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THE EIGHT TALE: ON THE FEAST OF STEPHEN
By G. W. Thomas

The coldness of the winter air bit at the duke’s face as he looked
out his bedroom window. The land was sheathed in white crystal,
diamonds that shone in the bright morning sun. Under that blanket of
shimmering white was a dark, cold country.

A distant bell tolled the coming of Christmas. The brown robed
priests would be preparing the service in the abbey below. For a moment
the monarch wondered if his people would crowd the church as he
wished. The old pagan ways had rested too long on the Bohemians,
despite what Pope Stephen VIII said back in Rome.

The wind tore across the castle walls, throwing ice crystals into the
ruler’s eyes. He blinked away icy pools then wiped them away with a
sleeve of linen. His eyes regained themselves and he saw a man far below
him.

He was a simple fellow, poor, ragged and carrying a burlap bag
over one shoulder. The peasant worked his thin legs like mallets to cut
through the deep snow. It has been a hard winter, thought the duke,
hard in many ways. But hardest of all on the commoners. Henry I, the
Frankish king, had taken grave tolls east of the Elbe. The peasants had
been heavily conscripted to fight those battles. Such folk were the true
soul of Christendom. God would accepted them in his holy sack as that
man below carried his simple possessions.

The duke stepped back from the window, rang for his valet.
Seconds later, his man in livery and garters arrived carrying a steaming
bowl and towels. “Your breakfast, sire, will be but a moment.”

“Forget the breakfast, Klaus. See that man out there?” The duke
pointed to the distant forest.



“No, my Liege,” answered Klaus with the security of long service.
“Well, do you see his foot prints, marking the deep snow?”
“Yes, my Liege.”

“Follow him. Bring him here immediately. He and all his kin. I
would dine with them tonight, as Christians on Jesus’ day of birth
should,” declared the monarch, his face cut with a boyish grin.

“My Liege? Commoners? Peasants?”
“Yes, as Jesus was, my son.”

“Of course, sire. Right away.” Klaus scurried off, leaving the
washing bowl.

The Duke ignored the water which was quickly going cold. Instead
he went back to the window and watched the few clouds in the bright
blue sky. After a while he saw Klaus and a page tramp off into the forest,
following the poor man’s tracks.

The monarch turned from the frosty landscape at the sound of a
knock. “Enter,” he acknowledged but returned to the cold of the window.
Sir Ladskradt, a member of his war counsel, entered.

“My Liege,” the knight bowed, his Germanic manner abrupt and
business-like.

“What do you want, Ladskradt?” demanded the duke without
looking at the military man.

“You wished to discuss Henry’s advances on the Elbe. And there is
the matter of your brother’s disloyalty.”

“Yes, Boreslav would take us back to the old ways. But today is the
eve of Christ’s birth. Let it wait until tomorrow, my good knight.”

“As you wish, Your Eminence.” Ladskradt backed out without
comment, though under his short-clipped beard he scowled.

The duke rang for his valet, then remembered that Klaus was gone
on business. Another servant came, Klaus’ second, Ygor. “Bring me fresh
water. And my breakfast. [ will go to Church today, of course . Let the



Bishop know. It makes him nervous and he ends up stuttering through
the Catechism.”

The servant left and the morning with it.
*

The duke looked up from his mid-day meal. “Where is Klaus?” he
demanded of his staff. Czernak, his seneschal, shook his head and sent
for Ygor. The second-in-command arrived on the run, but had no news
for the duke.

The monarch quit his table in disgust and returned to the window
of his bedroom. The afternoon light was already beginning to fail though
the wind still had its bite. More time passed and the day grew darker.
The duke spent the time thinking of Klaus. He hoped that his mission
would end in success. A ruler must lead his people by example. He would
begin a tradition of Christian generosity.

Then something drew his eye. There on the snow was the same
man, the peasant. This time he bore a bundle of twigs, fuel for a scanty
fire. An idea formed in the duke’s head. If he could not bring the peasant
to his home, then the duke might follow the man to his. The lord rang for
his servant. Ygor did not appear but a page boy, an underling under the
seconder.

“Page!” declared the ruler with festive mirth. “Fetch the best meats
from the kitchen, and wine. Then some good stout pine logs. Bring them
and your warmest wrap to the side entrance. Today, we venture out!”

The monarch rang again and this time Ygor came. “Bring me my
warmest furs and my highest boots. And hurry.”

“And which sword, sire?”
“No sword. We are about Christian work today.”

The seconder did as commanded, attiring his Majesty not in the
expensive clothing of the court but plain and useful garments. The duke
said no more to his servant but made for the side gate where only two
guards were posted. The page was waiting with the requested items.
“Good, good work,” the monarch said with a pat on the lad’s back. “Come
now. Guards open the gate.”

“Who be you sir, to command such?” asked one of the duo of
armed men.



“It is I, your duke. Now Open the gate!”

“But sire, do you not want a retinue to guard you? A mere whelp—
?” asked the second guard.

“Nay, this charitable work we do. You—" the duke pointed to the
man who spoke. “You will say nothing of this to anyone. I will return
before matins rings on the abbey bell. Do not fall asleep.”

Without further discourse, the ruler and his page strode out into
the bitter cold of December. Travel from the castle to the woods was
made easy by well-worn foot paths but once at the dark bows of the
forest, the snow became an obstacle. The duke looked to the tracks left
by the peasant and his servants. Taking the deep indentations one at a
time, the two were able to find their slow way into the trees.

They walked for an hour. The page struggled under the heavy
pack. The duke took hold of the load, unfurled the logs. “I will carry
these, page. We are but two Christians, now.” The lad smiled, taking up
the lighter pack.

The duo tramped on farther, saying nothing. Only the wind spoke
through the close-knit pines. The page worked hard, smiling in his
struggle, but the duke conceited to the lad’s unspoken desire, calling a
halt by taking a seat in the powdery snow.

While the page caught his breath, the monarch took the time to
look deep and well into the layers of the forest. He saw rabbit tracks as
well as bear spoor. He could smell cranberry and smoke. It was this last
that told him to listen for the sounds of a distant hut. Someone was
chopping wood. The duke could make out the thunk-thunk of an ax
eating its hard-frozen fare.

“Come boy, we are almost there. Why freeze here when we could be
warm soon. Step behind me in my footsteps and I'll keep the wind from
you.”

“Aye, my Liege.”

Up the packs went and minutes later the king and subject found a
shabby hut made of sod blocks with a roof of fir boughs. The makeshift
dwelling bore no windows but light escaped through chinks and cracks.
There were several inhabitants inside, their voices filled with jubilant
excitement.

“Ho! The house!” cried the duke. “We have come bearing gifts—”



Heads appeared in the short, dirty doorway.
“—just as the wise men brought Jesus on this night.”

One of the forms disconnected itself from the gloomy house. It was
the peasant the duke had seen from the window.

“Sire,” he wheezed in a voice hoarse from sickness. “You honor us.
Please join our feast.”

“We have brought sweetmeats of our own, my good man for all to
share. Wine, candied fruit from Italy. Please lay it out and let us all share
it as good Christians,” cheered the duke.

“Yes, let us share good Christian meat,” the peasant sighed,
bowing the duke and his servant to the door.

The hut, as dilapidated on the inside as out, sufficed to keep in
some of the heat and all the smoke of the small hearth fire. The duke
spied three others amidst the cloud, a woman and two grown boys. The
wife, he supposed her to be, smiled a wide toothless grin at his majesty
but made no motion to bow or kiss his hand. Simple people, the duke
thought. And fellow Christians. Let Ceremony be damned this day. He
took a seat next to one of the boys who was chewing a leg joint.

The page sat next to the duke and unloaded the victuals. The wine
was quickly poured and passed around. The rest of the royal picnic was
left undisturbed as the peasants ate their own rough fare with hearty
gulps of wine.

“Looks that I need not have brought meat,” the duke jested. “You
have some—”

“Yes,” hissed the father. “Give him some,” he instructed his wife.
The old crone passed him a bone with scraps of flesh hanging from it.
Then she gave the page a smaller portion.

“This is fine,” congratulated the duke. “Very fine, but how about a
prayer to Our Lord in thanks?”

The peasants did not agree nor disagree and the duke took this as
an offer to lead the prayer. The family stopped chewing their meat and
waited.



“Dear Lord, we thank you on this day of our Savior’s birth, for this
food, this company and all our salvations...” When the duke finished he
opened his eyes to see the four peasants munching away happily on their
dinner. In fact, he noted a sense of laughter between them, as they sat
eating. A sly, mirthful glance in the duke’s direction was the only
interruption.

“Now that we are well ensconced here,” the monarch began again.
“Perhaps you know what has become of my liege-man, my valet? He and
a page came this way earlier in the day?”

No one answered. Only the page spoke, “My Liege—~

“Not now, page. I am speaking with our guests.”

“My Liege—”

“Yes, damn you! What, boy?” The duke turned to his servant with a
mind to thrash him, but the spirit of the day softened him again. “Yes?”
he asked in a kinder manner.

“Look, sire. At my meat.”

The peasant raised the knife he had been using to cut the joint
roasting int he fire. The look in his eye immediately warned the duke that
something was very wrong.

“What is this? Is Boreslav behind this?” the duke demanded.

“My Liege, the meat!” the servant squealed shrilly.

The two boys joined their father in raising their weapons and
blocking the only exit to the small shack.

“Come now, my good subject. We’re Christians after all.”
“The meat!”
“And tomorrow is Christmas.”

There was a rush as the three men attacked the duke. He tried to
protect himself by throwing the food up into their faces. The mother
wrapped a dirty cloth around the page’s throat and was choking the life
from him. The duke floundered, looking for any weapon. His hand fell on
something at last, bringing up the servant’s portion of meat. It had five
well-charred fingers on it—



As their steely knives tore him to the duke, Wenceslaus prayed
that some day he might be remembered by good Christians...

Now, without further delay. ..
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IF you live in any place above the 49th Parallel you probably take a
White Christmas for granted. Few people in North America realize that
Southern England does not as a rule have them. For a freak seven year
period in Dickens’ youth England had snow at Christmas time. The
nostalgia of this time fueled much of his love of the Christmas season.
And it is this love he passed onto his many readers and eventually to
everyone who celebrates the Twenty-fifth of December.

Christmas is a special time. The air is filled with excitement,
anticipation, and in the past, the air of supernatural power. Animals
could talk. The dead traveled the Earth. And what better time to enjoy a
chilling tale than when the family gathered altogether? Grandmother
would draw the young’ens around her knee and tell of things half-seen,
as the nurse does in “The Nurse’s Story”. The effect of the narrative
would be slow at first, building patiently to some terrible conclusion.

In North America, this kind of storytelling is more often associated
with Halloween. Christmas in the days before Dickens resembled
Halloween more than anything. Wassailing was not the fun sing-fest of
today but more like organized robbery, just as the old Halloween
activities once were. Christmas has been outlawed in a number of places
as immoral and uncivilized. But that would change with Dickens. The
spirit of Christmas would make the holidays more sentimental, and filled
with ghosts.

“A winter’s tale” in the time of Shakespeare was an elaborate
(usually unlikely) tale for entertainment during the long, dull days of
winter. It was not inherently supernatural, though designed to raise the
gooseflesh. It might be a tale of switched identifies or the ravages of a
madman. Baldwin Maxwell (The Winter’s Tale, Penguin 1971) describes it
as “...a story of early sadness but of final joy, a story to send hearers off
to bed content with their lot and more tolerant of their fellow-men.”
Could Dickens thought to do more?

The stories in this book are tales to be enjoyed at Christmas or in
the deep dark days of Winter. Stoke the fire, warm the tea, and let five
incredible storytellers chill you with ghosts and revenants. The tales are
arranged chronologically by the age of the writers so you can see the
development of style of the Christmas ghost story. Elizabeth Gaskell’s
long paragraphs are typical of the age of Dickens while the plethora of
dialogue in Mary E. Wilkins-Freeman’s tale is much more modern. These
tales bridge the six decades of the Age of Queen Victoria. It is also
interesting to note that these stories are written by women between the
age of 34 and 48 with an average age of 39. The writers are not young
beginners but family-raising middle-class women, often writing to



support their dependents. Is it any wonder that these stories concern
families and their specters so often?

The Christmas Ghost Story waned after World War 1. Perhaps the
world had had enough of horrors? The period was marked by a huge
increase in interest in Spiritualism. Perhaps with so many “real” ghosts
around, stories of them seemed inappropriate? But I think Edith
Wharton may have hit the nail on the head when she said that ghost
stories require two things: time and silence. Both of which we are in short
supply today. I hope you can find a little of both to enjoy with this book.

G. W. Thomas

The Old Nurse's Story (1852)
by Elizabeth Gaskell (1810-1865)

YOU know, my dears, that your mother was an orphan, and an
only child; and I dare say you have heard that your grand-father was a
clergyman up in Westmoreland, where I come from. I was just a girl in
the village school, when, one day, your grandmother came in to ask the
mistress if there was any scholar there who would do for a nurse-maid;
and mighty proud I was, I can tell ye, when the mistress called me up,
and spoke to my being a good girl at my needle, and a steady, honest
girl, and one whose parents were very respectable, though they might be
poor I thought I should like nothing better than to serve the pretty,
young lady, who was blushing as deep as I was, as she spoke of the
coming baby, and what I should have to do with it. However, I see you
don't care so much for this part of my story, as for what you think is to
come, so I'll tell you at once. I was engaged and settled at the parsonage
before Miss Rosamond (that was the baby, who is now your mother) was
born. To be sure, I had little enough to do with her when she carne, for
she was never out of her mother's arms, and slept by her all night long;
and proud enough was I sometimes when missis trusted her to me.
There never was such a baby before or since, though you've all of you
been tine enough in your turns; but for sweet, winning ways, you've none
of you come up to your mother. She took after her mother, who was a
teal lady born; a Miss Furnivall, a granddaughter of Lord Furnivall's, in
Northumberland. I believe she had neither brother nor Sister, and had
been brought up in my lord's family till she had married your
grandfather, who was just a curate, son to a shopkeeper in Carlisle--but
a clever, fine gentleman as ever was--and one who was a right-down hard
worker in his parish, which was very wide, and scattered ill abroad over
the Westmoreland Fells. When your mother, little Miss Rosamond, was



about four or five years old, both her parents died in a fortnight--one
after the other. Ah! that was a sad time. My pretty young mistress and
me was looking for another baby, when my master came home from one
of his long rides, wet, and tired, and took the fever he died of; and then
she never held up her head again, but lived just to see her dead baby,
and have it laid on her breast before she sighed away her life. My
mistress had asked me, on her death-bed, never to leave Miss
Rosamond; but if she had never spoken a word, I would have gone with
the little child to the end of the world.

The next thing, and before we had well stilled our sobs, the
executors and guardians came to settle the affairs. They were my poor
young mistress's own cousin, Lord Furnivall, and Mr Esthwaite, my
master's brother, a shopkeeper in Manchester; not so well to do then, as
he was afterwards, and with a large family rising about him. Well! I don't
know if it were their settling, or because of a letter my mistress wrote on
her death-bed to her cousin, my lord; but somehow it was settled that
Miss Rosamond and me were to go to Furnivall Manor House, in
Northumberland, and my lord spoke as if it had been her mother's wish
that she should live with his family, and as if he had no objections, for
that one or two more or less could make no difference in so grand a
household. So, though that was not the way in which I should have
wished the coming of my bright and pretty pet to have been looked at--
who was like a sunbeam in any family, be it never so grand--I was well
pleased that all the folks in the Dale should stare and admire, when they
heard I was going to be young lady's maid at my Lord Furnivall's at
Furnivall Manor.

But [ made a mistake in thinking we were to go and live where my
lord did. It turned out that the family had left Furnivall Manor House
fifty years or more. I could not hear that my poor young mistress had
ever been there, though she had been brought up in the family; and I
was sorry for that, for I should have liked Miss Rosamond's youth to
have passed where her mother's had been.

My lord's gentleman, from whom I asked as many questions as I
durst, said that the Manor House was at the foot of the Cumberland
Fells, and a very grand place; that an old Miss Furnivall, a great-aunt of
my lord's, lived there, with only a few servants; but that it was a very
healthy place, and my lord had thought that it would suit Miss
Rosamond very well for a few years, and that her being there might
perhaps amuse his old aunt.

I was bidden by my lord to have Miss Rosamond's things ready by
a certain day. He was a stern proud man, as they say all the Lords
Furnivall were; and he never spoke a word mote than was necessary.



Folk did say he had loved my young mistress; but that, because she
knew that his father would object, she would never listen to him, and
married Esthwaite; but I don't know. He never married at any rate. But
he never took much notice of Miss Rosamond; which I thought he might
have done if he had cared for her dead mother. He sent his gentleman
with us to the Manor House, telling him to join him at Newcastle that
same evening; so there was no great length of time for him to make us
known to all the strangers before he, too, shook us off; and we were left,
two lonely young things (I was not eighteen), in the great old Manor
House. It seems like yesterday that we drove there. We had left our own
dear parsonage very early, and we had both cried as if our hearts would
break, though we were travelling in my lord's carriage, which I thought
so much of once. And now It was long past noon on a September day,
and we stopped to change horses for the last time at a little, smoky town,
all full of colliers and miners. Miss Rosamond had fallen asleep, but Mr.
Henry told me to waken her, that she might see the park and the Manor
House as we drove up. I thought it rather a pity; hut I did what he bade
me, for fear he should complain of me to my lord. We had left all signs of
a town, or even a village, and were then inside the gates of a large, wild
park--not like the parks here in the south, but with rocks, and the noise
of running water, and gnarled thorn-trees, and old oaks, all white and
peeled with age.

The road went up about two miles, and then we saw a great and
stately house, with many trees close around it, so close that in some
places their branches dragged against the walls when the wind blew; and
some hung broken down; for no one seemed to take much charge of the
place;--to lop the wood, or to keep the moss-covered carriage-way in
order. Only in front of the house all was clear. The great oval drive was
without a weed; and neither tree nor creeper was allowed to grow over
the long, many-windowed front; at both sides of which a wing projected,
which were each the ends of other side fronts; for the house, although it
was so desolate, was even grander than I expected. Behind it rose the
Fells, which seemed unenclosed and bare enough; and on the left hand
of the house, as you stood facing it, was a little, old fashioned flower-
garden, as I found out afterwards. A door opened out upon it from the
west front; it had been scooped out of the thick dark wood for some old
Lady Furnivall; but the branches of the great forest trees had grown and
overshadowed it again, and there were very few flowers that would live
there at that time.

When we drove up to the great front entrance, and went into the
hall I thought we should be lost--it was so large, and vast, and grand.
There was a chandelier all of bronze, hung down from the middle of the
ceding; and I had never seen one before, and looked at it all in amaze.
Then, at one end of the hall, was a great fireplace, as large as the sides of



the houses in my country, with massy andirons and dogs to hold the
wood; and by it were heavy, old-fashioned sofas. At the opposite end of
the hall, to the left as you went in--on the western side--was an organ
built into the wall, and so large that it filled up the best part of that end.
Beyond it, on the same side, was a door; and opposite, on each side of
the fire-place, were also doors leading to the east front; but those I never
went through as long as [ stayed in the house, so I can't tell you what lay
beyond.

The afternoon was dosing in and the hall, which had no fire lighted
in it, looked dark and gloomy, but we did not stay there a moment. The
old servant, who had opened the door for us bowed to Mr. Henry, and
took us in through the door at the further side of the great organ, and led
us through several smaller halls and passages into the west drawing-
room, where he said that Miss Furnivall was sitting. Poor little Miss
Rosamond held very tight to me, as if she were scared and lost in that
great place, and as for myself, I was not much better. The west drawing-
room was very cheerful-looking, with a warm fire in it, and plenty of
good, comfortable furniture about. Miss Furnivall was an old lady not far
from eighty, I should think, but I do not know. She was thin and tall, and
had a face as full of fine wrinkles as if they had been drawn all over it
with a needle's point Her eyes were very watchful to make up, I suppose,
for her being so deaf as to be obliged to use a trumpet. Sitting with her,
working at the same great piece of tapestry, was Mrs Stark, her maid and
companion, and almost as old as she was. She had lived with Miss
Furnivall ever since they both were young, and now she seemed more
like a friend than a servant; she looked so cold, and grey, and stony, as if
she had never loved or cared for any one; and I don't suppose she did
care for any one, except her mistress; and, owing to the great deafness of
the latter, Mrs. Stark treated her very much as if she were a child. Mr
Henry gave some message from my lord, and then he bowed good-bye to
us all,--taking no notice of my sweet little Miss Rosamond's outstretched
hand--and left us standing there, being looked at by the two old ladles
through their spectacles.

I was right glad when they rung for the old footman who had
shown us in at first, and told him to take us to our rooms. So we went
out of that great drawing-room, and into another sitting-room, and out of
that, and then up a great flight of stairs, and along a broad gallery--
which was something like a library, having books all down one side, and
windows and writing-tables all down the other--till we came to our
rooms, which I was not sorry to hear were just over the kitchens; for I
began to think I should be lost in that wilderness of a house. There was
an old nursery, that had been used for all the little lords and ladies long
ago, with a pleasant fire burning in the grate, and the kettle boiling on
the bob, and tea things spread out on the table; and out of that room



was the night-nursery, with a little crib for Miss Rosamond close to my
bed. And old James called up Dorothy, his wife, to bid us welcome; and
both he and she were so hospitable and kind, that by and by Miss
Rosamond and me felt quite at home; and by the time tea was over, she
was sitting on Dorothy's knee, and chattering away as fast as her little
tongue could go. I soon found out that Dorothy was from Westmoreland,
and that bound her and me together, as it were; and I would never wish
to meet with kinder people than were old James and his wife. James had
lived pretty nearly all his life in my lord's family, and thought there was
no one so grand as they. He even looked down a little on his wife;
because, till he had married her, she had never lived in any but a
farmer's household. But he was very fond of bet, as well he might be.
They had one servant under them, to do all the rough work. Agnes they
called her; and she and me, and James and Dorothy, with Miss Furnivall
and Mrs. Stark, made up the family; always remembering my sweet little
Miss Rosamond! I used to wonder what they had done before she came,
they thought so much of her now. Kitchen and drawing-room, it was all
the same. The hard, sad Miss Furnivall, and the cold Mrs. Stark, looked
pleased when she came fluttering in like a bird, playing and pranking
hither and thither, with a continual murmur, and pretty prattle of
gladness. [ am sure, they were sorry many a rime when she flitted away
into the kitchen, though they were too proud to ask her to stay with
them, and were a little surprised at her taste; though to be sure, as Mrs.
Stark said, it was not to be wondered at, remembering what stock her
father had come of. The great, old rambling house was a famous place for
little Miss Rosamond. She made expeditions all over it, with me at her
heels; all, except the east wing, which was never opened, and whither we
never thought of going. But in the western and northern part was many a
pleasant room; full of things that were curiosities to us, though they
might not have been to people who had seen more. The windows were
darkened by the sweeping boughs of the trees, and the ivy which had
overgrown them: but, in the green gloom, we could manage to see old
China jars and carved ivory boxes, and great , heavy books, and, above
all, the old pictures!

Once, [ remember, my darling would have Dorothy go with us to
tell us who they all were; for they were all portraits of some of my lord's
family, though Dorothy could not tell us the names of every one. We had
gone through most of the rooms, when we came to the old state drawing-
room over the hall, and there was a picture of Miss Furnivall; or, as she
was called in those days, Miss Grace, for she was the younger sister.
Such a beauty she must have been! but with such a set, proud look, and
such scorn looking out of her handsome eyes, with her eyebrows just a
little raised, as if she wondered how any one could have the impertinence
to look at her; and her lip curled at us, as we stood there gazing. She had
a dress on, the like of which I had never seen before, but it was all the



fashion when she was young: a hat of some soft, white stuff like beaver,
pulled a little over her brows, and a beautiful plume of feathers sweeping
round it on one side; and her gown of blue satin was open in front to a
quilted, white stomacher.

'Well, to be sure!' said I, when I had gazed my till. 'Flesh is grass,
they do say; but who would have thought that Miss Furnivall had been
such an out-and-out beauty, to see her now?"

'Yes,' said Dorothy. 'Folks change sadly. But if what my master's
father used to say was true, Miss Furnivall, the elder sister, was
handsomer thin Miss Grace. Her picture is here somewhere; but, if I
show it you, you must never let on, even to James, that you have seen it.
Can the little lady hold her tongue, think you?' asked she.

I was not so sure, for she was such a little, sweet, bold, open-
spoken child, so I set her to hide herself; and then I helped Dorothy to
turn a great picture, that leaned with its face towards the wall, and was
not hung up as the others were. To be sure, it beat Miss Grace for
beauty; and, I think, for scornful pride, too, though in that matter it
might be hard to choose. I could have looked at it an hour, but Dorothy
seemed half frightened at having shown it to me, and hurried it back
again, and bade me run and find Miss Rosamond, for that there were
some ugly places about the house, where she should like ill for the child
to go. I was a brave, high-spirited girl, and thought little of what the old
woman said, for I liked hide-and-seek as well as any child in the parish;
so off I ran to find my little one.

As winter drew on, and the days grew shorter, [ was sometimes
almost certain that I heard a noise as if some one was playing on the
great organ in the hall. I did not hear it every evening; but, certainly, I
did very often; usually when I was sitting with Miss Rosamond, after I
had put her to bed, and keeping quite still and silent in the bed-room.
Then I used to hear it booming and swelling away in the distance. The
first night, when I went down to my supper, I asked Dorothy who bad
been playing music, and James said very shortly that [ was a gowk to
take the wind soughing among the trees for music: but I saw Dorothy
look at him very fearfully, and Agnes, the kitchen-maid, said something
beneath her breath, and went quite white. I saw they did not like my
question, so I held my peace till | was with Dorothy alone, when I knew I
could get a good deal out of her. So, the next day, I watched my time,
and I coaxed and asked her who it was that played the organ; for I knew
that it was the organ and not the wind well enough, for all I had kept
silence before James. But Dorothy had had her lesson I'll warrant, and
never a word could I get from her. So then I tried Agnes, though I had
always held my head rather above her, as I was evened to James and



Dorothy, and she was little better thin their servant. So she said [ must
never, never tell; and if I ever told, I was never to say *she* had told me;
but it was a very strange noise, and she had heard it many a time, but
most of all on winter nights, and before storms; and folks did say, it was
the old lord playing on the great organ in the hall, just as he used to do
when he was alive; but who the old lord was, or why he played, and why
he played on stormy winter evenings in particular, she either could not
or would not tell me. Well! I told you I had a brave heart; and I thought it
was rather pleasant to have that grand music rolling about the house, let
who would be the player; for now it rose above the great gusts of wind,
and wailed and triumphed just like a living creature, and then it fell to a
softness most complete; only it was always music, and tunes, so it was
nonsense to call it the wind I thought at first, that it might be Miss
Furnivall who played, unknown to Agnes; but, one day when [ was in the
hall by myself, I opened the organ and peeped all about it and around it,
as | had done to the organ in Crosthwaite Church once before, and I saw
it was all broken and destroyed inside, though it looked so brave and
fine; and then, though it was noon-day, my flesh began to creep a little,
and I shut it up, and run away pretty quickly to my own bright nursery;
and I did not like hearing the music for some time after that, any more
than James and Dorothy did. All this time Miss Rosamond was making
herself more and more beloved. The old ladies liked her to dine with them
at their early dinner; James stood behind Miss Furnivall's chair, and I
behind Miss Rosamond's all in state; and, after dinner, she would play
about in a corner of the great drawing-room, as still as any mouse, while
Miss Furnivall slept, and [ had my dinner in the kitchen. But she was
glad enough to come to me in the nursery afterwards; for, as she said,
Miss Furnivall was so sad, and Mrs. Stark so dull; but she and I were
merry enough; and, by-and-by, I got not to care for that weird rolling
music, which did one no harm, if we did not know where it came from.

That winter was very cold. In the middle of October the frosts
began, and lasted many, many weeks. | remember, one day at dinner,
Miss Furnivall lifted up her sad, heavy eyes, and said to Mrs. Stark, 'T am
afraid we shall have a terrible winter,' in a strange kind of meaning way.
But Mrs. Stark pretended not to hear, and talked very loud of something
else. My little lady and I did not care for the frost; not we! As long as it
was dry we climbed up the steep brows, behind the house, and went up
on the Fells, which were bleak, and bare enough, and there we ran races
in the fresh, sharp air; and once we came down by a new path that took
us past the two old, gnarled holly-trees, which grew about half-way down
by the east side of the house. But the days grew shorter, and shorter;
and the old lord, if it was he, played away more, and more stormily and
sadly on the great organ. One Sunday afternoon,--it must have been
towards the end of November--I asked Dorothy to take charge of little
Missey when she came out of the drawing-room, after Miss Furnivall had



had her nap; for it was too cold to take her with me to church, and yet I
wanted to go. And Dorothy was glad enough to promise, and was so fond
of the child that all seemed well; and Agnes and I set off very briskly,
though the sky hung heavy and black over the white earth, as if the
night had never fully gone away; and the air, though still, was very biting
and keen.

