referred to—what theosophists would call his Karma—began 
unmistakably to assert themselves, for it was in the house he eventually selected 
that this sad tale took place.

There are no "diggings" in American cities. The alternatives for small incomes 
are grim enough—rooms in a boarding-house where meals are served, or in a room-
house where no meals are served—not even breakfast. Rich people live in palaces, 
of course, but Jim had nothing to do with "sich-like." His horizon was bounded by 
boarding-houses and room-houses; and, owing to the necessary irregularity of his 
meals and hours, he took the latter.

It was a large, gaunt-looking place in a side street, with dirty windows and a 
creaking iron gate, but the rooms were large, and the one he selected and paid for 
in advance was on the top floor. The landlady looked gaunt and dusty as the house, 
and quite as old. Her eyes were green and faded, and her features large.

"Waal," she twanged, with her electrifying Western drawl, "that's the room, if 
you like it, and that's the price I said. Now, if you want it, why, just say so; and if 
you don't, why, it don't hurt me any."

Jim wanted to shake her, but he feared the clouds of long-accumulated dust in 
her clothes, and as the price and size of the room suited him, he decided to take it.

"Anyone else on this floor?" he asked.

She looked at him queerly out of her faded eyes before she answered.

"None of my guests ever put such questions to me before," she said; "but I guess 
you're different. Why, there's no one at all but an old gent that's stayed here every 
bit of five years. He's over thar," pointing to the end of the passage.

"Ah! I see," said Shorthouse feebly. "So I'm alone up here?"
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"Reckon you are, pretty near," she twanged out, ending the conversation abruptly 
by turning her back on her new "guest," and going slowly and deliberately downstairs.

The newspaper work kept Shorthouse out most of the night. Three times a week 
he got home at 1 a.m., and three times at 3 a.m. The room proved comfortable 
enough, and he paid for a second week. His unusual hours had so far prevented his 
meeting any inmates of the house, and not a sound had been heard from the "old 
gent" who shared the floor with him. It seemed a very quiet house.

One night, about the middle of the second week, he came home tired after a long 
day's work. The lamp that usually stood all night in the hall had burned itself out, 
and he had to stumble upstairs in the dark. He made considerable noise in doing 
so, but nobody seemed to be disturbed. The whole house was utterly quiet, and 
probably everybody was asleep. There were no lights under any of the doors. All 
was in darkness. It was after two o'clock.

After reading some English letters that had come during the day, and dipping 
for a few minutes into a book, he became drowsy and got ready for bed. Just as he 
was about to get in between the sheets, he stopped for a moment and listened. There 
rose in the night, as he did so, the sound of steps somewhere in the house below. 
Listening attentively, he heard that it was somebody coming upstairs—a heavy 
tread, and the owner taking no pains to step quietly. On it came up the stairs, tramp, 
tramp, tramp—evidently the tread of a big man, and one in something of a hurry.

At once thoughts connected somehow with fire and police flashed through Jim's 
brain, but there were no sounds of voices with the steps, and he reflected in the same 
moment that it could only be the old gentleman keeping late hours and tumbling 
upstairs in the darkness. He was in the act of turning out the gas and stepping into 
bed, when the house resumed its former stillness by the footsteps suddenly coming 
to a dead stop immediately outside his own room.

With his hand on the gas, Shorthouse paused a moment before turning it out to 
see if the steps would go on again, when he was startled by a loud knocking on his 
door. Instantly, in obedience to a curious and unexplained instinct, he turned out 
the light, leaving himself and the room in total darkness.

He had scarcely taken a step across the room to open the door, when a voice 
from the other side of the wall, so close it almost sounded in his ear, exclaimed in 
German, "Is that you, father? Come in."

The speaker was a man in the next room, and the knocking, after all, had not 
been on his own door, but on that of the adjoining chamber, which he had supposed 
to be vacant.

Almost before the man in the passage had time to answer in German, "Let me 
in at once," Jim heard someone cross the floor and unlock the door. Then it was 
slammed to with a bang, and there was audible the sound of footsteps about the 
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room, and of chairs being drawn up to a table and knocking against furniture on 
the way. The men seemed wholly regardless of their neighbour's comfort, for they 
made noise enough to waken the dead.

"Serves me right for taking a room in such a cheap hole," reflected Jim in the 
darkness. "I wonder whom she's let the room to!"

The two rooms, the landlady had told him, were originally one. She had put 
up a thin partition—just a row of boards—to increase her income. The doors were 
adjacent, and only separated by the massive upright beam between them. When 
one was opened or shut the other rattled.

With utter indifference to the comfort of the other sleepers in the house, the two 
Germans had meanwhile commenced to talk both at once and at the top of their 
voices. They talked emphatically, even angrily. The words "Father" and "Otto" were 
freely used. Shorthouse understood German, but as he stood listening for the first 
minute or two, an eavesdropper in spite of himself, it was difficult to make head or 
tail of the talk, for neither would give way to the other, and the jumble of guttural 
sounds and unfinished sentences was wholly unintelligible. Then, very suddenly, 
both voices dropped together; and, after a moment's pause, the deep tones of one 
of them, who seemed to be the "father," said, with the utmost distinctness—

"You mean, Otto, that you refuse to get it?"

There was a sound of someone shuffling in the chair before the answer came. 
"I mean that I don't know how to get it. It is so much, father. It is too much. A part 
of it—"

"A part of it!" cried the other, with an angry oath, "a part of it, when ruin and 
disgrace are already in the house, is worse than useless. If you can get half you can 
get all, you wretched fool. Half-measures only damn all concerned."

"You told me last time—" began the other firmly, but was not allowed to finish. 
A succession of horrible oaths drowned his sentence, and the father went on, in a 
voice vibrating with anger—

"You know she will give you anything. You have only been married a few 
months. If you ask and give a plausible reason you can get all we want and more. 
You can ask it temporarily. All will be paid back. It will re-establish the firm, and 
she will never know what was done with it. With that amount, Otto, you know I 
can recoup all these terrible losses, and in less than a year all will be repaid. But 
without it. . . . You must get it, Otto. Hear me, you must. Am I to be arrested for the 
misuse of trust moneys? Is our honoured name to be cursed and spat on?" The old 
man choked and stammered in his anger and desperation.

Shorthouse stood shivering in the darkness and listening in spite of himself. The 
conversation had carried him along with it, and he had been for some reason afraid 
to let his neighbourhood be known. But at this point he realised that he had listened 
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too long and that he must inform the two men that they could be overheard to every 
single syllable. So he coughed loudly, and at the same time rattled the handle of his 
door. It seemed to have no effect, for the voices continued just as loudly as before, 
the son protesting and the father growing more and more angry. He coughed 
again persistently, and also contrived purposely in the darkness to tumble against 
the partition, feeling the thin boards yield easily under his weight, and making a 
considerable noise in so doing. But the voices went on unconcernedly, and louder 
than ever. Could it be possible they had not heard?

By this time Jim was more concerned about his own sleep than the morality of 
overhearing the private scandals of his neighbours, and he went out into the passage 
and knocked smartly at their door. Instantly, as if by magic, the sounds ceased. 
Everything dropped into utter silence. There was no light under the door and not 
a whisper could be heard within. He knocked again, but received no answer.

"Gentlemen," he began at length, with his lips close to the keyhole and in German, 
"please do not talk so loud. I can overhear all you say in the next room. Besides, it 
is very late, and I wish to sleep."

He paused and listened, but no answer was forthcoming. He turned the handle 
and found the door was locked. Not a sound broke the stillness of the night except the 
faint swish of the wind over the skylight and the creaking of a board here and there 
in the house below. The cold air of a very early morning crept down the passage, and 
made him shiver. The silence of the house began to impress him disagreeably. He 
looked behind him and about him, hoping, and yet fearing, that something would 
break the stillness. The voices still seemed to ring on in his ears; but that sudden 
silence, when he knocked at the door, affected him far more unpleasantly than the 
voices, and put strange thoughts in his brain—thoughts he did not like or approve.

Moving stealthily from the door, he peered over the banisters into the space 
below. It was like a deep vault that might conceal in its shadows anything that 
was not good. It was not difficult to fancy he saw an indistinct moving to-and-fro 
below him. Was that a figure sitting on the stairs peering up obliquely at him out 
of hideous eyes? Was that a sound of whispering and shuffling down there in the 
dark halls and forsaken landings? Was it something more than the inarticulate 
murmur of the night?

The wind made an effort overhead, singing over the skylight, and the door 
behind him rattled and made him start. He turned to go back to his room, and the 
draught closed the door slowly in his face as if there were someone pressing against 
it from the other side. When he pushed it open and went in, a hundred shadowy 
forms seemed to dart swiftly and silently back to their corners and hiding-places. 
But in the adjoining room the sounds had entirely ceased, and Shorthouse soon 
crept into bed, and left the house with its inmates, waking or sleeping, to take care 
of themselves, while he entered the region of dreams and silence.
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Next day, strong in the common sense that the sunlight brings, he determined 
to lodge a complaint against the noisy occupants of the next room and make the 
landlady request them to modify their voices at such late hours of the night and 
morning. But it so happened that she was not to be seen that day, and when he 
returned from the office at midnight it was, of course, too late.

Looking under the door as he came up to bed he noticed that there was no light, 
and concluded that the Germans were not in. So much the better. He went to sleep 
about one o'clock, fully decided that if they came up later and woke him with their 
horrible noises he would not rest till he had roused the landlady and made her 
reprove them with that authoritative twang, in which every word was like the lash 
of a metallic whip.

However, there proved to be no need for such drastic measures, for Shorthouse 
slumbered peacefully all night, and his dreams—chiefly of the fields of grain and 
flocks of sheep on the far-away farms of his father's estate—were permitted to run 
their fanciful course unbroken.

Two nights later, however, when he came home tired out, after a difficult day, 
and wet and blown about by one of the wickedest storms he had ever seen, his 
dreams—always of the fields and sheep—were not destined to be so undisturbed.

He had already dozed off in that delicious glow that follows the removal of wet 
clothes and the immediate snuggling under warm blankets, when his consciousness, 
hovering on the borderland between sleep and waking, was vaguely troubled by a 
sound that rose indistinctly from the depths of the house, and, between the gusts 
of wind and rain, reached his ears with an accompanying sense of uneasiness and 
discomfort. It rose on the night air with some pretence of regularity, dying away 
again in the roar of the wind to reassert itself distantly in the deep, brief hushes of 
the storm.

For a few minutes Jim's dreams were coloured only—tinged, as it were, by 
this impression of fear approaching from somewhere insensibly upon him. His 
consciousness, at first, refused to be drawn back from that enchanted region where 
it had wandered, and he did not immediately awaken. But the nature of his dreams 
changed unpleasantly. He saw the sheep suddenly run huddled together, as though 
frightened by the neighbourhood of an enemy, while the fields of waving corn became 
agitated as though some monster were moving uncouthly among the crowded stalks. 
The sky grew dark, and in his dream an awful sound came somewhere from the 
clouds. It was in reality the sound downstairs growing more distinct.

Shorthouse shifted uneasily across the bed with something like a groan of distress. 
The next minute he awoke, and found himself sitting straight up in bed—listening. 
Was it a nightmare? Had he been dreaming evil dreams, that his flesh crawled and 
the hair stirred on his head?
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The room was dark and silent, but outside the wind howled dismally and drove 
the rain with repeated assaults against the rattling windows. How nice it would 
be—the thought flashed through his mind—if all winds, like the west wind, went 
down with the sun! They made such fiendish noises at night, like the crying of angry 
voices. In the daytime they had such a different sound. If only——

Hark! It was no dream after all, for the sound was momentarily growing louder, 
and its cause was coming up the stairs. He found himself speculating feebly what 
this cause might be, but the sound was still too indistinct to enable him to arrive at 
any definite conclusion.

The voice of a church clock striking two made itself heard above the wind. It 
was just about the hour when the Germans had commenced their performance 
three nights before. Shorthouse made up his mind that if they began it again he 
would not put up with it for very long. Yet he was already horribly conscious of 
the difficulty he would have of getting out of bed. The clothes were so warm and 
comforting against his back. The sound, still steadily coming nearer, had by this 
time become differentiated from the confused clamour of the elements, and had 
resolved itself into the footsteps of one or more persons.

"The Germans, hang 'em!" thought Jim. "But what on earth is the matter with 
me? I never felt so queer in all my life."

He was trembling all over, and felt as cold as though he were in a freezing 
atmosphere. His nerves were steady enough, and he felt no diminution of physical 
courage, but he was conscious of a curious sense of malaise and trepidation, 
such as even the most vigorous men have been known to experience when in the 
first grip of some horrible and deadly disease. As the footsteps approached this 
feeling of weakness increased. He felt a strange lassitude creeping over him, a 
sort of exhaustion, accompanied by a growing numbness in the extremities, and a 
sensation of dreaminess in the head, as if perhaps the consciousness were leaving 
its accustomed seat in the brain and preparing to act on another plane. Yet, strange 
to say, as the vitality was slowly withdrawn from his body, his senses seemed to 
grow more acute.

Meanwhile the steps were already on the landing at the top of the stairs, and 
Shorthouse, still sitting upright in bed, heard a heavy body brush past his door 
and along the wall outside, almost immediately afterwards the loud knocking of 
someone's knuckles on the door of the adjoining room.

Instantly, though so far not a sound had proceeded from within, he heard, 
through the thin partition, a chair pushed back and a man quickly cross the floor 
and open the door.

"Ah! it's you," he heard in the son's voice. Had the fellow, then, been sitting 
silently in there all this time, waiting for his father's arrival? To Shorthouse it came 
not as a pleasant reflection by any means.
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There was no answer to this dubious greeting, but the door was closed quickly, 
and then there was a sound as if a bag or parcel had been thrown on a wooden table 
and had slid some distance across it before stopping.

"What's that?" asked the son, with anxiety in his tone.

"You may know before I go," returned the other gruffly. Indeed his voice was 
more than gruff: it betrayed ill-suppressed passion.

Shorthouse was conscious of a strong desire to stop the conversation before it 
proceeded any further, but somehow or other his will was not equal to the task, 
and he could not get out of bed. The conversation went on, every tone and inflexion 
distinctly audible above the noise of the storm.

In a low voice the father continued. Jim missed some of the words at the beginning 
of the sentence. It ended with: " . . . but now they've all left, and I've managed to get 
up to you. You know what I've come for." There was distinct menace in his tone.

"Yes," returned the other; "I have been waiting."

"And the money?" asked the father impatiently.

No answer.

"You've had three days to get it in, and I've contrived to stave off the worst so 
far—but to-morrow is the end."

No answer.

"Speak, Otto! What have you got for me? Speak, my son; for God's sake, tell me."

There was a moment's silence, during which the old man's vibrating accents 
seemed to echo through the rooms. Then came in a low voice the answer—

"I have nothing."

"Otto!" cried the other with passion, "nothing!"

"I can get nothing," came almost in a whisper.

"You lie!" cried the other, in a half-stifled voice. "I swear you lie. Give me the 
money."

A chair was heard scraping along the floor. Evidently the men had been sitting 
over the table, and one of them had risen. Shorthouse heard the bag or parcel drawn 
across the table, and then a step as if one of the men was crossing to the door.

"Father, what's in that? I must know," said Otto, with the first signs of determination 
in his voice. There must have been an effort on the son's part to gain possession of 
the parcel in question, and on the father's to retain it, for between them it fell to the 
ground. A curious rattle followed its contact with the floor. Instantly there were 
sounds of a scuffle. The men were struggling for the possession of the box. The elder 
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man with oaths, and blasphemous imprecations, the other with short gasps that 
betokened the strength of his efforts. It was of short duration, and the younger man 
had evidently won, for a minute later was heard his angry exclamation.

"I knew it. Her jewels! You scoundrel, you shall never have them. It is a crime."

The elder man uttered a short, guttural laugh, which froze Jim's blood and made 
his skin creep. No word was spoken, and for the space of ten seconds there was a 
living silence. Then the air trembled with the sound of a thud, followed immediately 
by a groan and the crash of a heavy body falling over on to the table. A second 
later there was a lurching from the table on to the floor and against the partition 
that separated the rooms. The bed quivered an instant at the shock, but the unholy 
spell was lifted from his soul and Jim Shorthouse sprang out of bed and across the 
floor in a single bound. He knew that ghastly murder had been done—the murder 
by a father of his son.

With shaking fingers but a determined heart he lit the gas, and the first thing 
in which his eyes corroborated the evidence of his ears was the horrifying detail 
that the lower portion of the partition bulged unnaturally into his own room. The 
glaring paper with which it was covered had cracked under the tension and the 
boards beneath it bent inwards towards him. What hideous load was behind them, 
he shuddered to think.

All this he saw in less than a second. Since the final lurch against the wall not a 
sound had proceeded from the room, not even a groan or a foot-step. All was still 
but the howl of the wind, which to his ears had in it a note of triumphant horror.

Shorthouse was in the act of leaving the room to rouse the house and send for 
the police—in fact his hand was already on the door-knob—when something in 
the room arrested his attention. Out of the corner of his eyes he thought he caught 
sight of something moving. He was sure of it, and turning his eyes in the direction, 
he found he was not mistaken.

Something was creeping slowly towards him along the floor. It was something 
dark and serpentine in shape, and it came from the place where the partition bulged. 
He stooped down to examine it with feelings of intense horror and repugnance, and 
he discovered that it was moving toward him from the other side of the wall. His 
eyes were fascinated, and for the moment he was unable to move. Silently, slowly, 
from side to side like a thick worm, it crawled forward into the room beneath his 
frightened eyes, until at length he could stand it no longer and stretched out his arm 
to touch it. But at the instant of contact he withdrew his hand with a suppressed 
scream. It was sluggish—and it was warm! and he saw that his fingers were stained 
with living crimson.

A second more, and Shorthouse was out in the passage with his hand on the 
door of the next room. It was locked. He plunged forward with all his weight 
against it, and, the lock giving way, he fell headlong into a room that was pitch 
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dark and very cold. In a moment he was on his feet again and trying to penetrate 
the blackness. Not a sound, not a movement. Not even the sense of a presence. It 
was empty, miserably empty!

Across the room he could trace the outline of a window with rain streaming 
down the outside, and the blurred lights of the city beyond. But the room was 
empty, appallingly empty; and so still. He stood there, cold as ice, staring, shivering 
listening. Suddenly there was a step behind him and a light flashed into the room, 
and when he turned quickly with his arm up as if to ward off a terrific blow he 
found himself face to face with the landlady. Instantly the reaction began to set in.

It was nearly three o'clock in the morning, and he was standing there with bare 
feet and striped pyjamas in a small room, which in the merciful light he perceived to 
be absolutely empty, carpetless, and without a stick of furniture, or even a window-
blind. There he stood staring at the disagreeable landlady. And there she stood too, 
staring and silent, in a black wrapper, her head almost bald, her face white as chalk, 
shading a sputtering candle with one bony hand and peering over it at him with 
her blinking green eyes. She looked positively hideous.

"Waal?" she drawled at length, "I heard yer right enough. Guess you couldn't 
sleep! Or just prowlin' round a bit—is that it?"

The empty room, the absence of all traces of the recent tragedy, the silence, the 
hour, his striped pyjamas and bare feet—everything together combined to deprive 
him momentarily of speech. He stared at her blankly without a word.

"Waal?" clanked the awful voice.

"My dear woman," he burst out finally, "there's been something awful—" So 
far his desperation took him, but no farther. He positively stuck at the substantive.

"Oh! there hasn't been nothin'," she said slowly still peering at him. "I reckon 
you've only seen and heard what the others did. I never can keep folks on this floor 
long. Most of 'em catch on sooner or later—that is, the ones that's kind of quick and 
sensitive. Only you being an Englishman I thought you wouldn't mind. Nothin' 
really happens; it's only thinkin' like."

Shorthouse was beside himself. He felt ready to pick her up and drop her over 
the banisters, candle and all.

"Look there," he said, pointing at her within an inch of her blinking eyes with 
the fingers that had touched the oozing blood; "look there, my good woman. Is 
that only thinking?"