'We shall have a fall of snow,' said Agnes to me. And sure enough,
even while we were in church, it carne down thick, in great, large flakes,
so thick it almost darkened the windows. It had stopped snowing before
we came out, but it lay soft, thick and deep beneath our feet, as we
tramped home. Before we got to the hall the moon rose, and I think it
was lighter then,--what with the moon, and what with the white dazzling
snow--than it had been when we went to church, between two and three
o'clock. I have not told you that Miss Furnivall and Mrs. Stark never
went to church: they used to read the prayers together, in their quiet,
gloomy way; they seemed to feel the Sunday very long without their
tapestry-work to be busy at. So when I went to Dorothy in the kitchen, to
fetch Miss Rosamond and take her up-stairs with me, I did not much
wonder when the old woman told me that the ladies had kept the child
with them, and that she had never come to the kitchen, as I had bidden
her, when she was tired of behaving pretty in the drawing-room. So I
took off my things and went to find her, and bring her to her supper in
the nursery. But when [ went into the best drawing-room, there sate the
two old ladies, very still and quiet, dropping out a word now and then,
but looking as if nothing so bright and merry as Miss Rosamond had ever
been near them. Still I thought she might be hiding from me; it was one
of her pretty ways; and that she had persuaded them to look as if they
knew nothing about bet; so I went softly peeping under this sofa, and
behind that chair, making believe I was sadly frightened at not finding
her.

'What's the matter, Hester?' said Mrs. Stark sharply. I don't know
if Miss Furnivall had seen me, for, as I told you, she was very deaf, and
she sate quite still, idly staring into the fire, with her hopeless face. 'T'm
only looking for my little Rosy-Posy,' replied I, still thinking that the child
was there, and near me, though I could not see her.

'Miss Rosamond is not here,' said Mrs. Stark. 'She went away more
than an hour ago to find Dorothy.' And she too turned and went on
looking into the fire.

My heart sank at this, and I began to wish I had never left my
darling. I went back to Dorothy and told her. James was gone out for the
day, but she and me and Agnes took lights and went up into the nursery
first, and then we roamed over the great large house, calling and



entreating Miss Rosamond to come out of her hiding place, and not
frighten us to death in that way. But there was no answer; no sound.

'Oh!' said I at last. 'Can she have got into the east wing and hidden
there?'

But Dorothy said it was not possible, for that she herself had never
been in there; that the doors were always locked, and my lord's steward
had the keys, she believed; at any rate, neither she nor James had ever
seen them: so, I said I would go back, and see if, after all, she was not
hidden in the drawing-room, unknown to the old ladies; and if I found
her there, I said, I would whip her well for the fright she had given me;
but [ never meant to do it. Well, I went hack to the west drawing-room,
and I told Mrs. Stark we could not find her anywhere, and asked for
leave to look all about the furniture there, for I thought now, that she
might have fallen asleep in some warm, hidden comer; but no! we looked,
Miss Furnivall got up and looked, trembling all over, and she was no
where there; then we set off again, every one in the house, and looked in
all the places we had searched before, but we could not find her. Miss
Furnivall shivered and shook so much, that Mrs. Stark took her back
into the warm drawing-room; but not before they had made me promise
to bring her to them when she was found. Well-a-day! I began to think
she never would be found, when I bethought me to look out into the
great front court, all covered with snow. I was up-stairs when I looked
out; but, it was such dear moonlight, I could see quite plain two little
footprints, which might he traced from the hall door, and round the
comer of the east wing. I don't know how I got down, but I tugged open
the great, stiff hall door; and, throwing the skirt of my gown over head for
a cloak, I ran out I turned the east comer, and there a black shadow fell
on the snow; but when I came again into the moonlight, there were the
little footmarks going up--up to the Fells. It was bitter cold; so cold that
the air almost took the skin off my face as I ran, but I ran on, crying to
think how my poor little darling must be perished, and frightened. I was
within sight of the holly-trees, when I saw a shepherd coming down the
hill, bearing something in his arms wrapped in his maud. He shouted to
me, and asked me if | had lost a bairn; and, when I could not speak for
crying, he bore towards me, and | saw my wee bairnie lying still, and
white, and stiff, in his arms, as if she had been dead. He told me he had
been up the Fells to gather in his sheep, before the deep cold of night
came on, and that under the holly-trees (black marks on the hill-side,
where no other bush was for miles around) he had found my little lady--
my lamb--my queen--my darling--stiff, and cold, in the terrible sleep
which is frost-begotten. Oh! the joy, and the tears, of having her in my
arms once again! for [ would not let him carry her; but took her, maud
and all, into my own arms, and held her near my own warm neck, and
heart, and felt the life stealing slowly back again into her little, gentle



limbs. But she was still insensible when we reached the hall, and I had
no breath for speech. We went in by the kitchen door.

'Bring the warming-pan,' said [; and I carried her up-stairs and
began undressing her by the nursery fire, which Agnes had kept up. I
called my little lammie all the sweet and playful names I could think of,--
even while my eyes were blinded by my tears; and at last, oh! at length
she opened her large, blue eyes. Then I put her into her warm bed, and
sent Dorothy down to tell Miss Furnivall that all was well; and I made up
my mind to sit by my darling's bedside the live-long night. She fell away
into a soft sleep as soon as her pretty head had touched the pillow, and I
watched by her till morning light; when she wakened up bright and
clear--or so I thought at first--and, my dears, so I think now.

She said, that she had fancied that she should like to go to
Dorothy, for that both the old ladies were asleep, and it was very dull in
the drawing-room; and that, as she was going through the west lobby,
she saw the snow through the high window failing--falling--soft and
steady; but she wanted to see it lying pretty and white on the ground; so
she made her way into the great hall; and then, going to the window, she
saw it bright and soft upon the drive; but while she stood there, she saw
a little girl, not as old as she was, 'but so pretty,' said my darling, 'and
this little girl beckoned to me to come out; and oh, she was so pretty and
so sweet, I could not choose but go.' And then this other little girl had
taken her by the hand, and side by side the two had gone round the east
corner.

'Now, you are a naughty little girl, and telling stories,' said I. 'What
would your good mamma, that is in heaven, and never told a story in her
life, say to her little Rosamond, if she heard her--and I dare say she does-
-telling stories!'

'Indeed, Hester,' sobbed out my child, 'T'm telling you true. Indeed I

am.

'Don't tell me!' said I, very stern. 'I tracked you by your foot-marks
through the snow; there were only yours to be seen: and if you had had a
little girl to go hand-in-hand with 1 you up the hill, don't you think the
foot-prints would have gone along with yours?"

'l can't help it, dear, dear Hester,' said she, crying, 'if they did not; I
never looked at her feet, but she held my hand fast and tight in her little
one, and it was very, very cold. She took me up the Fell-path, up to the
holly trees; and there I saw a lady weeping and crying; but when she saw
me, she hushed her weeping, and smiled very proud and grand, and took
me on her knee, and began to lull me to sleep; and that's all, Hester--but



that is true; and my dear mamma knows it is,' said she, crying. So I
thought the child was in a fever, and pretended to believe her, as she
went over her story--over and over again, and always the same. At last
Dorothy knocked at the door with Miss Rosamond's breakfast; and she
told me the old ladies were down in the eating parlour, and that they
wanted to speak to me. They had both been into the night-nursery the
evening before, but it was after Miss Rosamond was asleep; so they had
only looked at her--not asked me any questions.

'l shall catch it,' thought I to myself, as I went along the north
gallery. 'And yet,' I thought, taking courage, 'it was in their charge I left
her; and it's they that's to blame for letting her steal away unknown and
unwatched.' So I went in boldly, and told my story. I told it all to Miss
Furnivall, shouting it dose to her ear; but when I came to the mention of
the other little girl out in the snow, coaxing and tempting her out, and
her up to the grand and beautiful lady by the holly-tree, she threw her
arms up--her old and withered arms--and cried aloud, 'Oh! Heaven,
forgive! Have mercy!'

Mrs. Stark took hold of her; roughly enough, I thought; but she
was past Mrs. Stark's management, and spoke to me, in a kind of wild
warning and authority.

'Hester! keep her from that child! It will lure her to her death! That
evil child! Tell her it is a wicked, naughty child' Then, Mrs. Stark hurried
me out of the room; where, indeed, I was glad enough to go; but Miss
Furnivall kept shrieking out, 'Oh! have mercy! Wilt Thou never forgive! It
is many a long year ago--'

I was very uneasy in my mind after than I durst never leave Miss
Rosamond, night or day, for fear lest she might slip off again, after some
fancy or other; and all the more, because I thought I could make out that
Miss Furnivall was crazy, from their odd ways about her; and I was
afraid lest something of the same kind (which might be in the family, you
know) hung over my darling. And the great frost never ceased all this
time; and, whenever it was a more stormy night than usual, between the
gusts, and through the wind, we heard the old lord playing on the great
organ. But, old lord, or not, wherever Miss Rosamond went, there I
followed; for my love for her, pretty, helpless orphan, was stronger than
my fear for the grand and terrible sound. Besides, it rested with me to
keep her cheerful and merry, as beseemed her age. So we played
together, and wandered together, here and there, and every- where; for I
never dared to lose sight of her again in that large and rambling house.
And so it happened, that one afternoon, not long before Christmas day,
we were playing together on the billiard-table in the great hall (not that
we knew the right way of playing, but she liked to roll the smooth ivory



balls with her pretty hands, and I liked to do whatever she did); and, by-
and-by, without our noticing it, it grew dusk indoors, thought it was still
light in the open air, and I was thinking of taking her back into the
nursery, when, all of sudden, she cried out,--

'Look, Hester! look! there is my poor little girl out in the snow!'

I turned towards the long, narrow windows, and there, sure Snow!'
enough, I saw a little girl, less than my Miss Rosamond dressed all unfit
to be out-of-doors such a bitter night--crying, and beating against the
window-panes, as if she wanted to be let in. She seemed to sob and wall,
till Miss Rosamond could bear it no longer, and was flying to the door to
open it, when, all of a sudden, and close upon us, the great organ pealed
out so loud and thundering, it fairly made me tremble; and all the more,
when [ remembered me that, even in the stillness of that dead-cold
weather, I had heard no sound of little battering hands upon the
window-glass, although the Phantom Child had seemed to put forth all
its force; and, although I had seen it wail and cry, no faintest touch of
sound had fallen upon my ears. whether I remembered all this at the
very moment, I do not know; the great organ sound had so stunned me
into terror; but this I know, I caught up Miss Rosamond before she got
the hall-door opened, and clutched her, and carried her away, kicking
and screaming, into the large, bright kitchen, where Dorothy and Agnes
were busy with their mince-pies.

What is the matter with my sweet one?' cried Dorothy, as I bore in
Miss Rosamond, who was sobbing as if her heart would break.

'She won't let me open the door for my little girl to come in; and
she'll die if she is out on the Fells all night. Cruel, naughty Hester,' she
said, slapping me; but she might have struck harder, for I had seen a
look of ghastly terror on Dorothy's face, which made my very blood run
cold.

'Shut the back kitchen door fast, and bolt it well,' said she to
Agnes. She said no more; she gave me raisins and almonds to quiet Miss
Rosamond: but she sobbed about the little girl in the snow, and would
not touch any of the good things. I was thankful when she cried herself
to sleep in bed. Then I stole down to the kitchen, and told Dorothy I had
made up my mind I would carry my darling back to my father's house in
Applethwaite; where, if we lived humbly, we lived at peace. I said I had
been frightened enough with the old lord's organ-playing; but now that I
had seen for myself this little, moaning child, all decked Out as no child
in the neighbourhood could be, beating and battering to get in, yet
always without any sound or noise--with the dark wound on its right
shoulder; and that Miss Rosamond had known it again for the phantom



that had nearly lured her to her death (which Dorothy knew was true); I
would stand it no longer.

I saw Dorothy change colour once or twice. when I had done, she
told me she did not think I could take Miss Rosamond with me, for that
she was my lord's ward, and [ had no right over her; and she asked me,
would I leave the child that I was so fond of, just for sounds and sights
that could do me no harm; and that they had all had to get used to in
their turns? I was all in a hot, trembling passion; and I said it was very
well for her to talk, that knew what these sights and noises betokened,
and that had, perhaps, had something to do with the Spectre-Child while
it was alive. And I taunted her so, that she told me all she knew, at last;
and then I wished I had never been told, for it only made me more afraid
than ever.

She said she had heard the tale from old neighbours, that were
alive when she was first married; when folks used to come to the hall
sometimes, before it had got such a bad name on the country side: it
might not be true, or it might, what she had been told.

The old lord was Miss Furnivall's father--Miss Grace, as Dorothy
called her, for Miss Maude was the elder, and Miss Furnivall by rights.
The old lord was eaten up with pride. Such a proud man was never seen
or heard of; and his daughters were like him. No one was good enough to
wed them, although they had choice enough; for they were the great
beauties of their day, as [ had seen by their portraits, where they hung
inthe state drawing-room. But, as the old saying is, 'Pride will have a
fall'; and these two haughty beauties fell in love with the same man, and
he no better than a foreign musician, whom their father had down from
London to play music with him at the Manor House. For, above all
things, next to his pride, the old lord loved music. He could play on
nearly every instrument that ever was heard of: and it was a strange
thing it did not soften him; but he was a fierce, dour, old man, and had
broken his poor wife's heart with his cruelty, they said. He was mad after
music, and would pay any money for it. So he got this foreigner to come;
who made such beautiful music, that they said the very birds on the
trees stopped their singing to listen. And, by degrees, this foreign
gentleman got such a hold over the old lord, that nothing would serve
him but that he must come every year; and it was he that had the great
organ brought from Holland, and built up in the hall, ' where it stood
now. He taught the old lord to play on it; hut many and many a time,
when Lord Furnivall was thinking of nothing but his fine organ, and his
finer music, the dark foreigner was walking abroad in the woods with one
of the young ladies; now Miss Maude, and then Miss Grace.



Miss Maude won the day and carried off the prize, such as it was;
and he and she were married, all unknown to any one; and before he
made his next yearly visit, she had been confined of a little girl at a farm-
house on the Moors, while her father and Miss Grace thought she was
away at Doncaster Races. But though she was a wife and a mother, she
was not a bit softened, hut as haughty and as passionate as ever; and
perhaps more so' for she was jealous of Miss Grace, to whom her foreign
husband paid a deal of court--by way of blinding her--as be told his wife.
But Miss Grace triumphed over Miss Maude, and Miss Maude grew
fiercer and fiercer, both with her husband and with her sister; and the
former who could easily shake off what was disagreeable, and hide
himself in foreign countries--went away a month before his usual time
that summer, and half-threatened that he would never come back again.
Meanwhile, the little girl was left at the farm-house, and her mother used
to have her horse saddled and gallop wildly over the hills to see her once
every week, at the very least--for where she loved, she loved; and where
she hated, she hated. And the old lord went on playing--playing on his
organ; and the servants thought the sweet music he made had soothed
down his awful temper, of which (Dorothy said) some terrible tales could
be told. He grew infirm too, and had to walk with a crutch; and his son--
that was the present Lord Furnivall's father--was with the army in
America, and the other son at sea; so Miss Maude had it pretty much her
own way, and she and Miss Grace grew colder and bitterer to each other
every day; till at last they hardly ever spoke, except when the old lord
was by. The foreign musician came again the next summer, but it was for
the last time; for they led him such a life with their jealousy and their
passions, that he grew weary, and went away, and never was heard of
again. And Miss Maude, who had always meant to have her marriage
acknowledged when her father should be dead, was left now a deserted
wife--whom nobody knew to have been married--with a child that she
dared not own, although she loved it to distraction; living with a father
whom she feared, and a sister whom she hated. when the next summer
passed over and the dark foreigner never came, both Miss Maude and
Miss Grace grew gloomy and sad; they had a haggard look about them,
though they looked handsome as ever. But by-and-by Miss Maude
brightened; for her father grew more and more infirm, and more than
ever carried away by his music; and she and Miss Grace lived almost
entirely apart, having separate rooms, the one on the west side, Miss
Maude on the east--those very rooms which were now shut up. So she
thought she might have her little girl with her, and no one need ever
know except those who dared not speak about it, and were bound to
believe that it was, as she said, a cottager's child she had taken a fancy
to. All this Dorothy said, was pretty well known; but what came
afterwards no one knew, except Miss Grace, and Mrs. Stark, who was
even then her maid, and much more of a friend to her than ever her
sister had been. But the servants supposed, from words that were



dropped, that Miss Maude had triumphed over Miss Grace, and told her
that all the rime the dark foreigner had been mocking her with pretended
love--he was her own husband; the colour left Miss Grace's cheek and
lips that very day for ever, and she was heard to say many a time that
sooner or later she would have her revenge; and Mrs Stark was for ever
spying about the east rooms.

One fearful night, just after the New Year had come in, when the
snow was lying thick and deep, and the flakes were still falling--fast
enough to blind any one who might be out and abroad--there was a great
and violent noise heard, and the old lord's voice above all, cursing and
swearing awfully,--and the cries of a little child,--and the proud defiance
of a fierce woman,--and the sound of a blow,--and a dead stillness,--and
moans and wailing's dying away on the hill-side! Then the old lord
summoned all his servants, and told them, with terrible oaths, and
words more terrible, that his daughter had disgraced herself, and that he
had turned her out of doors,--her, and her child,--and that if ever they
gave her help,--or food, --or shelter,--he prayed that they might never
enter Heaven. And, all the while, Miss Grace stood by him, white and still
as any stone; and when he had ended she heaved a great sigh, as much
as to say her work was done, and her end was accomplished. But the old
lord never touched his organ again, and died within the year; and no
wonder! for, on the morrow of that wild and fearful night, the shepherds,
coming down the Fell-side, found Miss Made sitting, all crazy and
smiling, under the holly-trees, nursing a dead child,--with a terrible
mark on its right shoulder. 'But that was not what killed it,' said; 'it was
the frost and the cold;--every wild creature was in its hole, and every
beast in its fold, --while the child and its mother were turned out to
wander on the Fells! And now you know alll and I wonder if you are less
frightened now?'

[ was more frightened than ever; but I said I was not I wished Miss
Rosamond and myself well out of that dreadful house for ever; but I
would not leave her, and I dared not take her away. But oh! how I
watched her, and guarded her! We bolted the doors, and shut the
window-shutters fast, an hour or more before dark, rather than leave
them open five minutes too late. But my little lady still heard the weird
child crying and mourning; and not all we could do or say, could keep
her from wanting to go to her, and let her in from the cruel wind and the
snow. All this time, I kept away from Miss Furnivall and Mrs. Stark, as
much as ever I could; for I feared them--I knew no good could be about
them, with their grey hard faces, and their dreamy eyes, looking back
into the ghastly years that were gone. But, even in my fear, I had a kind
of pity--for Miss Furnivall, at least. Those gone down to the pit can
hardly have a more hopeless look than that which was ever on her face.
At last I even got so sorry for her--who never said a word but what was



quite forced from her--that I prayed for her; and I taught Miss Rosamond
to pray for one who had done a deadly sin; but often when she came to
those words, she would listen, and start up from her knees, and say, '
hear my little girl plaining and crying very sad--Oh! let her in, or she will
die!'

One night--just after New Year's Day had come at last, and the
long winter had taken a turn, as | hoped--I heard the west drawing-room
bell ring three times, which was the signal for me. I would not leave Miss
Rosamond alone, for all she was asleep--for the old lord had been playing
wilder than ever--and I feared lest my darling should waken to hear the
spectre child; see her I knew she could not. I had fastened the windows
too well for that. So, I took her out of her bed and wrapped her up in
such Outer clothes as were most handy, and carried her down to the
drawing-room, where the old ladies sate at their tapestry work as usual.
They looked up when I came in, and Mrs. Stark asked, quite astounded,
'Why did I bring Miss Rosamond there, out of her warm bed?' I had
begun to whisper, 'Because I was afraid of her being tempted out while I
was away, by the wild child in the snow,' when she stopped me short
(with a glance at Miss Furnivall), and said Miss Furnivall wanted me to
undo some work she had done wrong, and which neither of them could
see to unpick. So, I laid my pretty dear on the sofa, and sate down on a
stool by them, and hardened my heart against them, as I heard the wind
rising and howling.

Miss Rosamond slept on sound, for all the wind blew so; and Miss
Furnivall said never a word, nor looked round when the gusts shook the
windows. All at once she started up to her full height, and put up one
hand, as if to bid us listen.

'l bear voices!' said she. 'l hear terrible screams--I hear my father's
voice!'

Just at that moment, my darling wakened with a sudden start: 'My
little girl is crying, oh, how she is crying!' and she tried to get up and go
to her, but she got her feet entangled in the blanket, and I caught her up;
for my flesh had begun to creep at these noises, which they heard while
we could catch no sound. In a minute or two the noises came, and
gathered fast, and filled our ears; we, too, heard voices and screams, and
no longer heard the winter's wind that raged abroad. Mrs. Stark looked
at me, and I at her, but we dared not speak. Suddenly Miss Furnivall
went towards the door, out into the ante-room, through the west lobby,
and opened the door into the great hall. Mrs. Stark followed, and I durst
not be left, though my heart almost stopped beating for fear. I wrapped
my darling tight in my arms, and went out with them. In the hall the
screams were louder thin ever; they sounded to come from the east wing-



-nearer and nearer--close on the other side of the locked-up doors--close
behind them. Then I noticed that the great bronze chandelier seemed all
alight, though the hall was dim, and that a fire was blazing in the vast
hearth-place, though it gave no heat; and I shuddered up with terror,
and folded my darling closer to me. But as I did so, the east door shook,
and she, suddenly struggling to get free from me, cried, 'Hester! I must
go! My little girl is there; I hear her; she is coming! Hester, I must go!'

I held her tight with all my strength; with a set will, I held her. If I
had died, my hands would have grasped her still, I was so resolved in my
mind. Miss Furnivall stood listening, and paid no regard to my darling,
who had got down to the ground, and whom I, upon my knees now, was
holding with both my arms clasped round her neck; she still striving and
crying to get free.

All at once, the east door gave way with a thundering crash, as if
torn open in a violent passion, and there came into that broad and
mysterious light, the figure of a tall, old man, with grey hair and
gleaming eyes. He drove before hum' with many a relentless gesture of
abhorrence, a stern and beautiful woman, with a little child clinging to
her dress.

'Oh Hester! Hester!' cried Miss Rosamond. 'It's the lady! the lady
below the holly-trees; and my little girl is with her. Hester! Hester! let me
go to her; they are drawing me to them. I feel them--I feel them. I must

go!'

Again she was almost convulsed by her efforts to get away; but I
held her tighter and tighter, till I feared I should do her a hurt; but rather
that than let her go towards those terrible phantoms. They passed along
towards the great hall-door, where the winds howled and ravened for
their prey; but before they reached that, the lady turned; and I could see
that she defied the old man with a fierce and proud defiance; but then
she quailed--and then she threw her arms wildly and piteously to save
her child--her little child--from a blow from his uplifted crutch.

And Miss Rosamond was torn as by a power stronger thin mine,
and writhed in my arms, and sobbed (for by this rime the poor darling
was growing faint).

'"They want me to go with them on to the Fells--they are drawing
me to them. Oh, my little girl! I would come, but cruel, wicked Hester
holds me very tight.' But when she saw the uplifted crutch she swooned
away, and I thanked God for it. Just at this moment--when the tall, old
man, his hair streaming as in the blast of a furnace, was going to strike
the little, shrinking child--Miss Furnivall, the old woman by my side,



cried out, 'Oh, father! father! spare the little, innocent child!' But just
then I saw--we all saw--another phantom shape itself, and grow clear out
of the blue and misty light that filled the hall; we had not seen her till
now, for it was another lady who stood by the old man, with a look of
relentless hate and triumphant scorn. That figure was very beautiful to
look upon, with a soft, white hat drawn down over the proud brows, and
a red and curling lip. It was dressed in an open robe of blue satin. I had
seen that figure before. It was the likeness of Miss Furnivall in her youth;
and the terrible phantoms moved on, regardless of old Miss Furnivall's
wild entreaty, and the uplifted crutch fell on the right shoulder of the
little child, and the younger sister looked on, stony and deadly serene.
But at that moment, the dim lights, and the fire that gave no heat, went
out of themselves, and Miss Furnivall lay at our feet stricken down by
the palsy--death-stricken.

Yes! she was carried to her bed that night never to rise again. She
lay with her face to the wall, muttering low, but muttering always: Alas!
alas! what is done in youth can never be undone in age! what is done in
youth can never be undone in age!

THE FOUR-FIFTEEN EXPRESS (1867)
by Amelia B. Edwards (1831-1892)

THE events which [ am about to relate took place between nine
and ten years ago. Sebastopol had fallen in the early spring, the peace of
Paris had been concluded since March, our commercial relations with
the Russian empire were but recently renewed; and I, returning home
after my first northward journey since the war, was well pleased with the
prospect of spending the month of December under the hospitable and
thoroughly English roof of my excellent friend, Jonathan Jelf, Esq., of
Dumbleton Manor, Clayborough, East Anglia. Travelling in the interests
of the well-known firm in which it is my lot to be a junior partner, I had
been called upon to visit not only the capitals of Russia and Poland, but
had found it also necessary to pass some weeks among the trading ports
of the Baltic; whence it came that the year was already far spent before I
again set foot on English soil, and that, instead of shooting pheasants
with him, as I had hoped, in October, I came to be my friend's guest
during the more genial Christmas-tide.

My voyage over, and a few days given up to business in Liverpool
and London, I hastened down to Clayborough with all the delight of a
school-boy whose holidays are at hand. My way lay by the Great East
Anglian line as far as Clayborough station, where I was to be met by one
of the Dumbleton carriages and conveyed across the remaining nine



miles of country. It was a foggy afternoon, singularly warm for the 4th of
December, and I had arranged to leave London by the 4.15 express. The
early darkness of winter had already closed in; the lamps were lighted in
the carriages; a clinging damp dimmed the windows, adhered to the
door-handles, and pervaded all the atmosphere; while the gas-jets at the
neighbouring book-stand diffused a luminous haze that only served to
make the gloom of the terminus more visible. Having arrived some seven
minutes before the starting of the train, and, by the connivance of the
guard, taken sole possession of an empty compartment, I lighted my
travelling-lamp, made myself particularly snug, and settled down to the
undisturbed enjoyment of a book and a cigar. Great, therefore, was my
disappointment when, at the last moment, a gentleman came hurrying
along the platform, glanced into my carriage, opened the locked door
with a private key, and stepped in.

It struck me at the first glance that I had seen him before--a tall,
spare man, thin-lipped, light-eyed, with an ungraceful stoop in the
shoulders, and scant grey hair worn somewhat long upon the collar. He
carried a light waterproof coat, an umbrella, and a large brown japanned
deed-box, which last he placed under the seat. This done, he felt
carefully in his breast-pocket, as if to make certain of the safety of his
purse or pocket-book, laid his umbrella in the netting overhead, spread
the waterproof across his knees, and exchanged his hat for a travelling-
cap of some Scotch material. By this time the train was moving out of the
station and into the faint grey of the wintry twilight beyond.

[ now recognized my companion. I recognized him from the
moment when he removed his hat and uncovered the lofty, furrowed, and
somewhat narrow brow beneath. I had met him, as I distinctly
remembered, some three years before, at the very house for which, in all
probability, he was now bound, like myself. His name was Dwerrihouse,
he was a lawyer by profession, and, if I was not greatly mistaken, was
first cousin to the wife of my host. | knew also that he was a man
eminently "well-to-do", both as regarded his professional and private
means. The Jelfs entertained him with that sort of observant courtesy
which falls to the lot of the rich relation, the children made much of him,
and the old butler, albeit somewhat surly "to the general", treated him
with deference. I thought, observing him by the vague mixture of
lamplight and twilight, that Mrs. Jelf's cousin looked all the worse for the
three years' wear and tear which had gone over his head since our last
meeting. He was very pale, and had a restless light in his eye that I did
not remember to have observed before. The anxious lines, too, about his
mouth were deepened, and there was a cavernous, hollow look about his
cheeks and temples which seemed to speak of sickness or sorrow. He
had glanced at me as he came in, but without any gleam of recognition in



his face. Now he glanced again, as I fancied, somewhat doubtfully. When
he did so for the third or fourth time I ventured to address him.

"Mr. John Dwerrihouse, I think?"
"That is my name," he replied.

"I had the pleasure of meeting you at Dumbleton about three years

ago.

"I thought I knew your face," he said; "but your name, I regret to
Sa_y————”

"Langford--William Langford. I have known Jonathan Jelf since we
were boys together at Merchant Taylors', and I generally spend a few
weeks at Dumbleton in the shooting season. I suppose we are bound for
the same destination."

"Not if you are on your way to the manor," he replied. "I am
travelling upon business--rather troublesome business, too--while you,
doubtless, have only pleasure in view."

"Just so. I am in the habit of looking forward to this visit as to the
brightest three weeks in all the year."

"It is a pleasant house," said Mr. Dwerrihouse.
"The pleasantest I know."

"And Jelf is thoroughly hospitable."

"The best and kindest fellow in the world.

"They have invited me to spend Christmas week with them,"
pursued Mr. Dwerrihouse, after a moment's pause.

"And you are coming?"

"I cannot tell. It must depend on the issue of this business which I
have in hand. You have heard perhaps that we are about to construct a
branch line from Blackwater to Stockbridge."

I explained that I had been for some months away from England,
and had therefore heard nothing of the contemplated improvement. Mr.
Dwerrihouse smiled complacently.



"It will be an improvement," he said, "a great improvement.
Stockbridge is a flourishing town, and needs but a more direct railway
communication with the metropolis to become an important centre of
commerce. This branch was my own idea. I brought the project before
the board, and have myself superintended the execution of it up to the
present time."

"You are an East Anglian director, I presume?"

"My interest in the company," replied Mr. Dwerrihouse, "is
threefold. I am a director, I am a considerable shareholder, and, as head
of the firm of Dwerrihouse, Dwerrihouse and Craik, [ am the company's
principal solicitor."

Loquacious, self-important, full of his pet project, and apparently
unable to talk on any other subject, Mr. Dwerrihouse then went on to tell
of the opposition he had encountered and the obstacles he had overcome
in the cause of the Stockbridge branch. I was entertained with a
multitude of local details and local grievances. The rapacity of one squire,
the impracticability of another, the indignation of the rector whose glebe
was threatened, the culpable indifference of the Stockbridge
townspeople, who could not be brought to see that their most vital
interests hinged upon a junction with the Great East Anglian line; the
spite of the local newspaper, and the unheard-of difficulties attending the
Common question, were each and all laid before me with a
circumstantiality that possessed the deepest interest for my excellent
fellow-traveller, but none whatever for myself. From these, to my despair,
he went on to more intricate matters: to the approximate expenses of
construction per mile; to the estimates sent in by different contractors; to
the probable traffic returns of the new line; to the provisional clauses of
the new act as enumerated in Schedule D of the company's last half-
yearly report; and so on and on and on, till my head ached and my
attention flagged and my eyes kept closing in spite of every effort that I
made to keep them open. At length I was roused by these words:

"Seventy-five thousand pounds, cash down."

"Seventy-five thousand pounds, cash down," I repeated, in the
liveliest tone I could assume. "That is a heavy sum."

"A heavy sum to carry here," replied Mr. Dwerrihouse, pointing
significantly to his breast-pocket, "but a mere fraction of what we shall
ultimately have to pay."

"You do not mean to say that you have seventy-five thousand
pounds at this moment upon your person?" I exclaimed.



"My good sir, have I not been telling you so for the last half-hour?"
said Mr. Dwerrihouse, testily. "That money has to be paid over at half-
past eight o'clock this evening, at the office of Sir Thomas's solicitors, on
completion of the deed of sale."

"But how will you get across by night from Blackwater to
Stockbridge with seventy-five thousand pounds in your pocket?"

"To Stockbridge!" echoed the lawyer. "I find I have made myself
very imperfectly understood. I thought I had explained how this sum only
carries us as far as Mallingford--the first stage, as it were, of our journey-
-and how our route from Blackwater to Mallingford lies entirely through
Sir Thomas Liddell's property."

"I beg your pardon," I stammered.l fear my thoughts were
wandering. So you only go as far as Mallingford tonight?"

"Precisely. I shall get a conveyance from the Blackwater Arms. And
you?"

"Oh, Jelf sends a trap to meet me at Clayborough! Can I be the
bearer of any message from you?"

"You may say, if you please, Mr. Langford, that I wished I could
have been your companion all the way, and that I will come over, if
possible, before Christmas."

"Nothing more?"

Mr. Dwerrihouse smiled grimly. "Well," he said, "you may tell my
cousin that she need not burn the hall down in my honour this time, and
that I shall be obliged if she will order the blue-room chimney to be swept
before I arrive."

"That sounds tragic. Had you a conflagration on the occasion of
your last visit to Dumbleton?"

"Something like it. There had been no fire lighted in my bedroom
since the spring, the flue was foul, and the rooks had built in it; so when
I went up to dress for dinner I found the room full of smoke and the
chimney on fire. Are we already at Blackwater?"

The train had gradually come to a pause while Mr. Dwerrihouse
was speaking, and, on putting my head out of the window, I could see
the station some few hundred yards ahead. There was another train
before us blocking the way, and the guard was making use of the delay



to collect the Blackwater tickets. I had scarcely ascertained our position
when the ruddy-faced official appeared at our carriage door.

"Tickets, sir!" said he.
"I am for Clayborough," I replied, holding out the tiny pink card.

He took it, glanced at it by the light of his little lantern, gave it
back, looked, as I fancied, somewhat sharply at my fellow-traveller, and
disappeared.

"He did not ask for yours," I said, with some surprise.

"They never do," replied Mr. Dwerrihouse; "they all know me, and
of course I travel free."

"Blackwater! Blackwater!" cried the porter, running along the
platform beside us as we glided into the station.

Mr. Dwerrihouse pulled out his deed-box, put his travelling-cap in
his pocket, resumed his hat, took down his umbrella, and prepared to be
gone.

"Many thanks, Mr. Langford, for your society," he said, with old-
fashioned courtesy. "I wish you a good-evening."

"Good-evening," I replied, putting out my hand.

But he either did not see it or did not choose to see it, and, slightly
lifting his hat, stepped out upon the platform. Having done this, he
moved slowly away and mingled with the departing crowd.

Leaning forward to watch him out of sight, I trod upon something
which proved to be a cigar-case. It had fallen, no doubt, from the pocket
of his waterproof coat, and was made of dark morocco leather, with a
silver monogram upon the side. I sprang out of the carriage just as the
guard came up to lock me in.

"Is there one minute to spare?" I asked, eagerly. "The gentleman
who travelled down with me from town has dropped his cigar-case; he is
not yet out of the station."

"Just a minute and a half, sir," replied the guard. "You must be
quick."



I dashed along the platform as fast as my feet could carry me. It
was a large station, and Mr. Dwerrihouse had by this time got more than
half-way to the farther end.

I, however, saw him distinctly, moving slowly with the stream.
Then, as I drew nearer, I saw that he had met some friend, that they
were talking as they walked, that they presently fell back somewhat from
the crowd and stood aside in earnest conversation. I made straight for
the spot where they were waiting. There was a vivid gas-jet just above
their heads, and the light fell upon their faces. I saw both distinctly--the
face of Mr. Dwerrihouse and the face of his companion. Running,
breathless, eager as I was, getting in the way of porters and passengers,
and fearful every instant lest I should see the train going on without me,
I yet observed that the newcomer was considerably younger and shorter
than the director, that he was sandy-haired, moustachioed, small-
featured, and dressed in a close-cut suit of Scotch tweed. I was now
within a few yards of them. I ran against a stout gentleman, I was nearly
knocked down by a luggage-truck, I stumbled over a carpet-bag; I gained
the spot just as the driver's whistle warned me to return.

To my utter stupefaction, they were no longer there. I had seen
them but two seconds before--and they were gone! I stood still; I looked
to right and left; I saw no sign of them in any direction. It was as if the
platform had gaped and swallowed them.

"There were two gentlemen standing here a moment ago," I said to
a porter at my elbow; "which way can they have gone?"

"l saw no gentlemen, sir," replied the man.

The whistle shrilled out again. The guard, far up the platform, held
up his arm, and shouted to me to "come on!"

"If you're going on by this train, sir," said the porter, "you must run
for it."

I did run for it, just gained the carriage as the train began to move,
was shoved in by the guard, and left, breathless and bewildered, with Mr.
Dwerrihouse's cigar-case still in my hand.

It was the strangest disappearance in the world; it was like a
transformation trick in a pantomime. They were there one moment--
palpably there, talking, with the gaslight full upon their faces--and the
next moment they were gone. There was no door near, no window, no
staircase; it was a mere slip of barren platform, tapestried with big
advertisements. Could anything be more mysterious?



It was not worth thinking about, and yet, for my life, I could not
help pondering upon it--pondering, wondering, conjecturing, turning it
over and over in my mind, and beating my brains for a solution of the
enigma. I thought of it all the way from Blackwater to Clayborough. I
thought of it all the way from Clayborough to Dumbleton, as I rattled
along the smooth highway in a trim dog-cart, drawn by a splendid black
mare and driven by the silentest and dapperest of East Anglian grooms.

We did the nine miles in something less than an hour, and pulled
up before the lodge-gates just as the church clock was striking half-past
seven. A couple of minutes more, and the warm glow of the lighted hall
was flooding out upon the gravel, a hearty grasp was on my hand, and a
clear jovial voice was bidding me "welcome to Dumbleton."

"And now, my dear fellow," said my host, when the first greeting
was over, "you have no time to spare. We dine at eight, and there are
people coming to meet you, so you must just get the dressing business
over as quickly as may be. By the way, you will meet some
acquaintances; the Biddulphs are coming, and Prendergast (Prendergast
of the Skirmishers) is staying in the house. Adieu! Mrs. Jelf will be
expecting you in the drawing-room."

I was ushered to my room--not the blue room, of which Mr.
Dwerrihouse had made disagreeable experience, but a pretty little
bachelor's chamber, hung with a delicate chintz and made cheerful by a
blazing fire. I unlocked my portmanteau. I tried to be expeditious, but the
memory of my railway adventure haunted me. I could not get free of it; I
could not shake it off. It impeded me, it worried me, it tripped me up, it
caused me to mislay my studs, to mistie my cravat, to wrench the
buttons off my gloves. Worst of all, it made me so late that the party had
all assembled before I reached the drawing-room. I had scarcely paid my
respects to Mrs. Jelf when dinner was announced, and we paired off,
some eight or ten couples strong, into the dining-room.

[ am not going to describe either the guests or the dinner. All
provincial parties bear the strictest family resemblance, and I am not
aware that an East Anglian banquet offers any exception to the rule.
There was the usual country baronet and his wife; there were the usual
country parsons and their wives; there was the sempiternal turkey and
haunch of venison. Vanitas vanitatum. There is nothing new under the
sun.

[ was placed about midway down the table. I had taken one rector's wife
down to dinner, and I had another at my left hand. They talked across
me, and their talk was about babies; it was dreadfully dull. At length
there came a pause. The entrées had just been removed, and the turkey



had come upon the scene. The conversation had all along been of the
languidest, but at this moment it happened to have stagnated altogether.
Jelf was carving the turkey; Mrs. Jelf looked as if she was trying to think
of something to say; everybody else was silent. Moved by an unlucky
impulse, I thought I would relate my adventure.

"By the way, Jelf," I began, "I came down part of the way today with
a friend of yours."

"Indeed!" said the master of the feast, slicing scientifically into the
breast of the turkey. "With whom, pray?"

"With one who bade me tell you that he should, if possible, pay you
a visit before Christmas."

"I cannot think who that could be," said my friend, smiling.
"It must be Major Thorp," suggested Mrs. Jelf.
I shook my head.

"It was not Major Thorp," I replied; "it was a near relation of your
own, Mrs. Jelf."

"Then I am more puzzled than ever," replied my hostess. "Pray tell
me who it was."

"It was no less a person than your cousin, Mr. John Dwerrihouse.'

Jonathan Jelf laid down his knife and fork. Mrs. Jelf looked at me
in a strange, startled way, and said never a word.

"And he desired me to tell you, my dear madam, that you need not
take the trouble to burn the hall down in his honour this time, but only
to have the chimney of the blue room swept before his arrival."

Before | had reached the end of my sentence I became aware of
something ominous in the faces of the guests. I felt I had said something
which I had better have left unsaid, and that for some unexplained
reason my words had evoked a general consternation. I sat confounded,
not daring to utter another syllable, and for at least two whole minutes
there was dead silence round the table. Then Captain Prendergast came
to the rescue.

"You have been abroad for some months, have you not, Mr.
Langford?" he said, with the desperation of one who flings himself into



the breach. "I heard you had been to Russia. Surely you have something
to tell us of the state and temper of the country after the war?"

I was heartily grateful to the gallant Skirmisher for this diversion
in my favour. I answered him, I fear, somewhat lamely; but he kept the
conversation up, and presently one or two others joined in, and so the
difficulty, whatever it might have been, was bridged over--bridged over,
but not repaired. A something, an awkwardness, a visible constraint
remained. The guests hitherto had been simply dull, but now they were
evidently uncomfortable and embarrassed.

The dessert had scarcely been placed upon the table when the
ladies left the room. I seized the opportunity to select a vacant chair next
Captain Prendergast.

"In Heaven's name," I whispered, "what was the matter just now?
What had I said?"

"You mentioned the name of John Dwerrihouse."
"What of that? I had seen him not two hours before."

"It is a most astounding circumstance that you should have seen
him," said Captain Prendergast. "Are you sure it was he?"

"As sure as of my own identity. We were talking all the way
between London and Blackwater. But why does that surprise you?"

"Because," replied Captain Prendergast, dropping his voice to the
lowest whisper--"because John Dwerrihouse absconded three months
ago with s seventy-five thousand pounds of the company's money, and
has never been heard of since."

John Dwerrihouse had absconded three months ago--and I had
seen him only a few hours back! John Dwerrihouse had embezzled
seventy-five thousand pounds ofthe company's money, yet told me that
he carried that sum upon his person! Were ever facts so strangely
incongruous, so difficult to reconcile? How should he have ventured
again into the light of day? How dared he show himself along the line?
Above all, what had he been doing throughout those mysterious three
months of disappearance?

Perplexing questions these--questions which at once suggested
themselves to the minds of all concerned, but which admitted of no easy
solution. I could find no reply to them. Captain Prendergast had not even
a suggestion to offer. Jonathan Jelf, who seized the first opportunity of



drawing me aside and learning all that I had to tell, was more amazed
and bewildered than either of us. He came to my room that night, when
all the guests were gone, and we talked the thing over from every point of
view; without, it must be confessed, arriving at any kind of conclusion.

"I do not ask you," he said, "whether you can have mistaken your
man. That is impossible."

"As impossible as that | should mistake some stranger for
yourself."

"It is not a question of looks or voice, but of facts. That he should
have alluded to the fire in the blue room is proof enough of John
Dwerrihouse's identity. How did he look?"

"Older, I thought; considerably older, paler, and more anxious."

"He has had enough to make him look anxious, anyhow," said my
friend, gloomily, "be he innocent or guilty."

"I am inclined to believe that he is innocent," I replied. "He showed
no embarrassment when I addressed him, and no uneasiness when the
guard came round. His conversation was open to a fault. I might almost
say that he talked too freely of the business which he had in hand."

"That again is strange, for I know no one more reticent on such
subjects. He actually told you that he had the seventy-five thousand
pounds in his pocket?"

"He did."
"Humph! My wife has an idea about it, and she may be right----"
"What idea?"

"Well, she fancies--women are so clever, you know, at putting
themselves inside people's motives--she fancies that he was tempted,
that he did actually take the money, and that he has been concealing
himself these three months in some wild part of the country, struggling
possibly with his conscience all the time, and daring neither to abscond
with his booty nor to come back and restore it."

"But now that he has come back?"

"That is the point. She conceives that he has probably thrown
himself upon the company's mercy, made restitution of the money, and,



being forgiven, is permitted to carry the business through as if nothing
whatever I had happened."

"The last," I replied, "is an impossible case. Mrs. Jelf thinks like a
generous and delicate-minded woman, but not in the least like a board of
railway directors. They would never carry forgiveness so far."

"] fear not; and yet it is the only conjecture that bears a semblance
of likelihood. However, we can run over to Clayborough tomorrow and
see if anything is to be learned. By the way, Prendergast tells me you
picked up his cigar-case."

"I did so, and here it is."

Jelf took the cigar-case, examined it by the light of the lamp, and
said at once that it was beyond doubt Mr. Dwerrihouse's property, and
that he remembered to have seen him use it.

"Here, too, is his monogram on the side," he added--"a big J
transfixing a capital D. He used to carry the same on his note-paper."

"It offers, at all events, a proof that I was not dreaming."

"Ay, but it is time you were asleep and dreaming now. [ am
ashamed to have kept you up so long. Goodnight."

"Goodnight, and remember that [ am more than ready to go with
you to Clayborough or Blackwater or London or anywhere, if I can be of
the least service."

"Thanks! I know you mean it, old friend, and it may be that I shall
put you to the test. Once more, goodnight."

So we parted for that night, and met again in the breakfast-room
at half-past eight next morning. It was a hurried, silent, uncomfortable
meal; none of us had slept well, and all were thinking of the same
subject. Mrs. Jelf had evidently been crying, Jelf was impatient to be off,
and both Captain Prendergast and myself felt ourselves to be in the
painful position of outsiders who are involuntarily brought into a
domestic trouble. Within twenty minutes after we had left the breakfast-
table the dog-cart was brought round, and my friend and I were on the
road to Clayborough.

"Tell you what it is, Langford," he said, as we sped along between
the wintry hedges, "I do not much fancy to bring up Dwerrihouse's name
at Clayborough. All the officials know that he is my wife's relation, and



the subject just now is hardly a pleasant one. If you don't much mind,
we will take the 11.10 to Blackwater. It's an important station, and we
shall stand a far better chance of picking up information there than at
Clayborough."

So we took the 11.10, which happened to be an express, and,
arriving at Blackwater about a quarter before twelve, proceeded at once
to prosecute our inquiry.

We began by asking for the station-master, a big, blunt,
businesslike person, who at once averred that he knew Mr. John
Dwerrihouse perfectly well, and that there was no director on the line
whom he had seen and spoken to so frequently. "He used to be down
here two or three times a week about three months ago," said he, "when
the new line was first set afoot; but since then, you know, gentlemen----"

He paused significantly.
Jelf flushed scarlet.

"Yes, yes," he said, hurriedly; "we know all about that. The point
now to be ascertained is whether anything has been seen or heard of him
lately."

"Not to my knowledge," replied the station-master.

"He is not known to have been down the line any time yesterday,
for instance?"

The station-master shook his head.

"The East Anglian, sir," said he, "is about the last place where he
would dare to show himself. Why, there isn't a station-master, there isn't
a guard, there isn't a porter, who doesn't know Mr. Dwerrihouse by sight
as well as he knows his own face in the looking-glass, or who wouldn't
telegraph for the police as soon as he had set eyes on him at any point
along the line. Bless you, sir! there's been a standing order out against
him ever since the 25th of September last."

"And yet," pursued my friend, "a gentleman who travelled down
yesterday from London to Clayborough by the afternoon express testifies
that he saw Mr. Dwerrihouse in the train, and that Mr. Dwerrihouse
alighted at Blackwater station."

"Quite impossible, sir," replied the station-master, promptly.



"Why impossible?"

"Because there is no station along the line where he is so well
known or where he would run so great a risk. It would be just running
his head into the lion's mouth; he would have been mad to come nigh
Blackwater station; and if he had come he would have been arrested
before he left the platform."

"Can you tell me who took the Blackwater tickets of that train?"

"] can, sir. It was the guard, Benjamin Somers."

"And where can I find him?"

"You can find him, sir, by staying here, if you please, till one
o'clock. He will be coming through with the up express from Crampton,
which stays at Blackwater for ten minutes."

We waited for the up express, beguiling the time as best we could
by strolling along the Blackwater road till we came almost to the
outskirts of the town, from which the station was distant nearly a couple
of miles. By one o'clock we were back again upon the platform and
waiting for the train. It came punctually, and I at once recognized the

ruddy-faced guard who had gone down with my train the evening before.

"The gentlemen want to ask you something about Mr. Dwerrihouse
Somers," said the station-master, by way of introduction.

The guard flashed a keen glance from my face to Jelf's and back
again to mine.

"Mr. John Dwerrihouse, the late director?" said he, interrogatively.

"The same," replied my friend. "Should you know him if you saw
him?"

"Anywhere, sir."

"Do you know if he was in the 4.15 express yesterday afternoon?"
"He was not, sir."

"How can you answer so positively?"

"Because I looked into every carriage and saw every face in that
train, and I could take my oath that Mr. Dwerrihouse was not in it. This



gentleman was," he added, turning sharply upon me. "I don't know that I
ever saw him before in my life, but I remember his face perfectly. You
nearly missed taking your seat in time at this station, sir, and you got
out at Clayborough."

"Quite true, guard," I replied; "but do you not also remember the

face of the gentleman who travelled down in the same carriage with me
as far as here?"

"It was my impression, sir, that you travelled down alone," said
Somers, with a look of some surprise.

"By no means. I had a fellow-traveller as far as Blackwater, and it
was in trying to restore him the cigar-case which he had dropped in the

carriage that I so nearly let you go on without me."

"I remember your saying something about a cigar-case, certainly,"
replied the guard; "but----"

"You asked for my ticket just before we entered the station."
"I did, sir."

"Then you must have seen him. He sat in the corner next the very
door to which you came."

"No, indeed; I saw no one."

I looked at Jelf I began to think the guard was in the ex-director's
confidence, and paid for his silence.

"If I had seen another traveller I should have asked for his ticket,"
added Somers. "Did you see me ask for his ticket, sir?"

"I observed that you did not ask for it, but he explained that by
saying----" I hesitated. I feared. I might be telling too much, and so broke
off abruptly.

The guard and the station-master exchanged glances. The former
looked impatiently at his watch.

"I am obliged to go on in four minutes more, sir," he said.
"One last question, then," interposed Jelf, with a sort of

desperation. "If this gentleman's fellow-traveller had been Mr. John
Dwerrihouse, and he had been sitting in the corner next the door by



which you took the tickets, could you have failed to see and recognize
him?"

"No, sir; it would have been quite impossible."
"And you are certain you did not see him?"

"As I said before, sir, I could take my oath I did not see him. And if
it wasn't that I don't like to contradict a gentleman, I would say I could
also take my oath that this gentleman was quite alone in the carriage the
whole way from London to Clayborough. Why, sir," he added, dropping
his voice so as to be inaudible to the station-master, who had been called
away to speak to some person close by, "you expressly asked me to give
you a compartment to yourself, and I did so. I locked you in, nd you were
so good as to give me something for myself."

"Yes; but Mr. Dwerrihouse had a key of his own."

"I never saw him, sir; I saw no one in that compartment but
yourself. Beg pardon, sir; my time's up."

And with this the ruddy guard touched his cap and was gone. In
another minute the heavy panting of the engine began afresh, and the

train glided slowly out of the station.

We looked at each other for some moments in silence. I was the
first to speak.

"Mr. Benjamin Somers knows more than he chooses to tell," I said.
"Humph! do you think so?"

"It must be. He could not have come to the door without seeing
him; it's impossible."

"There is one thing not impossible, my dear fellow."

"What is that?"

"That you may have fallen asleep and dreamed the whole thing."
"Could I dream of a branch line that [ had never heard of? Could I

dream of a hundred and one business details that had no kind of interest
for me? Could I dream of the seventy-five thousand pounds?"



"Perhaps you might have seen or heard some vague account of the
affair while you were abroad. It might have made no impression upon
you at the time, and might have come back to you in your dreams,
recalled perhaps by the mere names of the stations on the line."

"What about the fire in the chimney of the blue room--should I
have heard of that during my journey?"

"Well, no; I admit there is a difficulty about that point."
"And what about the cigar-case?"

"Ay, by Jove! there is the cigar-case. That is a stubborn fact. Well,
it's a mysterious affair, and it will need a better detective than myself, I
fancy, to clear it up. I suppose we may as well go home."

A week had not gone by when I received a letter from the secretary
of the East Anglian Railway Company, requesting the favour of my
attendance at a special board meeting not then many days distant. No
reasons were alleged and no apologies offered for this demand upon my
time, but they had heard, it was clear, of my inquiries anent the missing
director, and had a mind to put me through some sort Of official
examination upon the subject. Being still a guest at Dumbleton Hall, I
had to go up to London for the purpose, and Jonathan Jelf accompanied
me. I found the direction of the Great East Anglian line represented by a
party of some twelve or fourteen gentlemen seated in solemn conclave
round a huge green baize table, in a gloomy boardroom adjoining the
London terminus.

Being courteously received by the chairman (who at once began by
saying that certain statements of mine respecting Mr. John Dwerrihouse
had come to the knowledge of the direction, and that they in
consequence desired to confer with me on those points), we were placed
at the table, and the inquiry proceeded in due form.

I was first asked if I knew Mr. John Dwerrihouse, how long I had
been acquainted with him, and whether I could identify him at sight. I
was then asked when I had seen him last. To which I replied, "On the 4th
of this present month, December, 1856."

Then came the inquiry of where I had seen him on that fourth day
of December; to which I replied that I met him in a first-class
compartment of the 4.15 down express, that he got in just as the train
was leaving the London terminus, and that he alighted at Blackwater
station. The chairman then inquired whether I had held any
communication with my fellow-traveller; whereupon I related, as nearly



as I could remember it, the whole bulk and substance of Mr. John
Dwerrihouse's diffuse information respecting the new branch line.

To all this the board listened with profound attention, while the
chairman presided and the secretary took notes. I then produced the
cigar-case. It was passed from hand to hand, and recognized by all.
There was not a man present who did not remember that plain cigar-case
with its silver monogram, or to whom it seemed anything less than
entirely corroborative of my evidence. When at length I had told all that I
had to tell, the chairman whispered something to the secretary; the
secretary touched a silver hand-bell, and the guard, Benjamin Somers,
was ushered into the room. He was then examined as carefully as myself.
He declared that he knew Mr. John Dwerrihouse perfectly well, that he
could not be mistaken in him, that he remembered going down with the
4.15 express on the afternoon in question, that he remembered me, and
that, there being one or two empty first-class compartments on that
especial afternoon, he had, in compliance with my request, placed me in
a carriage by myself. He was positive that I remained alone in that
compartment all the way from London to Clayborough. He was ready to
take his oath that Mr. Dwerrihouse was neither in that carriage with me,
nor in any compartment of that train. He remembered distinctly to have
examined my ticket at Blackwater; was certain that there was no one else
at that time in the carriage; could not have failed to observe a second
person, if there had been one; had that second person been Mr. John
Dwerrihouse, should have quietly double-locked the door of the carriage
and have at once given information to the Blackwater station-master. So
clear, so decisive, so ready, was Somers with this testimony, that the
board looked fairly puzzled.

"You hear this person's statement, Mr. Langford," said the
chairman. "It contradicts yours in every particular. What have you to say
in reply?"

"I can only repeat what I said before. | am quite as positive of the
truth of my own assertions as Mr. Somers can be of the truth of his."

"You say that Mr. Dwerrihouse alighted at Blackwater, and that he
was in possession of a private key. Are you sure that he had not alighted
by means of that key before the guard came round for the tickets?"

"I am quite positive that he did not leave the carriage till the train
had fairly entered the station, and the other Blackwater passengers

alighted. I even saw that he was met there by a friend."

"Indeed! Did you see that person distinctly?"



"Quite distinctly."
"Can you describe his appearance?"

"I think so. He was short and very slight, sandy-haired, with a
bushy moustache and beard, and he wore a closely fitting suit of grey
tweed. His age I should take to be about thirty-eight or forty."

"Did Mr. Dwerrihouse leave the station in this person's company?"

"I cannot tell. I saw them walking together down the platform, and
then I saw them standing aside under a gas-jet, talking earnestly. After
that I lost sight of them quite suddenly, and just then my train went on,
and I with it."

The chairman and secretary conferred together in an undertone.
The directors whispered to one another. One or two looked suspiciously
at the guard. I could see that my evidence remained unshaken, and that,
like myself, they suspected some complicity between the guard and the
defaulter.

"How far did you conduct that 4.15 express on the day in question,
Somers?" asked the chairman.

"All through, sir," replied the guard, "from London to Crampton."

"How was it that you were not relieved at Clayborough? I thought
there was always a change of guards at Clayborough."

"There used to be, sir, till the new regulations came in force last
midsummer, since when the guards in charge of express trains go the
whole way through."

The chairman turned to the secretary.

"I think it would be as well," he said, "if we had the day-book to
refer to upon this point."