She stared a minute, as if not knowing what he meant.

"I guess so," she said at length.
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He followed her eyes, and to his amazement saw that his fingers were as white 
as usual, and quite free from the awful stain that had been there ten minutes 
before. There was no sign of blood. No amount of staring could bring it back. Had 
he gone out of his mind? Had his eyes and ears played such tricks with him? Had 
his senses become false and perverted? He dashed past the landlady, out into the 
passage, and gained his own room in a couple of strides. Whew! . . . the partition 
no longer bulged. The paper was not torn. There was no creeping, crawling thing 
on the faded old carpet.

"It's all over now," drawled the metallic voice behind him. "I'm going to bed again."

He turned and saw the landlady slowly going downstairs again, still shading 
the candle with her hand and peering up at him from time to time as she moved. A 
black, ugly, unwholesome object, he thought, as she disappeared into the darkness 
below, and the last flicker of her candle threw a queer-shaped shadow along the 
wall and over the ceiling.

Without hesitating a moment, Shorthouse threw himself into his clothes and 
went out of the house. He preferred the storm to the horrors of that top floor, and 
he walked the streets till daylight. In the evening he told the landlady he would 
leave next day, in spite of her assurances that nothing more would happen.

"It never comes back," she said—"that is, not after he's killed."

Shorthouse gasped.

"You gave me a lot for my money," he growled.

"Waal, it aren't my show," she drawled. "I'm no spirit medium. You take chances. 
Some'll sleep right along and never hear nothin'. Others, like yourself, are different 
and get the whole thing."

"Who's the old gentleman?—does he hear it?" asked Jim.

"There's no old gentleman at all," she answered coolly. "I just told you that to 
make you feel easy like in case you did hear anythin'. You were all alone on the floor."

"Say now," she went on, after a pause in which Shorthouse could think of nothing 
to say but unpublishable things, "say now, do tell, did you feel sort of cold when 
the show was on, sort of tired and weak, I mean, as if you might be going to die?"

"How can I say?" he answered savagely; "what I felt God only knows."

"Waal, but He won't tell," she drawled out. "Only I was wonderin' how you really 
did feel, because the man who had that room last was found one morning in bed—"

"In bed?"
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"He was dead. He was the one before you. Oh! You don't need to get rattled so. 
You're all right. And it all really happened, they do say. This house used to be a 
private residence some twenty-five years ago, and a German family of the name 
of Steinhardt lived here. They had a big business in Wall Street, and stood 'way up 
in things."

"Ah!" said her listener.

"Oh yes, they did, right at the top, till one fine day it all bust and the old man 
skipped with the boodle—"

"Skipped with the boodle?"

"That's so," she said; "got clear away with all the money, and the son was found 
dead in his house, committed soocide it was thought. Though there was some as 
said he couldn't have stabbed himself and fallen in that position. They said he was 
murdered. The father died in prison. They tried to fasten the murder on him, but 
there was no motive, or no evidence, or no somethin'. I forget now."

"Very pretty," said Shorthouse.

"I'll show you somethin' mighty queer any-ways," she drawled, "if you'll come 
upstairs a minute. I've heard the steps and voices lots of times; they don't pheaze 
me any. I'd just as lief hear so many dogs barkin'. You'll find the whole story in the 
newspapers if you look it up—not what goes on here, but the story of the Germans. 
My house would be ruined if they told all, and I'd sue for damages."

They reached the bedroom, and the woman went in and pulled up the edge 
of the carpet where Shorthouse had seen the blood soaking in the previous night.

"Look thar, if you feel like it," said the old hag. Stooping down, he saw a dark, 
dull stain in the boards that corresponded exactly to the shape and position of the 
blood as he had seen it.

That night he slept in a hotel, and the following day sought new quarters. In the 
newspapers on file in his office after a long search he found twenty years back the 
detailed story, substantially as the woman had said, of Steinhardt & Co.'s failure, the 
absconding and subsequent arrest of the senior partner, and the suicide, or murder, 
of his son Otto. The landlady's room-house had formerly been their private residence.



Algernon Blackwood  ♦  A Suspicious Gift

B LAKE HAD BEEN in very low water for months—almost under 
water part of the time—due to circumstances he was fond of saying 
were no fault of his own; and as he sat writing in his room on "third 

floor back" of a New York boarding-house, part of his mind was busily occupied 
in wondering when his luck was going to turn again.

It was his room only in the sense that he paid the rent. Two friends, one a little 
Frenchman and the other a big Dane, shared it with him, both hoping eventually 
to contribute something towards expenses, but so far not having accomplished this 
result. They had two beds only, the third being a mattress they slept upon in turns, 
a week at a time. A good deal of their irregular "feeding" consisted of oatmeal, 
potatoes, and sometimes eggs, all of which they cooked on a strange utensil they had 
contrived to fix into the gas jet. Occasionally, when dinner failed them altogether, 
they swallowed a little raw rice and drank hot water from the bathroom on the top 
of it, and then made a wild race for bed so as to get to sleep while the sensation 
of false repletion was still there. For sleep and hunger are slight acquaintances as 
they well knew. Fortunately all New York houses are supplied with hot air, and 
they only had to open a grating in the wall to get a plentiful, if not a wholesome 
amount of heat.

Though loneliness in a big city is a real punishment, as they had severally 
learnt to their cost, their experiences, three in a small room for several months, 
had revealed to them horrors of quite another kind, and their nerves had suffered 
according to the temperament of each. But, on this particular evening, as Blake sat 
scribbling by the only window that was not cracked, the Dane and the Frenchman, 
his companions in adversity, were in wonderful luck. They had both been asked out 
to a restaurant to dine with a friend who also held out to one of them a chance of 
work and remuneration. They would not be back till late, and when they did come 
they were pretty sure to bring in supplies of one kind or another. For the Frenchman 
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never could resist the offer of a glass of absinthe, and this meant that he would be 
able to help himself plentifully from the free-lunch counters, with which all New 
York bars are furnished, and to which any purchaser of a drink is entitled to help 
himself and devour on the spot or carry away casually in his hand for consumption 
elsewhere. Thousands of unfortunate men get their sole subsistence in this way in 
New York, and experience soon teaches where, for the price of a single drink, a man 
can take away almost a meal of chip potatoes, sausage, bits of bread, and even eggs. 
The Frenchman and the Dane knew their way about, and Blake looked forward to 
a supper more or less substantial before pulling his mattress out of the cupboard 
and turning in upon the floor for the night.

Meanwhile he could enjoy a quiet and lonely evening with the room all to himself.

In the daytime he was a reporter on an evening newspaper of sensational and 
lying habits. His work was chiefly in the police courts; and in his spare hours at night, 
when not too tired or too empty, he wrote sketches and stories for the magazines 
that very rarely saw the light of day on their printed and paid-for sentences. On this 
particular occasion he was deep in a most involved tale of a psychological character, 
and had just worked his way into a sentence, or set of sentences, that completely 
baffled and muddled him.

He was fairly out of his depth, and his brain was too poorly supplied with blood 
to invent a way out again. The story would have been interesting had he written it 
simply, keeping to facts and feelings, and not diving into difficult analysis of motive 
and character which was quite beyond him. For it was largely autobiographical, 
and was meant to describe the adventures of a young Englishman who had come 
to grief in the usual manner on a Canadian farm, had then subsequently become 
bar-keeper, sub-editor on a Methodist magazine, a teacher of French and German 
to clerks at twenty-five cents per hour, a model for artists, a super on the stage, and, 
finally, a wanderer to the goldfields.

Blake scratched his head, and dipped the pen in the inkpot, stared out through 
the blindless windows, and sighed deeply. His thoughts kept wandering to food, 
beefsteak and steaming vegetables. The smell of cooking that came from a lower 
floor through the broken windows was a constant torment to him. He pulled himself 
together and again attacked the problem.

" . . . for with some people," he wrote, "the imagination is so vivid as to be almost 
an extension of consciousness. . . ." But here he stuck absolutely. He was not quite sure 
what he meant by the words, and how to finish the sentence puzzled him into blank 
inaction. It was a difficult point to decide, for it seemed to come in appropriately at 
this point in his story, and he did not know whether to leave it as it stood, change it 
round a bit, or take it out altogether. It might just spoil its chances of being accepted: 
editors were such clever men. But, to rewrite the sentence was a grind, and he was 
so tired and sleepy. After all, what did it matter? People who were clever would 
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force a meaning into it; people who were not clever would pretend—he knew of 
no other classes of readers. He would let it stay, and go on with the action of the 
story. He put his head in his hands and began to think hard.

His mind soon passed from thought to reverie. He fell to wondering when 
his friends would find work and relieve him of the burden—he acknowledged 
it as such—of keeping them, and of letting another man wear his best clothes on 
alternate Sundays. He wondered when his "luck" would turn. There were one or 
two influential people in New York whom he could go and see if he had a dress suit 
and the other conventional uniforms. His thoughts ran on far ahead, and at the same 
time, by a sort of double process, far behind as well. His home in the "old country" 
rose up before him; he saw the lawn and the cedars in sunshine; he looked through 
the familiar windows and saw the clean, swept rooms. His story began to suffer; 
the psychological masterpiece would not make much progress unless he pulled up 
and dragged his thoughts back to the treadmill. But he no longer cared; once he 
had got as far as that cedar with the sunshine on it, he never could get back again. 
For all he cared, the troublesome sentence might run away and get into someone 
else's pages, or be snuffed out altogether.

There came a gentle knock at the door, and Blake started. The knock was repeated 
louder. Who in the world could it be at this late hour of the night? On the floor above, 
he remembered, there lived another Englishman, a foolish, second-rate creature, 
who sometimes came in and made himself objectionable with endless and silly 
chatter. But he was an Englishman for all that, and Blake always tried to treat him 
with politeness, realising that he was lonely in a strange land. But to-night, of all 
people in the world, he did not want to be bored with Perry's cackle, as he called 
it, and the "Come in" he gave in answer to the second knock had no very cordial 
sound of welcome in it.

However, the door opened in response, and the man came in. Blake did not 
turn round at once, and the other advanced to the centre of the room, but without 
speaking. Then Blake knew it was not his enemy, Perry, and turned round.

He saw a man of about forty standing in the middle of the carpet, but standing 
sideways so that he did not present a full face. He wore an overcoat buttoned 
up to the neck, and on the felt hat which he held in front of him fresh rain-drops 
glistened. In his other hand he carried a small black bag. Blake gave him a good 
look, and came to the conclusion that he might be a secretary, or a chief clerk, or a 
confidential man of sorts. He was a shabby-respectable-looking person. This was 
the sum-total of the first impression, gained the moment his eyes took in that it 
was not Perry; the second impression was less pleasant, and reported at once that 
something was wrong.

Though otherwise young and inexperienced, Blake—thanks, or curses, to the 
police court training—knew more about common criminal blackguardism than 
most men of fifty, and he recognised that there was somewhere a suggestion of 
this undesirable world about the man. But there was more than this. There was 



♦ Algernon Blackwood - A Suspicious Gift ♦
Ghost Story Collection 1 - www.scottslaughter.com

— 16 —

something singular about him, something far out of the common, though for the 
life of him Blake could not say wherein it lay. The fellow was out of the ordinary, 
and in some very undesirable manner.

All this, that takes so long to describe, Blake saw with the first and second glance. 
The man at once began to speak in a quiet and respectful voice.

"Are you Mr. Blake?" he asked.

"I am."

"Mr. Arthur Blake?"

"Yes."

"Mr. Arthur Herbert Blake?" persisted the other, with emphasis on the middle 
name.

"That is my full name," Blake answered simply, adding, as he remembered his 
manners; "but won't you sit down, first, please?"

The man advanced with a curious sideways motion like a crab and took a seat 
on the edge of the sofa. He put his hat on the floor at his feet, but still kept the bag 
in his hand.

"I come to you from a well-wisher," he went on in oily tones, without lifting his 
eyes. Blake, in his mind, ran quickly over all the people he knew in New York who 
might possibly have sent such a man, while waiting for him to supply the name. 
But the man had come to a full stop and was waiting too.

"A well-wisher of mine?" repeated Blake, not knowing quite what else to say.

"Just so," replied the other, still with his eyes on the floor. "A well-wisher of yours."

"A man or—" he felt himself blushing, "or a woman?"

"That," said the man shortly, "I cannot tell you."

"You can't tell me!" exclaimed the other, wondering what was coming next, and 
who in the world this mysterious well-wisher could be who sent so discreet and 
mysterious a messenger.

"I cannot tell you the name," replied the man firmly. "Those are my instructions. 
But I bring you something from this person, and I am to give it to you, to take a 
receipt for it, and then to go away without answering any questions."

Blake stared very hard. The man, however, never raised his eyes above the level 
of the second china knob on the chest of drawers opposite. The giving of a receipt 
sounded like money. Could it be that some of his influential friends had heard of 
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his plight? There were possibilities that made his heart beat. At length, however, 
he found his tongue, for this strange creature was determined apparently to say 
nothing more until he had heard from him.

"Then, what have you got for me, please?" he asked bluntly.

By way of answer the man proceeded to open the bag. He took out a parcel 
wrapped loosely in brown paper, and about the size of a large book. It was tied with 
string, and the man seemed unnecessarily long untying the knot. When at last the 
string was off and the paper unfolded, there appeared a series of smaller packages 
inside. The man took them out very carefully, almost as if they had been alive, Blake 
thought, and set them in a row upon his knees. They were dollar bills. Blake, all in 
a flutter, craned his neck forward a little to try and make out their denomination. 
He read plainly the figures 100.

"There are ten thousand dollars here," said the man quietly.

The other could not suppress a little cry.

"And they are for you."

Blake simply gasped. "Ten thousand dollars!" he repeated, a queer feeling 
growing up in his throat. "Ten thousand. Are you sure? I mean—you mean they 
are for me?" he stammered. He felt quite silly with excitement, and grew more so 
with every minute, as the man maintained a perfect silence. Was it not a dream? 
Wouldn't the man put them back in the bag presently and say it was a mistake, and 
they were meant for somebody else? He could not believe his eyes or his ears. Yet, in 
a sense, it was possible. He had read of such things in books, and even come across 
them in his experience of the courts—the erratic and generous philanthropist who 
is determined to do his good deed and to get no thanks or acknowledgment for it. 
Still, it seemed almost incredible. His troubles began to melt away like bubbles in 
the sun; he thought of the other fellows when they came in, and what he would 
have to tell them; he thought of the German landlady and the arrears of rent, of 
regular food and clean linen, and books and music, of the chance of getting into 
some respectable business, of—well, of as many things as it is possible to think of 
when excitement and surprise fling wide open the gates of the imagination.

The man, meanwhile, began quietly to count over the packages aloud from one 
to ten, and then to count the bills in each separate packet, also from one to ten. Yes, 
there were ten little heaps, each containing ten bills of a hundred-dollar denomination. 
That made ten thousand dollars. Blake had never seen so much money in a single 
lump in his life before; and for many months of privation and discomfort he had 
not known the "feel" of a twenty-dollar note, much less of a hundred-dollar one. 
He heard them crackle under the man's fingers, and it was like crisp laughter in his 
ears. The bills were evidently new and unused.
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But, side by side with the excitement caused by the shock of such an event, Blake's 
caution, acquired by a year of vivid New York experience, was meanwhile beginning 
to assert itself. It all seemed just a little too much out of the likely order of things 
to be quite right. The police courts had taught him the amazing ingenuity of the 
criminal mind, as well as something of the plots and devices by which the unwary 
are beguiled into the dark places where blackmail may be levied with impunity. 
New York, as a matter of fact, just at that time was literally undermined with the 
secret ways of the blackmailers, the green-goods men, and other police-protected 
abominations; and the only weak point in the supposition that this was part of some 
such proceeding was the selection of himself—a poor newspaper reporter—as a 
victim. It did seem absurd, but then the whole thing was so out of the ordinary, 
and the thought once having entered his mind, was not so easily got rid of. Blake 
resolved to be very cautious.

The man meanwhile, though he never appeared to raise his eyes from the carpet, 
had been watching him closely all the time.

"If you will give me a receipt I'll leave the money at once," he said, with just 
a vestige of impatience in his tone, as if he were anxious to bring the matter to a 
conclusion as soon as possible.

"But you say it is quite impossible for you to tell me the name of my well-wisher, 
or why she sends me such a large sum of money in this extraordinary way?"

"The money is sent to you because you are in need of it," returned the other; 
"and it is a present without conditions of any sort attached. You have to give me a 
receipt only to satisfy the sender that it has reached your hands. The money will 
never be asked of you again."

Blake noticed two things from this answer: first, that the man was not to be caught 
into betraying the sex of the well-wisher; and secondly, that he was in some hurry 
to complete the transaction. For he was now giving reasons, attractive reasons, why 
he should accept the money and make out the receipt.

Suddenly it flashed across his mind that if he took the money and gave the receipt 
before a witness, nothing very disastrous could come of the affair. It would protect 
him against blackmail, if this was, after all, a plot of some sort with blackmail in it; 
whereas, if the man were a madman, or a criminal who was getting rid of a portion 
of his ill-gotten gains to divert suspicion, or if any other improbable explanation 
turned out to be the true one, there was no great harm done, and he could hold the 
money till it was claimed, or advertised for in the newspapers. His mind rapidly 
ran over these possibilities, though, of course, under the stress of excitement, he 
was unable to weigh any of them properly; then he turned to his strange visitor 
again and said quietly—

"I will take the money, although I must say it seems to me a very unusual 
transaction, and I will give you for it such a receipt as I think proper under the 
circumstances."
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"A proper receipt is all I want," was the answer.

"I mean by that a receipt before a proper witness—"

"Perfectly satisfactory," interrupted the man, his eyes still on the carpet. "Only, 
it must be dated, and headed with your address here in the correct way."

Blake could see no possible objection to this, and he at once proceeded to obtain 
his witness. The person he had in his mind was a Mr. Barclay, who occupied the 
room above his own; an old gentleman who had retired from business and who, the 
landlady always said, was a miser, and kept large sums secreted in his room. He 
was, at any rate, a perfectly respectable man and would make an admirable witness 
to a transaction of this sort. Blake made an apology and rose to fetch him, crossing 
the room in front of the sofa where the man sat, in order to reach the door. As he 
did so, he saw for the first time the other side of his visitor's face, the side that had 
been always so carefully turned away from him.

There was a broad smear of blood down the skin from the ear to the neck. It 
glistened in the gaslight.

Blake never knew how he managed to smother the cry that sprang to his lips, 
but smother it he did. In a second he was at the door, his knees trembling, his mind 
in a sudden and dreadful turmoil.

His main object, so far as he could recollect afterwards, was to escape from 
the room as if he had noticed nothing, so as not to arouse the other's suspicions. 
The man's eyes were always on the carpet, and probably, Blake hoped, he had not 
noticed the consternation that must have been written plainly on his face. At any 
rate he had uttered no cry.

In another second he would have been in the passage, when suddenly he met a 
pair of wicked, staring eyes fixed intently and with a cunning smile upon his own. 
It was the other's face in the mirror calmly watching his every movement.

Instantly, all his powers of reflection flew to the winds, and he thought only 
upon the desirability of getting help at once. He tore upstairs, his heart in his mouth. 
Barclay must come to his aid. This matter was serious—perhaps horribly serious. 
Taking the money, or giving a receipt, or having anything at all to do with it became 
an impossibility. Here was crime. He felt certain of it.

In three bounds he reached the next landing and began to hammer at the old 
miser's door as if his very life depended on it. For a long time he could get no 
answer. His fists seemed to make no noise. He might have been knocking on cotton 
wool, and the thought dashed through his brain that it was all just like the terror 
of a nightmare.
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Barclay, evidently, was still out, or else sound asleep. But the other simply could 
not wait a minute longer in suspense. He turned the handle and walked into the 
room. At first he saw nothing for the darkness, and made sure the owner of the 
room was out; but the moment the light from the passage began a little to disperse 
the gloom, he saw the old man, to his immense relief, lying asleep on the bed.