Again the secretary touched the silver hand-bell, and desired the
porter in attendance to summon Mr. Raikes. From a word or two dropped
by another of the directors I gathered that Mr. Raikes was one of the
under-secretaries.

He came, a small, slight, sandy-haired, keen-eyed man, with an
eager, nervous manner, and a forest of light beard and moustache. He
just showed himself at the door of the board-room, and, being requested



to bring a certain day-book from a certain shelf in a certain room, bowed
and vanished.

He was there such a moment, and the surprise of seeing him was
so great and sudden, that it was not till the door had closed upon him
that I found voice to speak. He was no sooner gone, however, than I
sprang to my feet.

"That person," I said, "is the same who met Mr. Dwerrihouse upon
the platform at Blackwater!"

There was a general movement of surprise. The chairman looked
grave and somewhat agitated.

"Take care, Mr. Langford," he said; "take care what you say."
"l am as positive of his identity as of my own."

"Do you consider the consequences of your words? Do you
consider that you are bringing a charge of the gravest character against
one of the company's servants?"

"I am willing to be put upon my oath, if necessary. The man who
came to that door a minute since is the same whom I saw talking with
Mr. Dwerrihouse on the Blackwater platform. Were he twenty times the
company's servant, I could say neither more nor less."

The chairman turned again to the guard.

"Did you see Mr. Raikes in the train or on the platform?" he asked.
Somers shook his head.

"I am confident Mr. Raikes was not in the train," he said, "and I
certainly did not see him on the platform."

The chairman turned next to the secretary.

"Mr. Raikes is in your office, Mr. Hunter," he said. "Can you
remember if he was absent on the 4th instant?"

"I do not think he was," replied the secretary, "but I am not
prepared to speak positively. | have been away most afternoons myself
lately, and Mr. Raikes might easily have absented himself if he had been
disposed."



At this moment the under-secretary returned with the day-book
under his arm.

"Be pleased to refer, Mr. Raikes," said the chairman, "to the entries
of the 4th instant, and see what Benjamin Somers's duties were on that
day."

Mr. Raikes threw open the cumbrous volume, and ran a practised
eye and finger down some three or four successive columns of entries.
Stopping suddenly at the foot of a page, he then read aloud that
Benjamin Somers had on that day conducted the 4.15 express from
London to Crampton.

The chairman leaned forward in his seat, looked the under-
secretary full in the face, and said, quite sharply and suddenly:

"Where were you, Mr. Raikes, on the same afternoon?"
"I, sir?"

"You, Mr. Raikes. Where were you on the afternoon and evening of
the 4th of the present month?"

"Here, sir, in Mr. Hunter's office. Where else should I be?"

There was a dash of trepidation in the under-secretary's voice as
he said this, but his look of surprise was natural enough.

"We have some reason for believing, Mr. Raikes, that you were
absent that afternoon without leave. Was this the case?"

"Certainly not, sir. I have not had a day's holiday since September.
Mr. Hunter will bear me out in this."

Mr. Hunter repeated what he had previously said on the subject,
but added that the clerks in the adjoining office would be certain to
know. Whereupon the senior clerk, a grave, middle-aged person in green
glasses, was summoned and interrogated.

His testimony cleared the under-secretary at once. He declared
that Mr. Raikes had in no instance, to his knowledge, been absent during
office hours since his return from his annual holiday in September.

[ was confounded. The chairman turned to me with a smile, in
which a shade of covert annoyance was scarcely apparent.



"You hear, Mr. Langford?" he said.
"I hear, sir; but my conviction remains unshaken."

"] fear, Mr. Langford, that your convictions are very insufficiently
based," replied the chairman, with a doubtful cough. "I fear that you
'dream dreams', and mistake them for actual occurrences. It is a
dangerous habit of mind, and might lead to dangerous results. Mr.
Raikes here would have found himself in an unpleasant position had he
not proved so satisfactory an alibi."

I was about to reply, but he gave me no time.

"I think, gentlemen," he went on to say, addressing the board, "that
we should be wasting time to push this inquiry further. Mr. Langford's
evidence would seem to be of an equal value throughout. The testimony
of Benjamin Somers disproves his first statement, and the testimony of
the last witness disproves his second. I think we may conclude that Mr.
Langford fell asleep in the train on the occasion of his journey to
Clayborough, and dreamed an unusually vivid and circumstantial
dream, of which, however, we have now heard quite enough."

There are few things more annoying than to find one's positive
convictions met with incredulity. I could not help feeling impatience at
the turn that affairs had taken. I was not proof against the civil sarcasm
of the chairman's manner. Most intolerable of all, however, was the quiet
smile lurking about the corners of Benjamin Somers's mouth, and the
half-triumphant, half-malicious gleam in the eyes of the under-secretary.
The man was evidently puzzled and somewhat alarmed. His looks
seemed furtively to interrogate me. Who was I? What did [ want? Why
had I come here to do him an ill turn with his employers? What was it to
me whether or not he was absent without leave?

Seeing all this, and perhaps more irritated by it than the thing
deserved, I begged leave to detain the attention of the board for a
moment longer. Jelf plucked me impatiently by the sleeve.

"Better let the thing drop," he whispered. "The chairman's right
enough; you dreamed it, and the less said now the better."

I was not to be silenced, however, in this fashion. I had yet
something to say, and I would say it. It was to this effect: that dreams
were not usually productive of tangible results, and that I requested to
know in what way the chairman conceived I had evolved from my dream
so substantial and well-made a delusion as the cigar-case which I had



had the honour to place before him at the commencement of our
interview.

"The cigar-case, I admit, Mr. Langford," the chairman replied, "is a
very strong point in your evidence. It is your only strong point, however,
and there is just a possibility that we may all be misled by a mere
accidental resemblance. Will you permit me to see the case again?"

"It is unlikely," I said, as [ handed it to him, "that any other should
bear precisely this monogram, and yet be in all other particulars exactly
similar."

The chairman examined it for a moment in silence, and then
passed it to Mr. Hunter. Mr. Hunter turned it over and over, and shook
his head.

"This is no mere resemblance," he said. "It is John Dwerrihouse's
cigar-case to a certainty. [ remember it perfectly; I have seen it a hundred
times."

"I believe I may say the same," added the chairman; "yet how
account for the way in which Mr. Langford asserts that it came into his
possession?"

"I can only repeat," I replied, "that I found it on the floor of the
carriage after Mr. Dwerrihouse had alighted. It was in leaning out to look
after him that I trod upon it, and it was in running after him for the
purpose of restoring it that I saw, or believed I saw, Mr. Raikes standing
aside with him in earnest conversation."

Again I felt Jonathan Jelf plucking at my sleeve.
"Look at Raikes," he whispered; "look at Raikes!"

I turned to where the under-secretary had been standing a
moment before, and saw him, white as death, with lips trembling and
livid, stealing towards the door.

To conceive a sudden, strange, and indefinite suspicion, to fling
myself in his way, to take him by the shoulders as if he were a child, and
turn his craven face, perforce, towards the board, were with me the work
of an instant.

"Look at him!" I exclaimed. "Look at his face! I ask no better
witness to the truth of my words."



The chairman's brow darkened.

"Mr. Raikes," he said, sternly, "if you know anything you had better
speak."

Vainly trying to wrench himself from my grasp, the under-secretary
stammered out an incoherent denial.

"Let me go," he said. "I know nothing--you have no right to detain
me--let me go!"

"Did you, or did you not, meet Mr. John Dwerrihouse at
Blackwater station? The charge brought against you is either true or
false. If true, you will do well to throw yourself upon the mercy of the
board and make full confession of all that you know."

The under-secretary wrung his hands in an agony of helpless
terror.

"I was away!" he cried. "l was two hundred miles away at the time!
I know nothing about it--I have nothing to confess--1 am innocent--I call
God to witness I am innocent!"

"Two hundred miles away!" echoed the chairman. "What do you
mean?"

"l was in Devonshire. I had three weeks" leave of absence--1 appeal
to Mr. Hunter--Mr. Hunter knows | had three weeks' leave of absence! I
was in Devonshire all the time; I can prove I was in Devonshire!"

Seeing him so abject, so incoherent, so wild with apprehension, the
directors began to whisper gravely among themselves, while one got
quietly up and called the porter to guard the door.

"What has your being in Devonshire to do with the matter?" said
the chairman. "When were you in Devonshire?"

"Mr. Raikes took his leave in September," said the secretary, "about
the time when Mr. Dwerrihouse disappeared."

"I never even heard that he had disappeared till I came back!"
"That must remain to be proved," said the chairman. "I shall at

once put this matter in the hands of the police. In the meanwhile, Mr.
Raikes being myself a magistrate and used to deal with these cases, I



advise you to offer no resistance, but to confess while confession may yet
do you service. As for your accomplice----"

The frightened wretch fell upon his knees.

"I had no accomplice!" he cried. "Only have mercy upon me--only
spare my life, and I will confess all! I didn't mean to harm him! I didn't
mean to hurt a hair of his head! Only have mercy upon me, and let me
gO!ll

The chairman rose in his place, pale and agitated. "Good heavens!"
he exclaimed, "what horrible mystery is this? What does it mean?"

"As sure as there is a God in heaven "said Jonathan Jelf, "it means
that murder has been done."

"No! no! no!" shrieked Raikes, still upon his knees, and cowering
like a beaten hound. "Not murder! No jury that ever sat could bring it in
murder. I thought I had only stunned him--I never meant to do more
than stun him! Manslaughter--manslaughter--not murder!"

Overcome by the horror of this unexpected revelation, the
chairman covered his face with his hand and for a moment or two
remained silent.

"Miserable man," he said at length, "you have betrayed yourself!"

"You made me confess! You urged me to throw myself upon the
mercy of the board!"

"You have confessed to a crime which no one suspected you of
having committed," replied the chairman, "and which this board has no
power either to punish or forgive. All that I can do for you is to advise
you to submit to the law, to plead guilty, and to conceal nothing. When
did you do this deed?"

The guilty man rose to his feet, and leaned heavily against the
table. His answer came reluctantly, like the speech of one dreaming.

"On the 22nd of September!"

On the 22nd of September! I looked in Jonathan Jelf's face, and he
in mine. I felt my own paling with a strange sense of wonder and dread. I
saw his blanch suddenly, even to the lips.



"Merciful heaven!" he whispered. "What was it, then, that you saw
in the train?"

What was it that [ saw in the train? That question remains
unanswered to this day. I have never been able to reply to it. I only know
that it bore the living likeness of the murdered man, whose body had
then been lying some ten weeks under a rough pile of branches and
brambles and rotting leaves, at the bottom of a deserted chalk-pit about
half-way between Blackwater and Mallingford. I know that it spoke and
moved and looked as that man spoke and moved and looked in life; that I
heard, or seemed to hear, things related which I could never otherwise
have learned; that I was guided, as it were, by that vision on the platform
to the identification of the murderer; and that, a passive instrument
myself, | was destined, by means of these mysterious teachings, to bring
about the ends of Justice. For these things I have never been able to
account.

As for that matter of the cigar-case, it proved, on inquiry, that the
carriage in which I travelled down that afternoon to Clayborough had not
been in use for several weeks, and was, in point of fact, the same in
which poor John Dwerrihouse had performed his last journey. The case
had doubtless been dropped by him, and had lain unnoticed till I found
it.

Upon the details of the murder I have no need to dwell. Those who
desire more ample particulars may find them, and the written confession
of Augustus Raikes, in the files of The Times for 1856. Enough that the
under-secretary, knowing the history of the new line, and following the
negotiation step by step through all its stages, determined to waylay Mr.
Dwerrihouse, rob him of the seventy-five thousand pounds, and escape
to America with his booty.

In order to effect these ends he obtained leave of absence a few
days before the time appointed for the payment of the money, secured
his passage across the Atlantic in a steamer advertised to start on the
23rd, provided himself with a heavily loaded "life-preserver", and went
down to Blackwater to await the arrival of his victim. How he met him on
the platform with a pretended message from the board, how he offered to
conduct him by a short cut across the fields to Mallingford, how, having
brought him to a lonely place, he struck him down with the life-
preserver, and so killed him, and how, finding what he had done, he
dragged the body to the verge of an out-of-the-way chalk-pit, and there
flung it in and piled it over with branches and brambles, are facts still
fresh in the memories of those who, like the connoisseurs in De
Quincey's famous essay, regard murder as a fine art. Strangely enough,
the murderer, having done his work, was afraid to leave the country. He



declared that he had not intended to take the director's life, but only to
stun and rob him; and that, finding the blow had killed, he dared not fly
for fear of drawing down suspicion upon his own head. As a mere robber
he would have been safe in the States, but as a murderer he would
inevitably have been pursued and given up to justice. So he forfeited his
passage, returned to the office as usual at the end of his leave, and
locked up his ill-gotten thousands till a more convenient opportunity. In
the meanwhile he had the satisfaction of finding that Mr. Dwerrihouse
was universally believed to have absconded with the money, no one knew
how or whither.

Whether he meant murder or not, however, Mr. Augustus Raikes
paid the full penalty of his crime, and was hanged at the Old Bailey, in
the second week in January, 1857. Those who desire to make his further
acquaintance may see him any day (admirably done in wax) in the
Chamber of Horrors at Madame Tussaud's exhibition, in Baker Street. He
is there to be found in the midst of a select society of ladies and
gentlemen of atrocious memory, dressed in the close-cut tweed suit
which he wore on the evening of the murder, and holding in his hand the
identical life-preserver with which he committed it.

AT CHRIGHTON ABBEY(1871)
By Mary Elizabeth Braddon (1837-1915)

THE Chrightons were very great people in that part of the country
where my childhood and youth were spent. To speak of Squire Chrighton
was to speak of a power in that remote western region of England.
Chrighton Abbey had belonged to the family ever since the reign of
Stephen, and there was a curious old wing and a cloistered quadrangle
still remaining of the original edifice, and in excellent preservation. The
rooms at this end of the house were low, and somewhat darksome and
gloomy, it is true; but, though rarely used, they were perfectly habitable,
and were of service on great occasions when the Abbey was crowded with
guests.

The central portion of the Abbey had been rebuilt in the reign of
Elizabeth, and was of noble and palatial proportions. The southern wing,
and a long music-room with eight tall narrow windows added on to it,
were as modern as the time of Anne. Altogether, the Abbey was a very
splendid mansion, and one of the chief glories of our county.

All the land in Chrighton parish, and for a long way beyond its
boundaries, belonged to the great Squire. The parish church was within



the park walls, and the living in the Squire’s gift-not a very valuable
benefice, but a useful thing to bestow upon a younger son’s younger son,
once in a way, or sometimes on a tutor or dependent of the wealthy
house.

I was a Chrighton, and my father, a distant cousin of the reigning
Squire, had been rector of Chrighton parish. His death left me utterly
unprovided for, and I was fain to go out into the bleak unknown world,
and earn my living in a position of dependence-a dreadful thing for a
Chrighton to be obliged to do.

Out of respect for the traditions and prejudices of my race, I made
it my business to seek employment abroad, where the degradation of one
solitary Chrighton was not so likely to inflict shame upon the ancient
house to which I belonged. Happily for myself, I had been carefully
educated, and had industriously cultivated the usual modern
accomplishments in the calm retirement of the Vicarage. I was so
fortunate as to obtain a situation at Vienna, in a German family of high
rank; and here I remained seven years, laying aside year by year a
considerable portion of my liberal salary. When my pupils had grown up,
my kind mistress procured me a still more profitable position at St
Petersburg, where I remained five more years, at the end of which time I
yielded to a yearning that had been long growing upon me-an ardent
desire to see my dear old country home once more.

I had no very near relations in England. My mother had died some
years before my father; my only brother was far away, in the Indian Civil
Service; sister I had none. But I was a Chrighton, and I loved the soil
from which I had sprung. I was sure, moreover, of a warm welcome from
friends who had loved and honoured my father and mother, and [ was
still further encouraged to treat myself to this holiday by the very cordial
letters I had from time to time received from the Squire’s wife, a noble
warm-hearted woman, who filly approved the independent course I had
taken, and who had ever shown herself my friend.

In all her letters for some time past Mrs Chrighton begged that,
whenever [ felt myself justified in coming home, I would pay a long visit
to the Abbey.

T wish you could come at Christmas,’ she wrote, in the autumn of
the year of which I am speaking. ‘We shall be very gay, and I expect all
kinds of pleasant people at the Abbey. Edward is to be married early in
the spring-much to his father’s satisfaction, for the match is a good and
appropriate one. His fiancée is to be among our guests. She is a very
beautiful girl; perhaps I should say handsome rather than beautiful.
Julia Tremaine, one of the Tremaines of Old Court, near Hayswell — a



very old family, as I daresay you remember. She has several brothers and
sisters, and will have little, perhaps nothing, from her father; but she has
a considerable fortune left her by an aunt, and is thought quite an
heiress in the county-not, of course, that this latter fact had any
influence with Edward. He fell in love with her at an assize ball in his
usual impulsive fashion, and proposed to her in something less than a
fortnight. It is, I hope and believe, a thorough love-match on both sides.’

After this followed a cordial repetition of the invitation to myself. I
was to go straight to the Abbey when I went to England, and was to take
up my abode there as long as ever I pleased.

This letter decided me. The wish to look on the dear scenes of my
happy childhood had grown almost into a pain. I was free to take a
holiday, without detriment to my prospects. So, early in December,
regardless of the bleak dreary weather, I turned my face homewards, and
made the long journey from St Petersburg to London, under the kind
escort of Major Manson, a Queen’s Messenger, who was a friend of my
late employer, the Baron Fruydorff, and whose courtesy had been
enlisted for me by that gentleman.

I was three-and-thirty years of age. Youth was quite gone; beauty I
had never possessed; and [ was content to think of myself as a —
confirmed old maid, a quiet spectator of life’s great drama, disturbed by
no feverish desire for an active part in the play. I had a disposition to
which this kind of passive existence is easy. There was no wasting fire in
my veins. Simple duties, rare and simple pleasures, filled up my sum of
life. The dear ones who had given a special charm and brightness to my
existence were gone. Nothing could recall them, and without them actual
happiness seemed impossible to me. Everything had a subdued and
neutral tint; life at its best was calm and colourless, like a grey sunless
day in early autumn, serene but joyless.

The old Abbey was in its glory when I arrived there, at about nine
o’clock on a clear starlit night. A light frost whitened the broad sweep of
grass that stretched away from the long stone terrace in front of the
house to a semicircle of grand old oaks and beeches. From the music-
room at the end of the southern wing, to the heavily framed gothic
windows of the old rooms on the north, there shone one blaze of light.
The scene reminded me of some weird palace in a German legend; and I
half expected to see the lights fade out all in a moment, and the long
stone [ wrapped in sudden darkness.

The old butler, whom I remembered from my very infancy, and who
did not seem to have grown a day older during my twelve years’ exile
came out of the dining-room as the footman opened the hall-door for 4



me, and gave me cordial welcome, nay insisted upon helping to bring in
my portmanteau with his own hands, an act of unusual condescension,
the full force of which was felt by his subordinates.

It’s a real treat to see your pleasant face once more, Miss Sarah,’
said this faithful retainer, as he assisted me to take off my travelling-
cloak, and took my dressing-bag from my hand. ‘You look a trifle older
than when you used to live at the Vicarage twelve year ago, but you’re
looking uncommon well for all that; and, Lord love your heart, miss, how
pleased they all will be to see you! Missus told me with her own lips
about your coming. You’d like to take off your bonnet before you go to
the drawing-room, I daresay. The house is full of company. Call Mrs.
Marjorum, James, will you?’

The footman disappeared into the back regions, and presently
reappeared with Mrs. Marjorum, a portly dame, who, like Truefold the
butler, had been a fixture at the Abbey in the time of the present Squire’s
father. From her I received the same cordial greeting, and by her I was
led off up staircases and along corridor, till I wondered where I was being
taken.

We arrived at last at a very comfortable room — a square, tapestried
chamber, with a low ceiling supported by a great oaken beam. The room
looked cheery enough, with a bright fire roaring in the wide chimney; but
it had a somewhat ancient aspect, which the superstitiously inclined
might have associated with possible ghosts.

[ was fortunately of a matter-of-fact disposition, utterly sceptical
upon the ghost subject; and the old-fashioned appearance of the room
took my fancy.

‘We are in King Stephen’s wing, are we not, Mrs Marjorum?’ |
asked; ‘this room seems quite strange to me. I doubt if I have ever been
in it before.’

‘Very likely not, miss. Yes, this is the old wing. Your window looks
out into the old stable-yard, where the kennel used to be in the time of
our Squire’s grandfather, when the Abbey was even a finer place than it
is now, I've heard say. We are so full of company this winter, you see,
miss, that we are obliged to make use of all these rooms. You’'ll have no
need to feel lonesome. There’s Captain and Mrs. Cranwick in the next
room to this, and the two Miss Newports in the blue room opposite.’

‘My dear good Marjorum, I like my quarters excessively; and I quite
enjoy the idea of sleeping in a room that was extant in the time of



Stephen, when the Abbey really was an abbey. I daresay some grave old
monk has worn these boards with his devout knees.’

The old woman stared dubiously, with the air of a person who had
small sympathy with monkish times, and begged to be excused for
leaving me, she had so much on her hands just now.

There was coffee to be sent in; and she doubted if the still-room
maid would manage matters properly, if she, Mrs. Marjorum, were not at
hand to see that things were right.

‘You've only to ring your bell, miss, and Susan will attend to you.
She’s used to help waiting on our young ladies sometimes, and she’s very
handy. Missus has given particular orders that she should be always at
your service.’

‘Mrs. Chrighton is very kind; but I assure you, Marjorum, I don’t
require the help of a maid once in a month. I am accustomed to do
everything for myself. There, run along, Mrs. Marjorum, and see after
your coffee; and I'll be down in the drawing-room in ten minutes. Are
there many people there, by the bye?’

‘A good many. There’s Miss Tremaine, and her mamma and
younger sister; of course you've heard all about the marriage — such a
handsome young lady-rather too proud for my liking; but the Tremaines
always were a proud family, and this one’s an heiress. Mr. Edward is so
fond of her — thinks the ground is scarcely good enough for her to walk
upon, I do believe; and somehow I can’t help wishing he’d chosen
someone else someone who would have thought more of him, and who
would not take all his attentions in such a cool off hand way. But of
course it isn’t my business to say such things, and [ wouldn’t venture
upon it to any one but you, Miss Sarah.’

She told me that I would find dinner ready for me in the breakfast-
room, and then bustled off, leaving me to my toilet.

This ceremony I performed as rapidly as I could, admiring the
perfect comfort of my chamber as I dressed. Every modern appliance had
been added to the sombre and ponderous furniture of an age gone by,
and the combination produced a very pleasant effect. Perfume-bottles of
ruby-coloured Bohemian glass, china brush-trays and ring-stands
brightened the massive oak dressing-table; a low luxurious chintz-
covered easy-chair of the Victorian era stood before the hearth; a dear
little writing-table of polished maple was placed conveniently near it; and
in the background the tapestried walls loomed duskily, as they had done
hundreds of years before my time.



[ had no leisure for dreamy musings on the past, however,
provocative though the chamber might be of such thoughts. I arranged
my hair in its usual simple fashion, and put on a dark-grey silk dress,
trimmed with some fine old black lace that had been given to me by the
Baroness — an unobtrusive demi-toilette, adapted to any occasion. I tied
a massive gold cross, an ornament that had belonged to my dear mother,
round my neck with a scarlet ribbon; and my costume was complete.
One glance at the looking-glass convinced me that there was nothing
dowdy in my appearance; and then I hurried along the corridor and down
the staircase to the hall, where Truefold received me and conducted me
to the breakfast-room, in which an excellent dinner awaited me.

I did not waste much time over this repast, although I had eaten
nothing all day; for I was anxious to make my way to the drawing-room.
Just as [ had finished, the door opened, and Mrs. Chrighton sailed in,
looking superb in a dark-green velvet dress richly trimmed with old point
lace. She had been a beauty in her youth, and, as a matron, was still
remarkably handsome. She had, above all, a charm of expression which
to me was rarer and more delightful than her beauty of feature and
complexion.

She put her arms round me, and kissed me affectionately.

T have only this moment been told of your arrival, my dear Sarah,’
she said; ‘and I find you have been in the house half an hour. What must
you have thought of me!’

‘What can I think of you, except that you are all goodness, my dear
Fanny? I did not expect you to leave your guests to receive me, and am
really sorry that you have done so. I need no ceremony to convince me of
your kindness.’

‘But, my dear child, it is not a question of ceremony. I have been
looking forward so anxiously to your coming, and I should not have liked
to see you for the first time before all those people. Give me another kiss,
that’s a darling. Welcome to Chrighton. Remember, Sarah, this house is
always to be your home, whenever you have need of one.

‘My dear kind cousin! And you are not ashamed of me, who have
eaten the bread of strangers?’

‘Ashamed of you! No, my love; I admire your industry and spirit.
And now come to the drawing-room. The girls will be so pleased to see
you.



‘And I to see them. They were quite little things when I went away,
romping in the hay-fields in their short white frocks; and now, I suppose,
they are handsome young women.’

‘They are very nice-looking; not as handsome as their brother.
Edward is really a magnificent young man. I do not think my maternal
pride is guilty of any gross exaggeration when I say that.’

‘And Miss Tremaine?’ I said. T am very curious to see her.’

I fancied a faint shadow came over my cousin’s face as I mentioned
this name.

‘Miss Tremaine, yes, you cannot fail to admire her,’ she said, rather
thoughtfully.

She drew my hand through her arm and led me to the drawing-
room: a very large room, with a fireplace at each end, brilliantly lighted
tonight, and containing about twenty people, scattered about in little
groups, and all seeming to be talking and laughing merrily. Mrs.
Chrighton took me straight to one of the fireplaces, beside which two
girls were sitting on a low sofa, while a young man of something more
than six feet high stood near them, with his arm resting on the broad
marble slab of the mantelpiece. A glance told me that this young man
with the dark eyes and crisp waving brown hair was Edward Chrighton.
His likeness to his mother was in itself enough to tell me who he was;
but I remembered the boyish face and bright eyes which had so often
looked up to mine in the days when the heir of the Abbey was one of the
most juvenile scholars at Eton.

The lady seated nearest Edward Chrighton attracted my chief
attention; for I felt sure that this lady was Miss Tremaine. She was tall
and slim, and carried her head and neck with a stately air, which struck
me more than anything in that first glance. Yes, she was handsome, t
undeniably handsome; and my cousin had been right when she said I
could not fail to admire her; but to me the dazzlingly fair face with its
perfect features, the marked aquiline nose, the short upper lip expressive
of unmitigated pride, the full cold blue eyes, ---arched brows, and
aureole of pale golden hair, were the very reverse of sympathetic. That
Miss Tremaine must needs be universally admired, it was impossible to
doubt; but I could not understand how any man could fall in love with
such a woman.

She was dressed in white muslin, and her only ornament was a
superb diamond locket, heart-shaped, tied round her long white throat
with a broad black ribbon. Her hair, of which she seemed to have a great



quantity, was arranged in a massive coronet of plaits, which surmounted
the small head as proudly as an imperial crown.

To this young lady Mrs. Chrighton introduced me.

T have another cousin to present to you, Julia,” she said smiling
‘Miss Sarah Chrighton, just arrived from St Petersburg.’

‘From St Petersburg? What an awful-journey! How do you do, Miss
Chrighton? It was really very courageous of you to come so far. Did you
travel alone?’

‘No; I had a companion as far as London, and a very kind one. I
came on to the Abbey by myself.’

The young lady had given me her hand with rather a languid air, I
thought. I saw the cold blue eyes surveying me curiously from head to
foot, and it seemed to me as if I could read the condemnatory summing-
up — ‘A frump, and a poor relation’ — in Miss Tremaine’s face.

[ had not much time to think about her just now; for Edward
Chrighton suddenly seized both my hands, and gave me so hearty and
loving a welcome, that he almost brought the tears ‘up from my heart
into my eyes’.

Two pretty girls in blue crape came running forward from different
pans of the room, and gaily saluted me as ‘Cousin Sarah’; and the three
surrounded me in a little cluster, and assailed me with a string of
questions — whether I remembered this, and whether I had forgotten that,
the battle in the hayfield, the charity-school tea-party in the vicarage
orchard, our picnics in Hawsley Combe, our botanical and entomological
excursions on Chorwell-common, and all the simple pleasures of their
childhood and my. Youth. While this catechism was going on, Miss
Tremaine watched us with a disdainful expression, which she evidently
did not care to hide.

T should not have thought you capable of such Arcadian
simplicity, Mr. Chrighton,’ she said at last. ‘Pray continue your
recollections. These juvenile experiences are most interesting.’