Blake opened the door to its widest to get more light and then walked quickly 
up to the bed. He now saw the figure more plainly, and noted that it was dressed 
and lay only upon the outside of the bed. It struck him, too, that he was sleeping 
in a very odd, almost an unnatural, position.

Something clutched at his heart as he looked closer. He stumbled over a chair 
and found the matches. Calling upon Barclay the whole time to wake up and come 
downstairs with him, he blundered across the floor, a dreadful thought in his mind, 
and lit the gas over the table. It seemed strange that there was no movement or 
reply to his shouting. But it no longer seemed strange when at length he turned, in 
the full glare of the gas, and saw the old man lying huddled up into a ghastly heap 
on the bed, his throat cut across from ear to ear.

And all over the carpet lay new dollar bills, crisp and clean like those he had 
left downstairs, and strewn about in little heaps.

For a moment Blake stood stock-still, bereft of all power of movement. The next, 
his courage returned, and he fled from the room and dashed downstairs, taking 
five steps at a time. He reached the bottom and tore along the passage to his room, 
determined at any rate to seize the man and prevent his escape till help came.

But when he got to the end of the little landing he found that his door had been 
closed. He seized the handle, fumbling with it in his violence. It felt slippery and 
kept turning under his fingers without opening the door, and fully half a minute 
passed before it yielded and let him in headlong.

At the first glance he saw the room was empty, and the man gone!

Scattered upon the carpet lay a number of the bills, and beside them, half hidden 
under the sofa where the man had sat, he saw a pair of gloves—thick, leathern 
gloves—and a butcher's knife. Even from the distance where he stood the blood-
stains on both were easily visible.

Dazed and confused by the terrible discoveries of the last few minutes, Blake stood 
in the middle of the room, overwhelmed and unable to think or move. Unconsciously 
he must have passed his hand over his forehead in the natural gesture of perplexity, 
for he noticed that the skin felt wet and sticky. His hand was covered with blood! 
And when he rushed in terror to the looking-glass, he saw that there was a broad 
red smear across his face and forehead. Then he remembered the slippery handle 
of the door and knew that it had been carefully moistened!
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In an instant the whole plot became clear as daylight, and he was so spellbound 
with horror that a sort of numbness came over him and he came very near to 
fainting. He was in a condition of utter helplessness, and had anyone come into 
the room at that minute and called him by name he would simply have dropped 
to the floor in a heap.

"If the police were to come in now!" The thought crashed through his brain like 
thunder, and at the same moment, almost before he had time to appreciate a quarter 
of its significance, there came a loud knocking at the front door below. The bell rang 
with a dreadful clamour; men's voices were heard talking excitedly, and presently 
heavy steps began to come up the stairs in the direction of his room.

It was the police!

And all Blake could do was to laugh foolishly to himself—and wait till they were 
upon him. He could not move nor speak. He stood face to face with the evidence of 
his horrid crime, his hands and face smeared with the blood of his victim, and there 
he was standing when the police burst open the door and came noisily into the room.

"Here it is!" cried a voice he knew. "Third floor back! And the fellow caught 
red-handed!"

It was the man with the bag leading in the two policemen.

Hardly knowing what he was doing in the fearful stress of conflicting emotions, 
he made a step forward. But before he had time to make a second one, he felt the 
heavy hand of the law descend upon both shoulders at once as the two policemen 
moved up to seize him. At the same moment a voice of thunder cried in his ear—

"Wake up, man! Wake up! Here's the supper, and good news too!"

Blake turned with a start in his chair and saw the Dane, very red in the face, 
standing beside him, a hand on each shoulder, and a little further back he saw the 
Frenchman leering happily at him over the end of the bed, a bottle of beer in one 
hand and a paper package in the other.

He rubbed his eyes, glancing from one to the other, and then got up sleepily to 
fix the wire arrangement on the gas jet to boil water for cooking the eggs which the 
Frenchman was in momentary danger of letting drop upon the floor.
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T HE UTTER LONELINESS of our moose-camp on Skeleton Lake 
had impressed us from the beginning—in the Quebec backwoods, five 
days by trail and canoe from civilisation—and perhaps the singular 

name contributed a little to the sensation of eeriness that made itself felt in the camp 
circle when once the sun was down and the late October mists began rising from 
the lake and winding their way in among the tree trunks.

For, in these regions, all names of lakes and hills and islands have their origin 
in some actual event, taking either the name of a chief participant, such as Smith’s 
Ridge, or claiming a place in the map by perpetuating some special feature of the 
journey or the scenery, such as Long Island, Deep Rapids, or Rainy Lake.

All names thus have their meaning and are usually pretty recently acquired, 
while the majority are self-explanatory and suggest human and pioneer relations. 
Skeleton Lake, therefore, was a name full of suggestion, and though none of us knew 
the origin or the story of its birth, we all were conscious of a certain lugubrious 
atmosphere that haunted its shores and islands, and but for the evidences of recent 
moose tracks in its neighbourhood we should probably have pitched our tents 
elsewhere.

For several hundred miles in any direction we knew of only one other party 
of whites. They had journeyed up on the train with us, getting in at North Bay, 
and hailing from Boston way. A common goal and object had served by way of 
introduction. But the acquaintance had made little progress. This noisy, aggressive 
Yankee did not suit our fancy much as a possible neighbour, and it was only a slight 
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intimacy between his chief guide, Jake the Swede, and one of our men that kept 
the thing going at all. They went into camp on Beaver Creek, fifty miles and more 
to the west of us.

But that was six weeks ago, and seemed as many months, for days and nights 
pass slowly in these solitudes and the scale of time changes wonderfully. Our 
men always seemed to know by instinct pretty well “whar them other fellows was 
movin’,” but in the interval no one had come across their trails, or once so much 
as heard their rifle shots.

Our little camp consisted of the professor, his wife, a splendid shot and keen 
woods-woman, and myself. We had a guide apiece, and hunted daily in pairs from 
before sunrise till dark.

It was our last evening in the woods, and the professor was lying in my little 
wedge tent, discussing the dangers of hunting alone in couples in this way. The flap 
of the tent hung back and let in fragrant odours of cooking over an open wood fire; 
everywhere there were bustle and preparation, and one canoe already lay packed 
with moose horns, her nose pointing southwards.

“If an accident happened to one of them,” he was saying, “the survivor’s story 
when he returned to camp would be entirely unsupported evidence, wouldn’t it? 
Because, you see—”

And he went on laying down the law after the manner of professors, until I 
became so bored that my attention began to wander to pictures and memories of 
the scenes we were just about to leave: Garden Lake, with its hundred islands; the 
rapids out of Round Pond; the countless vistas of forest, crimson and gold in the 
autumn sunshine; and the starlit nights we had spent watching in cold, cramped 
positions for the wary moose on lonely lakes among the hills. The hum of the 
professor’s voice in time grew more soothing. A nod or a grunt was all the reply he 
looked for. Fortunately, he loathed interruptions. I think I could almost have gone 
to sleep under his very nose; perhaps I did sleep for a brief interval.

Then it all came about so quickly, and the tragedy of it was so unexpected and 
painful, throwing our peaceful camp into momentary confusion, that now it all 
seems to have happened with the uncanny swiftness of a dream.

First, there was the abrupt ceasing of the droning voice, and then the running of 
quick little steps over the pine needles, and the confusion of men’s voices; and the 
next instant the professor’s wife was at the tent door, hatless, her face white, her 
hunting bloomers bagging at the wrong places, a rifle in her hand, and her words 
running into one another anyhow.

“Quick, Harry! It’s Rushton. I was asleep and it woke me. Something’s happened. 
You must deal with it!”

In a second we were outside the tent with our rifles.
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“My God!” I heard the professor exclaim, as if he had first made the discovery. 
“It is Rushton!”

I saw the guides helping—dragging—a man out of a canoe. A brief space of deep 
silence followed in which I heard only the waves from the canoe washing up on the 
sand; and then, immediately after, came the voice of a man talking with amazing 
rapidity and with odd gaps between his words. It was Rushton telling his story, 
and the tones of his voice, now whispering, now almost shouting, mixed with sobs 
and solemn oaths and frequent appeals to the Deity, somehow or other struck the 
false note at the very start, and before any of us guessed or knew anything at all. 
Something moved secretly between his words, a shadow veiling the stars, destroying 
the peace of our little camp, and touching us all personally with an undefinable 
sense of horror and distrust.

I can see that group to this day, with all the detail of a good photograph: standing 
half-way between the firelight and the darkness, a slight mist rising from the lake, 
the frosty stars, and our men, in silence that was all sympathy, dragging Rushton 
across the rocks towards the camp fire. Their moccasins crunched on the sand and 
slipped several times on the stones beneath the weight of the limp, exhausted body, 
and I can still see every inch of the pared cedar branch he had used for a paddle on 
that lonely and dreadful journey.

But what struck me most, as it struck us all, was the limp exhaustion of his body 
compared to the strength of his utterance and the tearing rush of his words. A vigorous 
driving-power was there at work, forcing out the tale, red-hot and throbbing, full of 
discrepancies and the strangest contradictions; and the nature of this driving-power 
I first began to appreciate when they had lifted him into the circle of firelight and I 
saw his face, grey under the tan, terror in the eyes, tears too, hair and beard awry, 
and listened to the wild stream of words pouring forth without ceasing.

I think we all understood then, but it was only after many years that anyone 
dared to confess what he thought.

There was Matt Morris, my guide; Silver Fizz, whose real name was unknown, 
and who bore the title of his favourite drink; and huge Hank Milligan—all ears 
and kind intention; and there was Rushton, pouring out his ready-made tale, with 
ever-shifting eyes, turning from face to face, seeking confirmation of details none 
had witnessed but himself—and one other.

Silver Fizz was the first to recover from the shock of the thing, and to realise, 
with the natural sense of chivalry common to most genuine back-woodsmen, that 
the man was at a terrible disadvantage. At any rate, he was the first to start putting 
the matter to rights.

“Never mind telling it just now,” he said in a gruff voice, but with real gentleness; 
“get a bite t’eat first and then let her go afterwards. Better have a horn of whisky 
too. It ain’t all packed yet, I guess.”
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“Couldn’t eat or drink a thing,” cried the other. “Good Lord, don’t you see, 
man, I want to talk to someone first? I want to get it out of me to someone who can 
answer—answer. I’ve had nothing but trees to talk with for three days, and I can’t 
carry it alone any longer. Those cursed, silent trees—I’ve told it ‘em a thousand 
times. Now, just see here, it was this way. When we started out from camp—”

He looked fearfully about him, and we realised it was useless to stop him. The 
story was bound to come, and come it did.

Now, the story itself was nothing out of the way; such tales are told by the dozen 
round any camp fire where men who have knocked about in the woods are in the 
circle. It was the way he told it that made our flesh creep. He was near the truth 
all along, but he was skimming it, and the skimming took off the cream that might 
have saved his soul.

Of course, he smothered it in words—odd words, too—melodramatic, poetic, 
out-of-the-way words that lie just on the edge of frenzy. Of course, too, he kept 
asking us each in turn, scanning our faces with those restless, frightened eyes of his, 
“What would you have done?” “What else could I do?” and “Was that my fault?” 
But that was nothing, for he was no milk-and-water fellow who dealt in hints and 
suggestions; he told his story boldly, forcing his conclusions upon us as if we had 
been so many wax cylinders of a phonograph that would repeat accurately what 
had been told us, and these questions I have mentioned he used to emphasise any 
special point that he seemed to think required such emphasis.

The fact was, however, the picture of what had actually happened was so vivid 
still in his own mind that it reached ours by a process of telepathy which he could 
not control or prevent. All through his true-false words this picture stood forth in 
fearful detail against the shadows behind him. He could not veil, much less obliterate, 
it. We knew; and, I always thought, he knew that we knew.

The story itself, as I have said, was sufficiently ordinary. Jake and himself, in a 
nine-foot canoe, had upset in the middle of a lake, and had held hands across the 
upturned craft for several hours, eventually cutting holes in her ribs to stick their 
arms through and grasp hands lest the numbness of the cold water should overcome 
them. They were miles from shore, and the wind was drifting them down upon 
a little island. But when they got within a few hundred yards of the island, they 
realised to their horror that they would after all drift past it.

It was then the quarrel began. Jake was for leaving the canoe and swimming. 
Rushton believed in waiting till they actually had passed the island and were sheltered 
from the wind. Then they could make the island easily by swimming, canoe and 
all. But Jake refused to give in, and after a short struggle—Rushton admitted there 
was a struggle—got free from the canoe—and disappeared without a single cry.

Rushton held on and proved the correctness of his theory, and finally made the 
island, canoe and all, after being in the water over five hours. He described to us 
how he crawled up on to the shore, and fainted at once, with his feet lying half in 
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the water; how lost and terrified he felt upon regaining consciousness in the dark; 
how the canoe had drifted away and his extraordinary luck in finding it caught 
again at the end of the island by a projecting cedar branch. He told us that the little 
axe—another bit of real luck—had caught in the thwart when the canoe turned over, 
and how the little bottle in his pocket holding the emergency matches was whole 
and dry. He made a blazing fire and searched the island from end to end, calling 
upon Jake in the darkness, but getting no answer; till, finally, so many half-drowned 
men seemed to come crawling out of the water on to the rocks, and vanish among 
the shadows when he came up with them, that he lost his nerve completely and 
returned to lie down by the fire till the daylight came.

He then cut a bough to replace the lost paddles, and after one more useless 
search for his lost companion, he got into the canoe, fearing every moment he would 
upset again, and crossed over to the mainland. He knew roughly the position of 
our camping place, and after paddling day and night, and making many weary 
portages, without food or covering, he reached us two days later.

This, more or less, was the story, and we, knowing whereof he spoke, knew 
that every word was literally true, and at the same time went to the building up of 
a hideous and prodigious lie.

Once the recital was over, he collapsed, and Silver Fizz, after a general expression 
of sympathy from the rest of us, came again to the rescue.

“But now, Mister, you jest got to eat and drink whether you’ve a mind to, or no.”

And Matt Morris, cook that night, soon had the fried trout and bacon, and the 
wheat cakes and hot coffee passing round a rather silent and oppressed circle. 
So we ate round the fire, ravenously, as we had eaten every night for the past six 
weeks, but with this difference: that there was one among us who was more than 
ravenous—and he gorged.

In spite of all our devices he somehow kept himself the centre of observation. 
When his tin mug was empty, Morris instantly passed the tea-pail; when he began 
to mop up the bacon grease with the dough on his fork, Hank reached out for the 
frying pan; and the can of steaming boiled potatoes was always by his side. And 
there was another difference as well: he was sick, terribly sick before the meal was 
over, and this sudden nausea after food was more eloquent than words of what 
the man had passed through on his dreadful, foodless, ghost-haunted journey of 
forty miles to our camp. In the darkness he thought he would go crazy, he said. 
There were voices in the trees, and figures were always lifting themselves out of 
the water, or from behind boulders, to look at him and make awful signs. Jake 
constantly peered at him through the underbrush, and everywhere the shadows 
were moving, with eyes, footsteps, and following shapes.
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We tried hard to talk of other things, but it was no use, for he was bursting 
with the rehearsal of his story and refused to allow himself the chances we were 
so willing and anxious to grant him. After a good night’s rest he might have had 
more self-control and better judgment, and would probably have acted differently. 
But, as it was, we found it impossible to help him.

Once the pipes were lit, and the dishes cleared away, it was useless to pretend 
any longer. The sparks from the burning logs zigzagged upwards into a sky brilliant 
with stars. It was all wonderfully still and peaceful, and the forest odours floated 
to us on the sharp autumn air. The cedar fire smelt sweet and we could just hear 
the gentle wash of tiny waves along the shore. All was calm, beautiful, and remote 
from the world of men and passion. It was, indeed, a night to touch the soul, and 
yet, I think, none of us heeded these things. A bull-moose might almost have thrust 
his great head over our shoulders and have escaped unnoticed. The death of Jake 
the Swede, with its sinister setting, was the real presence that held the centre of the 
stage and compelled attention.

“You won’t p’raps care to come along, Mister,” said Morris, by way of a beginning; 
“but I guess I’ll go with one of the boys here and have a hunt for it.”

“Sure,” said Hank. “Jake an’ I done some biggish trips together in the old days, 
and I’ll do that much for’m.”

“It’s deep water, they tell me, round them islands,” added Silver Fizz; “but we’ll 
find it, sure pop,—if it’s thar.”

They all spoke of the body as “it.”

There was a minute or two of heavy silence, and then Rushton again burst out 
with his story in almost the identical words he had used before. It was almost as if 
he had learned it by heart. He wholly failed to appreciate the efforts of the others 
to let him off.

Silver Fizz rushed in, hoping to stop him, Morris and Hank closely following 
his lead.

“I once knew another travellin’ partner of his,” he began quickly; “used to live 
down Moosejaw Rapids way—”

“Is that so?” said Hank.

“Kind o’ useful sort er feller,” chimed in Morris.

All the idea the men had was to stop the tongue wagging before the discrepancies 
became so glaring that we should be forced to take notice of them, and ask questions. 
But, just as well try to stop an angry bull-moose on the run, or prevent Beaver Creek 
freezing in mid-winter by throwing in pebbles near the shore. Out it came! And, 
though the discrepancy this time was insignificant, it somehow brought us all in a 
second face to face with the inevitable and dreaded climax.
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“And so I tramped all over that little bit of an island, hoping he might somehow 
have gotten in without my knowing it, and always thinking I heard that awful last 
cry of his in the darkness—and then the night dropped down impenetrably, like a 
damn thick blanket out of the sky, and—”

All eyes fell away from his face. Hank poked up the logs with his boot, and 
Morris seized an ember in his bare fingers to light his pipe, although it was already 
emitting clouds of smoke. But the professor caught the ball flying.

“I thought you said he sank without a cry,” he remarked quietly, looking straight 
up into the frightened face opposite, and then riddling mercilessly the confused 
explanation that followed.

The cumulative effect of all these forces, hitherto so rigorously repressed, now 
made itself felt, and the circle spontaneously broke up, everybody moving at once 
by a common instinct. The professor’s wife left the party abruptly, with excuses 
about an early start next morning. She first shook hands with Rushton, mumbling 
something about his comfort in the night.

The question of his comfort, however, devolved by force of circumstances upon 
myself, and he shared my tent. Just before wrapping up in my double blankets—for 
the night was bitterly cold—he turned and began to explain that he had a habit of 
talking in his sleep and hoped I would wake him if he disturbed me by doing so.

Well, he did talk in his sleep—and it disturbed me very much indeed. The anger 
and violence of his words remain with me to this day, and it was clear in a minute 
that he was living over again some portion of the scene upon the lake. I listened, 
horror-struck, for a moment or two, and then understood that I was face to face 
with one of two alternatives: I must continue an unwilling eavesdropper, or I must 
waken him. The former was impossible for me, yet I shrank from the latter with the 
greatest repugnance; and in my dilemma I saw the only way out of the difficulty 
and at once accepted it.

Cold though it was, I crawled stealthily out of my warm sleeping-bag and left the 
tent, intending to keep the old fire alight under the stars and spend the remaining 
hours till daylight in the open.

As soon as I was out I noticed at once another figure moving silently along the 
shore. It was Hank Milligan, and it was plain enough what he was doing: he was 
examining the holes that had been cut in the upper ribs of the canoe. He looked half 
ashamed when I came up with him, and mumbled something about not being able 
to sleep for the cold. But, there, standing together beside the over-turned canoe, we 
both saw that the holes were far too small for a man’s hand and arm and could not 
possibly have been cut by two men hanging on for their lives in deep water. Those 
holes had been made afterwards.
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Hank said nothing to me and I said nothing to Hank, and presently he moved 
off to collect logs for the fire, which needed replenishing, for it was a piercingly 
cold night and there were many degrees of frost.

Three days later Hank and Silver Fizz followed with stumbling footsteps the old 
Indian trail that leads from Beaver Creek to the southwards. A hammock was slung 
between them, and it weighed heavily. Yet neither of the men complained; and, 
indeed, speech between them was almost nothing. Their thoughts, however, were 
exceedingly busy, and the terrible secret of the woods which formed their burden 
weighed far more heavily than the uncouth, shifting mass that lay in the swinging 
hammock and tugged so severely at their shoulders.

They had found “it” in four feet of water not more than a couple of yards from 
the lee shore of the island. And in the back of the head was a long, terrible wound 
which no man could possibly have inflicted upon himself.
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Algernon Blackwood - The Empty House.indd

C ERTAIN HOUSES, LIKE certain persons, manage somehow 
to proclaim at once their character for evil. In the case of the latter, 
no particular feature need betray them; they may boast an open 

countenance and an ingenuous smile; and yet a little of their company leaves the 
unalterable conviction that there is something radically amiss with their being: that 
they are evil. Willy nilly, they seem to communicate an atmosphere of secret and 
wicked thoughts which makes those in their immediate neighbourhood shrink from 
them as from a thing diseased.

And, perhaps, with houses the same principle is operative, and it is the aroma of 
evil deeds committed under a particular roof, long after the actual doers have passed 
away, that makes the gooseflesh come and the hair rise. Something of the original 
passion of the evil-doer, and of the horror felt by his victim, enters the heart of the 
innocent watcher, and he becomes suddenly conscious of tingling nerves, creeping 
skin, and a chilling of the blood. He is terror-stricken without apparent cause.

There was manifestly nothing in the external appearance of this particular house 
to bear out the tales of the horror that was said to reign within. It was neither lonely 
nor unkempt. It stood, crowded into a corner of the square, and looked exactly like 
the houses on either side of it. It had the same number of windows as its neighbours; 
the same balcony overlooking the gardens; the same white steps leading up to the 
heavy black front door; and, in the rear, there was the same narrow strip of green, 
with neat box borders, running up to the wall that divided it from the backs of the 
adjoining houses. Apparently, too, the number of chimney pots on the roof was 
the same; the breadth and angle of the eaves; and even the height of the dirty area 
railings.

And yet this house in the square, that seemed precisely similar to its fifty ugly 
neighbours, was as a matter of fact entirely different—horribly different.
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Wherein lay this marked, invisible difference is impossible to say. It cannot be 
ascribed wholly to the imagination, because persons who had spent some time in 
the house, knowing nothing of the facts, had declared positively that certain rooms 
were so disagreeable they would rather die than enter them again, and that the 
atmosphere of the whole house produced in them symptoms of a genuine terror; 
while the series of innocent tenants who had tried to live in it and been forced to 
decamp at the shortest possible notice, was indeed little less than a scandal in the 
town.

When Shorthouse arrived to pay a “week-end” visit to his Aunt Julia in her little 
house on the sea-front at the other end of the town, he found her charged to the brim 
with mystery and excitement. He had only received her telegram that morning, and 
he had come anticipating boredom; but the moment he touched her hand and kissed 
her apple-skin wrinkled cheek, he caught the first wave of her electrical condition. 
The impression deepened when he learned that there were to be no other visitors, 
and that he had been telegraphed for with a very special object.

Something was in the wind, and the “something” would doubtless bear fruit; 
for this elderly spinster aunt, with a mania for psychical research, had brains as 
well as will power, and by hook or by crook she usually managed to accomplish 
her ends. The revelation was made soon after tea, when she sidled close up to him 
as they paced slowly along the sea-front in the dusk.

“I’ve got the keys,” she announced in a delighted, yet half awesome voice. “Got 
them till Monday!”

“The keys of the bathing-machine, or—?” he asked innocently, looking from the 
sea to the town. Nothing brought her so quickly to the point as feigning stupidity.

“Neither,” she whispered. “I’ve got the keys of the haunted house in the square—
and I’m going there to-night.”

Shorthouse was conscious of the slightest possible tremor down his back. He 
dropped his teasing tone. Something in her voice and manner thrilled him. She 
was in earnest.

“But you can’t go alone—” he began.

“That’s why I wired for you,” she said with decision.

He turned to look at her. The ugly, lined, enigmatical face was alive with 
excitement. There was the glow of genuine enthusiasm round it like a halo. The 
eyes shone. He caught another wave of her excitement, and a second tremor, more 
marked than the first, accompanied it.

“Thanks, Aunt Julia,” he said politely; “thanks awfully.”

“I should not dare to go quite alone,” she went on, raising her voice; “but with 
you I should enjoy it immensely. You’re afraid of nothing, I know.”
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“Thanks so much,” he said again. “Er—is anything likely to happen?”

“A great deal has happened,” she whispered, “though it’s been most cleverly 
hushed up. Three tenants have come and gone in the last few months, and the house 
is said to be empty for good now.”

In spite of himself Shorthouse became interested. His aunt was so very much 
in earnest.

“The house is very old indeed,” she went on, “and the story—an unpleasant 
one—dates a long way back. It has to do with a murder committed by a jealous 
stableman who had some affair with a servant in the house. One night he managed 
to secrete himself in the cellar, and when everyone was asleep, he crept upstairs to 
the servants’ quarters, chased the girl down to the next landing, and before anyone 
could come to the rescue threw her bodily over the banisters into the hall below.”

“And the stableman—?”

“Was caught, I believe, and hanged for murder; but it all happened a century 
ago, and I’ve not been able to get more details of the story.”

Shorthouse now felt his interest thoroughly aroused; but, though he was not 
particularly nervous for himself, he hesitated a little on his aunt’s account.

“On one condition,” he said at length.

“Nothing will prevent my going,” she said firmly; “but I may as well hear your 
condition.”

“That you guarantee your power of self-control if anything really horrible 
happens. I mean—that you are sure you won’t get too frightened.”

“Jim,” she said scornfully, “I’m not young, I know, nor are my nerves; but with 
you I should be afraid of nothing in the world!”

This, of course, settled it, for Shorthouse had no pretensions to being other than 
a very ordinary young man, and an appeal to his vanity was irresistible. He agreed 
to go.

Instinctively, by a sort of sub-conscious preparation, he kept himself and his 
forces well in hand the whole evening, compelling an accumulative reserve of 
control by that nameless inward process of gradually putting all the emotions away 
and turning the key upon them—a process difficult to describe, but wonderfully 
effective, as all men who have lived through severe trials of the inner man well 
understand. Later, it stood him in good stead.

But it was not until half-past ten, when they stood in the hall, well in the glare of 
friendly lamps and still surrounded by comforting human influences, that he had 
to make the first call upon this store of collected strength. For, once the door was 
closed, and he saw the deserted silent street stretching away white in the moonlight 
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before them, it came to him clearly that the real test that night would be in dealing 
with two fears instead of one. He would have to carry his aunt’s fear as well as his 
own. And, as he glanced down at her sphinx-like countenance and realised that it 
might assume no pleasant aspect in a rush of real terror, he felt satisfied with only 
one thing in the whole adventure—that he had confidence in his own will and 
power to stand against any shock that might come.

Slowly they walked along the empty streets of the town; a bright autumn moon 
silvered the roofs, casting deep shadows; there was no breath of wind; and the trees 
in the formal gardens by the sea-front watched them silently as they passed along. 
To his aunt’s occasional remarks Shorthouse made no reply, realising that she was 
simply surrounding herself with mental buffers—saying ordinary things to prevent 
herself thinking of extra-ordinary things. Few windows showed lights, and from 
scarcely a single chimney came smoke or sparks. Shorthouse had already begun 
to notice everything, even the smallest details. Presently they stopped at the street 
corner and looked up at the name on the side of the house full in the moonlight, 
and with one accord, but without remark, turned into the square and crossed over 
to the side of it that lay in shadow.

“The number of the house is thirteen,” whispered a voice at his side; and neither 
of them made the obvious reference, but passed across the broad sheet of moonlight 
and began to march up the pavement in silence.

It was about half-way up the square that Shorthouse felt an arm slipped quietly 
but significantly into his own, and knew then that their adventure had begun in 
earnest, and that his companion was already yielding imperceptibly to the influences 
against them. She needed support.

A few minutes later they stopped before a tall, narrow house that rose before 
them into the night, ugly in shape and painted a dingy white. Shutterless windows, 
without blinds, stared down upon them, shining here and there in the moonlight. 
There were weather streaks in the wall and cracks in the paint, and the balcony 
bulged out from the first floor a little unnaturally. But, beyond this generally forlorn 
appearance of an unoccupied house, there was nothing at first sight to single out 
this particular mansion for the evil character it had most certainly acquired.

Taking a look over their shoulders to make sure they had not been followed, 
they went boldly up the steps and stood against the huge black door that fronted 
them forbiddingly. But the first wave of nervousness was now upon them, and 
Shorthouse fumbled a long time with the key before he could fit it into the lock at 
all. For a moment, if truth were told, they both hoped it would not open, for they 
were a prey to various unpleasant emotions as they stood there on the threshold of 
their ghostly adventure. Shorthouse, shuffling with the key and hampered by the 
steady weight on his arm, certainly felt the solemnity of the moment. It was as if 
the whole world—for all experience seemed at that instant concentrated in his own 
consciousness—were listening to the grating noise of that key. A stray puff of wind 
wandering down the empty street woke a momentary rustling in the trees behind 
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them, but otherwise this rattling of the key was the only sound audible; and at last 
it turned in the lock and the heavy door swung open and revealed a yawning gulf 
of darkness beyond.

With a last glance at the moonlit square, they passed quickly in, and the door 
slammed behind them with a roar that echoed prodigiously through empty halls 
and passages. But, instantly, with the echoes, another sound made itself heard, 
and Aunt Julia leaned suddenly so heavily upon him that he had to take a step 
backwards to save himself from falling.

A man had coughed close beside them—so close that it seemed they must have 
been actually by his side in the darkness.

With the possibility of practical jokes in his mind, Shorthouse at once swung his 
heavy stick in the direction of the sound; but it met nothing more solid than air. He 
heard his aunt give a little gasp beside him.

“There’s someone here,” she whispered; “I heard him.”

“Be quiet!” he said sternly. “It was nothing but the noise of the front door.”

“Oh! get a light—quick!” she added, as her nephew, fumbling with a box of 
matches, opened it upside down and let them all fall with a rattle on to the stone floor.

The sound, however, was not repeated; and there was no evidence of retreating 
footsteps. In another minute they had a candle burning, using an empty end of a 
cigar case as a holder; and when the first flare had died down he held the impromptu 
lamp aloft and surveyed the scene. And it was dreary enough in all conscience, for 
there is nothing more desolate in all the abodes of men than an unfurnished house 
dimly lit, silent, and forsaken, and yet tenanted by rumour with the memories of 
evil and violent histories.

They were standing in a wide hall-way; on their left was the open door of a 
spacious dining-room, and in front the hall ran, ever narrowing, into a long, dark 
passage that led apparently to the top of the kitchen stairs. The broad uncarpeted 
staircase rose in a sweep before them, everywhere draped in shadows, except for a 
single spot about half-way up where the moonlight came in through the window 
and fell on a bright patch on the boards. This shaft of light shed a faint radiance 
above and below it, lending to the objects within its reach a misty outline that was 
infinitely more suggestive and ghostly than complete darkness. Filtered moonlight 
always seems to paint faces on the surrounding gloom, and as Shorthouse peered up 
into the well of darkness and thought of the countless empty rooms and passages 
in the upper part of the old house, he caught himself longing again for the safety of 
the moonlit square, or the cosy, bright drawing-room they had left an hour before. 
Then realising that these thoughts were dangerous, he thrust them away again and 
summoned all his energy for concentration on the present.
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“Aunt Julia,” he said aloud, severely, “we must now go through the house from 
top to bottom and make a thorough search.”

The echoes of his voice died away slowly all over the building, and in the intense 
silence that followed he turned to look at her. In the candle-light he saw that her 
face was already ghastly pale; but she dropped his arm for a moment and said in 
a whisper, stepping close in front of him—

“I agree. We must be sure there’s no one hiding. That’s the first thing.”

She spoke with evident effort, and he looked at her with admiration.

“You feel quite sure of yourself? It’s not too late—”

“I think so,” she whispered, her eyes shifting nervously toward the shadows 
behind. “Quite sure, only one thing—”

“What’s that?”

“You must never leave me alone for an instant.”

“As long as you understand that any sound or appearance must be investigated 
at once, for to hesitate means to admit fear. That is fatal.”

“Agreed,” she said, a little shakily, after a moment’s hesitation. “I’ll try—”

Arm in arm, Shorthouse holding the dripping candle and the stick, while his aunt 
carried the cloak over her shoulders, figures of utter comedy to all but themselves, 
they began a systematic search.

Stealthily, walking on tip-toe and shading the candle lest it should betray their 
presence through the shutterless windows, they went first into the big dining-
room. There was not a stick of furniture to be seen. Bare walls, ugly mantel-pieces 
and empty grates stared at them. Everything, they felt, resented their intrusion, 
watching them, as it were, with veiled eyes; whispers followed them; shadows flitted 
noiselessly to right and left; something seemed ever at their back, watching, waiting 
an opportunity to do them injury. There was the inevitable sense that operations 
which went on when the room was empty had been temporarily suspended till 
they were well out of the way again. The whole dark interior of the old building 
seemed to become a malignant Presence that rose up, warning them to desist and 
mind their own business; every moment the strain on the nerves increased.

Out of the gloomy dining-room they passed through large folding doors into a 
sort of library or smoking-room, wrapt equally in silence, darkness, and dust; and 
from this they regained the hall near the top of the back stairs.
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Here a pitch black tunnel opened before them into the lower regions, and—it 
must be confessed—they hesitated. But only for a minute. With the worst of the 
night still to come it was essential to turn from nothing. Aunt Julia stumbled at the 
top step of the dark descent, ill lit by the flickering candle, and even Shorthouse 
felt at least half the decision go out of his legs.

“Come on!” he said peremptorily, and his voice ran on and lost itself in the dark, 
empty spaces below.

“I’m coming,” she faltered, catching his arm with unnecessary violence.

They went a little unsteadily down the stone steps, a cold, damp air meeting 
them in the face, close and mal-odorous. The kitchen, into which the stairs led along 
a narrow passage, was large, with a lofty ceiling. Several doors opened out of it—
some into cupboards with empty jars still standing on the shelves, and others into 
horrible little ghostly back offices, each colder and less inviting than the last. Black 
beetles scurried over the floor, and once, when they knocked against a deal table 
standing in a corner, something about the size of a cat jumped down with a rush 
and fled, scampering across the stone floor into the darkness. Everywhere there was 
a sense of recent occupation, an impression of sadness and gloom.

Leaving the main kitchen, they next went towards the scullery. The door was 
standing ajar, and as they pushed it open to its full extent Aunt Julia uttered a piercing 
scream, which she instantly tried to stifle by placing her hand over her mouth. For 
a second Shorthouse stood stock-still, catching his breath. He felt as if his spine had 
suddenly become hollow and someone had filled it with particles of ice.

Facing them, directly in their way between the doorposts, stood the figure of a 
woman. She had dishevelled hair and wildly staring eyes, and her face was terrified 
and white as death.

She stood there motionless for the space of a single second. Then the candle 
flickered and she was gone—gone utterly—and the door framed nothing but empty 
darkness.

“Only the beastly jumping candle-light,” he said quickly, in a voice that sounded 
like someone else’s and was only half under control. “Come on, aunt. There’s 
nothing there.”

He dragged her forward. With a clattering of feet and a great appearance 
of boldness they went on, but over his body the skin moved as if crawling ants 
covered it, and he knew by the weight on his arm that he was supplying the force 
of locomotion for two. The scullery was cold, bare, and empty; more like a large 
prison cell than anything else. They went round it, tried the door into the yard, 
and the windows, but found them all fastened securely. His aunt moved beside 
him like a person in a dream. Her eyes were tightly shut, and she seemed merely 
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to follow the pressure of his arm. Her courage filled him with amazement. At the 
same time he noticed that a certain odd change had come over her face, a change 
which somehow evaded his power of analysis.

“There’s nothing here, aunty,” he repeated aloud quickly. “Let’s go upstairs and 
see the rest of the house. Then we’ll choose a room to wait up in.”

She followed him obediently, keeping close to his side, and they locked the 
kitchen door behind them. It was a relief to get up again. In the hall there was 
more light than before, for the moon had travelled a little further down the stairs. 
Cautiously they began to go up into the dark vault of the upper house, the boards 
creaking under their weight.

On the first floor they found the large double drawing-rooms, a search of which 
revealed nothing. Here also was no sign of furniture or recent occupancy; nothing 
but dust and neglect and shadows. They opened the big folding doors between 
front and back drawing-rooms and then came out again to the landing and went 
on upstairs.

They had not gone up more than a dozen steps when they both simultaneously 
stopped to listen, looking into each other’s eyes with a new apprehension across 
the flickering candle flame. From the room they had left hardly ten seconds before 
came the sound of doors quietly closing. It was beyond all question; they heard 
the booming noise that accompanies the shutting of heavy doors, followed by the 
sharp catching of the latch.

“We must go back and see,” said Shorthouse briefly, in a low tone, and turning 
to go downstairs again.

Somehow she managed to drag after him, her feet catching in her dress, her 
face livid.

When they entered the front drawing-room it was plain that the folding doors 
had been closed—half a minute before. Without hesitation Shorthouse opened 
them. He almost expected to see someone facing him in the back room; but only 
darkness and cold air met him. They went through both rooms, finding nothing 
unusual. They tried in every way to make the doors close of themselves, but there 
was not wind enough even to set the candle flame flickering. The doors would not 
move without strong pressure. All was silent as the grave. Undeniably the rooms 
were utterly empty, and the house utterly still.

“It’s beginning,” whispered a voice at his elbow which he hardly recognised 
as his aunt’s.

He nodded acquiescence, taking out his watch to note the time. It was fifteen 
minutes before midnight; he made the entry of exactly what had occurred in his 
notebook, setting the candle in its case upon the floor in order to do so. It took a 
moment or two to balance it safely against the wall.
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Aunt Julia always declared that at this moment she was not actually watching 
him, but had turned her head towards the inner room, where she fancied she heard 
something moving; but, at any rate, both positively agreed that there came a sound 
of rushing feet, heavy and very swift—and the next instant the candle was out!

But to Shorthouse himself had come more than this, and he has always thanked 
his fortunate stars that it came to him alone and not to his aunt too. For, as he rose 
from the stooping position of balancing the candle, and before it was actually 
extinguished, a face thrust itself forward so close to his own that he could almost 
have touched it with his lips. It was a face working with passion; a man’s face, dark, 
with thick features, and angry, savage eyes. It belonged to a common man, and it 
was evil in its ordinary normal expression, no doubt, but as he saw it, alive with 
intense, aggressive emotion, it was a malignant and terrible human countenance.

There was no movement of the air; nothing but the sound of rushing feet—
stockinged or muffled feet; the apparition of the face; and the almost simultaneous 
extinguishing of the candle.

In spite of himself, Shorthouse uttered a little cry, nearly losing his balance as 
his aunt clung to him with her whole weight in one moment of real, uncontrollable 
terror. She made no sound, but simply seized him bodily. Fortunately, however, 
she had seen nothing, but had only heard the rushing feet, for her control returned 
almost at once, and he was able to disentangle himself and strike a match.

The shadows ran away on all sides before the glare, and his aunt stooped down 
and groped for the cigar case with the precious candle. Then they discovered that the 
candle had not been blown out at all; it had been crushed out. The wick was pressed 
down into the wax, which was flattened as if by some smooth, heavy instrument.

How his companion so quickly overcame her terror, Shorthouse never properly 
understood; but his admiration for her self-control increased tenfold, and at the 
same time served to feed his own dying flame—for which he was undeniably 
grateful. Equally inexplicable to him was the evidence of physical force they had just 
witnessed. He at once suppressed the memory of stories he had heard of “physical 
mediums” and their dangerous phenomena; for if these were true, and either his 
aunt or himself was unwittingly a physical medium, it meant that they were simply 
aiding to focus the forces of a haunted house already charged to the brim. It was 
like walking with unprotected lamps among uncovered stores of gun-powder.