T don’t expect you to be interested in them, Julia,” Edward
answered, with a tone tat sounded rather too bitter for a lover. I know
what a contempt you have for trifling rustic pleasures. Were you ever a
child yourself, I wonder, by the way? I don’t believe you ever ran after a
butterfly in your life.’



Her speech put an end to our talk of the past, somehow. I saw that
Edward was vexed, and that all the pleasant memories of his boyhood
had fled before that cold scornful face. A young lady in pink, who had
been sitting next Julia Tremaine, vacated the sofa, and Edward slipped
into her place, and devoted himself for the rest of the evening to his
betrothed. I glanced at his bright expressive face now and then as he
talked to her, and could not help wondering what charm he could
discover in one who seemed to me so unworthy of him.

It was midnight when I went back to my room in the north wing,
thoroughly happy in the cordial welcome that had been given me. I rose
early next morning — for early rising had long been habitual to me — and,
drawing back the damask-curtain that sheltered my window, looked out
at the scene below.

I saw a stable-yard, a spacious quadrangle, surrounded by the
closed doors of stables and dog-kennels: low massive buildings of grey
stone, with the ivy creeping over them here and there, and with an
ancient moss-grown look, that gave them a weird kind of interest in my
eyes. This range of stabling must have been disused for a long time, I
fancied. The stables now in use were a pile of handsome red-brick
buildings at the other extremity of the house, to the rear of the music-
room, and forming a striking feature in the back view of the Abbey.

I had often heard how the present Squire’s grandfather had kept a
pack of hounds, which had been sold immediately after his death; and I
knew that my cousin, the present Mr. Chrighton, had been more than
once requested to follow his ancestor’s good example; for there were no
hounds now within twenty miles of the Abbey, though it was a fine
country for fox-hunting.

George Chrighton, however — the reigning lord of the Abbey — was
not a hunting man. He had, indeed, a secret horror of the sport; for more
than one scion of the house had perished untimely in the hunting-field.
The family had not been altogether a lucky one, in spite of its wealth and
prosperity. It was not often that the goodly heritage had descended to the
eldest son. Death in some form or other on too many occasions a violent
death had come between the heir and his inheritance. And when I
pondered on the dark pages in the story of the house, I used to wonder
whether my cousin Fanny was ever troubled by morbid forebodings
about her only and fondly loved son.

Was there a ghost at Chrighton-that spectral visitant without
which the state and splendour of a grand old house seem scarcely
complete? Yes, | had heard vague hints of some shadowy presence that



had been seen on rare occasions within the precincts of the Abbey; but I
had never been able to ascertain what shape it bore.

Those whom I questioned were prompt to assure me that they had
seen nothing. They had heard stories of the past-foolish legends, most
likely, not worth listening to. Once, when I had spoken of the subject to
my cousin George, he told me angrily never again to let him hear any
allusion to that folly from my lips.

That December passed merrily. The old house was full of really
pleasant people, and the brief winter days were spent in one unbroken
round of amusement and gaiety. To me the old familiar English country-
house life was a perpetual delight-to feel myself amongst kindred an
unceasing pleasure. I could not have believed myself capable of being so
completely happy.

I saw a great deal of my cousin Edward, and I think he contrived to
make Miss Tremaine understand that, to please him, she must be
gracious to me. She certainly took some pains to make herself agree able
to me; and I discovered that, in spite of that proud disdainful temper,
which she so rarely took the trouble to conceal, she was really anxious to
gratify her lover.

Their courtship was not altogether a halcyon period. They had
frequent quarrels, the details of which Edward’s sisters Sophy and Agnes
delighted to discuss with me. It was the struggle of two proud spirits for
mastery; but my cousin Edward’s pride was of the nobler kind-the lofty
scorn of all things mean — a pride that does not ill - become a generous
nature. To me he seemed all that was admirable, and I was never tired of
hearing his mother praise him. I think my cousin Fanny knew this, and
that she used to confide in me as fully as if | had been her sister.

I daresay you can see I am not quite so fond as I should wish to be
of Julia Tremaine,” she said to me one day; ‘but I am very glad that my
son is going to marry. My husband’s has not been a fortunate family, you
know, Sarah. The eldest sons have been wild and unlucky for
generations past; and when Edward was a boy I used to have many a
bitter hour, dreading what the future might bring forth. Thank God he
has been, and is, all that I can wish. He has never given me an hour’s
anxiety by any act of his. Yet I am not the less glad of his marriage. The
heirs of Chrighton who have come to an untimely end have all died
unmarried. There was Hugh Chrighton, in the reign of George the
Second, who was Kkilled in a duel; John, who broke his back in the
hunting-field thirty years later; Theodore, shot accidentally by a
schoolfellow at Eton; Jasper, whose yacht went down in the
Mediterranean forty years ago. An awful list, is it not, Sarah? I shall feel



as if my son were safer somehow when he is married. It will seem as if he
has escaped the ban that has fallen on so many of our house. He will
have greater reason to be careful of his life when he is a married man.’

I agreed with Mrs. Chrighton; but could not help wishing that
Edward had chosen any other woman than the cold handsome Julia. I
could not fancy his future life happy with such a mate.

Christmas came by and by-a real old English Christmas-frost and
snow without, warmth and revelry within; skating on the great pond in
the park, and sledging on the ice-bound high-roads, by day; private
theatricals, charades, and amateur concerts, by night. I was surprised to
find that Miss Tremaine refused to take any active part in these evening
amusements. She preferred to sit among the elders as a spectator, and
had the air and bearing of a princess for whose diversion all our
entertainments had been planned. She seemed to think that she fulfilled
her mission by sitting still and looking handsome. No desire to show-off
appeared to enter her mind. Her intense pride left no room for vanity. Yet
I knew that she could have distinguished herself as a musician if she had
chosen to do so; for I had heard her sing and play in Mrs. Chrighton’s
morning-room, when only Edward, his sisters, and myself were present;
and I knew that both as a vocalist and a pianist she excelled all our
guests.

The two girls and I had many a happy morning and afternoon,
going from cottage to cottage in a pony-carriage laden with Mrs.
Chrighton’s gifts to the poor of her parish. There was no public formal
distribution of blanketing and coals, but the wants of all were amply
provided for in a quiet friendly way. Agnes and Sophy, aided by an
indefatigable maid, the Rector’s daughter, and one or two other young
ladies, had been at work for the last three months making smart warm
frocks and useful under-garments for the children of the cottagers; so
that on Christmas morning every child in the parish was arrayed in a
complete set of new garments. Mrs. Chrighton had an admirable faculty
of knowing precisely what was most wanted in every household; and our
pony-carriage used to convey a varied collection of goods, every parcel
directed in the firm free hand of the chatelaine of the Abbey.

Edward used sometimes to drive us on these expeditions, and I
found that he was eminently popular among the poor of Chrighton
parish. He had such an airy pleasant way of talking to them, a manner
which set them at their ease at once. He never forgot their names or
relationships, or wants or ailments; had a packet of exactly the kind of
tobacco each man liked best always ready in his coat-pockets; and was
full of jokes, which may not have been particularly witty, but which used
to make the small low-roofed chambers ring with hearty laughter.



Miss Tremaine coolly declined any share in these pleasant duties.

T don’t like poor people,’ she said. 1 daresay it sounds very
dreadful, but it’s just as well to confess my iniquity at once. I never can
get on with them, or they with me. I am not simpatica, I suppose. And
then I cannot endure their stifling rooms. The close faint odour of their
houses gives me a fever. And again, what is the use of visiting them? It is
only an inducement to them to become hypocrites. Surely it is better to
arrange on a sheet of paper what it is just and fair for them to have-
blankets, and coals, and groceries, and money, and wine, and so on-and
let them receive the things from some trustworthy servant. In that case,
there need be no cringing on one side, and no endurance on the other.’

‘But, you see, Julia, there are some kinds of people to whom that
sort of thing is not a question of endurance,” Edward answered, his face
flushing indignantly. ‘People who like to share in the pleasure they give-
who like to see the poor careworn faces lighted up with sudden joy-who
like to make these sons of the soil feel that there is some friendly link
between themselves and their masters-some point of union between the
cottage and the great house. There is my mother, for instance: all these
duties which you think so tiresome are to her an unfailing delight. There
will be a change, I'm afraid, Julia, when you are mistress of the Abbey.’

‘You have not made me that yet,” she answered; ‘and there is
plenty of time for you to change your mind, if you do not think me suited
for the position. I do not pretend to be like your mother. It is better that I
should not affect any feminine virtues which I do not possess.’

After this Edward insisted on driving our pony-carriage almost
every day, leaving Miss Tremaine to find her own amusement; and I
think this conversation was the beginning of an estrangement between

them, which became more serious than any of their previous quarrels
had been.

Miss Tremaine did not care for sledging, or skating, or billiard
playing. She had none of the ‘fast’ tendencies which have become so
common lately. She used to sit in one particular bow-window of the
drawing-room all the morning, working a screen in berlin-wool and
beads, assisted and attended by her younger sister Laura, who was a
kind of slave to her-a very colourless young lady in mind, capable of no
such thing as an original opinion, and in person a pale replica of her
sister.

Had there been less company in the house, the breach between
Edward Chrighton and his betrothed must have become notorious; but
with a house so full of people, all bent on enjoying themselves, I doubt if



it was noticed. On all public occasions my cousin showed himself
attentive and apparently devoted to Miss Tremaine. It was only I and his
sisters who knew the real state of affairs.

I was surprised, after the young lady’s total repudiation of all
benevolent sentiments, when she beckoned me aside one morning, and
slipped a little purse of gold-twenty sovereigns-into my hand.

T shall be very much obliged if you will distribute that among your
cottagers today, Miss Chrighton,’ she said. ‘Of course I should like to give
them something; it’s only the trouble of talking to them that I shrink
from; and you are just the person for an almoner. Don’t mention my little
commission to any one, please.’

‘Of course I may tell Edward,’ I said; for I was anxious that he
should know his betrothed was not as hard-hearted as she had
appeared.

‘To him least of all,” she answered eagerly. You know that our ideas
vary on that point. He would think I gave the money to please him. Not a
word, pray, Miss Chrighton.’ I submitted, and distributed my sovereigns
quietly, with the most careful exercise of my judgement.

So Christmas came and passed. It was the day after the great
anniversary-a very quiet day for the guests and family at the Abbey, but
a grand occasion for the servants, who were to have their annual ball in
the evening-a ball to which all the humbler class of tenantry were
invited. The frost had broken up suddenly, and it was a thorough wet
day-a depressing kind of day for any one whose spirits are liable to be
affected by the weather, as mine are. I felt out of spirits for the first time
since my arrival at the Abbey.

No one else appeared to feel the same influence. The elder ladies
sat in a wide semicircle round one of the fireplaces in the drawing-room;
a group of merry girls and dashing young men chatted gaily before the
other. From the billiard-room there came the frequent clash of balls, and
cheery peals of stentorian laughter. I sat in one of the deep windows, half
hidden by the curtains, reading a novel-one of a boxful that came from
town every month.

If the picture within was bright and cheerful, the prospect was
dreary enough without. The fairy forest of snow-wreathed trees, the white
valleys and undulating banks of snow, had vanished, and the rain
dripped slowly and sullenly upon a darksome expanse of sodden grass,
and a dismal background of leafless timber. The merry sound of the
sledge-bells no longer enlivened the air; all was silence and gloom.



Edward Chrighton was not amongst the billiard-players; he was
pacing the drawing-room to and fro from end to end, with an air that was
at once moody and restless.

‘Thank heaven, the frost has broken up at last!” he exclaimed,
stopping in front of the window where I sat.

He had spoken to himself, quite unaware of my close
neighbourhood. Unpromising as his aspect was just then, I ventured to
accost him.

‘What bad taste, to prefer such weather as this to frost and snow!’ I
answered. ‘The park looked enchanting yesterday-a real scene from
fairyland. And only look at it today!’

‘O yes, of course, from an artistic point of view, the snow was
better. The place does look something like the great dismal swamp today;
but I am thinking of hunting, and that confounded frost made a day’s
sport impossible. We are in for a spell of mild weather now, I think.’

‘But you are not going to hunt, are you, Edward?’

Indeed I am, my gentle cousin, in spite of that frightened look in
your amiable countenance.

T thought there were no hounds hereabouts.’

‘Nor are there; but there is as fine a pack as any in the country -
the Daleborough hounds-five-and-twenty miles away.’

‘And you are going five-and-twenty miles for the sake of a day’s
run?’

T would travel forty, fifty, a hundred miles for that same diversion.
But I am not going for a single day this time; I am going over to Sir
Francis Wycherly’s place-young Frank Wycherly and I were sworn chums
at Christchurch-for three or four days. I am due today, but I scarcely
cared to travel by cross-country roads in such rain as this. However, if
the floodgates of the sky are loosened for a new deluge, I must go
tomorrow.’

‘What a headstrong young man!’ I exclaimed. ‘And what will Miss
Tremaine say to this desertion?’ I asked in a lower voice.

‘Miss Tremaine can say whatever she pleases. She had it in her
power to make me forget the pleasures of the chase, if she had chosen,



though we had been in the heart of the shires, and the welkin ringing
with the baying of hounds.’

‘O, I begin to understand. This hunting engagement is not of long
standing.’

‘No; I began to find myself bored here a few days ago, and wrote to
Frank to offer myself for two or three days at Wycherly. I received a most
cordial answer by return, and am booked till the end of this week.’

‘You have not forgotten the ball on the first?’

‘O, no; to do that would be to vex my mother, and to offer a slight
to our guests. I shall be here for the first, come what may.’

Come what may! So lightly spoken. The time came when I had
bitter occasion to remember those words.

T'm afraid you will vex your mother by going at all,’ I said. ‘You
know what a horror both she and your father have of hunting.’

‘A most un-country-gentleman-like aversion on my father’s part.
But he is a dear old book-worm, seldom happy out of his library. Yes, I
admit they both have a dislike to hunting in the abstract; but they know
[ am a pretty good rider, and that it would need a bigger country than I
shall find about Wycherly to floor me. You need not feel nervous, my dear
Sarah; I am not going to give papa and mamma the smallest ground for
uneasiness.’

‘You will take your own horses, I suppose?’

‘That goes without saying. No man who has cattle of his own cares
to mount another man’s horses. I shall take Pepperbox and the Druid.’

‘Pepperbox has a queer temper, I have heard your sisters say.’

‘My sisters expect a horse to be a kind of overgrown baa-lamb.
Everything splendid in horseflesh and womankind is prone to that slight
defect, an ugly temper. There is Miss Tremaine, for instance.’

T shall take Miss Tremaine’s part. I believe it is you who are in the
wrong in the matter of this estrangement, Edward.’

‘Do you? Well, wrong or right, my cousin, until the fair Julia comes
to me with sweet looks and gentle words, we can never be what we have
been.’



‘You will return from your hunting expedition in a softer mood,’ |
answered; ‘that is to say, if you persist in going. But I hope and believe
you will change your mind.’

‘Such a change is not within the limits of possibility, Sarah. I am
fixed as Fate.’

He strolled away, humming some gay hunting-song as he went. I
was alone with Mrs. Chrighton later in the afternoon, and she spoke to
me about this intended visit to Wycherly.

‘Edward has set his heart upon it evidently,” she said regretfully,
‘and his father and I have always made a point of avoiding anything that
could seem like domestic tyranny. Our dear boy is such a good son, that
it would be very hard if we came between him and his pleasures. You
know what a morbid horror my husband has of the dangers of the
hunting-field, and perhaps I am almost as weak-minded. But in spite of
this we have never interfered with Edward’s enjoyment of a sport which
he is passionately fond of and hitherto, thank God! He has escaped
without a scratch. Yet | have had many a bitter hour, I can assure you,
my dear, when my son has been away in Leicestershire hunting four
days a week.’

‘He rides well, I suppose.’

‘Superbly. He has a great reputation among the sportsmen of our
neighbourhood. I daresay when he is master of the Abbey he will start a
pack of hounds, and revive the old days of his great-grandfather,
Meredith Chrighton.’

T fancy the hounds were kenneled in the stable-yard below my
bedroom window in those days, were they not, Fanny?’

Yes,” Mrs. Chrighton answered gravely; and I wondered at the
sudden shadow that fell upon her face.

[ went up to my room earlier than usual that afternoon, and I had
a clear hour to spare before it would be time to dress for the seven
o’clock dinner. This leisure hour I intended to devote to letter-writing;
but on arriving in my room I found myself in a very idle frame of mind,
and instead of opening my desk, I seated myself in the low easy-chair
before the fire, and fell into a reverie.

How long I had been sitting there I scarcely know; I had been half
meditating, half dozing, mixing broken snatches of thought with brief



glimpses of dreaming, when I was startled into wakefulness by a sound
that was strange to me.

It was a huntsman’s horn — a few low plaintive notes on a
huntsman’s horn — notes which had a strange far-away sound, that was
more unearthly than anything my ears had ever heard. I thought of the
music in Der Freisckutz; but the weirdest snatch of melody Weber ever
wrote had not so ghastly a sound as these few simple notes conveyed to
my ear.

I stood transfixed, listening to that awful music. It had grown
dusk, my fire was almost out, and the room in shadow. As I listened, a
light flashed suddenly on the wall before me. The light was as unearthly
as the sound - a light that never shone from earth or sky.

I ran to the window; for this ghastly shimmer flashed through the
window upon the opposite wall. The great gates of the stable-yard were
open, and men in scarlet coats were riding in, a pack of hounds crowding
in before them, obedient to the huntsman’s whip. The whole scene was
dimly visible by the declining light of the winter evening and the weird
gleams of a lantern carried by one of the men. It was this lantern which
had shone upon the tapestried wall. I saw the stable doors opened one
after another; gentlemen and grooms alighting from their horses; the
dogs driven into their kennel; the helpers hurrying to and fro; and that
strange wan lantern-light glimmering here and there is the gathering
dusk. But there was no sound of horse’s hoof or of human voices — not
one yelp or cry from the hounds. Since those faint far-away sounds of the
horn had died out in the distance, the ghastly silence had been
unbroken.

I stood at my window quite calmly, and watched while the group of
men and animals in the yard below noiselessly dispersed. There was
nothing supernatural in the manner of their disappearance. The figures
did not vanish or melt into empty air. One by one I saw the horses led
into their separate quarters; one by one the redcoats strolled out of the
gates, and the grooms departed, some one way, some another. The scene,
but for its noiselessness, was natural enough; and had I been a stranger
in the house, I might have fancied that those figures were real — those
stables in full occupation.

But I knew that stable-yard and all its range of building to have
been disused for more than half a century. Could I believe that, without
an hour’s warning, the long-deserted quadrangle could be filled — the
empty stalls tenanted?



Had some hunting-party from the neighbourhood sought shelter
here, glad to escape the pitiless rain? That was not impossible, I thought.
[ was an utter unbeliever in all ghostly things — ready to credit any
possibility rather than suppose that I had been looking upon shadows.
And yet the noiselessness, the awful sound of that horn — the strange
unearthly gleam of that lantern! Little superstitious as I might be, a cold
sweat stood out upon my forehead, and I trembled in every limb.

For some minutes I stood by the window, statue-like, staring
blankly into the empty quadrangle. Then I roused myself suddenly, and
ran softly downstairs by a back staircase leading to the servants’
quarters, determined to solve the mystery somehow or other. The way to
Mrs. Marjorum’s room was familiar to me from old experience, and it was
thither that I bent my steps, determined to ask the housekeeper the
meaning of what I had seen. I had a lurking conviction that it would be
well for me not to mention that scene to any member of the family till I
had taken counsel with some one who knew the secrets of Chrighton
Abbey.

I heard the sound of merry voices and laughter as I passed the
kitchen and servants’ hall. Men and maids were all busy in the pleasant
labour of decorating their rooms for the evening’s festival. They were
puffing the last touches to garlands of holly and laurel, ivy and fir, as |
passed the open doors; and in both rooms I saw tables laid for a
substantial tea. The housekeeper’s room was in a retired nook at the end
of a long passage — a charming old room, panelled with dark oak, and full
of capacious cupboards, which in my childhood I had looked upon as
storehouses of inexhaustible treasures in the way of preserves and other
confectionery. It was a shady old room, with a wide old-fashioned
fireplace, cool in summer, when the hearth was adorned with a great jar
of roses and lavender; and warm in winter, when the logs burnt merrily
all day long.

I opened the door softly, and went in. Mrs. Marjorum was dozing in
a high-backed arm-chair by the glowing hearth, dressed in her state
gown of grey watered silk, and with a cap that was a perfect garden of
roses. She opened her eyes as | approached her, and stared at me with a
puzzled look for the first moment or so.

‘Why, is that you, Miss Sarah?’ she exclaimed; ‘and looking as pale
as a ghost, I can see, even by this firelight! Let me just light a candle,
and then I'll get you some sal volatile. Sit down in my armchair, miss;
why, I declare you’re all of a tremble!’



She put me into her easy-chair before I could resist, and lighted
the two candles which stood ready upon her table, while I was trying to
speak. My lips were dry, and it seemed at first as if my voice was gone.

‘Never mind the sal volatile, Marjorum,’ I said at last. 1 am not ill;
I've been startled, that’s all; and I've come to ask you for an explanation
of the business that frightened me.’

‘What business, Miss Sarah?’

You must have heard something of it yourself, surely. Didn’t you
hear a horn just now, a huntsman’s horn?’

‘A horn! Lord no, Miss Sarah. What ever could have put such a
fancy into your head?’

[ saw that Mrs. Marjorum’s ruddy cheeks had suddenly lost their
colour, that she was now almost as pale as I could have been myself.

Tt was no fancy,’ I said; 1 heard the sound, and saw the people. A
hunting-party has just taken shelter in the north quadrangle. Dogs and
horses, and gentlemen and servants.’

‘What were they like, Miss Sarah?’ the housekeeper asked in a
strange voice.

T can hardly tell you that. I could see that they wore red coats; and
I could scarcely see more than that. Yes, I did get a glimpse of one of the
gentlemen by the light of the lantern. A tall man, with grey hair and
whiskers, and a stoop in his shoulders. I noticed that he wore a short
waisted coat with a very high collar — a coat that looked a hundred years
old.’

‘The old Squire!”’ muttered Mrs. Marjorum under her breath; and
then turning to me, she said with a cheery resolute air, ‘You’ve been
dreaming, Miss Sarah, that’s just what it is. You've dropped off in your
chair before the fire, and had a dream, that’s it.’

‘No, Marjorum, it was no dream. The horn woke me, and I stood at
my window and saw the dogs and huntsmen come in.’

‘Do you know, Miss Sarah, that the gates of the north quadrangle
have been locked and barred for the last forty years, and that no one ever
goes in there except through the house?’



‘The gates may have been opened this evening to give shelter to
strangers,’ I said.

‘Not when the only keys that will open them hang yonder in my
cupboard, miss,’ said the housekeeper, pointing to a corner of the room.

‘But I tell you, Marjorum, these people came into the quadrangle;
the horses and dogs are in the stables and kennels at this moment. I'll go
and ask Mr. Chrighton, or my cousin Fanny, or Edward, all about it,
since you won’t tell me the truth.’

I said this with a purpose, and it answered. Mrs. Marjorum caught
me eagerly by the wrist.

‘No, miss, don’t do that; for pity’s sake don’t do that; don’t breathe
a word to missus or master.’

‘But why not?’

‘Because you've seen that which always brings misfortune and
sorrow to this house, Miss Sarah. You've seen the dead.’

‘What do you mean?’ I gasped, awed in spite of myself.

1 daresay you'’ve heard say that there’s been something seen at
times at the Abbey — many years apart, thank God; for it never came that
trouble didn’t come after it.’

Yes,” I answered hurriedly; ‘but I could never get any one to tell me
what it was that haunted this place.’

‘No, miss. Those that know have kept the secret. But you have
seen it all tonight. There’s no use in trying to hide it from you any longer.
You have seen the old Squire, Meredith Chrighton, whose eldest son was
killed by a fall in the hunting-field, brought home dead one December
night, an hour after his father and the rest of the party had come safe
home to the Abbey. The old gentleman had missed his son in the field,
but had thought nothing of that, fancying that master John had had
enough of the day’s sport, and had turned his horse’s head homewards.
He was found by a labouring-man, poor lad, lying in a ditch with his
back broken, and his horse beside him staked. The old Squire never held
his head up after that day, and never rode to hounds again, though he
was passionately fond of hunting. Dogs and horses were sold, and the
north quadrangle ham been empty from that day.’

‘How long is it since this kind of thing has been seen?’



‘A long time, miss. J was a slip of a girl when it last happened. It
was in the winter-time — this very night — the night Squire Meredith’s son
was killed; and the house was full of company, just as it is now. There
was a wild young Oxford gentleman sleeping in your room at that time,
and he saw the hunting-party come into the quadrangle; and what did he
do but throw his window wide open, and give them the view-hallo as loud
as ever he could. He had only arrived the day before, and knew nothing
about the neighbourhood; so at dinner he began to ask where were his
friends the sportsmen, and to hope he should be allowed to have a run
with the Abbey hounds next day. It was in the time of our master’s
father; and his lady at the head of the table turned as white as a sheet
when she heard this talk. She had good reason, poor soul. Before the
week was out her husband was lying dead. He was struck with a fit of
apoplexy, and never spoke or knew any one afterwards.’

‘An awful coincidence,’ I said; ‘but it may have been only a
coincidence.’

Tve heard other stories, miss — heard them from those that
wouldn’t deceive — all proving the same thing: that the appearance of the
old Squire and his pack is a warning of death to this house.’

T cannot believe these things,’ I exclaimed; I cannot believe them.
Does Mr. Edward know anything about this?’

‘No, miss. His father and mother have been most careful that it
should be kept from him.’

T think he is, too strong-minded to be much affected by the fact,’ I
said.

‘And you’ll not say anything about what you've seen to my master
or my mistress, will you, Miss Sarah?’ pleaded the faithful old servant.
‘The knowledge of it would be sure to make them nervous and un happy.
And if evil is to come upon this house, it isn’t in human power to prevent
its coming.’

‘God forbid that there is any evil at hand!’ [ answered. 1 am no
believer in visions or omens. After all, I would sooner fancy that I was
dreaming — dreaming with my eyes open as I stood at the window — than
that I beheld the shadows of the dead.’

Mrs. Marjorum sighed, and said nothing. I could see that she
believed firmly in the phantom hunt.



I went back to my room to dress for dinner. However rationally I
might try to think of what I had seen, its effect upon my mind and nerves
was not the less powerful. I could think of nothing else; and a strange
morbid dread of coming misery weighted me down like an actual burden.

There was a very cheerful party in the drawing-room when [ went
downstairs, and at dinner the talk and laughter were unceasing — but I
could see that my cousin Fanny’s face was a little graver than usual, and
I had no doubt she was thinking of her son’s intended visit to Wycherly.

At the thought of this a sudden terror flashed upon me. How if the
shadows I had seen that evening were ominous of danger to him — to
Edward, the heir and only son of the house? My heart grew cold as I
thought of this, and yet in the next moment I despised myself for such
weakness.

Tt is natural enough for an old servant to believe in such things,’ I
said to myself; ‘but for me — an educated woman of the world —
preposterous folly.’

And yet from that moment I began to puzzle myself in the
endeavour to devise some means by which Edward’s journey might be
prevented. Of my own influence I knew that I was powerless to hinder his
departure by so much as an hour; but I fancied that Julia Tremaine
could persuade him to any sacrifice of his inclination, if she could only
humble her pride so far as to entreat it. I determined to appeal to her in
the course of the evening.

We were very merry all that evening. The servants and their guests
danced in the great hall, while we sat in the gallery above, and in little
groups upon the staircase, watching their diversions. I think this
arrangement afforded excellent opportunities for flirtation, and that the
younger members of our party made good use of their chances — with one
exception: Edward Chrighton and his affianced contrived to keep far
away from each other all the evening.

While all was going on noisily in the hall below, I managed to get
Miss Tremaine apart from the others in the embrasure of a painted
window on the stairs, where there was a wide oaken seat. Seated here
side by side, I described to her, under a promise of secrecy, the scene
which I had witnessed that afternoon, and my conversation with Mrs.
Marjorum.

‘But, good gracious me, Miss Chrighton!’ the young lady exclaimed,
lifting her arched eyebrows with unconcealed disdain, ‘you don’t mean to



tell me that you believe in such nonsense — ghosts and omens, and old
woman’s folly like that!’

T assure you, Miss Tremaine, it is most difficult for me to believe in
the supernatural,’ I answered earnestly; ‘but that which I saw this
evening was something more than human. The thought of it has made
me very unhappy; and I cannot help connecting it somehow with my
cousin Edward’s visit to Wycherly. If I had the power to prevent his going,
I would do it at any cost; but I have not. You alone have influence
enough for that. For heaven’s sake use it! Do anything to hinder his
hunting with the Daleborough hounds.’