So, with as little reflection as possible, he simply relit the candle and went up 
to the next floor. The arm in his trembled, it is true, and his own tread was often 
uncertain, but they went on with thoroughness, and after a search revealing nothing 
they climbed the last flight of stairs to the top floor of all.
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Here they found a perfect nest of small servants’ rooms, with broken pieces 
of furniture, dirty cane-bottomed chairs, chests of drawers, cracked mirrors, and 
decrepit bedsteads. The rooms had low sloping ceilings already hung here and 
there with cobwebs, small windows, and badly plastered walls—a depressing and 
dismal region which they were glad to leave behind.

It was on the stroke of midnight when they entered a small room on the third 
floor, close to the top of the stairs, and arranged to make themselves comfortable 
for the remainder of their adventure. It was absolutely bare, and was said to be the 
room—then used as a clothes closet—into which the infuriated groom had chased 
his victim and finally caught her. Outside, across the narrow landing, began the 
stairs leading up to the floor above, and the servants’ quarters where they had just 
searched.

In spite of the chilliness of the night there was something in the air of this room 
that cried for an open window. But there was more than this. Shorthouse could 
only describe it by saying that he felt less master of himself here than in any other 
part of the house. There was something that acted directly on the nerves, tiring 
the resolution, enfeebling the will. He was conscious of this result before he had 
been in the room five minutes, and it was in the short time they stayed there that 
he suffered the wholesale depletion of his vital forces, which was, for himself, the 
chief horror of the whole experience.

They put the candle on the floor of the cupboard, leaving the door a few inches 
ajar, so that there was no glare to confuse the eyes, and no shadow to shift about 
on walls and ceiling. Then they spread the cloak on the floor and sat down to wait, 
with their backs against the wall.

Shorthouse was within two feet of the door on to the landing; his position 
commanded a good view of the main staircase leading down into the darkness, 
and also of the beginning of the servants’ stairs going to the floor above; the heavy 
stick lay beside him within easy reach.

The moon was now high above the house. Through the open window they 
could see the comforting stars like friendly eyes watching in the sky. One by one 
the clocks of the town struck midnight, and when the sounds died away the deep 
silence of a windless night fell again over everything. Only the boom of the sea, far 
away and lugubrious, filled the air with hollow murmurs.

Inside the house the silence became awful; awful, he thought, because any minute 
now it might be broken by sounds portending terror. The strain of waiting told more 
and more severely on the nerves; they talked in whispers when they talked at all, 
for their voices aloud sounded queer and unnatural. A chilliness, not altogether 
due to the night air, invaded the room, and made them cold. The influences against 
them, whatever these might be, were slowly robbing them of self-confidence, and 
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the power of decisive action; their forces were on the wane, and the possibility of 
real fear took on a new and terrible meaning. He began to tremble for the elderly 
woman by his side, whose pluck could hardly save her beyond a certain extent.

He heard the blood singing in his veins. It sometimes seemed so loud that he 
fancied it prevented his hearing properly certain other sounds that were beginning 
very faintly to make themselves audible in the depths of the house. Every time he 
fastened his attention on these sounds, they instantly ceased. They certainly came 
no nearer. Yet he could not rid himself of the idea that movement was going on 
somewhere in the lower regions of the house. The drawing-room floor, where the 
doors had been so strangely closed, seemed too near; the sounds were further off 
than that. He thought of the great kitchen, with the scurrying black-beetles, and of 
the dismal little scullery; but, somehow or other, they did not seem to come from 
there either. Surely they were not outside the house!

Then, suddenly, the truth flashed into his mind, and for the space of a minute 
he felt as if his blood had stopped flowing and turned to ice.

The sounds were not downstairs at all; they were upstairs—upstairs, somewhere 
among those horrid gloomy little servants’ rooms with their bits of broken furniture, 
low ceilings, and cramped windows—upstairs where the victim had first been 
disturbed and stalked to her death.

And the moment he discovered where the sounds were, he began to hear them 
more clearly. It was the sound of feet, moving stealthily along the passage overhead, 
in and out among the rooms, and past the furniture.

He turned quickly to steal a glance at the motionless figure seated beside him, to 
note whether she had shared his discovery. The faint candle-light coming through 
the crack in the cupboard door, threw her strongly-marked face into vivid relief 
against the white of the wall. But it was something else that made him catch his 
breath and stare again. An extraordinary something had come into her face and 
seemed to spread over her features like a mask; it smoothed out the deep lines 
and drew the skin everywhere a little tighter so that the wrinkles disappeared; it 
brought into the face—with the sole exception of the old eyes—an appearance of 
youth and almost of childhood.

He stared in speechless amazement—amazement that was dangerously near 
to horror. It was his aunt’s face indeed, but it was her face of forty years ago, the 
vacant innocent face of a girl. He had heard stories of that strange effect of terror 
which could wipe a human countenance clean of other emotions, obliterating all 
previous expressions; but he had never realised that it could be literally true, or 
could mean anything so simply horrible as what he now saw. For the dreadful 
signature of overmastering fear was written plainly in that utter vacancy of the 
girlish face beside him; and when, feeling his intense gaze, she turned to look at 
him, he instinctively closed his eyes tightly to shut out the sight.
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Yet, when he turned a minute later, his feelings well in hand, he saw to his intense 
relief another expression; his aunt was smiling, and though the face was deathly 
white, the awful veil had lifted and the normal look was returning.

“Anything wrong?” was all he could think of to say at the moment. And the 
answer was eloquent, coming from such a woman.

“I feel cold—and a little frightened,” she whispered.

He offered to close the window, but she seized hold of him and begged him not 
to leave her side even for an instant.

“It’s upstairs, I know,” she whispered, with an odd half laugh; “but I can’t 
possibly go up.”

But Shorthouse thought otherwise, knowing that in action lay their best hope 
of self-control.

He took the brandy flask and poured out a glass of neat spirit, stiff enough to 
help anybody over anything. She swallowed it with a little shiver. His only idea now 
was to get out of the house before her collapse became inevitable; but this could 
not safely be done by turning tail and running from the enemy. Inaction was no 
longer possible; every minute he was growing less master of himself, and desperate, 
aggressive measures were imperative without further delay. Moreover, the action 
must be taken towards the enemy, not away from it; the climax, if necessary and 
unavoidable, would have to be faced boldly. He could do it now; but in ten minutes 
he might not have the force left to act for himself, much less for both!

Upstairs, the sounds were meanwhile becoming louder and closer, accompanied 
by occasional creaking of the boards. Someone was moving stealthily about, stumbling 
now and then awkwardly against the furniture.

Waiting a few moments to allow the tremendous dose of spirits to produce 
its effect, and knowing this would last but a short time under the circumstances, 
Shorthouse then quietly got on his feet, saying in a determined voice—

“Now, Aunt Julia, we’ll go upstairs and find out what all this noise is about. You 
must come too. It’s what we agreed.”

He picked up his stick and went to the cupboard for the candle. A limp form 
rose shakily beside him breathing hard, and he heard a voice say very faintly 
something about being “ready to come.” The woman’s courage amazed him; it was 
so much greater than his own; and, as they advanced, holding aloft the dripping 
candle, some subtle force exhaled from this trembling, white-faced old woman at 
his side that was the true source of his inspiration. It held something really great 
that shamed him and gave him the support without which he would have proved 
far less equal to the occasion.
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They crossed the dark landing, avoiding with their eyes the deep black space 
over the banisters. Then they began to mount the narrow staircase to meet the 
sounds which, minute by minute, grew louder and nearer. About half-way up the 
stairs Aunt Julia stumbled and Shorthouse turned to catch her by the arm, and just 
at that moment there came a terrific crash in the servants’ corridor overhead. It was 
instantly followed by a shrill, agonised scream that was a cry of terror and a cry 
for help melted into one.

Before they could move aside, or go down a single step, someone came rushing 
along the passage overhead, blundering horribly, racing madly, at full speed, three 
steps at a time, down the very staircase where they stood. The steps were light and 
uncertain; but close behind them sounded the heavier tread of another person, and 
the staircase seemed to shake.

Shorthouse and his companion just had time to flatten themselves against the 
wall when the jumble of flying steps was upon them, and two persons, with the 
slightest possible interval between them, dashed past at full speed. It was a perfect 
whirlwind of sound breaking in upon the midnight silence of the empty building.

The two runners, pursuer and pursued, had passed clean through them where 
they stood, and already with a thud the boards below had received first one, then 
the other. Yet they had seen absolutely nothing—not a hand, or arm, or face, or 
even a shred of flying clothing.

There came a second’s pause. Then the first one, the lighter of the two, obviously 
the pursued one, ran with uncertain footsteps into the little room which Shorthouse 
and his aunt had just left. The heavier one followed. There was a sound of scuffling, 
gasping, and smothered screaming; and then out on to the landing came the step—of 
a single person treading weightily.

A dead silence followed for the space of half a minute, and then was heard a 
rushing sound through the air. It was followed by a dull, crashing thud in the depths 
of the house below—on the stone floor of the hall.

Utter silence reigned after. Nothing moved. The flame of the candle was steady. It 
had been steady the whole time, and the air had been undisturbed by any movement 
whatsoever. Palsied with terror, Aunt Julia, without waiting for her companion, 
began fumbling her way downstairs; she was crying gently to herself, and when 
Shorthouse put his arm round her and half carried her he felt that she was trembling 
like a leaf. He went into the little room and picked up the cloak from the floor, and, 
arm in arm, walking very slowly, without speaking a word or looking once behind 
them, they marched down the three flights into the hall.

In the hall they saw nothing, but the whole way down the stairs they were 
conscious that someone followed them; step by step; when they went faster IT was 
left behind, and when they went more slowly IT caught them up. But never once 
did they look behind to see; and at each turning of the staircase they lowered their 
eyes for fear of the following horror they might see upon the stairs above.
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With trembling hands Shorthouse opened the front door, and they walked out into 
the moonlight and drew a deep breath of the cool night air blowing in from the sea.



Ambrose Bierce - The Middle Toe Of The Right Foot

NOTE:

From Can Such Things Be? by Ambrose Bierce. Copyright by the Neale Publishing Company. By 
permission of the publishers.

I T IS WELL known that the old Manton house is haunted. In all the rural 
district near about, and even in the town of Marshall, a mile away, not one 
person of unbiased mind entertains a doubt of it; incredulity is confined 

to those opinionated persons who will be called “cranks” as soon as the useful 
word shall have penetrated the intellectual demesne of the Marshall Advance. The 
evidence that the house is haunted is of two kinds; the testimony of disinterested 
witnesses who have had ocular proof, and that of the house itself. The former may 
be disregarded and ruled out on any of the various grounds of objection which 
may be urged against it by the ingenious; but facts within the observation of all are 
material and controlling.

In the first place the Manton house has been unoccupied by mortals for more 
than ten years, and with its outbuildings is slowly falling into decay—a circumstance 
which in itself the judicious will hardly venture to ignore. It stands a little way off 
the loneliest reach of the Marshall and Harriston road, in an opening which was 
once a farm and is still disfigured with strips of rotting fence and half covered with 
brambles overrunning a stony and sterile soil long unacquainted with the plow. The 
house itself is in tolerably good condition, though badly weather-stained and in dire 
need of attention from the glazier, the smaller male population of the region having 
attested in the manner of its kind its disapproval of dwelling without dwellers. It is 
two stories in height, nearly square, its front pierced by a single doorway flanked 
on each side by a window boarded up to the very top. Corresponding windows 
above, not protected, serve to admit light and rain to the rooms of the upper floor. 
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Grass and weeds grow pretty rankly all about, and a few shade trees, somewhat 
the worse for wind, and leaning all in one direction, seem to be making a concerted 
effort to run away. In short, as the Marshall town humorist explained in the columns 
of the Advance, “the proposition that the Manton house is badly haunted is the only 
logical conclusion from the premises.” The fact that in this dwelling Mr. Manton 
thought it expedient one night some ten years ago to rise and cut the throats of his 
wife and two small children, removing at once to another part of the country, has 
no doubt done its share in directing public attention to the fitness of the place for 
supernatural phenomena.

To this house, one summer evening, came four men in a wagon. Three of them 
promptly alighted, and the one who had been driving hitched the team to the only 
remaining post of what had been a fence. The fourth remained seated in the wagon. 
“Come,” said one of his companions, approaching him, while the others moved 
away in the direction of the dwelling—”this is the place.”

The man addressed did not move. “By God!” he said harshly, “this is a trick, 
and it looks to me as if you were in it.”

“Perhaps I am,” the other said, looking him straight in the face and speaking in 
a tone which had something of contempt in it. “You will remember, however, that 
the choice of place was with your own assent left to the other side. Of course if you 
are afraid of spooks—”

“I am afraid of nothing,” the man interrupted with another oath, and sprang 
to the ground. The two then joined the others at the door, which one of them had 
already opened with some difficulty, caused by rust of lock and hinge. All entered. 
Inside it was dark, but the man who had unlocked the door produced a candle and 
matches and made a light. He then unlocked a door on their right as they stood in 
the passage. This gave them entrance to a large, square room that the candle but 
dimly lighted. The floor had a thick carpeting of dust, which partly muffled their 
footfalls. Cobwebs were in the angles of the walls and depended from the ceiling 
like strips of rotting lace making undulatory movements in the disturbed air. The 
room had two windows in adjoining sides, but from neither could anything be seen 
except the rough inner surfaces of boards a few inches from the glass. There was 
no fireplace, no furniture; there was nothing: besides the cobwebs and the dust, 
the four men were the only objects there which were not a part of the structure.

Strange enough they looked in the yellow light of the candle. The one who 
had so reluctantly alighted was especially spectacular—he might have been called 
sensational. He was of middle age, heavily built, deep chested, and broad shouldered. 
Looking at his figure, one would have said that he had a giant’s strength; at his 
features, that he would use it like a giant. He was clean shaven, his hair rather 
closely cropped and gray. His low forehead was seamed with wrinkles above the 
eyes, and over the nose these became vertical. The heavy black brows followed the 
same law, saved from meeting only by an upward turn at what would otherwise 
have been the point of contact. Deeply sunken beneath these, glowed in the obscure 
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light a pair of eyes of uncertain color, but obviously enough too small. There was 
something forbidding in their expression, which was not bettered by the cruel mouth 
and wide jaw. The nose was well enough, as noses go; one does not expect much of 
noses. All that was sinister in the man’s face seemed accentuated by an unnatural 
pallor—he appeared altogether bloodless.

The appearance of the other men was sufficiently commonplace; they were 
such persons as one meets and forgets that he met. All were younger than the man 
described, between whom and the eldest of the others, who stood apart, there was 
apparently no kindly feeling. They avoided looking at each other.

“Gentlemen,” said the man holding the candle and keys, “I believe everything 
is right. Are you ready, Mr. Rosser?”

The man standing apart from the group bowed and smiled.

“And you, Mr. Grossmith?”

The heavy man bowed and scowled.

“You will be pleased to remove your outer clothing.”

Their hats, coats, waistcoats, and neckwear were soon removed and thrown 
outside the door, in the passage. The man with the candle now nodded, and the 
fourth man—he who had urged Grossmith to leave the wagon—produced from 
the pocket of his overcoat two long, murderous-looking bowie-knives, which he 
drew now from their leather scabbards.

“They are exactly alike,” he said, presenting one to each of the two principals—for 
by this time the dullest observer would have understood the nature of this meeting. 
It was to be a duel to the death.

Each combatant took a knife, examined it critically near the candle and tested 
the strength of the blade and handle across his lifted knee. Their persons were then 
searched in turn, each by the second of the other.

“If it is agreeable to you, Mr. Grossmith,” said the man holding the light, “you 
will place yourself in that corner.”

He indicated the angle of the room farthest from the door, whither Grossmith 
retired, his second parting from him with a grasp of the hand which had nothing 
of cordiality in it. In the angle nearest the door Mr. Rosser stationed himself, and 
after a whispered consultation his second left him, joining the other near the door. 
At that moment the candle was suddenly extinguished, leaving all in profound 
darkness. This may have been done by a draught from the opened door; whatever 
the cause, the effect was startling.

“Gentlemen,” said a voice which sounded strangely unfamiliar in the altered 
condition affecting the relations of the senses—”gentlemen, you will not move until 
you hear the closing of the outer door.”
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A sound of trampling ensued, then the closing of the inner door; and finally the 
outer one closed with a concussion which shook the entire building.

A few minutes afterward a belated farmer’s boy met a light wagon which was 
being driven furiously toward the town of Marshall. He declared that behind the 
two figures on the front seat stood a third, with its hands upon the bowed shoulders 
of the others, who appeared to struggle vainly to free themselves from its grasp. 
This figure, unlike the others, was clad in white, and had undoubtedly boarded the 
wagon as it passed the haunted house. As the lad could boast a considerable former 
experience with the supernatural thereabouts his word had the weight justly due 
to the testimony of an expert. The story (in connection with the next day’s events) 
eventually appeared in the Advance, with some slight literary embellishments and 
a concluding intimation that the gentlemen referred to would be allowed the use 
of the paper’s columns for their version of the night’s adventure. But the privilege 
remained without a claimant.

II
The events that led up to this “duel in the dark” were simple enough. One evening 

three young men of the town of Marshall were sitting in a quiet corner of the porch 
of the village hotel, smoking and discussing such matters as three educated young 
men of a Southern village would naturally find interesting. Their names were King, 
Sancher, and Rosser. At a little distance, within easy hearing, but taking no part in the 
conversation, sat a fourth. He was a stranger to the others. They merely knew that 
on his arrival by the stage-coach that afternoon he had written in the hotel register 
the name of Robert Grossmith. He had not been observed to speak to anyone except 
the hotel clerk. He seemed, indeed, singularly fond of his own company—or, as the 
personnel of the Advance expressed it, “grossly addicted to evil associations.” But 
then it should be said in justice to the stranger that the personnel was himself of a 
too convivial disposition fairly to judge one differently gifted, and had, moreover, 
experienced a slight rebuff in an effort at an “interview.”

“I hate any kind of deformity in a woman,” said King, “whether natural or—
acquired. I have a theory that any physical defect has its correlative mental and 
moral defect.”

“I infer, then,” said Rosser, gravely, “that a lady lacking the moral advantage 
of a nose would find the struggle to become Mrs. King an arduous enterprise.”

“Of course you may put it that way,” was the reply; “but, seriously, I once threw 
over a most charming girl on learning quite accidentally that she had suffered 
amputation of a toe. My conduct was brutal if you like, but if I had married that 
girl I should have been miserable for life and should have made her so.”
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“Whereas,” said Sancher, with a light laugh, “by marrying a gentleman of more 
liberal view she escaped with a parted throat.”

“Ah, you know to whom I refer. Yes, she married Manton, but I don’t know 
about his liberality; I’m not sure but he cut her throat because he discovered that 
she lacked that excellent thing in woman, the middle toe of the right foot.”

“Look at that chap!” said Rosser in a low voice, his eyes fixed upon the stranger.

That chap was obviously listening intently to the conversation.

“Damn his impudence!” muttered King—”what ought we to do?”

“That’s an easy one,” Rosser replied, rising. “Sir,” he continued, addressing the 
stranger, “I think it would be better if you would remove your chair to the other 
end of the veranda. The presence of gentlemen is evidently an unfamiliar situation 
to you.”

The man sprang to his feet and strode forward with clenched hands, his face 
white with rage. All were now standing. Sancher stepped between the belligerents.

“You are hasty and unjust,” he said to Rosser; “this gentleman has done nothing 
to deserve such language.”

But Rosser would not withdraw a word. By the custom of the country and the 
time there could be but one outcome to the quarrel.

“I demand the satisfaction due to a gentleman,” said the stranger, who had 
become more calm. “I have not an acquaintance in this region. Perhaps you, sir,” 
bowing to Sancher, “will be kind enough to represent me in this matter.”