You would have me humiliate myself by asking him to forgo his
pleasure, and that after his conduct to me during the last week?’

T confess that he has done much to offend you. But you love him,
Miss Tremaine, though you are too proud to let your love be seen:

[ am certain that you do love him. For pity’s sake speak to him; do
not let him hazard his life, when a few words from you may prevent the
danger.’

T don’t believe he would give up this visit to please me,’ she
answered; ‘and I shall certainly not put it in his power to humiliate me by
a refusal. Besides, all this fear of yours is such utter nonsense. As if
nobody had ever hunted before. My brothers hunt four times a week
every winter, and not one of them has ever been the worse for it yet.

I did not give up the attempt lightly. I pleaded with this proud
obstinate girl for a long time, as long as I could induce her to listen to
me; but it was all in vain. She stuck to her text — no one should persuade
her to degrade herself by asking a favour of Edward Chrighton. He had
chosen to hold himself aloof from her, and she would show him that she
could live without him. When she left Chrighton Abbey, they would part
as strangers.

So the night closed, and at breakfast next morning I heard that
Edward had started for Wycherly soon after daybreak. His absence made,
for me at least, a sad blank in our circle. For one other also, I think; for
Miss Tremaine’s fair proud face was very pale, though she tried to seem
gayer than usual, and exerted herself in quite an unaccustomed manner
in her endeavour to be agreeable to everyone.

The days passed slowly for me after my cousin’s departure. There
was a weight upon my mind, a vague anxiety, which I struggled in vain to
shake off. The house, full as it was of pleasant people, seemed to me to



have become dull and dreary now that Edward was gone. The place
where he had sat appeared always vacant to my eyes, though another
filled it, and there was no gap on either side of the long dinner-table.
Lighthearted young men still made the billiard-room resonant with their
laughter; merry girls flirted as gaily as ever, undisturbed in the smallest
degree by the absence of the heir of the house. Yet for me all was
changed. A morbid fancy had taken complete possession of me. I found
myself continually brooding over the housekeeper’s words; those words
which had told me that the shadows I had seen boded death and sorrow
to the house of Chrighton.

My cousins, Sophy and Agnes, were no more concerned about their
brother’s welfare than were their guests. They were full of excitement
about the New-Year’s ball, which was to be a very grand affair. Every one
of importance within fifty miles was to be present, every nook and corner
of the Abbey would be filled with visitors coming from a great distance,
while others were to be billeted upon the better class of tenantry round
about. Altogether the organization of this affair was no small business;
and Mrs. Chrighton’s mornings were broken by discussions with the
housekeeper, messages from the cook, interviews with the head-gardener
on the subject of floral decorations, and other details, which all alike
demanded the attention of the chatelaine herself. Wit these duties, and
with the claims of her numerous guests, my cousin Fanny’s time was so
fully occupied, that she had little leisure to indulge in anxious feelings
about her son, whatever secret uneasiness may have been lurking in her
maternal heart. As for the master of the Abbey, he spent so much of his
time in the library, where, under the pretext of business with his bailiff,
he read Greek, that it was not easy for any one to discover what he did
feel. Once, and once only, I heard him speak of his son, in a tone that
betrayed an intense eagerness for his return.

The girls were to have new dresses from a French milliner in
Wigmore Street; and as the great event drew near, bulky packages of
millinery were continually arriving, and feminine consultations and
expositions of finery were being held all day long in bedrooms and
dressing-rooms with closed doors. Thus, with a mind always troubled by
the same dark shapeless foreboding, I was perpetually being called upon
to give an opinion about pink tulle and lilies of the valley, or maize silk
and apple-blossoms.

New-Year’s morning came at last, after an interval of abnormal length, as
it seemed to me. It was a bright clear day, an almost spring-like sunshine
lighting up the leafless landscape. The great dining-room was noisy with
congratulations and good wishes as we assembled for breakfast on this
first morning of a new year, after having seen the old one out cheerily the
night before; but Edward had not yet returned, and I missed him sadly.



Some touch of sympathy drew me to the side of Julia Tremaine on this
particular morning. I had watched her very often during the last few
days, and I had seen tat her cheek grew paler every day. Today her eyes
had the dull heavy look that betokens a sleepless night. Yes, [ was sure
that she was unhappy — that the proud relentless nature suffered
bitterly.

‘He must be home today,’ I said to her in a low voice, as she sat in
stately silence before an untasted breakfast.

‘Who must?’ she answered, turning towards me with a cold distant
look.

‘My cousin Edward. You know he promised to be back in time for
the ball.’

T know nothing of Mr. Chrighton’s intended movements,’ she said
in her haughtiest tone; but of course it is only natural that he should be
here tonight. He would scarcely care to insult half the county by his
absence, however little he may value those now staying in his father’s
house.’

‘But you know that there is one here whom he does value better
than any one else in the world, Miss Tremaine,’ I answered, anxious to
soothe this proud girl.

T know nothing of the kind. But why do you speak so solemnly
about his return? He will come, of course. There is no reason he should
not come.’

She spoke in a rapid manner that was strange to her, and looked
at me with a sharp enquiring glance, that touched me somehow, it was
so unlike herself — it revealed to me so keen an anxiety.

‘No, there is no reasonable cause for anything like uneasiness,’ |
said; but you remember what I told you the other night. That has preyed
upon my mind, and it will be an unspeakable relief to me when I see my
cousin safe at home.’

T am sorry that you should indulge in such weakness, Miss
Chrighton.”’ That was all she said; but when [ saw her in the drawing-
room after breakfast, she had established herself in a window tat
commanded a view of the long winding drive leading to the front of the
Abbey. From this point she could not fail to see anyone approaching the
house. She sat there all day; everyone else was more or less busy with
arrangements for the evening, or at any rate occupied wit an appearance



of business; but Julia Tremaine kept her place by the window, pleading a
headache as an excuse for sitting still, wit a book in her hand, all day,
yet obstinately refusing to go to her room and lie down, when her mother
entreated her to do so.

‘You will be fit for nothing tonight, Julia,” Mrs. Tremaine said,
almost angrily; ‘you have been looking ill for ever so long, and today you
are as pale as a ghost.’

I knew that she was watching for him; and I pitied her with all my
heart, as the day wore itself out, and he did not come.

We dined earlier than usual, played a game or two of billiards after
dinner, made a tour of inspection trough the bright rooms, lit with wax-
candles only, and odorous with exotics; and then came a long
interregnum devoted to the arts and mysteries of the toilet; while maids
flitted to and fro laden with frilled muslin petticoats from the laundry,
and a faint smell of singed hair pervaded the corridors. At ten o’clock the
band were tuning their violins, and pretty girls and elegant-looking men
were coming slowly down the broad oak staircase, as the roll of fast-
coming wheels sounded louder without, and stentorian voices announced
the best people in the county.

I have no need to dwell long upon the details of that evening’s
festival. It was very much like other balls — a brilliant success, a night of
splendour and enchantment for those whose hearts were light and
happy, and who could abandon themselves utterly to the pleasure of the
moment; a far-away picture of fair faces and bright-hued dresses, a
wearisome kaleidoscopic procession of form and colour for those whose
minds were weighed down with the burden of a hidden care.

For me the music had no melody, the dazzling scene no charm.
Hour after hour went by; supper was over, and the waltzers were
enjoying those latest dances which always seem the most delightful, and
yet Edward Chrighton had not appeared amongst us.

There had been innumerable enquiries about him, and Mrs.
Chrighton had apologized for his absence as best she might. Poor soul, I
well knew that his non-return was now a source of poignant anxiety to
her, although she greeted all her guests with the same gracious smile,
and was able to talk gaily and well upon every subject. Once, when she
was sitting alone for a few minutes, watching the dancers, I saw the
smile fade from her face, and a look of anguish come over it. I ventured
to approach her at this moment, and never shall I forget the look which
she turned towards me.



‘My son, Sarah!’ she said in a low voice — ‘something has happened
to my son!’

I did my best to comfort her; but my own heart was growing
heavier and heavier, and my attempt was a very poor one.

Julia Tremaine had danced a little at the beginning of the evening,
to keep up appearances, I believe, in order that no one might suppose
that she was distressed by her lover’s absence; but after the first two or
three dances she pronounced herself tired, and withdrew to a seat
amongst the matrons. She was looking very lovely in spite of her extreme
pallor, dressed in white tulle, a perfect cloud of airy puffings, and with a
wreath of ivy-leaves and diamonds crowning her pale golden hair.

The night waned, the dancers were revolving in the last waltz,
when I happened to look towards the doorway at the end of the room. I
was startled by seeing a man standing there, with his hat in his hand,
not in evening costume; a man with a pale anxious-looking face, peering
cautiously into the room. My first thought was of evil; but in the next
moment the man had disappeared, and I saw no more of him.

I lingered by my cousin Fanny’s side till the rooms were empty.
Even Sophy and Aggy had gone off to their own apartments, their airy
dresses sadly dilapidated by a night’s vigorous dancing. There were only
Mr. and Mrs. Chrighton and myself in the long suite of rooms, where the
flowers were drooping and the wax-lights dying out one by one in the
silver sconces against the walls.

T think the evening went off very well,” Fanny said, looking rather
anxiously at her husband, who was stretching himself and yawning with
an air of intense relief.

Yes, the affair went off well enough. But Edward has committed a
terrible breach of manners by not being here. Upon my word, the young
men of the present day think of nothing but their own pleasures. I
suppose that something especially attractive was going on at Wycherly
today, and he couldn’t tear himself away.’

Tt is so unlike him to break his word,” Mrs. Chrighton answered.
‘You are not alarmed, Frederick? You don’t think that anything has
happened - any accident?’

‘What should happen? Ned is one of the best riders in the county. I
don’t think there’s any fear of his coming to grief.’

‘He might be ill.’



‘Not he. He’s a young Hercules. And if it were possible for him to be ill —
which it is not — we should have had a message from Wycherly.’

The words were scarcely spoken when Truefold the old butler stood
by his master’s side, with a solemn anxious face.

‘There is a — a person who wishes to see you, sir,” he said in a low
voice, ‘alone.’

Low as the words were, both Fanny and myself heard them.
‘Someone from Wycherly?’ she exclaimed. ‘Let him come here.’

‘But, madam, the person most particularly wished to see master
alone. Shall I show him into the library, sir? The lights are not out there.’

‘Then it is someone from Wycherly,” said my cousin, seizing my
wrist with a hand that was icy cold. ‘Didn’t I tell you so, Sarah?
Something has happened to my son. Let the person come here, Truefold,
here; I insist upon it.’

The tone of command was quite strange in a wife who was always
deferential to her husband, in a mistress who was ever gentle to her
servants.

‘Let it be so, Truefold,” said Mr. Chrighton. ‘Whatever ill news has
come to us we will hear together.’

He put his arm round his wife’s waist. Both were pale as marble,
both stood in stony stillness waiting for the blow that was to fall upon
them.

The stranger, the man I had seen in the doorway, came in. He was
curate of Wycherly church, and chaplain to Sir Francis Wycherly; a grave
middle-aged man. He told what he had to tell with all kindness, with all
the usual forms of consolation which Christianity and an experience of
sorrow could suggest. Vain words, wasted trouble. The blow must fall,
and earthly consolation was unable to lighten it by a feather’s weight.

There had been a steeplechase at Wycherly — an amateur affair
with gentlemen riders — on that bright New-Year’s-day, and Edward
Chrighton had been persuaded to ride his favourite hunter Pepperbox.
There would be plenty of time for him to return to Chrighton after the
races. He had consented; and his horse was winning easily, when, at the
last fence, a double one, with water beyond, Pepperbox baulked his leap,
and went over head-foremost, flinging his rider over a hedge into a field



close beside the course, where there was a heavy stone roller. Upon this
stone roller Edward Chrighton had fallen, his head receiving the full force
of the concussion. All was told. It was while the curate was relating the
fatal catastrophe that I looked round suddenly, and saw Julia Tremaine
standing a little way behind the speaker. She had heard all; she uttered
no cry, she showed no signs of fainting, but stood calm and motionless,
waiting for the end.

I know not how that night ended: there seemed an awful calm
upon us all. A carriage was got ready, and Mr. and Mrs. Chrighton
started for Wycherly to look upon their dead son. He had died while they
were carrying him from the course to Sir Francis’s house. I went with
Julia Tremaine to her room, and sat with her while the winter morning
dawned slowly upon us — a bitter dawning.

I have little more to tell. Life goes on, though hearts are broken.
Upon Chrighton Abbey there came a dreary time of desolation. The
master of the house lived in his library, shut from the outer world, buried
almost as completely as a hermit in his cell. I have heard that Julia
Tremaine was never known to smile after that day. She is still
unmarried, and lives entirely at her father’s country house; proud and
reserved in her conduct to her equals, but a very angel of mercy and
compassion amongst the poor of the neighbourhood. Yes; this haughty
girl, who once declared herself unable to endure the hovels of the poor, is
now a Sister of Charity in all but the robe. So does a great sorrow change
the current of a woman’s life.

[ have seen my cousin Fanny many times since that awful New-
Year’s night; for I have always the same welcome at the Abbey. I have
seen her calm and cheerful, doing her duty, smiling upon her daughter’s
children, the honoured mistress of a great household; but I know that
the mainspring of life is broken, that for her there hath passed a glory
from the earth, and that upon all the pleasures and joys of this world she
looks with the solemn calm of one for whom all things are dark with the
shadow of a great sorrow.

THE TWELFTH GUEST (1889)

by Mary E. Wilkins-Freeman (1852-1930)



"I DON'T see how it happened, for my part," Mrs. Childs said.
"Paulina, you set the table."

"You counted up yesterday how many there'd be, and you said
twelve; don't you know you did, mother? So I didn't count to-day. I just
put on the plates," said Paulina, smilingly defensive.

Paulina had something of a helpless and gentle look when she
smiled. Her mouth was rather large, and the upper jaw full, so the smile
seemed hardly under her control. She was quite pretty; her complexion
was so delicate and her eyes so pleasant. "Well, I don't see how I made
such a blunder," her mother remarked further, as she went on pouring
tea.

On the opposite side of the table were a plate, a knife and fork, and
a little dish of cranberry sauce, with an empty chair before them. There
was no guest to fill it.

"It's a sign somebody's comin' that's hungry," Mrs. Childs'
brother's wife said, with soft effusiveness which was out of proportion to
the words.

The brother was carving the turkey. Caleb Childs, the host, was an
old man, and his hands trembled. Moreover, no one, he himself least of
all, ever had any confidence in his ability in such directions. Whenever
he helped himself to gravy, his wife watched anxiously lest be should
spill it, and he always did. He spilled some to-day. There was a great spot
on the beautiful clean table-cloth. Caleb set his cup and saucer over it
quickly, with a little clatter because of his unsteady hand. Then he
looked at his wife. He hoped she had not seen, but she had.

"You'd better have let John give you the gravy," she said, in a stern
aside.

John, rigidly solicitous, bent over the turkey. He carved slowly and
laboriously, but everybody had faith in him. The shoulders to which a
burden is shifted have the credit of being strong. His wife, in her best
black dress, sat smilingly, with her head canted a little to one side. It was
a way she had when visiting. Ordinarily she did not assume it at her
sister-in-law's house, but this was an extra occasion. Her fine manners
spread their wings involuntarily. When she spoke about the sign, the
young woman next her sniffed.

"I don't take any stock in signs," said she, with a bluntness which
seemed to crash through the other's airiness with such force as to almost
hurt itself. She was a distant cousin of Mr. Childs. Her husband and



three children were with her. Mrs. Childs' unmarried sister, Maria Stone,
made up the eleven at the table. Maria's gaunt face was unhealthily red
about the pointed nose and the high cheek-bones; her eyes looked with a
steady sharpness through her spectacles. "Well, it will be time enough to
believe the sign when the twelfth one comes," said she, with a summary
air. She had a judicial way of speaking. She had taught school ever since
she was sixteen, and now she was sixty. She had just given up teaching.
It was to celebrate that, and her final home-coming, that her sister was
giving a Christmas dinner instead of a Thanksgiving one this year. The
school had been in session during Thanksgiving week.

Maria Stone had scarcely spoken when there was a knock on the
outer door, which led directly into the room. They all started. They were a
plain, unimaginative company, but for some reason a thrill of
superstitious and fantastic expectation ran through them. No one arose.
They were all silent for a moment, listening and looking at the empty
chair in their midst. Then the knock came again.

"Go to the door, Paulina," said her mother.

The young girl looked at her half fearfully, but she rose at once,
and went and opened the door. Everybody stretched around to see. A girl
stood on the stone step looking into the room. There she stood, and
never said a word. Paulina looked around at her mother, with her
innocent, half-involuntary smile.

"Ask her what she wants," said Mrs. Childs.

What do you want?" repeated Paulina, like a sweet echo.

Still the girl said nothing. A gust of north wind swept into the
room. John's wife shivered, then looked around to see if any one had

noticed it.

"You must speak up quick an' tell what you want, so we can shut
the door; it's cold," said Mrs. Childs.

The girl's small sharp face was sheathed in an old worsted hood,;
her eyes glared out of it like a frightened cat's. Suddenly she turned to
go. She was evidently abashed by the company.

"Don't you want somethin' to eat?" Mrs. Childs asked, speaking up
louder.

"It ain't no matter." She just mumbled it.



"What?"
She would not repeat it. She was quite off the step by this time.

"You make her come in, Paulina," said Maria Stone, suddenly. "She
wants something to eat, but she's half scared to death. You talk to her."

"Hadn't you better come in, and have something to eat?" said
Paulina, shyly persuasive.

"Tell her she can sit right down here by the stove, where it's warm,
and have a good plate of dinner," said Maria.

Paulina fluttered softly down to the stone step. The chilly snow-
wind came right in her sweet, rosy face. "You can have a chair by the
stove, where it's warm, and a good plate of dinner," said she.

The girl looked at her.

"Won't you come in?" said Paulina, of her own accord, and always
smiling.

The stranger made a little hesitating movement forward.

"Bring her in, quick! and shut the door," Maria called out then.
And Paulina entered with the girl stealing timidly in her wake.

"Take off your hood an' shawl," Mrs. Childs said, "an' sit down here
by the stove, an' I'll give you some dinner." She spoke kindly. She was a
warm-hearted woman, but she was rigidly built, and did not. relax too
quickly into action.

But the cousin, who had been observing, with head alertly raised,
interrupted. She cast a mischievous glance at John's wife--the empty
chair was between them. "For pity's sake!" cried she; "you ain't goin' to
shove her off in the corner? Why, here's this chair. She's the twelfth one.
Here's where she ought to sit." There was a mixture of heartiness and
sport in the young woman's manner. She pulled the chair back from the
table. "Come right over here," said she.

There was a slight flutter of consternation among the guests. They
were all narrow-lived country people. Their customs had made deeper
grooves in their roads; they were more fastidious and jealous of their
social rights than many in higher positions. They eyed this forlorn girl, in
her in her faded and dingy woollens which fluttered airily and showed
their pitiful thinness.



Mrs. Childs stood staring at the cousin. She did not think she
could be in earnest.

But she was. "Come," said she; "put some turkey in this plate,
John."

"Why, it's jest as the rest of you say," Mrs. Childs said, finally, with
hesitation. She looked embarrassed and doubtful.

"Say! Why, they say just as I do," the cousin went on. "Why
shouldn't they? Come right around here." She tapped the chair
impatiently.

The girl looked at Mrs. Childs. "You can go an' sit down there
where she says," she said, slowly, in a constrained tone.

"Come," called the cousin again. And the girl took the empty chair,
with the guests all smiling stiffly.

Mrs. Childs began filling a plate for the new-comer.

Now that her hood was removed, one could see her face more
plainly. It was thin, and of that pale brown tint which exposure gives to
some blond skins. Still there was a tangible beauty which showed
through all that. Her fair hair stood up softly, with a kind of airy
roughness which caught the light. She was apparently about sixteen.

"What's your name?" inquired the school-mistress sister, suddenly.
The girl started. "Christine," she said, after a second.

"What?"

"Christine."

A little thrill ran around the table. The company looked at each
other. They were none of them conversant with the Christmas legends,
but at that moment the universal sentiment of them seemed to seize
upon their fancies. The day, the mysterious appearance of the girl, the
name, which was strange to their ears--all startled them, and gave them
a vague sense of the supernatural. They, however, struggled against it
with their matter-of-fact pride, and threw it off directly.

"Christine what?" Maria asked further.



The girl kept her scared eyes on Maria's face, but she made no
reply.

"What's your other name? Why don't you speak?"
Suddenly she rose.

"What are you goin' to do?"

"I'd--ruther--go, I guess."

"What are you goin' for? You ain't had your dinner."
"[--can't tell it," whispered the girl.

"Can't tell your name?"

She shook her head.

"Sit down, and eat your dinner," said Maria.

There was a strong sentiment of disapprobation among the
company. But when Christine's food was actually before her, and she
seemed to settle down upon it, like a bird, they viewed her with more
toleration. She was evidently half starved. Their discovery of that fact
gave them at once a fellow-feeling toward her on this feast-day, and a
complacent sense of their own benevolence.

As the dinner progressed the spirits of the party appeared to rise,
and a certain jollity which was almost hilarity prevailed. Beyond
providing the strange guest plentifully with food, they seemed to ignore
her entirely. Still nothing was more certain than the fact that they did
not. Every outburst of merriment was yielded to with the most thorough
sense of her presence, which appeared in some subtle way to excite it. It
was as if this forlorn twelfth guest were the foreign element needed to
produce a state of nervous effervescence in those staid, decorous people
who surrounded her. This taste of mystery and unusualness, once fairly
admitted, although reluctantly, to their unaccustomed palates, served
them as wine with their Christmas dinner.

It was late in the afternoon when they arose from the table.
Christine went directly for her hood and shawl, and put them on. The
others, talking among themselves, were stealthily observant of her.
Christine began opening the door.

"Are you goin' home now?" asked Mrs. Childs.



"No, marm."

"Why not?"

"l ain't got any."

"Where did you come from?"

The girl looked at her. Then she unlatched the door.

"Stop!" Mrs. Childs cried, sharply. "What are you goin' for? Why
don't you answer?"

She stood still, but did not speak.
"Well, shut the door up, an' wait a minute," said Mrs. Childs.

She stood close to a window, and she stared out scrutinizingly.
There was no house in sight. First came a great yard, then wide stretches
of fields; a desolate gray road curved around them on the left. The sky
was covered with still, low clouds; the sun had not shone out that day.
The ground was all bare and rigid. Out in the yard some gray hens were
huddled together in little groups for warmth; their red combs showed
out. Two crows flew up, away over on the edge of the field.

"It's goin' to snow," said Mrs. Childs.
"I'm afeard it is," said Caleb, looking at the girl.

He gave a sort of silent sob, and brushed some tears out of his old
eyes with the back of his hands.

"See here a minute, Maria," said Mrs. Childs.

The two women whispered together; then Maria stepped in front of
the girl, and stood, tall and stiff and impressive.

"Now see here," said she; "we want you to speak up and tell us
your other name, and where you came from, and not keep us waiting any
longer."

"[--can't." They guessed what she said from the motion of her head.
She opened the door entirely then and stepped out.

Suddenly Maria made one stride forward and seized her by her
shoulders, which felt like knife-blades through the thin clothes. "Well,"



said she, " we've been fussing long enough; we've got all these dishes to
clear away. It's bitter cold, and it's going to snow, and you ain't going out
of this house one step to-night, no matter what you are. You'd ought to
tell us who you are, and it ain't many folks that would keep you if you
wouldn't; but we ain't goin' to have you found dead in the road, for our
own credit. It ain't on your account. Now you just take those things off
again, and go and sit down in that chair."

Christine sat in the chair. Her pointed chin dipped down on her
neck, whose poor little muscles showed above her dress, which sagged
away from it. She never looked up. The women cleared off the table, and
cast curious glances at her.

After the dishes were washed and put away, the company were all
assembled in the sitting-room for an hour or so; then they went home.
The cousin, passing through the kitchen to join her husband, who was
waiting with his team at the door, ran hastily up to Christine.

"You stop at my house when you go to-morrow morning," said she.
"Mrs. Childs will tell you where 'tis-half a mile below here."

When the company were all gone, Mrs. Childs called Christine into
the sitting-room. "You'd better come in here and sit now," said she. "I'm
goin' to let the kitchen fire go down; I ain't goin' to get another regular
meal; I'm jest goin' to make a cup of tea on the sittin'-room stove by-an'-
by."

The sitting-room was warm, and restrainedly comfortable with its
ordinary village furnishings--its ingrain carpet, its little peaked clock on
a corner of the high black shelf, its red-covered card-table, which had
stood in the same spot for forty years. There was a little newspaper-
covered stand, with some plants on it, before a window. There was one
red geranium in blossom.

Paulina was going out that evening. Soon after the company went
she commenced to get ready, and her mother and aunt seemed to be
helping her. Christine was alone in the sitting-room for the greater part
of an hour.

Finally the three women came in, and Paulina stood before the
sitting-room glass for a last look at herself. She had on her best red
cashmere, with some white lace around her throat. She had a red
geranium flower with some leaves in her hair. Paulina's brown hair,
which was rather thin, was very silky. It was apt to part into little soft
strands on her forehead. She wore it brushed smoothly back. Her mother
would not allow her to curl it.



The two older women stood looking at her. "Don't you think she
looks nice, Christine?" Mrs. Childs asked, in a sudden overflow of love
and pride, which led her to ask sympathy from even this forlorn source.

"Yes, marm." Christine regarded Paulina, in her red cashmere and
geranium flower, with sharp, solemn eyes. When she really looked at any
one, her gaze was as unflinching as that of a child.

There was a sudden roll of wheels in the yard.

"Willard's come!" said Mrs. Childs. "Run to the door an' tell him
you'll be right out, Paulina, an' I'll get your things ready."

After Paulina had been helped into her coat and hood, and the
wheels had bowled out of the yard with a quick dash, the mother turned
to Christine.

"My daughter's gone to a Christmas tree over to the church," said
she. "That was Willard Morris that came for her. He's a real nice young
man that lives about a mile from here."

Mrs. Childs' tone was at once gently patronizing and elated.

When Christine was shown to a little back bedroom that night,
nobody dreamed how many times she was to occupy it. Maria and Mrs.
Childs, who after the door was closed set a table against it softly and
erected a tiltish pyramid of milkpans, to serve as an alarm in case the
strange guest should try to leave her room with evil intentions, were fully
convinced that she would depart early on the following morning.

"I dun know but I've run an awful risk keeping her, " Mrs. Childs
said. "I don't like her not tellin' where she come from. Nobody knows but
she belongs to a gang of burglars, an' they've kind of sent her on ahead
to spy out things an' unlock the doors for 'em."

"I know it," said Maria. "I wouldn't have had her stay for a
thousand dollars if it hadn't looked so much like snow. Well, I'll get up
an' start her off early in the morning."

But Maria Stone could not carry out this resolution. The next
morning she was ill with a sudden and severe attack of erysipelas.
Moreover, there was a hard snow-storm, the worst of the season; it would
have been barbarous to have turned the girl out-of-doors on such a
morning. Moreover, she developed an unexpected capacity for
usefulness. She assisted Pauline about the housework with timid
alacrity, and Mrs. Childs could devote all her time to her sister.



"She takes right hold as if she was used to it," she told Maria. "I'd
rather keep her a while than not, if I only knew a little more about her."

"I don't believe but what I could get it out of her after a while if I
tried," said Maria, with her magisterial air, which illness could not
subdue.

However, even Maria, with all her well-fostered imperiousness, had
no effect on the girl's resolution; she continued as much of a mystery as
ever. Still the days went on, then the weeks and months, and she
remained in the Childs family.

None of them could tell exactly how it had been brought about. The
most definite course seemed to be that her arrival had apparently been
the signal for a general decline of health in the family. Maria had hardly
recovered when Caleb Childs was laid up with the rheumatism; then
Mrs. Childs had a long spell of exhaustion from overwork in nursing.
Christine proved exceedingly useful in these emergencies. Their need of
her appeared to be the dominant, and only outwardly evident, reason for
her stay; still there was a deeper one which they themselves only faintly
realized--this poor young girl, who was rendered almost repulsive to
these honest downright folk by her persistent cloak of mystery, had
somehow, in a very short time, melted herself, as it were, into their own
lives. Christine asleep of a night in her little back bedroom, Christine of a
day stepping about the house in one of Paulina's old gowns, became a
part of their existence, and a part which was not far from the nature of a
sweetness to their senses.