Sancher accepted the trust—somewhat reluctantly it must be confessed, for 
the man’s appearance and manner were not at all to his liking. King, who during 
the colloquy had hardly removed his eyes from the stranger’s face and had not 
spoken a word, consented with a nod to act for Rosser, and the upshot of it was 
that, the principals having retired, a meeting was arranged for the next evening. 
The nature of the arrangements has been already disclosed. The duel with knives 
in a dark room was once a commoner feature of Southwestern life than it is likely 
to be again. How thin a veneering of “chivalry” covered the essential brutality of 
the code under which such encounters were possible we shall see.

III
In the blaze of a midsummer noonday the old Manton house was hardly true 

to its traditions. It was of the earth, earthy. The sunshine caressed it warmly and 
affectionately, with evident disregard of its bad reputation. The grass greening all 
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the expanse in its front seemed to grow, not rankly, but with a natural and joyous 
exuberance, and the weeds blossomed quite like plants. Full of charming lights 
and shadows and populous with pleasant-voiced birds, the neglected shade trees 
no longer struggled to run away, but bent reverently beneath their burdens of sun 
and song. Even in the glassless upper windows was an expression of peace and 
contentment, due to the light within. Over the stony fields the visible heat danced 
with a lively tremor incompatible with the gravity which is an attribute of the 
supernatural.

Such was the aspect under which the place presented itself to Sheriff Adams and 
two other men who had come out from Marshall to look at it. One of these men was 
Mr. King, the sheriff’s deputy; the other, whose name was Brewer, was a brother of 
the late Mrs. Manton. Under a beneficent law of the State relating to property which 
has been for a certain period abandoned by an owner whose residence cannot be 
ascertained, the sheriff was legal custodian of the Manton farm and appurtenances 
thereunto belonging. His present visit was in mere perfunctory compliance with 
some order of a court in which Mr. Brewer had an action to get possession of the 
property as heir to his deceased sister. By a mere coincidence, the visit was made 
on the day after the night that Deputy King had unlocked the house for another 
and very different purpose. His presence now was not of his own choosing: he had 
been ordered to accompany his superior, and at the moment could think of nothing 
more prudent than simulated alacrity in obedience to the command.

Carelessly opening the front door, which to his surprise was not locked, the 
sheriff was amazed to see, lying on the floor of the passage into which it opened, 
a confused heap of men’s apparel. Examination showed it to consist of two hats, 
and the same number of coats, waistcoats, and scarves all in a remarkably good 
state of preservation, albeit somewhat defiled by the dust in which they lay. Mr. 
Brewer was equally astonished, but Mr. King’s emotion is not of record. With a new 
and lively interest in his own actions the sheriff now unlatched and pushed open 
a door on the right, and the three entered. The room was apparently vacant—no; 
as their eyes became accustomed to the dimmer light something was visible in the 
farthest angle of the wall. It was a human figure—that of a man crouching close 
in the corner. Something in the attitude made the intruders halt when they had 
barely passed the threshold. The figure more and more clearly defined itself. The 
man was upon one knee, his back in the angle of the wall, his shoulders elevated 
to the level of his ears, his hands before his face, palms outward, the fingers spread 
and crooked like claws; the white face turned upward on the retracted neck had an 
expression of unutterable fright, the mouth half open, the eyes incredibly expanded. 
He was stone dead. Yet with the exception of a bowie-knife, which had evidently 
fallen from his own hand, not another object was in the room.

In thick dust that covered the floor were some confused footprints near the door 
and along the wall through which it opened. Along one of the adjoining walls, too, 
past the boarded-up windows was the trail made by the man himself in reaching 
his corner. Instinctively in approaching the body the three men followed that trail. 
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The sheriff grasped one of the outthrown arms; it was as rigid as iron, and the 
application of a gentle force rocked the entire body without altering the relation of 
its parts. Brewer, pale with excitement, gazed intently into the distorted face. “God 
of mercy!” he suddenly cried, “it is Manton!”

“You are right,” said King, with an evident attempt at calmness: “I knew Manton. 
He then wore a full beard and his hair long, but this is he.”

He might have added: “I recognized him when he challenged Rosser. I told Rosser 
and Sancher who he was before we played him this horrible trick. When Rosser 
left this dark room at our heels, forgetting his outer clothing in the excitement, and 
driving away with us in his shirt sleeves—all through the discreditable proceedings 
we knew with whom we were dealing, murderer and coward that he was!”

But nothing of this did Mr. King say. With his better light he was trying to 
penetrate the mystery of the man’s death. That he had not once moved from the 
corner where he had been stationed; that his posture was that of neither attack nor 
defense; that he had dropped his weapon; that he had obviously perished of sheer 
horror of something that he saw—these were circumstances which Mr. King’s 
disturbed intelligence could not rightly comprehend.

Groping in intellectual darkness for a clew to his maze of doubt, his gaze, 
directed mechanically downward in the way of one who ponders momentous 
matters, fell upon something which, there, in the light of day and in the presence 
of living companions, affected him with terror. In the dust of years that lay thick 
upon the floor—leading from the door by which they had entered, straight across 
the room to within a yard of Manton’s crouching corpse—were three parallel lines 
of footprints—light but definite impressions of bare feet, the outer ones those of 
small children, the inner a woman’s. From the point at which they ended they did 
not return; they pointed all one way. Brewer, who had observed them at the same 
moment, was leaning forward in an attitude of rapt attention, horribly pale.

“Look at that!” he cried, pointing with both hands at the nearest print of the 
woman’s right foot, where she had apparently stopped and stood. “The middle toe 
is missing—it was Gertrude!”

Gertrude was the late Mrs. Manton, sister to Mr. Brewer.
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Arthur Machen - The Bowman

NOTE:

From The Bowmen, by Arthur Machen. Published in England by Simpkin, Marshall, Hamilton, Kent 
& Co., Ltd., and in America by G.P. Putnam’s Sons. By permission of the publishers and Arthur 
Machen.

I T WAS DURING the Retreat of the Eighty Thousand, and the authority 
of the Censorship is sufficient excuse for not being more explicit. But it was 
on the most awful day of that awful time, on the day when ruin and disaster 

came so near that their shadow fell over London far away; and, without any certain 
news, the hearts of men failed within them and grew faint; as if the agony of the 
army in the battlefield had entered into their souls.

On this dreadful day, then, when three hundred thousand men in arms with all 
their artillery swelled like a flood against the little English company, there was one 
point above all other points in our battle line that was for a time in awful danger, not 
merely of defeat, but of utter annihilation. With the permission of the Censorship 
and of the military expert, this corner may, perhaps, be described as a salient, and 
if this angle were crushed and broken, then the English force as a whole would 
be shattered, the Allied left would be turned, and Sedan would inevitably follow.

All the morning the German guns had thundered and shrieked against this 
corner, and against the thousand or so of men who held it. The men joked at the 
shells, and found funny names for them, and had bets about them, and greeted 
them with scraps of music-hall songs. But the shells came on and burst, and tore 
good Englishmen limb from limb, and tore brother from brother, and as the heat 
of the day increased so did the fury of that terrific cannonade. There was no help, 
it seemed. The English artillery was good, but there was not nearly enough of it; it 
was being steadily battered into scrap iron.
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There comes a moment in a storm at sea when people say to one another, “It is 
at its worst; it can blow no harder,” and then there is a blast ten times more fierce 
than any before it. So it was in these British trenches.

There were no stouter hearts in the whole world than the hearts of these men; but 
even they were appalled as this seven-times-heated hell of the German cannonade 
fell upon them and overwhelmed them and destroyed them. And at this very 
moment they saw from their trenches that a tremendous host was moving against 
their lines. Five hundred of the thousand remained, and as far as they could see 
the German infantry was pressing on against them, column upon column, a gray 
world of men, ten thousand of them, as it appeared afterwards.

There was no hope at all. They shook hands, some of them. One man improvised 
a new version of the battle-song, “Good-by, good-by to Tipperary,” ending with 
“And we shan’t get there.” And they all went on firing steadily. The officer pointed 
out that such an opportunity for high-class fancy shooting might never occur again; 
the Tipperary humorist asked, “What price Sidney Street?” And the few machine 
guns did their best. But everybody knew it was of no use. The dead gray bodies lay 
in companies and battalions, as others came on and on and on, and they swarmed 
and stirred, and advanced from beyond and beyond.

“World without end. Amen,” said one of the British soldiers with some irrelevance 
as he took aim and fired. And then he remembered—he says he cannot think why 
or wherefore—a queer vegetarian restaurant in London where he had once or twice 
eaten eccentric dishes of cutlets made of lentils and nuts that pretended to be steak. 
On all the plates in this restaurant there was printed a figure of St. George in blue, 
with the motto, “Adsit Anglis Sanctus Georgius”—”May St. George be a present 
help to the English.” This soldier happened to know Latin and other useless things, 
and now, as he fired at his man in the gray advancing mass—three hundred yards 
away—he uttered the pious vegetarian motto. He went on firing to the end, and at 
last Bill on his right had to clout him cheerfully over the head to make him stop, 
pointing out as he did so that the King’s ammunition cost money and was not lightly 
to be wasted in drilling funny patterns into dead Germans.

For as the Latin scholar uttered his invocation he felt something between a 
shudder and an electric shock pass through his body. The roar of the battle died 
down in his ears to a gentle murmur; instead of it, he says, he heard a great voice 
and a shout louder than a thunder-peal crying, “Array, array, array!”

His heart grew hot as a burning coal, it grew cold as ice within him, as it seemed 
to him that a tumult of voices answered to his summons. He heard, or seemed to 
hear, thousands shouting: “St. George! St. George!”

“Ha! Messire, ha! sweet Saint, grant us good deliverance!”

“St. George for merry England!”

“Harow! Harow! Monseigneur St. George, succor us!”
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“Ha! St. George! Ha! St. George! a long bow and a strong bow.”

“Heaven’s Knight, aid us!”

And as the soldier heard these voices he saw before him, beyond the trench, 
a long line of shapes, with a shining about them. They were like men who drew 
the bow, and with another shout, their cloud of arrows flew singing and tingling 
through the air towards the German hosts.

The other men in the trench were firing all the while. They had no hope; but 
they aimed just as if they had been shooting at Bisley.

Suddenly one of them lifted up his voice in the plainest English.

“Gawd help us!” he bellowed to the man next to him, “but we’re blooming 
marvels! Look at those gray ... gentlemen, look at them! D’ye see them? They’re 
not going down in dozens nor in ‘undreds; it’s thousands, it is. Look! look! there’s 
a regiment gone while I’m talking to ye.”

“Shut it!” the other soldier bellowed, taking aim, “what are ye gassing about?”

But he gulped with astonishment even as he spoke, for, indeed, the gray men 
were falling by the thousands. The English could hear the guttural scream of the 
German officers, the crackle of their revolvers as they shot the reluctant; and still 
line after line crashed to the earth.

All the while the Latin-bred soldier heard the cry:

“Harow! Harow! Monseigneur, dear Saint, quick to our aid! St. George help us!”

“High Chevalier, defend us!”

The singing arrows fled so swift and thick that they darkened the air, the heathen 
horde melted from before them.

“More machine guns!” Bill yelled to Tom.

“Don’t hear them,” Tom yelled back.

“But, thank God, anyway; they’ve got it in the neck.”

In fact, there were ten thousand dead German soldiers left before that salient 
of the English army, and consequently there was no Sedan. In Germany, a country 
ruled by scientific principles, the Great General Staff decided that the contemptible 
English must have employed shells containing an unknown gas of a poisonous 
nature, as no wounds were discernible on the bodies of the dead German soldiers. 
But the man who knew what nuts tasted like when they called themselves steak 
knew also that St. George had brought his Agincourt Bowmen to help the English.
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Guy De Maupassant - A Ghost.indd

NOTE:

Translated for this volume by M. Charles Sommer.

W E WERE SPEAKING of sequestration, alluding to a recent 
lawsuit. It was at the close of a friendly evening in a very old 
mansion in the Rue de Grenelle, and each of the guests had a 

story to tell, which he assured us was true.

Then the old Marquis de la Tour-Samuel, eighty-two years of age, rose and 
came forward to lean on the mantelpiece. He told the following story in his slightly 
quavering voice.

“I, also, have witnessed a strange thing—so strange that it has been the nightmare 
of my life. It happened fifty-six years ago, and yet there is not a month when I 
do not see it again in my dreams. From that day I have borne a mark, a stamp of 
fear,—do you understand?

“Yes, for ten minutes I was a prey to terror, in such a way that ever since a 
constant dread has remained in my soul. Unexpected sounds chill me to the heart; 
objects which I can ill distinguish in the evening shadows make me long to flee. I 
am afraid at night.

“No! I would not have owned such a thing before reaching my present age. But 
now I may tell everything. One may fear imaginary dangers at eighty-two years 
old. But before actual danger I have never turned back, mesdames.
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“That affair so upset my mind, filled me with such a deep, mysterious unrest that 
I never could tell it. I kept it in that inmost part, that corner where we conceal our 
sad, our shameful secrets, all the weaknesses of our life which cannot be confessed.

“I will tell you that strange happening just as it took place, with no attempt to 
explain it. Unless I went mad for one short hour it must be explainable, though. 
Yet I was not mad, and I will prove it to you. Imagine what you will. Here are the 
simple facts:

“It was in 1827, in July. I was quartered with my regiment in Rouen.

“One day, as I was strolling on the quay, I came across a man I believed I 
recognized, though I could not place him with certainty. I instinctively went more 
slowly, ready to pause. The stranger saw my impulse, looked at me, and fell into 
my arms.

“It was a friend of my younger days, of whom I had been very fond. He seemed 
to have become half a century older in the five years since I had seen him. His hair 
was white, and he stooped in his walk, as if he were exhausted. He understood my 
amazement and told me the story of his life.

“A terrible event had broken him down. He had fallen madly in love with a 
young girl and married her in a kind of dreamlike ecstasy. After a year of unalloyed 
bliss and unexhausted passion, she had died suddenly of heart disease, no doubt 
killed by love itself.

“He had left the country on the very day of her funeral, and had come to live in 
his hotel at Rouen. He remained there, solitary and desperate, grief slowly mining 
him, so wretched that he constantly thought of suicide.

“’As I thus came across you again,’ he said, ‘I shall ask a great favor of you. I 
want you to go to my château and get some papers I urgently need. They are in the 
writing-desk of my room, of our room. I cannot send a servant or a lawyer, as the 
errand must be kept private. I want absolute silence.

“’I shall give you the key of the room, which I locked carefully myself before 
leaving, and the key to the writing-desk. I shall also give you a note for the gardener, 
who will let you in.

“’Come to breakfast with me to-morrow, and we’ll talk the matter over.’

“I promised to render him that slight service. It would mean but a pleasant 
excursion for me, his home not being more than twenty-five miles from Rouen. I 
could go there in an hour on horseback.
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“At ten o’clock the next day I was with him. We breakfasted alone together, yet 
he did not utter more than twenty words. He asked me to excuse him. The thought 
that I was going to visit the room where his happiness lay shattered, upset him, he 
said. Indeed, he seemed perturbed, worried, as if some mysterious struggle were 
taking place in his soul.

“At last he explained exactly what I was to do. It was very simple. I was to take 
two packages of letters and some papers, locked in the first drawer at the right of 
the desk of which I had the key. He added:

“’I need not ask you not to glance at them.’

“I was almost hurt by his words, and told him so, rather sharply. He stammered:

“’Forgive me. I suffer so much!’

“And tears came to his eyes.

“I left about one o’clock to accomplish my errand.

“The day was radiant, and I rushed through the meadows, listening to the song 
of the larks, and the rhythmical beat of my sword on my riding-boots.

“Then I entered the forest, and I set my horse to walking. Branches of the trees 
softly caressed my face, and now and then I would catch a leaf between my teeth 
and bite it with avidity, full of the joy of life, such as fills you without reason, with 
a tumultuous happiness almost indefinable, a kind of magical strength.

“As I neared the house I took out the letter for the gardener, and noted with 
surprise that it was sealed. I was so amazed and so annoyed that I almost turned 
back without fulfilling my mission. Then I thought that I should thus display over-
sensitiveness and bad taste. My friend might have sealed it unconsciously, worried 
as he was.

“The manor looked as though it had been deserted the last twenty years. The 
gate, wide-open and rotten, held, one wondered how. Grass filled the paths; you 
could not tell the flower-beds from the lawn.

“At the noise I made kicking a shutter, an old man came out from a side-door 
and was apparently amazed to see me there. I dismounted from my horse and gave 
him the letter. He read it once or twice, turned it over, looked at me with suspicion, 
and asked:

“’Well, what do you want?’

“I answered sharply:

“’You must know it as you have read your master’s orders. I want to get in the 
house.’

“He appeared overwhelmed. He said:
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“’So—you are going in—in his room?’

“I was getting impatient.

“’Parbleu! Do you intend to question me, by chance?’

“He stammered:

“’No—monsieur—only—it has not been opened since—since the death. If you 
will wait five minutes, I will go in to see whether——’

“I interrupted angrily:

“’See here, are you joking? You can’t go in that room, as I have the key!’

“He no longer knew what to say.

“’Then, monsieur, I will show you the way.’

“’Show me the stairs and leave me alone. I can find it without your help.’

“’But—still—monsieur——’

“Then I lost my temper.

“’Now be quiet! Else you’ll be sorry!’

“I roughly pushed him aside and went into the house.

“I first went through the kitchen, then crossed two small rooms occupied by the 
man and his wife. From there I stepped into a large hall. I went up the stairs, and I 
recognized the door my friend had described to me.

“I opened it with ease and went in.

“The room was so dark that at first I could not distinguish anything. I paused, 
arrested by that moldy and stale odor peculiar to deserted and condemned rooms, 
of dead rooms. Then gradually my eyes grew accustomed to the gloom, and I saw 
rather clearly a great room in disorder, a bed without sheets having still its mattresses 
and pillows, one of which bore the deep print of an elbow or a head, as if someone 
had just been resting on it.

“The chairs seemed all in confusion. I noticed that a door, probably that of a 
closet, had remained ajar.

“I first went to the window and opened it to get some light, but the hinges of 
the outside shutters were so rusted that I could not loosen them.

“I even tried to break them with my sword, but did not succeed. As those fruitless 
attempts irritated me, and as my eyes were by now adjusted to the dim light, I gave 
up hope of getting more light and went toward the writing-desk.
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“I sat down in an arm-chair, folded back the top, and opened the drawer. It was 
full to the edge. I needed but three packages, which I knew how to distinguish, and 
I started looking for them.

“I was straining my eyes to decipher the inscriptions, when I thought I heard, 
or rather felt a rustle behind me. I took no notice, thinking a draft had lifted some 
curtain. But a minute later, another movement, almost indistinct, sent a disagreeable 
little shiver over my skin. It was so ridiculous to be moved thus even so slightly, that 
I would not turn round, being ashamed. I had just discovered the second package I 
needed, and was on the point of reaching for the third, when a great and sorrowful 
sigh, close to my shoulder, made me give a mad leap two yards away. In my spring 
I had turned round, my hand on the hilt of my sword, and surely had I not felt that, 
I should have fled like a coward.

“A tall woman, dressed in white, was facing me, standing behind the chair in 
which I had sat a second before.

“Such a shudder ran through me that I almost fell back! Oh, no one who has not 
felt them can understand those gruesome and ridiculous terrors! The soul melts; 
your heart seems to stop; your whole body becomes limp as a sponge, and your 
innermost parts seem collapsing.

“I do not believe in ghosts; and yet I broke down before the hideous fear of the 
dead; and I suffered, oh, I suffered more in a few minutes, in the irresistible anguish 
of supernatural dread, than I have suffered in all the rest of my life!

“If she had not spoken, I might have died. But she did speak; she spoke in a soft 
and plaintive voice which set my nerves vibrating. I could not say that I regained 
my self-control. No, I was past knowing what I did; but the kind of pride I have in 
me, as well as a military pride, helped me to maintain, almost in spite of myself, 
an honorable countenance. I was making a pose, a pose for myself, and for her, for 
her, whatever she was, woman, or phantom. I realized this later, for at the time of 
the apparition, I could think of nothing. I was afraid.

“She said:

“’Oh, you can be of great help to me, monsieur!’

“I tried to answer, but I was unable to utter one word. A vague sound came 
from my throat.

“She continued:

“’Will you? You can save me, cure me. I suffer terribly. I always suffer. I suffer, 
oh, I suffer!’

“And she sat down gently in my chair. She looked at me.

“’Will you?’
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“I nodded my head, being still paralyzed.

“Then she handed me a woman’s comb of tortoise-shell, and murmured:

“’Comb my hair! Oh, comb my hair! That will cure me. Look at my head—how 
I suffer! And my hair—how it hurts!’

“Her loose hair, very long, very black, it seemed to me, hung over the back of 
the chair, touching the floor.

“Why did I do it? Why did I, shivering, accept that comb, and why did I take 
between my hands her long hair, which left on my skin a ghastly impression of 
cold, as if I had handled serpents? I do not know.

“That feeling still clings about my fingers, and I shiver when I recall it.

“I combed her, I handled, I know not how, that hair of ice. I bound and unbound 
it; I plaited it as one plaits a horse’s mane. She sighed, bent her head, seemed happy.

“Suddenly she said, ‘Thank you!’ tore the comb from my hands, and fled through 
the door which I had noticed was half opened.

“Left alone, I had for a few seconds the hazy feeling one feels in waking up from 
a nightmare. Then I recovered myself. I ran to the window and broke the shutters 
by my furious assault.

“A stream of light poured in. I rushed to the door through which that being had 
gone. I found it locked and immovable.

“Then a fever of flight seized on me, a panic, the true panic of battle. I quickly 
grasped the three packages of letters from the open desk; I crossed the room running, 
I took the steps of the stairway four at a time. I found myself outside, I don’t know 
how, and seeing my horse close by, I mounted in one leap and left at a full gallop.

“I didn’t stop till I reached Rouen and drew up in front of my house. Having 
thrown the reins to my orderly, I flew to my room and locked myself in to think.

“Then for an hour I asked myself whether I had not been the victim of an 
hallucination. Certainly I must have had one of those nervous shocks, one of those 
brain disorders such as give rise to miracles, to which the supernatural owes its 
strength.

“And I had almost concluded that it was a vision, an illusion of my senses, when 
I came near to the window. My eyes by chance looked down. My tunic was covered 
with hairs, long woman’s hairs which had entangled themselves around the buttons!

“I took them off one by one and threw them out of the window with trembling 
fingers.

“I then called my orderly. I felt too perturbed, too moved, to go and see my friend 
on that day. Besides, I needed to think over what I should tell him.
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“I had his letters delivered to him. He gave a receipt to the soldier. He inquired 
after me and was told that I was not well. I had had a sunstroke, or something. He 
seemed distressed.

“I went to see him the next day, early in the morning, bent on telling him the 
truth. He had gone out the evening before and had not come back.

“I returned the same day, but he had not been seen. I waited a week. He did 
not come back. I notified the police. They searched for him everywhere, but no one 
could find any trace of his passing or of his retreat.

“A careful search was made in the deserted manor. No suspicious clue was 
discovered.

“There was no sign that a woman had been concealed there.

“The inquest gave no result, and so the search went no further.

“And in fifty-six years I have learned nothing more. I never found out the truth.”
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Richard Le Galliene - The Haunted Orchar

NOTE:

From Harper’s Magazine, January, 1912. By permission of Harper and Brothers and Richard Le 
Gallienne.

S PRING WAS ONCE more in the world. As she sang to herself 
in the faraway woodlands her voice reached even the ears of the city, 
weary with the long winter. Daffodils flowered at the entrances to the 

Subway, furniture removing vans blocked the side streets, children clustered like 
blossoms on the doorsteps, the open cars were running, and the cry of the “cash 
clo’” man was once more heard in the land.

Yes, it was the spring, and the city dreamed wistfully of lilacs and the dewy 
piping of birds in gnarled old apple-trees, of dogwood lighting up with sudden 
silver the thickening woods, of water-plants unfolding their glossy scrolls in pools 
of morning freshness.

On Sunday mornings, the outbound trains were thronged with eager pilgrims, 
hastening out of the city, to behold once more the ancient marvel of the spring; and, 
on Sunday evenings, the railway termini were aflower with banners of blossom 
from rifled woodland and orchard carried in the hands of the returning pilgrims, 
whose eyes still shone with the spring magic, in whose ears still sang the fairy music.

And as I beheld these signs of the vernal equinox I knew that I, too, must follow 
the music, forsake awhile the beautiful siren we call the city, and in the green silences 
meet once more my sweetheart Solitude.

As the train drew out of the Grand Central, I hummed to myself,

“I’ve a neater, sweeter maiden, in a greener, cleaner land”
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and so I said good-by to the city, and went forth with beating heart to meet the 
spring.

I had been told of an almost forgotten corner on the south coast of Connecticut, 
where the spring and I could live in an inviolate loneliness—a place uninhabited 
save by birds and blossoms, woods and thick grass, and an occasional silent farmer, 
and pervaded by the breath and shimmer of the Sound.

Nor had rumor lied, for when the train set me down at my destination I stepped 
out into the most wonderful green hush, a leafy Sabbath silence through which the 
very train, as it went farther on its way, seemed to steal as noiselessly as possible 
for fear of breaking the spell.

After a winter in the town, to be dropped thus suddenly into the intense quiet of 
the country-side makes an almost ghostly impression upon one, as of an enchanted 
silence, a silence that listens and watches but never speaks, finger on lip. There is a 
spectral quality about everything upon which the eye falls: the woods, like great green 
clouds, the wayside flowers, the still farm-houses half lost in orchard bloom—all 
seem to exist in a dream. Everything is so still, everything so supernaturally green. 
Nothing moves or talks, except the gentle susurrus of the spring wind swaying 
the young buds high up in the quiet sky, or a bird now and again, or a little brook 
singing softly to itself among the crowding rushes.

Though, from the houses one notes here and there, there are evidently human 
inhabitants of this green silence, none are to be seen. I have often wondered where 
the countryfolk hide themselves, as I have walked hour after hour, past farm and 
croft and lonely door-yards, and never caught sight of a human face. If you should 
want to ask the way, a farmer is as shy as a squirrel, and if you knock at a farm-
house door, all is as silent as a rabbit-warren.

As I walked along in the enchanted stillness, I came at length to a quaint old 
farm-house—”old Colonial” in its architecture—embowered in white lilacs, and 
surrounded by an orchard of ancient apple-trees which cast a rich shade on the 
deep spring grass. The orchard had the impressiveness of those old religious 
groves, dedicated to the strange worship of sylvan gods, gods to be found now 
only in Horace or Catullus, and in the hearts of young poets to whom the beautiful 
antique Latin is still dear.

The old house seemed already the abode of Solitude. As I lifted the latch of the 
white gate and walked across the forgotten grass, and up on to the veranda already 
festooned with wistaria, and looked into the window, I saw Solitude sitting by an 
old piano, on which no composer later than Bach had ever been played.

In other words, the house was empty; and going round to the back, where old 
barns and stables leaned together as if falling asleep, I found a broken pane, and 
so climbed in and walked through the echoing rooms. The house was very lonely. 
Evidently no one had lived in it for a long time. Yet it was all ready for some occupant, 
for whom it seemed to be waiting. Quaint old four-poster bedsteads stood in three 
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rooms—dimity curtains and spotless linen—old oak chests and mahogany presses; 
and, opening drawers in Chippendale sideboards, I came upon beautiful frail old 
silver and exquisite china that set me thinking of a beautiful grandmother of mine, 
made out of old lace and laughing wrinkles and mischievous old blue eyes.

There was one little room that particularly interested me, a tiny bedroom all 
white, and at the window the red roses were already in bud. But what caught my 
eye with peculiar sympathy was a small bookcase, in which were some twenty or 
thirty volumes, wearing the same forgotten expression—forgotten and yet cared 
for—which lay like a kind of memorial charm upon everything in the old house. 
Yes, everything seemed forgotten and yet everything, curiously—even religiously—
remembered. I took out book after book from the shelves, once or twice flowers fell 
out from the pages—and I caught sight of a delicate handwriting here and there 
and frail markings. It was evidently the little intimate library of a young girl. What 
surprised me most was to find that quite half the books were in French—French 
poets and French romancers: a charming, very rare edition of Ronsard, a beautifully 
printed edition of Alfred de Musset, and a copy of Théophile Gautier’s Mademoiselle 
de Maupin. How did these exotic books come to be there alone in a deserted New 
England farm-house?

This question was to be answered later in a strange way. Meanwhile I had fallen 
in love with the sad, old, silent place, and as I closed the white gate and was once 
more on the road, I looked about for someone who could tell me whether or not 
this house of ghosts might be rented for the summer by a comparatively living man.

I was referred to a fine old New England farm-house shining white through 
the trees a quarter of a mile away. There I met an ancient couple, a typical New 
England farmer and his wife; the old man, lean, chin-bearded, with keen gray eyes 
flickering occasionally with a shrewd humor, the old lady with a kindly old face 
of the withered-apple type and ruddy. They were evidently prosperous people, 
but their minds—for some reason I could not at the moment divine—seemed to 
be divided between their New England desire to drive a hard bargain and their 
disinclination to let the house at all.

Over and over again they spoke of the loneliness of the place. They feared I would 
find it very lonely. No one had lived in it for a long time, and so on. It seemed to 
me that afterwards I understood their curious hesitation, but at the moment only 
regarded it as a part of the circuitous New England method of bargaining. At all 
events, the rent I offered finally overcame their disinclination, whatever its cause, 
and so I came into possession—for four months—of that silent old house, with the 
white lilacs, and the drowsy barns, and the old piano, and the strange orchard; and, 
as the summer came on, and the year changed its name from May to June, I used to 
lie under the apple-trees in the afternoons, dreamily reading some old book, and 
through half-sleepy eyelids watching the silken shimmer of the Sound.



♦ Richard Le Galliene - The Haunted Orchard ♦
Ghost Story Collection 1 - www.scottslaughter.com

— 68 —

I had lived in the old house for about a month, when one afternoon a strange 
thing happened to me. I remember the date well. It was the afternoon of Tuesday, 
June 13th. I was reading, or rather dipping here and there, in Burton’s Anatomy of 
Melancholy. As I read, I remember that a little unripe apple, with a petal or two of 
blossom still clinging to it, fell upon the old yellow page. Then I suppose I must have 
fallen into a dream, though it seemed to me that both my eyes and my ears were wide 
open, for I suddenly became aware of a beautiful young voice singing very softly 
somewhere among the leaves. The singing was very frail, almost imperceptible, as 
though it came out of the air. It came and went fitfully, like the elusive fragrance of 
sweetbrier—as though a girl was walking to and fro, dreamily humming to herself 
in the still afternoon. Yet there was no one to be seen. The orchard had never seemed 
more lonely. And another fact that struck me as strange was that the words that 
floated to me out of the aerial music were French, half sad, half gay snatches of some 
long-dead singer of old France, I looked about for the origin of the sweet sounds, 
but in vain. Could it be the birds that were singing in French in this strange orchard? 
Presently the voice seemed to come quite close to me, so near that it might have 
been the voice of a dryad singing to me out of the tree against which I was leaning. 
And this time I distinctly caught the words of the sad little song:

“Chante, rossignol, chante,

Toi qui as le cœur gai;

Tu as le cœur à rire,

Moi, je l’ai-t-à pleurer.”

But, though the voice was at my shoulder, I could see no one, and then the 
singing stopped with what sounded like a sob; and a moment or two later I seemed 
to hear a sound of sobbing far down the orchard. Then there followed silence, and I 
was left to ponder on the strange occurrence. Naturally, I decided that it was just a 
day-dream between sleeping and waking over the pages of an old book; yet when 
next day and the day after the invisible singer was in the orchard again, I could not 
be satisfied with such mere matter-of-fact explanation.

“A la claire fontaine,”

went the voice to and fro through the thick orchard boughs,

“M’en allant promener,

J’ai trouvé l’eau si belle

Que je m’y suis baigné,

Lui y a longtemps que je t’aime,

Jamais je ne t’oubliai.”
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It was certainly uncanny to hear that voice going to and fro the orchard, there 
somewhere amid the bright sun-dazzled boughs—yet not a human creature to be 
seen—not another house even within half a mile. The most materialistic mind could 
hardly but conclude that here was something “not dreamed of in our philosophy.” 
It seemed to me that the only reasonable explanation was the entirely irrational 
one—that my orchard was haunted: haunted by some beautiful young spirit, with 
some sorrow of lost joy that would not let her sleep quietly in her grave.

And next day I had a curious confirmation of my theory. Once more I was lying 
under my favorite apple-tree, half reading and half watching the Sound, lulled into 
a dream by the whir of insects and the spices called up from the earth by the hot 
sun. As I bent over the page, I suddenly had the startling impression that someone 
was leaning over my shoulder and reading with me, and that a girl’s long hair was 
falling over me down on to the page. The book was the Ronsard I had found in the 
little bedroom. I turned, but again there was nothing there. Yet this time I knew 
that I had not been dreaming, and I cried out:

“Poor child! tell me of your grief—that I may help your sorrowing heart to rest.”

But, of course, there was no answer; yet that night I dreamed a strange dream. I 
thought I was in the orchard again in the afternoon and once again heard the strange 
singing—but this time, as I looked up, the singer was no longer invisible. Coming 
toward me was a young girl with wonderful blue eyes filled with tears and gold 
hair that fell to her waist. She wore a straight, white robe that might have been a 
shroud or a bridal dress. She appeared not to see me, though she came directly to 
the tree where I was sitting. And there she knelt and buried her face in the grass and 
sobbed as if her heart would break. Her long hair fell over her like a mantle, and 
in my dream I stroked it pityingly and murmured words of comfort for a sorrow I 
did not understand.... Then I woke suddenly as one does from dreams. The moon 
was shining brightly into the room. Rising from my bed, I looked out into the 
orchard. It was almost as bright as day. I could plainly see the tree of which I had 
been dreaming, and then a fantastic notion possessed me. Slipping on my clothes, I 
went out into one of the old barns and found a spade. Then I went to the tree where 
I had seen the girl weeping in my dream and dug down at its foot.

I had dug little more than a foot when my spade struck upon some hard substance, 
and in a few more moments I had uncovered and exhumed a small box, which, on 
examination, proved to be one of those pretty old-fashioned Chippendale work-
boxes used by our grandmothers to keep their thimbles and needles in, their reels of 
cotton and skeins of silk. After smoothing down the little grave in which I had found 
it, I carried the box into the house, and under the lamplight examined its contents.

Then at once I understood why that sad young spirit went to and fro the orchard 
singing those little French songs—for the treasure-trove I had found under the 
apple-tree, the buried treasure of an unquiet, suffering soul, proved to be a number 
of love-letters written mostly in French in a very picturesque hand—letters, too, 
written but some five or six years before. Perhaps I should not have read them—yet 
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I read them with such reverence for the beautiful, impassioned love that animated 
them, and literally made them “smell sweet and blossom in the dust,” that I felt I 
had the sanction of the dead to make myself the confidant of their story. Among the 
letters were little songs, two of which I had heard the strange young voice singing 
in the orchard, and, of course, there were many withered flowers and such like 
remembrances of bygone rapture.

Not that night could I make out all the story, though it was not difficult to define 
its essential tragedy, and later on a gossip in the neighborhood and a headstone in 
the churchyard told me the rest. The unquiet young soul that had sung so wistfully 
to and fro the orchard was my landlord’s daughter. She was the only child of her 
parents, a beautiful, willful girl, exotically unlike those from whom she was sprung 
and among whom she lived with a disdainful air of exile. She was, as a child, a little 
creature of fairy fancies, and as she grew up it was plain to her father and mother 
that she had come from another world than theirs. To them she seemed like a child 
in an old fairy-tale strangely found on his hearth by some shepherd as he returns 
from the fields at evening—a little fairy girl swaddled in fine linen, and dowered 
with a mysterious bag of gold.

Soon she developed delicate spiritual needs to which her simple parents were 
strangers. From long truancies in the woods she would come home laden with 
mysterious flowers, and soon she came to ask for books and pictures and music, of 
which the poor souls that had given her birth had never heard. Finally she had her 
way, and went to study at a certain fashionable college; and there the brief romance 
of her life began. There she met a romantic young Frenchman who had read Ronsard 
to her and written her those picturesque letters I had found in the old mahogany 
work-box. And after a while the young Frenchman had gone back to France, and 
the letters had ceased. Month by month went by, and at length one day, as she sat 
wistful at the window, looking out at the foolish sunlit road, a message came. He 
was dead. That headstone in the village churchyard tells the rest. She was very 
young to die—scarcely nineteen years; and the dead who have died young, with 
all their hopes and dreams still like unfolded buds within their hearts, do not rest 
so quietly in the grave as those who have gone through the long day from morning 
until evening and are only too glad to sleep.

Next day I took the little box to a quiet corner of the orchard, and made a little 
pyre of fragrant boughs—for so I interpreted the wish of that young, unquiet 
spirit—and the beautiful words are now safe, taken up again into the aerial spaces 
from which they came.

But since then the birds sing no more little French songs in my old orchard.
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Theophile Gautier - The Mummy’s Foot

NOTE:

Translated By Lafcadio Hearn 1908

I  HAD ENTERED, IN an idle mood, the shop of one of those curiosity 
venders who are called marchands de bric-à-brac in that Parisian argot 
which is so perfectly unintelligible elsewhere in France.

You have doubtless glanced occasionally through the windows of some of these 
shops, which have become so numerous now that it is fashionable to buy antiquated 
furniture, and that every petty stockbroker thinks he must have his chambre au 
moyen âge.

There is one thing there which clings alike to the shop of the dealer in old iron, 
the ware-room of the tapestry maker, the laboratory of the chemist, and the studio 
of the painter: in all those gloomy dens where a furtive daylight filters in through 
the window-shutters the most manifestly ancient thing is dust. The cobwebs are 
more authentic than the gimp laces, and the old pear-tree furniture on exhibition 
is actually younger than the mahogany which arrived but yesterday from America.

The warehouse of my bric-à-brac dealer was a veritable Capharnaum. All ages 
and all nations seemed to have made their rendezvous there. An Etruscan lamp of 
red clay stood upon a Boule cabinet, with ebony panels, brightly striped by lines of 
inlaid brass; a duchess of the court of Louis xv. nonchalantly extended her fawn-like 
feet under a massive table of the time of Louis xiii., with heavy spiral supports of 
oak, and carven designs of chimeras and foliage intermingled.
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Upon the denticulated shelves of several sideboards glittered immense Japanese 
dishes with red and blue designs relieved by gilded hatching, side by side with 
enamelled works by Bernard Palissy, representing serpents, frogs, and lizards in relief.

From disembowelled cabinets escaped cascades of silver-lustrous Chinese silks 
and waves of tinsel, which an oblique sunbeam shot through with luminous beads, 
while portraits of every era, in frames more or less tarnished, smiled through their 
yellow varnish.

The striped breastplate of a damascened suit of Milanese armour glittered in 
one corner; loves and nymphs of porcelain, Chinese grotesques, vases of céladon 
and crackleware, Saxon and old Sèvres cups encumbered the shelves and nooks of 
the apartment.

The dealer followed me closely through the tortuous way contrived between the 
piles of furniture, warding off with his hand the hazardous sweep of my coat-skirts, 
watching my elbows with the uneasy attention of an antiquarian and a usurer.