She still retained her mild shyness of manner, and rarely spoke
unless spoken to. Now that she was warmly sheltered and well fed, her
beauty became evident. She grew prettier every day. Her cheeks became
softly dimpled; her hair turned golden. Her language was rude and
illiterate, but its very uncouthness had about it something of a soft
grace.

She was really prettier than Paulina.
The two young girls were much together, but could hardly be said
to be intimate. There were few confidences between them, and

confidences are essential for the intimacy of young girls.

Willard Morris came regularly twice a week to see Paulina, and
everybody spoke of them as engaged to each other.

Along in August Mrs. Childs drove over to town one afternoon and
bought a piece of cotton cloth and a little embroidery and lace. Then



some fine sewing went on, but with no comment in the household. Mrs.
Childs had simply said, "I guess we may as well get a few things made up
for you, Paulina, you're getting rather short." And Paulina had sewed all
day long, with a gentle industry, when the work was ready.

There was a report that the marriage was to take place on
Thanksgiving Day. But about the first of October Willard Morris stopped
going to the Childs house. There was no explanation. He simply did not
come as usual on Sunday night, nor the following Wednesday, nor the
next Sunday. Paulina kindled her little parlor fire, whose sticks she had
laid with maiden preciseness; she arrayed herself in her best gown and
ribbons. When at nine o'clock Willard had not come, she blew out the
parlor lamp, shut up the parlor stove, and went to bed. Nothing was said
before her, but there was much talk and surmise between Mrs. Childs
and Maria, and a good deal of it went on before Christine.

It was a little while after the affair of Cyrus Morris's note, and they
wondered if it could have anything to do with that. Cyrus Morris was
Willard's uncle, and the note affair had occasioned much distress in the
Childs family for a month back. The note was for twenty-five hundred
dollars, and Cyrus Morris had given it to Caleb Childs. The time, which
was two years, had expired on the first of September, and then Caleb
could not find the note.

He had kept it in his old-fashioned desk, which stood in one corner
of the kitchen. He searched there a day and half a night, pulling all the
soiled, creasy old papers out of the drawers and pigeonholes before he
would answer his wife's inquiries as to what be had lost.

Finally he broke down and told. "I've lost that note of Morris's,"
said he. "l dun know what I'm goin' to do."

He stood looking gloomily at the desk with its piles of papers. His
rough old chin dropped down on his breast.

The women were all in the kitchen, and they stopped and stared.

"Why, father," said his wife, "where have you put it?"

"I put it here in this top drawer, and it ain't there."

"Let me look," said Maria, in a confident tone. But even Maria's
energetic and self-assured researches failed. "Well, it ain't here," said

she. "I don't know what you've done with it."

"I don't believe you put it in that drawer, father," said his wife.



"It was in there two weeks ago. I see it."
"Then you took it out afterwards."
"l ain't laid hands on't."

"You must have; it couldn't have gone off without hands. You know
you're kind of forgetful, father."

"I guess I know when I've took a paper out of a drawer. I know a
leetle somethin' yit."

"Well, I don't suppose there'll be any trouble about it, will there?"
said Mrs. Childs. "Of course he knows he give the note, an' had the
money."

"I dun know as there'll be any trouble, but I'd ruther give a
hundred dollar than had it happen."

After dinner Caleb shaved, put on his other coat and hat, and
trudged soberly up the road to Cyrus Morris's. Cyrus Morris was an
elderly man, who had quite a local reputation for wealth and business
shrewdness. Caleb, who was lowly-natured and easily impressed by
another's importance, always made a call upon him quite a formal affair,
and shaved and dressed up. He was absent about an hour to-day. When
he returned he went into the sitting-room, where the women sat with
their sewing. He dropped into a chair, and looked straight ahead, with
his forehead knitted.

The women dropped their work and looked at him, and then at
each other.

"What did he say, father?" Mrs. Childs asked at length.

"Say! He's a rascal, that's what he is, an' I'll tell him so, too."
"Ain't he goin' to pay it?"

"No, he ain't."

"Why, father, I don't believe it! You didn't get hold of it straight,"
said his wife.

"You'll see."

"Why, what did he say?"



"He didn't say anything."

"Doesn't he remember he had the money and gave the note, and
has been paying interest on it?" queried Maria.

"He jest laughed, an' said 'twa'n't accordin' to law to pay unless I
showed the note an' give it up to him. He said he couldn't be sure but I'd
want him to pay it over ag'in. I know where that note is!"

Caleb's voice had deep meaning in it. The women stared at him.
“Where?"

"It's in Cyrus Morris's desk--that's where it is."

"Why, father, you're crazy!"

"No, I ain't crazy, nuther. | know what I'm talkin' about. I--"

"It's just where you put it," interrupted Maria, taking up her
sewing with a switch; "and I wouldn't lay the blame onto anybody else."

"You'd ought to ha' looked out for a paper like that," said his wife.
"I guess I should if it had been me. If you've gone an' lost all that money
through your carelessness, you've done it, that's all I've got to say. I don't
see what we're goin' to do."

Caleb bent forward and fixed his eyes upon the women. He held up
his shaking hand impressively. "If you'll stop talkin' just a minute," said
he, "I'll tell you what I was goin' to. Now I'd like to know just one thing:
Wa'n't Cyrus Morris alone in that kitchen as much as fifteen minutes a
week ago to-day? Didn't you leave him there while you went to look arter
me? Wa'n't the key in the desk? Answer me that!"

His wife looked at him with cold surprise and severity.

"I wouldn't talk in any such way as that if I was you, father," said
she. "It don't show a Christian spirit. It's jest layin' the blame of your own
carelessness onto somebody else. You're all the one that's to blame. An'
when it comes to it, you'd never ought to let Cyrus Morris have the
money anyhow. I could have told you better. I knew what kind of a man
he was."

"He's a rascal," said Caleb, catching eagerly at the first note of
foreign condemnation in his wife's words. "He'd ought to be put in



state's-prison. I don't think much of his relations nuther. I don't want
nothin' to do with 'em, an' I don't want none of my folks to."

Paulina's soft cheeks flushed. Then she suddenly spoke out as she
had never spoken in her life.

"It doesn't make it out because he's a bad man that his relations
are," said she. "You haven't any right to speak so, father. And I guess you
won't stop me having anything to do with them, if you want to."

She was all pink and trembling. Suddenly she burst out crying,
and ran out of the room.

"You'd ought to be ashamed of yourself, father," exclaimed Mrs.
Childs.

"I didn't think of her takin' on it so," muttered Caleb, humbly. "I

didn't mean nothin'.

Caleb did not seem like himself through the following days. His
simple old face took on an expression of strained thought, which made it
look strange. He was tottering on a height of mental effort and worry
which was almost above the breathing capacity of his innocent and
placid nature. Many a night he rose, lighted a candle, and tremulously
fumbled over his desk until morning, in the vain hope of finding missing
note.

One night, while he was so searching, some one touched him softly
on the arm.

He jumped and turned. It was Christine. She had stolen in silently.

"Oh, it's you!" said he.

"Ain't you found it?"

"Found it? No; an' [ sha'n't, nuther." He turned away from her and
pulled out another drawer. The girl stood watching him wistfully. "It was
a big yellow paper," the old man went on--"a big yellow paper, an' I'd
wrote on the back on't, 'Cyrus Morris's note.' An' the interest he'd, paid
was set down on the back on't, too."

"It's too bad you can't find it," said she.

"It ain't no use lookin'; it ain't here, an' that's the hull on't. It's in
his desk. I ain't got no more doubt on't than nothin' at all."



"Where--does he keep his desk?"
"In his kitchen; it's jest like this one."
"Would this key open it?"

"I dun know but 'twould. But it ain't no use. I s'pose I'll have to
lose it." Caleb sobbed silently and wiped his eyes.

A few days later he came, all breathless, into the sitting room. He could
hardly speak; but he held out a folded yellow paper, which fluttered and
blew in his unsteady hand like a yellow maple-leaf in an autumn gale.

"Look-a-here!" he gasped--"look-a-here!"

"Why, for goodness' sake, what's the matter?" cried Maria. She and
Mrs. Childs and Paulina were there, sewing peacefully.

"Jest look-a-here!"

"Why, for mercy's sake, what is it, father? Are you crazy?"
"It's--the note!"

"What note? Don't get so excited, father."

"Cyrus Morris's note. That's what note 'tis. Look-a-here!"

The women all arose and pressed around him, to look at it.
"Where did you find it, father?" asked his wife, who was quite pale.

"I suppose it was just where you put it," broke in Maria, with
sarcastic emphasis.

"No, it wa'n't. No, it wa'n't, nuther. Don't you go to crowin' too
quick, Maria. That paper was just where I told you 'twas. What do you
think of that, hey?"

"Oh, father, you didn't!"

"It was layin' right there in his desk. That's where 'twas. Jest where
[ knew--" "Father, you didn't go over there an' take it!"

The three women stared at him with dilated eyes.



"No, I didn't."

"Who did?"

The old man jerked his head towards the kitchen door. "She."
"Who?"

"Christiny."

"How did she get it?" asked Maria, in her magisterial manner,
which no astonishment could agitate.

"She saw Cyrus and Mis' Morris ride past, an' then she run over
there, an' she got in through the window an' got it; that's how." Caleb
braced himself like a stubborn child, in case any exception were taken to
it all.

"It beats everything I ever heard," said Mrs. Childs, faintly.
"Next time you'll believe what I tell you!" said Caleb.

The whole family were in a state of delight over the recovery of the
note; still Christine got rather hesitating gratitude. She was sharply
questioned, and rather reproved than otherwise.

This theft, which could hardly be called a theft, aroused the old
distrust of her.

"It served him just right, and it wasn't stealing, because it didn't
belong to him; and I don't know what you would have done if she hadn't
taken it," said Maria; "but, for all that, it went all over me."

"So it did over me," said her sister. " I felt just as you did, an'I felt
as if it was real ungrateful too, when the poor child did it just for us."

But there were no such misgivings for poor Caleb, with his money,
and his triumph over iniquitous Cyrus Morris. He was wholly and

unquestioningly grateful.

"It was a blessed day when we took that little girl in," he told his
wife.

"I hope it'll prove so," said she.



Paulina took her lover's desertion quietly. She had just as many
soft smiles for every one; there was no alteration in her gentle, obliging
ways. Still her mother used to listen at her door, and she knew that she
cried instead of sleeping many a night. She was not able to eat much,
either, although she tried to with pleasant willingness when her mother
urged her.

After a while she was plainly grown thin, and her pretty color had
faded. Her mother could not keep her eyes from her.

"Sometimes I think I'll go an' ask Willard myself what this kind of
work means," she broke out with an abashed abruptness one afternoon.
She and Paulina happened to be alone in the sitting-room.

"You'll kill me if you do, mother," said Paulina. Then she began to
cry.

"Well, I won't do anything you don't want me to, of course," said
her mother. She pretended not to see that Paulina was crying.

Willard had stopped coming about the first of October; the time
wore on until it was the first of December, and he had not once been to
the house, and Paulina had not exchanged a word with him in the
meantime.

One night she had a fainting-spell. She fell heavily while crossing
the sitting-room floor. They got her on to the lounge, and she soon
revived; but her mother had lost all control of herself. She came out into
the kitchen and paced the floor.

"Oh, my darlin'!" she wailed. "She's goin' to die. What shall I do? All
the child I've got in the world. An' he's killed her! That scamp! [ wish I
could get my hands on him. Oh, Paulina, Paulina, to think it should
come to this!"

Christine was in the room, and she listened with eyes dilated and
lips parted. She was afraid that shrill wail would reach Paulina in the
next room.

"She'll hear you," she said, finally.

Mrs. Childs grew quieter at that, and presently Maria called her
into the sitting-room.

Christine stood thinking for a moment. Then she got her hood and
shawl, put on her rubbers, and went out. She shut the door softly, so



nobody should hear. When she stepped forth she plunged knee-deep into
snow. It was snowing hard, as it had been all day. It was a cold storm,
too; the wind was bitter. Christine waded out of the yard and down the
street. She was so small and light that she staggered when she tried to
step firmly in some tracks ahead of her. There was a full moon behind
the clouds, and there was a soft white light in spite of the storm.
Christine kept on down the street, in the direction of Willard Morris's
house. It was a mile distant. Once in a while she stopped and turned
herself about, that the terrible wind might smite her back instead of her
face. When she reached the house she waded painfully through the yard
to the side-door and knocked. Pretty soon it opened, and Willard stood
there in the entry, with a lamp in his hand.

"Good-evening," said he, doubtfully, peering out.

"Good-evenin'." The light shone on Christine's face.

The snow clung to her soft hair, so it was quite white. Her cheeks
had a deep, soft color, like roses; her blue eyes blinked a little in the
lamp-light, but seemed rather to flicker like jewels or stars. She panted
softly through her parted lips. She stood there, with the snow-flakes
driving in light past her, and "She looks like an angel," came swiftly into
Willard Morris's head before he spoke.

"Oh, it's you," said he.

Christine nodded.

Then they stood waiting. "Why, won't you come in?" said Willard,
finally, with an awkward blush. "I declare I never thought. I ain't very
polite."

She shook her head. "No, thank you," said she.

"Did--you want to see mother?"

”NO.”

The young man stared at her in increasing perplexity. His own fair,
handsome young face got more and more flushed. His forehead wrinkled.
"Was there anything you wanted?"

"No, I guess not," Christine replied, with a slow softness.

Willard shifted the lamp into his other hand and sighed. "It's a
pretty hard storm," he remarked, with an air of forced patience.
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"Didn't you find it terrible hard walking?"

"Some."

Willard was silent again. "See here, they're all well down at your
house, ain't they?" said he, finally. A look of anxious interest had sprung
into his eyes. He had begun to take alarm.

"I guess so."

Suddenly he spoke out impetuously. "Say, Christine, I don't know
what you came here for; you can tell me afterwards. I don't know what
you'll think of me, but-- Well, I want to know something. Say--well, I
haven't been 'round for quite a while. You don't-suppose--they've cared
much, any of them""

"I don't know."

"Well, I don't suppose you do, but--you might have noticed. Say,
Christine, you don't think she--you know whom [ mean--cared anything

about my coming, do you?"

"I don't know," she said again, softly, with her eyes fixed warily on
his face.

"Well, I guess she didn't; she wouldn't have said what she did if
she had."

Christine's eyes gave a sudden gleam. " What did she say?"

"Said she wouldn't have anything more to do with me," said the
young man, bitterly. "She was afraid I would be up to just such tricks as
my uncle was, trying to cheat her father. That was too much for me. I
wasn't going to stand that from any girl." He shook his head angrily.

"She didn't say it."

"Yes, she did; her own father told my uncle so. Mother was in the
next room and heard it."

"No, she didn't say it," the girl repeated.

"How do you know?"



"I heard her say something different[,]" Christine told him.
"I'm going right up there," cried he, when he heard that.
"Wait a minute, and I'll go along with you."

"I dun know as you'd better--to-night," Christine said, looking out
towards the road evasively. "She--ain't been very well to-night."

"Who? Paulina? What's the matter?"

"She had a faintin'-spell jest before I came out," answered
Christine, with stiff gravity.

"Oh! Is she real sick?"
"She was some better."

"Don't you suppose I could see her just a few minutes? I wouldn't
stay to tire her," said the young man, eagerly.

"I dun know."
"I must, anyhow."

Christine fixed her eyes on his with a solemn sharpness. "What
makes you want to?"

"What makes me want to? Why, I'd give ten years to see her five
minutes."

"Well, mebbe you could come over a few minutes."
"Wait a minute,!" cried Willard. "I'll get my hat."

"I'd better go first, I guess. The parlor fire'll be to light."
"Then had I better wait?"

"I guess so."

"Then I'll be along in about an hour. Say, you haven't said what
you wanted."

Christine was off the step.



"It ain't any matter," murmured she.
"Say--she didn't send you?"
"No, she didn't."

"I didn't mean that. I didn't suppose she did," said Willard, with an
abashed air. "What did you want, Christine?"

"There's somethin' I want you to promise," said she, suddenly.
"What's that?"

"Don't you say anything about Mr. Childs."

"Why, how can I help it?"

"He's an old man, an' he was so worked up he didn't know what he
was sayin'. They'll all scold him. Don't say anything."

"Well, I won't say anything. I don't know what I'm going to tell her,
though."

Christine turned to go.
"You didn't say what 'twas you wanted," called Willard again.

But she made no reply. She was pushing through the deep snow
out of the yard.

It was quite early yet, only a few minutes after seven. It was eight
when she reached home. She entered the house without any one seeing

her. She pulled off her snowy things, and went into the sitting-room.

Paulina was alone there. She was lying on the lounge. She was
very pale, but she looked up and smiled when Christine entered.

Christine brought the fresh out-door air with her. Paulina noticed
it. "Where have you been?" whispered she.

Then Christine bent over her, and talked fast in a low tone.

Presently Paulina raised herself and sat up. "Tonight?" cried she,
in an eager whisper. Her cheeks grew red.

"Yes; I'll go make the parlor fire."



"It's all ready to light." Suddenly Paulina threw her arms around
Christine and kissed her. Both girls blushed.

"I don't think I said one thing to him that you wouldn't have
wanted me to," said Christine.

"You didn't--ask him to come?"
"No, I didn't, honest."

When Mrs. Childs entered, a few minutes later, she found her
daughter standing before the glass.

"Why, Paulina!" cried she.

"] feel a good deal better, mother," said Paulina.
"Ain't you goin' to bed?"

"I guess I won't quite yet."

'

"T've got it all ready for you. I thought you wouldn't feel like sittin
up.

"I guess I will; a little while."

Soon the door-bell rang with a sharp peal. Everybody jumped--
Paulina rose and went to the door.

Mrs. Childs and Maria, listening, heard Willard's familiar voice,
then the opening of the parlor door.

"It's him!" gasped Mrs. Childs. She and Maria looked at each other.

It was about two hours before the soft murmur of voices in the
parlor ceased, the outer door closed with a thud, and Paulina came into
the room. She was blushing and smiling, but she could not look in any
one's face at first.

"Well," said her mother, "who was it?"
"Willard. It's all right."
It was not long before the fine sewing was brought out again, and

presently two silk dresses were bought for Paulina. It was known about
that she was to be married on Christmas Day. Christine assisted in the



preparation. All the family called to mind afterwards the obedience so
ready as to be loving which she yielded to their biddings during those few
hurried weeks. She sewed, she made cake, she ran of errands, she
wearied herself joyfully for the happiness of this other young girl.

About a week before the wedding, Christine, saying good-night
when about to retire one evening, behaved strangely. They remembered it
afterwards. She went up to Paulina and kissed her when saying good-
night. It was something which she had never before done. Then she stood
in the door, looking at them all. There was a sad, almost a solemn,
expression on her fair girlish face.

"Why, what's the matter?" said Maria.
"Nothin'," said Christine. "Good-night."

That was the last time they ever saw her. The next morning Mrs.
Childs, going to call her, found her room vacant. There was a great
alarm. When they did not find her in the house nor the neighborhood,
people were aroused, and there was a search instigated. It was
prosecuted eagerly, but to no purpose. Paulina's wedding evening came,
and Christine was still missing.

Paulina had been married, and was standing beside her husband,
in the midst of the chattering guests, when Caleb stole out of the room.
He opened the north door, and stood looking out over the dusky fields.
"Christiny!" he called; "Christiny!"

Presently he looked up at the deep sky, full of stars, and called
again--"Christiny! Christiny!" But there was no answer save in light.
When Christine stood in the sitting room door and said good-night, her
friends had their last sight and sound of her. Their Twelfth Guest had
departed from their hospitality forever.

AFTERWARD (1910)

By Edith Wharton (1862-1937)

"OH, there is one, of course, but you'll never know it."

The assertion, laughingly flung out six months earlier in a bright
June garden, came back to Mary Boyne with a sharp perception of its
latent significance as she stood, in the December dusk, waiting for the
lamps to be brought into the library.



The words had been spoken by their friend Alida Stair, as they
sat at tea on her lawn at Pangbourne, in reference to the very house of
which the library in question was the central, the pivotal "feature.” Mary
Boyne and her husband, in quest of a country place in one of the
southern or southwestern counties, had, on their arrival in England,
carried their problem straight to Alida Stair, who had successfully solved
it in her own case; but it was not until they had rejected, almost
capriciously, several practical and judicious suggestions that she threw it
out: "Well, there's Lyng, in Dorsetshire. It belongs to Hugo's cousins, and
you can get it for a song."

The reasons she gave for its being obtainable on these terms —
its remoteness from a station, its lack of electric light, hot-water pipes,
and other vulgar necessities -- were exactly those pleading in its favor
with two romantic Americans perversely in search of the economic
drawbacks which were associated, in their tradition, with unusual
architectural felicities.

"I should never believe I was living in an old house unless [ was
thoroughly uncomfortable,” Ned Boyne, the more extravagant of the two,
had jocosely insisted; "the least hint of 'convenience' would make me
think it had been bought out of an exhibition, with the pieces numbered,
and set up again." And they had proceeded to enumerate, with humorous
precision, their various suspicions and exactions, refusing to believe that
the house their cousin recommended was really Tudor till they learned it
had no heating system, or that the village church was literally in the
grounds till she assured them of the
deplorable uncertainty of the water-supply.

"It's too uncomfortable to be true!" Edward Boyne had continued
to exult as the avowal of each disadvantage was successively wrung from
her; but he had cut short his rhapsody to ask, with a sudden relapse to
distrust: "And the ghost? You've been concealing from us the fact that
there is no ghost!"

Mary, at the moment, had laughed with him, yet almost with her
laugh, being possessed of several sets of independent perceptions, had
noted a sudden flatness of tone in Alida's answering hilarity.

"Oh, Dorsetshire's full of ghosts, you know."
"Yes, yes; but that won't do. I don't want to have to drive ten

miles to see somebody else's ghost. I want one of my own on the
premises. Is there a ghost at Lyng?"



His rejoinder had made Alida laugh again, and it was then that
she had flung back tantalizingly: "Oh, there is one, of course, but you'll
never know it."

"Never know it?" Boyne pulled her up. "But what in the world
constitutes a ghost except the fact of its being known for one?"

"I can't say. But that's the story."

"That there's a ghost, but that nobody knows it's a ghost?"
"Well -- not till afterward, at any rate."

"Till afterward?"

"Not till long, long afterward."

"But if it's once been identified as an unearthly visitant, why
hasn't its signalement been handed down in the family? How has it
managed to preserve its incognito?"

Alida could only shake her head. "Don't ask me. But it has."

"And then suddenly -- " Mary spoke up as if from some
cavernous depth of divination -- "suddenly, long afterward, one says to
one's self, 'That was it?""

She was oddly startled at the sepulchral sound with which her
question fell on the banter of the other two, and she saw the shadow of
the same surprise flit across Alida's clear pupils. "l suppose so. One just
has to wait."

"Oh, hang waiting!" Ned broke in. "Life's too short for a ghost
who can only be enjoyed in retrospect. Can't we do better than that,
Mary?"

But it turned out that in the event they were not destined to, for
within three months of their conversation with Mrs. Stair they were
established at Lyng, and the life they had yearned for to the point of
planning it out in all its daily details had actually begun for them.

It was to sit, in the thick December dusk, by just such a wide-
hooded fireplace, under just such black oak rafters, with the sense that
beyond the mullioned panes the downs were darkening to a deeper
solitude: it was for the ultimate indulgence in such sensations that Mary
Boyne had endured for nearly fourteen years the soul-deadening ugliness



of the Middle West, and that Boyne had ground on doggedly at his
engineering till, with a suddenness that still made her blink, the
prodigious windfall of the Blue Star Mine had put them at a stroke in
possession of life and the leisure to taste it. They had never for a moment
meant their new state to be one of idleness; but they meant to give
themselves only to harmonious activities. She had her vision of painting
and gardening (against a background of gray walls), he dreamed of the
production of his long-planned book on the "Economic Basis of Culture";
and with such absorbing work ahead no existence could be too
sequestered; they could not get far enough from the world, or plunge
deep enough into the past.

Dorsetshire had attracted them from the first by a semblance of
remoteness out of all proportion to its geographical position. But to the
Boynes it was one of the ever-recurring wonders of the whole incredibly
compressed island — a nest of counties, as they put it -- that for the
production of its effects so little of a given quality went so far: that so few
miles made a distance, and so short a distance a difference.

"It's that," Ned had once enthusiastically explained, "that gives
such depth to their effects, such relief to their least contrasts. They've
been able to lay the butter so thick on every exquisite mouthful."

The butter had certainly been laid on thick at Lyng: the old gray
house, hidden under a shoulder of the downs, had almost all the finer
marks of commerce with a protracted past. The mere fact that it was
neither large nor exceptional made it, to the Boynes, abound the more
richly in its special sense -- the sense of having been for centuries a
deep, dim reservoir of life. The life had probably not been of the most
vivid order: for long periods, no doubt, it had fallen as noiselessly into
the past as the quiet drizzle of autumn fell, hour after hour, into the
green fish-pond between the yews; but these back-waters of existence
sometimes breed, in their sluggish depths, strange acuities of emotion,
and Mary Boyne had felt from the first the occasional brush of an
intenser memory.

The feeling had never been stronger than on the December
afternoon when, waiting in the library for the belated lamps, she rose
from her seat and stood among the shadows of the hearth. Her husband
had gone off, after luncheon, for one of his long tramps on the downs.
She had noticed of late that he preferred to be unaccompanied on these
occasions; and, in the tried security of their personal relations, had been
driven to conclude that his book was bothering him, and that he needed
the afternoons to turn over in solitude the problems left from the
morning's work. Certainly the book was not going as smoothly as she
had imagined it would, and the lines of perplexity between his eyes had



never been there in his engineering days. Then he had often looked
fagged to the verge of illness, but the native demon of "worry" had never
branded his brow. Yet the few pages he had so far read to her -- the
introduction, and a synopsis of the opening chapter -- gave evidences of
a firm possession of his subject, and a deepening confidence in his
powers.

The fact threw her into deeper perplexity, since, now that he had
done with
"business" and its disturbing contingencies, the one other possible
element of anxiety was eliminated. Unless it were his health, then? But
physically he had gained since they had come to Dorsetshire, grown
robuster, ruddier, and fresher-eyed. It was only within a week that she
had felt in him the undefinable change that made her restless in his
absence, and as tongue-tied in his presence as though it were she who
had a secret to keep from him!

The thought that there was a secret somewhere between them
struck her with a sudden smart rap of wonder, and she looked about her
down the dim, long room.

"Can it be the house?" she mused.

The room itself might have been full of secrets. They seemed to
be piling themselves up, as evening fell, like the layers and layers of
velvet shadow dropping from the low ceiling, the dusky walls of books,
the smoke-blurred sculpture of the hooded hearth.

"Why, of course -- the house is haunted!" she reflected.

The ghost -- Alida's imperceptible ghost -- after figuring largely
in the banter of their first month or two at Lyng, had been gradually
discarded as too ineffectual for imaginative use. Mary had, indeed, as
became the tenant of a haunted house, made the customary inquiries
among her few rural neighbors, but, beyond a vague, "They do say so,
Ma'am," the villagers had nothing to impart. The elusive specter had
apparently never had sufficient identity for a legend to crystallize about
it, and after a time the Boynes had laughingly set the matter down to
their profit-and-loss account, agreeing that Lyng was one of the few
houses good enough in itself to dispense with supernatural
enhancements.

"And I suppose, poor, ineffectual demon, that's why it beats its
beautiful wings in vain in the void," Mary had laughingly concluded.



"Or, rather," Ned answered, in the same strain, "why, amid so
much that's
ghostly, it can never affirm its separate existence as the ghost." And
thereupon their invisible housemate had finally dropped out of their
references, which were numerous enough to make them promptly
unaware of the loss.

Now, as she stood on the hearth, the subject of their earlier
curiosity revived in her with a new sense of its meaning -- a sense
gradually acquired through close daily contact with the scene of the
lurking mystery. It was the house itself, of course, that possessed the
ghost-seeing faculty, that communed visually but secretly with its own
past; and if one could only get into close enough communion with the
house, one might surprise its secret, and acquire the ghost-sight on one's
own account. Perhaps, in his long solitary hours in this very room, where
she never trespassed till the afternoon, her husband had acquired it
already, and was silently carrying the dread weight of whatever it
had revealed to him. Mary was too well-versed in the code of the spectral
world not to know that one could not talk about the ghosts one saw: to
do so was almost as great a breach of good-breeding as to name a lady in
a club. But this explanation did not really satisfy her. "What, after all,
except for the fun of the frisson," she reflected, "would he really care for
any of their old ghosts?" And thence she was thrown back once more on
the fundamental dilemma: the fact that one's greater or less
susceptibility to spectral influences had no particular bearing on the
case, since, when one did see a ghost at Lyng, one did not know it.