It was a singular face, that of the merchant; an immense skull, polished like a 
knee, and surrounded by a thin aureole of white hair, which brought out the clear 
salmon tint of his complexion all the more strikingly, lent him a false aspect of 
patriarchal bonhomie, counteracted, however, by the scintillation of two little yellow 
eyes which trembled in their orbits like two louis-d’or upon quicksilver. The curve 
of his nose presented an aquiline silhouette, which suggested the Oriental or Jewish 
type. His hands—thin, slender, full of nerves which projected like strings upon the 
finger-board of a violin, and armed with claws like those on the terminations of 
bats’ wings—shook with senile trembling; but those convulsively agitated hands 
became firmer than steel pincers or lobsters’ claws when they lifted any precious 
article—an onyx cup, a Venetian glass, or a dish of Bohemian crystal. This strange 
old man had an aspect so thoroughly rabbinical and cabalistic that he would have 
been burnt on the mere testimony of his face three centuries ago.

‘Will you not buy something from me to-day, sir? Here is a Malay kreese with 
a blade undulating like flame. Look at those grooves contrived for the blood to run 
along, those teeth set backward so as to tear out the entrails in withdrawing the 
weapon. It is a fine character of ferocious arm, and will look well in your collection. 
This two-handed sword is very beautiful. It is the work of Josepe de la Hera; and this 
colichemarde with its fenestrated guard—what a superb specimen of handicraft!’

‘No; I have quite enough weapons and instruments of carnage. I want a small 
figure,—something which will suit me as a paper-weight, for I cannot endure those 
trumpery bronzes which the stationers sell, and which may be found on everybody’s 
desk.’
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The old gnome foraged among his ancient wares, and finally arranged before 
me some antique bronzes, so-called at least; fragments of malachite, little Hindoo 
or Chinese idols, a kind of poussah-toys in jade-stone, representing the incarnations 
of Brahma or Vishnoo, and wonderfully appropriate to the very undivine office of 
holding papers and letters in place.

I was hesitating between a porcelain dragon, all constellated with warts, its 
mouth formidable with bristling tusks and ranges of teeth, and an abominable 
little Mexican fetich, representing the god Vitziliputzili au naturel, when I caught 
sight of a charming foot, which I at first took for a fragment of some antique Venus.

It had those beautiful ruddy and tawny tints that lend to Florentine bronze that 
warm living look so much preferable to the gray-green aspect of common bronzes, 
which might easily be mistaken for statues in a state of putrefaction. Satiny gleams 
played over its rounded forms, doubtless polished by the amorous kisses of twenty 
centuries, for it seemed a Corinthian bronze, a work of the best era of art, perhaps 
moulded by Lysippus himself.

‘That foot will be my choice,’ said to the merchant, who regarded me with an 
ironical and saturnine air, and held out the object desired that I might examine it 
more fully.

I was surprised at its lightness. It was not a foot of metal, but in sooth a foot of 
flesh, an embalmed foot, a mummy’s foot. On examining it still more closely the 
very grain of the skin, and the almost imperceptible lines impressed upon it by the 
texture of the bandages, became perceptible. The toes were slender and delicate, 
and terminated by perfectly formed nails, pure and transparent as agates. The great 
toe, slightly separated from the rest, afforded a happy contrast, in the antique style, 
to the position of the other toes, and lent it an aerial lightness—the grace of a bird’s 
foot. The sole, scarcely streaked by a few almost imperceptible cross lines, afforded 
evidence that it had never touched the bare ground, and had only come in contact 
with the finest matting of Nile rushes and the softest carpets of panther skin.

‘Ha, ha, you want the foot of the Princess Hermonthis!’ exclaimed the merchant, 
with a strange giggle, fixing his owlish eyes upon me. ‘Ha, ha, ha! For a paper-
weight! An original idea!—artistic idea!-Old Pharaoh would certainly have been 
surprised had some one told him that the foot of his adored daughter would be 
used for a paper-weight after he had had a mountain of granite hollowed out as a 
receptacle for the triple coffin, painted and gilded, covered with hieroglyphics and 
beautiful paintings of the Judgment of Souls,’ continued the queer little merchant, 
half audibly, as though talking to himself.

‘How much will you charge me for this mummy fragment?’

‘Ah, the highest price I can get, for it is a superb piece. If I had the match of it 
you could not have it for less than five hundred francs. The daughter of a Pharaoh! 
Nothing is more rare.’
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‘Assuredly that is not a common article, but still, how much do you want? In the 
first place let me warn you that all my wealth consists of just five louis. I can buy 
anything that costs five louis, but nothing dearer. You might search my vest pockets 
and most secret drawers without even finding one poor five-franc piece more.’

‘Five louis for the foot of the Princess Hermonthis! That is very little, very little 
indeed. ‘Tis an authentic foot,’ muttered the merchant, shaking his head, and 
imparting a peculiar rotary motion to his eyes. ‘Well, take it, and I will give you 
the bandages into the bargain,’ he added, wrapping the foot in an ancient damask 
rag. ‘Very fine? Real damask—Indian damask which has never been redyed. It is 
strong, and yet it is soft,’ he mumbled, stroking the frayed tissue with his fingers, 
through the trade-acquired habit which moved him to praise even an object of such 
little value that he himself deemed it only worth the giving away.

He poured the gold coins into a sort of mediaeval alms-purse hanging at his 
belt, repeating:

‘The foot of the Princess Hermonthis to be used for a paper-weight!’

Then turning his phosphorescent eyes upon me, he exclaimed in a voice strident 
as the crying of a cat which has swallowed a fish-bone:

‘Old Pharaoh will not be well pleased. He loved his daughter, the dear man!’

‘You speak as if you were a contemporary of his. You are old enough, goodness 
knows! but you do not date back to the Pyramids of Egypt,’ I answered, laughingly, 
from the threshold.

I went home, delighted with my acquisition.

With the idea of putting it to profitable use as soon as possible, I placed the 
foot of the divine Princess Hermonthis upon a heap of papers scribbled over with 
verses, in themselves an undecipherable mosaic work of erasures; articles freshly 
begun; letters forgotten, and posted in the table drawer instead of the letter-box, an 
error to which absent-minded people are peculiarly liable. The effect was charming, 
bizarre, and romantic.

Well satisfied with this embellishment, I went out with the gravity and pride 
becoming one who feels that he has the ineffable advantage over all the passers-by 
whom he elbows, of possessing a piece of the Princess Hermonthis, daughter of 
Pharaoh.

I looked upon all who did not possess, like myself, a paper-weight so authentically 
Egyptian as very ridiculous people, and it seemed to me that the proper occupation 
of every sensible man should consist in the mere fact of having a mummy’s foot 
upon his desk.
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Happily I met some friends, whose presence distracted me in my infatuation 
with this new acquisition. I went to dinner with them, for I could not very well 
have dined with myself.

When I came back that evening, with my brain slightly confused by a few 
glasses of wine, a vague whiff of Oriental perfume delicately titillated my olfactory 
nerves. The heat of the room had warmed the natron, bitumen, and myrrh in which 
the paraschistes, who cut open the bodies of the dead, had bathed the corpse of 
the princess. It was a perfume at once sweet and penetrating, a perfume that four 
thousand years had not been able to dissipate.

The Dream of Egypt was Eternity. Her odours have the solidity of granite and 
endure as long.

I soon drank deeply from the black cup of sleep. For a few hours all remained 
opaque to me. Oblivion and nothingness inundated me with their sombre waves.

Yet light gradually dawned upon the darkness of my mind. Dreams commenced 
to touch me softly in their silent flight.

The eyes of my soul were opened, and I beheld my chamber as it actually was. 
I might have believed myself awake but for a vague consciousness which assured 
me that I slept, and that something fantastic was about to take place.

The odour of the myrrh had augmented in intensity, and I felt a slight headache, 
which I very naturally attributed to several glasses of champagne that we had drunk 
to the unknown gods and our future fortunes.

I peered through my room with a feeling of expectation which I saw nothing to 
justify. Every article of furniture was in its proper place. The lamp, softly shaded 
by its globe of ground crystal, burned upon its bracket; the water-colour sketches 
shone under their Bohemian glass; the curtains hung down languidly; everything 
wore an aspect of tranquil slumber.

After a few moments, however, all this calm interior appeared to become disturbed. 
The woodwork cracked stealthily, the ash-covered log suddenly emitted a jet of 
blue flame, and the discs of the pateras seemed like great metallic eyes, watching, 
like myself, for the things which were about to happen.

My eyes accidentally fell upon the desk where I had placed the foot of the 
Princess Hermonthis.

Instead of remaining quiet, as behoved a foot which had been embalmed for 
four thousand years, it commenced to act in a nervous manner, contracted itself, 
and leaped over the papers like a startled frog. One would have imagined that it 
had suddenly been brought into contact with a galvanic battery. I could distinctly 
hear the dry sound made by its little heel, hard as the hoof of a gazelle.
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I became rather discontented with my acquisition, inasmuch as I wished my 
paper-weights to be of a sedentary disposition, and thought it very unnatural that 
feet should walk about without legs, and I commenced to experience a feeling 
closely akin to fear.

Suddenly I saw the folds of my bed-curtain stir, and heard a bumping sound, 
like that caused by some person hopping on one foot across the floor. I must confess 
I became alternately hot and cold, that I felt a strange wind chill my back, and that 
my suddenly rising hair caused my night-cap to execute a leap of several yards.

The bed-curtains opened and I beheld the strangest figure imaginable before me.

It was a young girl of a very deep coffee-brown complexion, like the bayadère 
Amani, and possessing the purest Egyptian type of perfect beauty. Her eyes were 
almond shaped and oblique, with eyebrows so black that they seemed blue; her 
nose was exquisitely chiselled, almost Greek in its delicacy of outline; and she might 
indeed have been taken for a Corinthian statue of bronze but for the prominence 
of her cheek-bones and the slightly African fulness of her lips, which compelled 
one to recognise her as belonging beyond all doubt to the hieroglyphic race which 
dwelt upon the banks of the Nile.

Her arms, slender and spindle-shaped like those of very young girls, were 
encircled by a peculiar kind of metal bands and bracelets of glass beads; her hair 
was all twisted into little cords, and she wore upon her bosom a little idol-figure of 
green paste, bearing a whip with seven lashes, which proved it to be an image of 
Isis; her brow was adorned with a shining plate of gold, and a few traces of paint 
relieved the coppery tint of her cheeks.

As for her costume, it was very odd indeed.

Fancy a pagne, or skirt, all formed of little strips of material bedizened with red 
and black hieroglyphics, stiffened with bitumen, and apparently belonging to a 
freshly unbandaged mummy.

In one of those sudden flights of thought so common in dreams I heard the hoarse 
falsetto of the bric-à-brac dealer, repeating like a monotonous refrain the phrase he 
had uttered in his shop with so enigmatical an intonation:

‘Old Pharaoh will not be well pleased He loved his daughter, the dear man!’

One strange circumstance, which was not at all calculated to restore my 
equanimity, was that the apparition had but one foot; the other was broken off at 
the ankle!

She approached the table where the foot was starting and fidgeting about more 
than ever, and there supported herself upon the edge of the desk. I saw her eyes 
fill with pearly gleaming tears.
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Although she had not as yet spoken, I fully comprehended the thoughts which 
agitated her. She looked at her foot—for it was indeed her own—with an exquisitely 
graceful expression of coquettish sadness, but the foot leaped and ran hither and 
thither, as though impelled on steel springs.

Twice or thrice she extended her hand to seize it, but could not succeed.

Then commenced between the Princess Hermonthis and her foot—which appeared 
to be endowed with a special life of its own—a very fantastic dialogue in a most 
ancient Coptic tongue, such as might have been spoken thirty centuries ago in the 
syrinxes of the land of Ser. Luckily I understood Coptic perfectly well that night.

The Princess Hermonthis cried, in a voice sweet and vibrant as the tones of a 
crystal bell:

‘Well, my dear little foot, you always flee from me, yet I always took good care 
of you. I bathed you with perfumed water in a bowl of alabaster; I smoothed your 
heel with pumice-stone mixed with palm-oil; your nails were cut with golden 
scissors and polished with a hippopotamus tooth; I was careful to select tatbebs for 
you, painted and embroidered and turned up at the toes, which were the envy of 
all the young girls in Egypt. You wore on your great toe rings bearing the device 
of the sacred Scarabseus, and you supported one of the lightest bodies that a lazy 
foot could sustain.’

The foot replied in a pouting and chagrined tone:

‘You know well that I do not belong to myself any longer. I have been bought 
and paid for. The old merchant knew what he was about. He bore you a grudge 
for having refused to espouse him. This is an ill turn which he has done you. The 
Arab who violated your royal coffin in the subterranean pits of the necropolis of 
Thebes was sent thither by him. He desired to prevent you from being present at 
the reunion of the shadowy nations in the cities below. Have you five pieces of 
gold for my ransom?’

‘Alas, no! My jewels, my rings, my purses of gold and silver were all stolen from 
me,’ answered the Princess Hermonthis with a sob.

‘Princess,’ I then exclaimed, ‘I never retained anybody’s foot unjustly. Even 
though you have not got the five louis which it cost me, I present it to you gladly. 
I should feel unutterably wretched to think that I were the cause of so amiable a 
person as the Princess Hermonthis being lame.’

I delivered this discourse in a royally gallant, troubadour tone which must have 
astonished the beautiful Egyptian girl.

She turned a look of deepest gratitude upon me, and her eyes shone with bluish 
gleams of light.
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She took her foot, which surrendered itself willingly this time, like a woman 
about to put on her little shoe, and adjusted it to her leg with much skill.

This operation over, she took a few steps about the room, as though to assure 
herself that she was really no longer lame.

‘Ah, how pleased my father will be! He who was so unhappy because of my 
mutilation, and who from the moment of my birth set a whole nation at work to 
hollow me out a tomb so deep that he might preserve me intact until that last day 
when souls must be weighed in the balance of Amenthi! Come with me to my father. 
He will receive you kindly, for you have given me back my foot.’

I thought this proposition natural enough. I arrayed myself in a dressing-gown 
of large-flowered pattern, which lent me a very Pharaonic aspect, hurriedly put on 
a pair of Turkish slippers, and informed the Princess Hermonthis that I was ready 
to follow her.

Before starting, Hermonthis took from her neck the little idol of green paste, and 
laid it on the scattered sheets of paper which covered the table.

‘It is only fair,’ she observed, smilingly, ‘that I should replace your paper-weight.’

She gave me her hand, which felt soft and cold, like the skin of a serpent, and 
we departed.

We passed for some time with the velocity of an arrow through a fluid and grayish 
expanse, in which half-formed silhouettes flitted swiftly by us, to right and left.

For an instant we saw only sky and sea.

A few moments later obelisks commenced to tower in the distance; pylons and 
vast flights of steps guarded by sphinxes became clearly outlined against the horizon.

We had reached our destination.

The princess conducted me to a mountain of rose-coloured granite, in the face 
of which appeared an opening so narrow and low that it would have been difficult 
to distinguish it from the fissures in the rock, had not its location been marked by 
two stelae wrought with sculptures.

Hermonthis kindled a torch and led the way before me.

We traversed corridors hewn through the living rock. Their walls, covered with 
hieroglyphics and paintings of allegorical processions, might well have occupied 
thousands of arms for thousands of years in their formation. These corridors of 
interminable length opened into square chambers, in the midst of which pits had 
been contrived, through which we descended by cramp-irons or spiral stairways. 
These pits again conducted us into other chambers, opening into other corridors, 
likewise decorated with painted sparrow-hawks, serpents coiled in circles, the 
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symbols of the tau and pedum—prodigious works of art which no living eye can 
ever examine—interminable legends of granite which only the dead have time to 
read through all eternity.

At last we found ourselves in a hall so vast, so enormous, so immeasurable, that 
the eye could not reach its limits. Files of monstrous columns stretched far out of 
sight on every side, between which twinkled livid stars of yellowish flame; points 
of light which revealed further depths incalculable in the darkness beyond.

The Princess Hermonthis still held my hand, and graciously saluted the mummies 
of her acquaintance.

My eyes became accustomed to the dim twilight, and objects became discernible.

I beheld the kings of the subterranean races seated upon thrones—grand old 
men, though dry, withered, wrinkled like parchment, and blackened with naphtha 
and bitumen—all wearing pshents of gold, and breastplates and gorgets glittering 
with precious stones, their eyes immovably fixed like the eyes of sphinxes, and their 
long beards whitened by the snow of centuries. Behind them stood their peoples, in 
the stiff and constrained posture enjoined by Egyptian art, all eternally preserving 
the attitude prescribed by the hieratic code. Behind these nations, the cats, ibixes, 
and crocodiles contemporary with them—rendered monstrous of aspect by their 
swathing bands—mewed, flapped their wings, or extended their jaws in a saurian 
giggle.

All the Pharaohs were there—Cheops, Chephrenes, Psammetichus, Sesostris, 
Amenotaph—all the dark rulers of the pyramids and syrinxes. On yet higher thrones 
sat Chronos and Xixouthros, who was contemporary with the deluge, and Tubal 
Cain, who reigned before it.

The beard of King Xixouthros had grown seven times around the granite table 
upon which he leaned, lost in deep reverie, and buried in dreams.

Further back, through a dusty cloud, I beheld dimly the seventy-two pre-adamite 
kings, with their seventy-two peoples, for ever passed away.

After permitting me to gaze upon this bewildering spectacle a few moments, 
the Princess Hermonthis presented me to her father Pharaoh, who favoured me 
with a most gracious nod.

‘I have found my foot again! I have found my foot!’ cried the princess, clapping 
her little hands together with every sign of frantic joy. ‘It was this gentleman who 
restored it to me.’

The races of Kemi, the races of Nahasi—all the black, bronzed, and copper-
coloured nations repeated in chorus:

‘The Princess Hermonthis has found her foot again!’

Even Xixouthros himself was visibly affected.
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He raised his heavy eyelids, stroked his moustache with his fingers, and turned 
upon me a glance weighty with centuries.

‘By Oms, the dog of Hell, and Tmei, daughter of the Sun and of Truth, this is a 
brave and worthy lad!’ exclaimed Pharaoh, pointing to me with his sceptre, which 
was terminated with a lotus-flower.

‘What recompense do you desire?’

Filled with that daring inspired by dreams in which nothing seems impossible, I 
asked him for the hand of the Princess Hermonthis. The hand seemed to me a very 
proper antithetic recompense for the foot.

Pharaoh opened wide his great eyes of glass in astonishment at my witty request.

‘What country do you come from, and what is your age?’

‘I am a Frenchman, and I am twenty-seven years old venerable Pharaoh.’

‘Twenty-seven years old, and he wishes to espouse the Princess Hermonthis who 
is thirty centuries old!’ cried out at once all the Thrones and all the Circles of Nations.

Only Hermonthis herself did not seem to think my request unreasonable.

‘If you were even only two thousand years old,’ replied the ancient king, ‘I would 
willingly give you the princess, but the disproportion is too great; and, besides, 
we must give our daughters husbands who will last well. You do not know how 
to preserve yourselves any longer. Even those who died only fifteen centuries ago 
are already no more than a handful of dust. Behold, my flesh is solid as basalt, my 
bones are bars of steel!

‘I will be present on the last day of the world with the same body and the same 
features which I had during my lifetime. My daughter Hermonthis will last longer 
than a statue of bronze.

‘Then the last particles of your dust will have been scattered abroad by the winds, 
and even Isis herself, who was able to find the atoms of Osiris, would scarce be able 
to recompose your being.

‘See how vigorous I yet remain, and how mighty is my grasp,’ he added, shaking 
my hand in the English fashion with a strength that buried my rings in the flesh 
of my fingers.

He squeezed me so hard that I awoke, and found my friend Alfred shaking me 
by the arm to make me get up.

‘Oh, you everlasting sleeper! Must I have you carried out into the middle of the 
street, and fireworks exploded in your ears? It is afternoon. Don’t you recollect your 
promise to take me with you to see M. Aguado’s Spanish pictures?’
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‘God! I forgot all, all about it,’ I answered, dressing myself hurriedly. ‘We will 
go there at once. I have the permit lying there on my desk.’

I started to find it, but fancy my astonishment when I beheld, instead of the 
mummy’s foot I had purchased the evening before, the little green paste idol left 
in its place by the Princess Hermonthis!
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