"Not till long afterward," Alida Stair had said. Well, supposing
Ned had seen one when they first came, and had known only within the
last week what had happened to him? More and more under the spell of
the hour, she threw back her searching thoughts to the early days of
their tenancy, but at first only to recall a gay confusion of unpacking,
settling, arranging of books, and calling to each other from remote
corners of the house as treasure after treasure of their habitation
revealed itself to them. It was in this particular connection that she
presently recalled a certain soft afternoon of the previous October,
when, passing from the first rapturous flurry of exploration to a detailed
inspection of the old house, she had pressed (like a novel heroine) a
panel that opened at her touch, on a narrow flight of stairs leading to an
unsuspected flat ledge of the roof -- the roof which, from below, seemed
to slope away on all sides too abruptly for any but practised feet to scale.

The view from this hidden coign was enchanting, and she had
flown down to
snatch Ned from his papers and give him the freedom of her discovery.
She remembered still how, standing on the narrow ledge, he had passed



his arm about her while their gaze flew to the long, tossed horizon-line of
the downs, and then dropped contentedly back to trace the arabesque of
yew hedges about the fish-pond, and the shadow of the cedar on the
lawn.

"And now the other way," he had said, gently turning her about
within his arm; and closely pressed to him, she had absorbed, like some
long, satisfying draft, the picture of the gray-walled court, the squat lions
on the gates, and the lime-avenue reaching up to the highroad under the
downs.

It was just then, while they gazed and held each other, that she
had felt his arm relax, and heard a sharp "Hullo!" that made her turn to
glance at him.

Distinctly, yes, she now recalled she had seen, as she glanced, a
shadow of
anxiety, of perplexity, rather, fall across his face; and, following his eyes,
had beheld the figure of a man -- a man in loose, grayish clothes, as it
appeared to her -- who was sauntering down the lime-avenue to the
court with the tentative gait of a stranger seeking his way. Her short-
sighted eyes had given her but a blurred impression of slightness and
grayness, with something foreign, or at least unlocal, in the cut of the
figure or its garb; but her husband had apparently seen more -- seen
enough to make him push past her with a sharp "Wait!" and dash down
the twisting stairs without pausing to give her a hand for
the descent.

A slight tendency to dizziness obliged her, after a provisional
clutch at the chimney against which they had been leaning, to follow him
down more cautiously; and when she had reached the attic landing she
paused again for a less definite reason, leaning over the oak banister to
strain her eyes through the silence of the brown, sun-flecked depths
below. She lingered there till, somewhere in those depths, she heard the
closing of a door; then, mechanically impelled, she went down the
shallow flights of steps till she reached the lower hall.

The front door stood open on the mild sunlight of the court, and
hall and court were empty. The library door was open, too, and after
listening in vain for any sound of voices within, she quickly crossed the
threshold, and found her husband alone, vaguely fingering the papers on
his desk.

He looked up, as if surprised at her precipitate entrance, but the
shadow of anxiety had passed from his face, leaving it even, as she
fancied, a little brighter and clearer than usual.



"What was it? Who was it?" she asked.
"Who?" he repeated, with the surprise still all on his side.
"The man we saw coming toward the house."

He seemed honestly to reflect. "The man? Why, I thought I saw
Peters; I dashed after him to say a word about the stable-drains, but he
had disappeared before I could get down."

"Disappeared? Why, he seemed to be walking so slowly when we
saw him."

Boyne shrugged his shoulders. "So I thought; but he must have
got up steam
in the interval. What do you say to our trying a scramble up Meldon
Steep before
sunset?"

That was all. At the time the occurrence had been less than
nothing, had, indeed, been immediately obliterated by the magic of their
first vision from Meldon Steep, a height which they had dreamed of
climbing ever since they had first seen its bare spine heaving itself above
the low roof of Lyng. Doubtless it was the mere fact of the other
incident's having occurred on the very day of their ascent to Meldon that
had kept it stored away in the unconscious fold of association from
which it now emerged; for in itself it had no mark of the portentous. At
the moment there could have been nothing more natural than that Ned
should dash himself from the roof in the pursuit of dilatory tradesmen. It
was the period when they were always on the watch for one or the other
of the specialists employed about the place; always lying in wait for them,
and dashing
out at them with questions, reproaches, or reminders. And certainly in
the distance the gray figure had looked like Peters.

Yet now, as she reviewed the rapid scene, she felt her husband's
explanation of it to have been invalidated by the look of anxiety on his
face. Why had the familiar appearance of Peters made him anxious?
Why, above all, if it was of such prime necessity to confer with that
authority on the subject of the stable-drains, had the failure to find him
produced such a look of relief? Mary could not say that any one of these
considerations had occurred to her at the time, yet, from the promptness
with which they now marshaled themselves at her summons, she had a
sudden sense that they must all along have been there, waiting their
hour.



WEARY with her thoughts, she moved toward the window. The
library was now completely dark, and she was surprised to see how
much faint light the outer world still held.

As she peered out into it across the court, a figure shaped itself
in the tapering perspective of bare lines: it looked a mere blot of deeper
gray in the grayness, and for an instant, as it moved toward her, her
heart thumped to the thought, "It's the ghost!"

She had time, in that long instant, to feel suddenly that the man
of whom, two months earlier, she had a brief distant vision from the roof
was now, at his predestined hour, about to reveal himself as not having
been Peters; and her spirit sank under the impending fear of the
disclosure. But almost with the next tick of the clock the ambiguous
figure, gaining substance and character, showed itself even to her weak
sight as her husband's; and she turned away to meet him, as he entered,
with the confession of her folly.

"It's really too absurd," she laughed out from the threshold, "but
I never can remember!"

"Remember what?" Boyne questioned as they drew together.
"That when one sees the Lyng ghost one never knows it."

Her hand was on his sleeve, and he kept it there, but with no
response in his gesture or in the lines of his fagged, preoccupied face.

"Did you think you'd seen it?" he asked, after an appreciable
interval.

"Why, I actually took you for it, my dear, in my mad
determination to spot it!"

"Me -- just now?" His arm dropped away, and he turned from her
with a faint echo of her laugh. "Really, dearest, you'd better give it up, if
that's the best you can do."

"Yes, I give it up -- I give it up. Have you?" she asked, turning
round on him abruptly.

The parlor-maid had entered with letters and a lamp, and the
light struck up into Boyne's face as he bent above the tray she presented.



"Have you?" Mary perversely insisted, when the servant had
disappeared on her errand of illumination.

"Have I what?" he rejoined absently, the light bringing out the
sharp stamp of worry between his brows as he turned over the letters.

"Given up trying to see the ghost." Her heart beat a little at the
experiment she was making.

Her husband, laying his letters aside, moved away into the
shadow of the hearth.

"I never tried," he said, tearing open the wrapper of a newspaper.

"Well, of course," Mary persisted, "the exasperating thing is that
there's no use trying, since one can't be sure till so long afterward."

He was unfolding the paper as if he had hardly heard her; but
after a pause, during which the sheets rustled spasmodically between his
hands, he lifted his head to say abruptly, "Have you any idea how long?"

Mary had sunk into a low chair beside the fireplace. From her
seat she looked up, startled, at her husband's profile, which was darkly
projected against the circle of lamplight.

"No; none. Have you" she retorted, repeating her former phrase
with an added keenness of intention.

Boyne crumpled the paper into a bunch, and then
inconsequently turned back with it toward the lamp.

"Lord, no! I only meant," he explained, with a faint tinge of
impatience, "is there any legend, any tradition, as to that?"

"Not that I know of," she answered; but the impulse to add,
"What makes you ask?" was checked by the reappearance of the parlor-
maid with tea and a second lamp.

With the dispersal of shadows, and the repetition of the daily
domestic office, Mary Boyne felt herself less oppressed by that sense of
something mutely imminent which had darkened her solitary afternoon.
For a few moments she gave herself silently to the details of her task, and
when she looked up from it she was struck to the point of bewilderment
by the change in her husband's face. He had seated himself near the
farther lamp, and was absorbed in the perusal of his letters; but was it
something he had found in them, or merely the shifting of her own point



of view, that had restored his features to their normal aspect? The longer
she looked, the more definitely the change affirmed itself. The lines of
painful tension had vanished, and such traces of fatigue as lingered were
of the kind easily attributable to steady mental effort. He glanced up, as
if drawn

by her gaze, and met her eyes with a smile.

"I'm dying for my tea, you know; and here's a letter for you," he
said.

She took the letter he held out in exchange for the cup she
proffered him, and, returning to her seat, broke the seal with the languid
gesture of the reader whose interests are all inclosed in the circle of one
cherished presence.

Her next conscious motion was that of starting to her feet, the
letter falling to them as she rose, while she held out to her husband a
long newspaper clipping.

"Ned! What's this? What does it mean?"

He had risen at the same instant, almost as if hearing her cry
before she uttered it; and for a perceptible space of time he and she
studied each other, like adversaries watching for an advantage, across
the space between her chair and his desk.

"What's what? You fairly made me jump!" Boyne said at length,
moving toward her with a sudden, half-exasperated laugh. The shadow of
apprehension was on his face again, not now a look of fixed foreboding,
but a shifting vigilance of lips and eyes that gave her the sense of his
feeling himself invisibly surrounded.

Her hand shook so that she could hardly give him the clipping.

"This article -- from the 'Waukesha Sentinel' -- that a man
named Elwell has brought suit against you -- that there was something
wrong about the Blue Star Mine. I can't understand more than half."

They continued to face each other as she spoke, and to her
astonishment, she saw that her words had the almost immediate effect of
dissipating the strained watchfulness of his look.

"Oh, that!" He glanced down the printed slip, and then folded it
with the gesture of one who handles something harmless and familiar.
"What's the matter with you this afternoon, Mary? I thought you'd got
bad news."



She stood before him with her undefinable terror subsiding
slowly under the reassuring touch of his composure.

"You knew about this, then -- it's all right?"
"Certainly I knew about it; and it's all right."

"But what is it? I don't understand. What does this man accuse
you of?"

"Oh, pretty nearly every crime in the calendar." Boyne had
tossed the clipping down, and thrown himself comfortably into an arm-
chair near the fire. "Do you want to hear the story? It's not particularly
interesting -- just a squabble over interests in the Blue Star."

"But who is this Elwell? I don't know the name."

"Oh, he's a fellow I put into it -- gave him a hand up. I told you
all about him at the time."

"I daresay. I must have forgotten." Vainly she strained back
among her memories. "But if you helped him, why does he make this
return?"

"Oh, probably some shyster lawyer got hold of him and talked
him over. It's all rather technical and complicated. I thought that kind of
thing bored you."

His wife felt a sting of compunction. Theoretically, she
deprecated the American wife's detachment from her husband's
professional interests, but in practice she had always found it difficult to
fix her attention on Boyne's report of the transactions in which his varied
interests involved him. Besides, she had felt from the first that, in a
community where the amenities of living could be obtained only at the
cost of efforts as arduous as her husband's professional labors, such
brief leisure as they could command should be used as an escape from
immediate preoccupations, a flight to the life they always dreamed of
living. Once or twice, now that this new life had actually drawn its magic
circle about them, she had asked herself if she had done right; but
hitherto such conjectures had been no more than the retrospective
excursions of an active fancy. Now, for the first time, it startled her a
little to find how little she knew of the material foundation on which her
happiness was built.



She glanced again at her husband, and was reassured by the
composure of his
face; yet she felt the need of more definite grounds for her reassurance.

"But doesn't this suit worry you? Why have you never spoken to
me about it?"

He answered both questions at once: "l didn't speak of it at first
because it did worry me -- annoyed me, rather. But it's all ancient
history now. Your correspondent must have got hold of a back number of
the 'Sentinel."

She felt a quick thrill of relief. "You mean it's over? He's lost his
case?"

There was a just perceptible delay in Boyne's reply. "The suit's
been withdrawn -- that's all."

But she persisted, as if to exonerate herself from the inward
charge of being too easily put off. "Withdrawn because he saw he had no
chance?"

"Oh, he had no chance," Boyne answered.

She was still struggling with a dimly felt perplexity at the back of
her thoughts.

"How long ago was it withdrawn?"

He paused, as if with a slight return of his former uncertainty.
"I've just had the news now; but I've been expecting it."

"Just now -- in one of your letters?"
"Yes; in one of my letters."

She made no answer, and was aware only, after a short interval
of waiting, that he had risen, and strolling across the room, had placed
himself on the sofa at her side. She felt him, as he did so, pass an arm
about her, she felt his hand seek hers and clasp it, and turning slowly,
drawn by the warmth of his cheek, she met the smiling clearness of his
eyes.

"It's all right -- it's all right?" she questioned, through the flood
of her dissolving doubts; and "I give you my word it never was righter!" he
laughed back at her, holding her close.



ONE of the strangest things she was afterward to recall out of all
the next day's incredible strangeness was the sudden and complete
recovery of her sense of security.

It was in the air when she woke in her low-ceilinged, dusky
room; it accompanied her down-stairs to the breakfast-table, flashed out
at her from the fire, and re-duplicated itself brightly from the flanks of
the urn and the sturdy flutings of the Georgian teapot. It was as if, in
some roundabout way, all her diffused apprehensions of the previous
day, with their moment of sharp concentration about the newspaper
article,
as if this dim questioning of the future, and startled return upon the
past, -- had between them liquidated the arrears of some haunting moral
obligation. If she had indeed been careless of her husband's affairs, it
was, her new state seemed to prove, because her faith in him
instinctively justified such carelessness; and his right to her faith had
overwhelmingly affirmed itself in the very face of menace and suspicion.
She had never seen him more untroubled, more naturally and
unconsciously in possession of himself, than after the cross-examination
to which she had subjected him: it was almost as if he had been aware of
her lurking doubts, and had wanted the air cleared as much as she did.

It was as clear, thank Heaven! as the bright outer light that
surprised her almost with a touch of summer when she issued from the
house for her daily round of the gardens. She had left Boyne at his desk,
indulging herself, as she passed the library door, by a last peep at his
quiet face, where he bent, pipe in his mouth, above his papers, and now
she had her own morning's task to perform. The task involved on such
charmed winter days almost as much delighted loitering about the
different quarters of her demesne as if spring were already at work on
shrubs and borders. There were such inexhaustible possibilities still
before her, such opportunities to bring out the latent graces of the old
place, without a single irreverent touch of alteration, that the winter
months were all too short to plan what spring and autumn executed.
And her recovered sense of safety gave, on this particular morning, a
peculiar zest to her progress through the sweet, still place. She went first
to the kitchen-garden, where the espaliered pear-trees drew complicated
patterns on the walls, and pigeons were fluttering and preening about
the silvery-slated roof of their cot. There was something wrong about the
piping of the hothouse, and she was expecting an authority from
Dorchester, who was to drive out between trains and make a diagnosis of
the boiler. But when she dipped into the damp heat of the greenhouses,
among the spiced scents and waxy pinks and reds of old-fashioned
exotics, -- even the flora of Lyng was in the note! -- she learned that the



great man had not arrived, and the day being too rare to waste in an
artificial atmosphere, she

came out again and paced slowly along the springy turf of the bowling-
green to the gardens behind the house. At their farther end rose a grass
terrace, commanding, over the fish-pond and the yew hedges, a view of
the long house-front, with its twisted chimney-stacks and the blue
shadows of its roof angles, all drenched in the pale gold moisture of the
air.

Seen thus, across the level tracery of the yews, under the
suffused, mild light, it sent her, from its open windows and hospitably
smoking chimneys, the look of some warm human presence, of a mind
slowly ripened on a sunny wall of experience. She had never before had
so deep a sense of her intimacy with it, such a conviction that its secrets
were all beneficent, kept, as they said to children, "for one's good," so
complete a trust in its power to gather up her life and Ned's into the
harmonious pattern of the long, long story it sat there weaving in the
sun.

She heard steps behind her, and turned, expecting to see the
gardener, accompanied by the engineer from Dorchester. But only one
figure was in sight, that of a youngish, slightly built man, who, for
reasons she could not on the spot have specified, did not remotely
resemble her preconceived notion of an authority on hot-house boilers.
The new-comer, on seeing her, lifted his hat, and paused with the air of a
gentleman -- perhaps a traveler -- desirous of having it immediately
known that his intrusion is involuntary. The local fame of Lyng
occasionally attracted the more intelligent sight-seer, and Mary half-
expected to see the stranger dissemble a camera, or justify his presence
by producing it. But he made no gesture of any sort, and after a moment
she asked, in a tone responding to the courteous deprecation of his
attitude: "Is there any
one you wish to see?"

"I came to see Mr. Boyne," he replied. His intonation, rather than
his accent, was faintly American, and Mary, at the familiar note, looked
at him more closely. The brim of his soft felt hat cast a shade on his face,
which, thus obscured, wore to her short-sighted gaze a look of
seriousness, as of a person arriving "on business," and civilly but firmly
aware of his rights.

Past experience had made Mary equally sensible to such claims;
but she was jealous of her husband's morning hours, and doubtful of his

having given any one the right to intrude on them.

"Have you an appointment with Mr. Boyne?" she asked.



He hesitated, as if unprepared for the question.
"Not exactly an appointment," he replied.

"Then I'm afraid, this being his working-time, that he can't
receive you now. Will you give me a message, or come back later?"

The visitor, again lifting his hat, briefly replied that he would
come back later, and walked away, as if to regain the front of the house.
As his figure receded down the walk between the yew hedges, Mary saw
him pause and look up an instant at the peaceful house-front bathed in
faint winter sunshine; and it struck her, with a tardy touch of
compunction, that it would have been more humane to ask if he had
come from a distance, and to offer, in that case, to inquire if her husband
could receive him. But as the thought occurred to her he passed out of
sight behind a pyramidal yew, and at the same moment her attention
was distracted by the approach of the gardener, attended by the bearded
pepper-and-salt figure of the boiler-maker from Dorchester.

The encounter with this authority led to such far-reaching
issues that they resulted in his finding it expedient to ignore his train,
and beguiled Mary into spending the remainder of the morning in
absorbed confabulation among the greenhouses. She was startled to find,
when the colloquy ended, that it was nearly luncheon-time, and she half
expected, as she hurried back to the house, to see her husband coming
out to meet her. But she found no one in the court but an under-
gardener raking the gravel, and the hall, when she entered it, was so
silent that she guessed Boyne to be still at work behind the closed door
of the library.

Not wishing to disturb him, she turned into the drawing-room,
and there, at her writing-table, lost herself in renewed calculations of the
outlay to which the morning's conference had committed her. The
knowledge that she could permit herself such follies had not yet lost its
novelty; and somehow, in contrast to the vague apprehensions of the
previous days, it now seemed an element of her recovered security, of the
sense that, as Ned had said, things in general had never been "righter."

She was still luxuriating in a lavish play of figures when the
parlor-maid, from the threshold, roused her with a dubiously worded
inquiry as to the expediency of serving luncheon. It was one of their jokes
that Trimmle announced luncheon as if she were divulging a state secret,
and Mary, intent upon her papers, merely murmured an absent-minded
assent.



She felt Trimmle wavering expressively on the threshold as if in
rebuke of such offhand acquiescence; then her retreating steps sounded
down the passage, and Mary, pushing away her papers, crossed the hall,
and went to the library door. It was still closed, and she wavered in her
turn, disliking to disturb her husband, yet anxious that he should not
exceed his normal measure of work. As she stood there, balancing her
impulses, the esoteric Trimmle returned with the announcement of
luncheon, and Mary, thus impelled, opened the door and went into the
library.

Boyne was not at his desk, and she peered about her, expecting
to discover him at the book-shelves, somewhere down the length of the
room; but her call brought no response, and gradually it became clear to
her that he was not in the library.

She turned back to the parlor-maid.

"Mr. Boyne must be up-stairs. Please tell him that luncheon is
ready."

The parlor-maid appeared to hesitate between the obvious duty
of obeying orders and an equally obvious conviction of the foolishness of
the injunction laid upon her. The struggle resulted in her saying
doubtfully, "If you please, Madam, Mr. Boyne's not up-stairs."

"Not in his room? Are you sure?"
"I'm sure, Madam."
Mary consulted the clock. "Where is he, then?"

"He's gone out," Trimmle announced, with the superior air of one
who has respectfully waited for the question that a well-ordered mind
would have first propounded.

Mary's previous conjecture had been right, then. Boyne must
have gone to the gardens to meet her, and since she had missed him, it
was clear that he had taken the shorter way by the south door, instead of
going round to the court. She crossed the hall to the glass portal opening
directly on the yew garden, but the parlor-maid, after another moment of
inner conflict, decided to bring out recklessly, "Please, Madam, Mr.

Boyne didn't go that way."

Mary turned back. "Where did he go? And when?"



"He went out of the front door, up the drive, Madam." It was a
matter of principle with Trimmle never to answer more than one question
at a time.

"Up the drive? At this hour?" Mary went to the door herself, and
glanced across the court through the long tunnel of bare limes. But its
perspective was as empty as when she had scanned it on entering the
house.

"Did Mr. Boyne leave no message?" she asked.

Trimmle seemed to surrender herself to a last struggle with the
forces of chaos.

"No, Madam. He just went out with the gentleman."

"The gentleman? What gentleman?" Mary wheeled about, as if to
front this new factor.

"The gentleman who called, Madam," said Trimmle, resignedly.
"When did a gentleman call? Do explain yourself, Trimmle!"

Only the fact that Mary was very hungry, and that she wanted to
consult her husband about the greenhouses, would have caused her to
lay so unusual an injunction on her attendant; and even now she was
detached enough to note in Trimmle's eye the dawning defiance of the
respectful subordinate who has been pressed too hard.

"I couldn't exactly say the hour, Madam, because I didn't let the
gentleman in," she replied, with the air of magnanimously ignoring the
irregularity of her mistress's course.

"You didn't let him in?"
"No, Madam. When the bell rang [ was dressing, and Agnes -- "

"Go and ask Agnes, then," Mary interjected. Trimmle still wore
her look of patient magnanimity. "Agnes would not know, Madam, for she
had unfortunately burnt her hand in trying the wick of the new lamp
from town -- " Trimmle, as Mary was aware, had always been opposed to
the new lamp -- "and so Mrs. Dockett sent the kitchen-maid instead."

Mary looked again at the clock. "It's after two! Go and ask the
kitchen-maid if Mr. Boyne left any word."



She went into luncheon without waiting, and Trimmle presently
brought her there the kitchen-maid's statement that the gentleman had
called about one o'clock, that Mr. Boyne had gone out with him without
leaving any message. The kitchen-maid did not even know the caller's
name, for he had written it on a slip of paper, which he had folded and
handed to her, with the injunction to deliver it at once to Mr. Boyne.

Mary finished her luncheon, still wondering, and when it was
over, and Trimmle had brought the coffee to the drawing-room, her
wonder had deepened to a first faint tinge of disquietude. It was unlike
Boyne to absent himself without explanation at so unwonted an hour,
and the difficulty of identifying the visitor whose summons he had
apparently obeyed made his disappearance the more unaccountable.
Mary Boyne's experience as the wife of a busy engineer, subject to
sudden calls and compelled to keep irregular hours, had trained her to
the philosophic acceptance of surprises; but since Boyne's withdrawal
from business he had adopted a Benedictine regularity of life. As if to
make up for the dispersed and agitated years, with their "stand-up"
lunches and dinners rattled down to the joltings of the dining-car, he
cultivated the last refinements of punctuality and monotony,
discouraging his wife's fancy for the unexpected; and declaring that to a
delicate taste there were infinite gradations of pleasure in the fixed
recurrences of habit.

Still, since no life can completely defend itself from the
unforeseen, it was evident that all Boyne's precautions would sooner or
later prove unavailable, and Mary concluded that he had cut short a
tiresome visit by walking with his caller to the station, or at least
accompanying him for part of the way.

This conclusion relieved her from farther preoccupation, and she
went out herself to take up her conference with the gardener. Thence she
walked to the village post-office, a mile or so away; and when she turned
toward home, the early twilight was setting in.

She had taken a foot-path across the downs, and as Boyne,
meanwhile, had probably returned from the station by the highroad,
there was little likelihood of their meeting on the way. She felt sure,
however, of his having reached the house before her; so sure that, when
she entered it herself, without even pausing to inquire of Trimmle, she
made directly for the library. But the library was still empty, and with an
unwonted precision of visual memory she immediately observed that the
papers on her husband's desk lay precisely as they had lain when she
had gone in to call him to luncheon.



Then of a sudden she was seized by a vague dread of the
unknown. She had closed the door behind her on entering, and as she
stood alone in the long, silent, shadowy room, her dread seemed to take
shape and sound, to be there audibly breathing and lurking among the
shadows. Her short-sighted eyes strained through them, half-discerning
an actual presence, something aloof, that watched and knew; and in the
recoil from that intangible propinquity she threw herself suddenly on the
bell-rope and gave it a desperate pull.

The long, quavering summons brought Trimmle in precipitately
with a lamp, and Mary breathed again at this sobering reappearance of

the usual.

"You may bring tea if Mr. Boyne is in," she said, to justify her
ring.

"Very well, Madam. But Mr. Boyne is not in," said Trimmle,
putting down the lamp.

"Not in? You mean he's come back and gone out again?"

"No, Madam. He's never been back."

The dread stirred again, and Mary knew that now it had her fast.

"Not since he went out with -- the gentleman?"

"Not since he went out with the gentleman."

"But who was the gentleman?" Mary gasped out, with the sharp
note of some one trying to be heard through a confusion of meaningless
noises.

"That I couldn't say, Madam." Trimmle, standing there by the
lamp, seemed suddenly to grow less round and rosy, as though eclipsed

by the same creeping shade of apprehension.

"But the kitchen-maid knows -- wasn't it the kitchen-maid who
let him in?"

"She doesn't know either, Madam, for he wrote his name on a
folded paper."

Mary, through her agitation, was aware that they were both
designating the unknown visitor by a vague pronoun, instead of the
conventional formula which, till then, had kept their allusions within the



bounds of custom. And at the same moment her mind caught at the
suggestion of the folded paper.

"But he must have a name! Where is the paper?"

She moved to the desk, and began to turn over the scattered
documents that littered it. The first that caught her eye was an
unfinished letter in her husband's hand, with his pen lying across it, as
though dropped there at a sudden summons.

"My dear Parvis," -- who was Parvis? -- "I have just received your
letter announcing Elwell's death, and while I suppose there is now no
farther risk of trouble, it might be safer -- "

She tossed the sheet aside, and continued her search; but no
folded paper was discoverable among the letters and pages of manuscript
which had been swept together in a promiscuous heap, as if by a hurried
or a startled gesture.

"But the kitchen-maid saw him. Send her here," she
commanded, wondering at her dullness in not thinking sooner of so
simple a solution.

Trimmle, at the behest, vanished in a flash, as if thankful to be
out of the room, and when she reappeared, conducting the agitated
underling, Mary had regained her self-possession, and had her questions
pat.

The gentleman was a stranger, yes -- that she understood. But
what had he said? And, above all, what had he looked like? The first
question was easily enough answered, for the disconcerting reason that
he had said so little — had merely asked for Mr. Boyne, and, scribbling
something on a bit of paper, had requested that it should at once be
carried in to him.

"Then you don't know what he wrote? You're not sure it was his
name?"

The kitchen-maid was not sure, but supposed it was, since he
had written it in answer to her inquiry as to whom she should announce.

"And when you carried the paper in to Mr. Boyne, what did he
say?"

The kitchen-maid did not think that Mr. Boyne had said
anything, but she could not be sure, for just as she had handed him the



paper and he was opening it, she had become aware that the visitor had
followed her into the library, and she had slipped out, leaving the two
gentlemen together.

"But then, if you left them in the library, how do you know that
they went out of the house?"

This question plunged the witness into momentary
inarticulateness, from which she was rescued by Trimmle, who, by
means of ingenious circumlocutions, elicited the statement that before
she could cross the hall to the back passage she had heard the
gentlemen behind her, and had seen them go out of the front door
together.

"Then, if you saw the gentleman twice, you must be able to tell
me what he looked like."

But with this final challenge to her powers of expression it
became clear that the limit of the kitchen-maid's endurance had been
reached. The obligation of going to the front door to "show in" a visitor
was in itself so subversive of the fundamental order of things that it had
thrown her faculties into hopeless disarray, and she could only stammer
out, after various panting efforts at evocation, "His hat, mum, was
different-like, as you might say -- "

"Different? How different?" Mary flashed out at her, her own
mind, in the same instant, leaping back to an image left on it that
morning, but temporarily lost under layers of subsequent impressions.

"His hat had a wide brim, you mean? and his face was pale -- a
youngish face?" Mary pressed her, with a white-lipped intensity of
interrogation. But if the kitchen-maid found any adequate answer to this
challenge, it was swept away for her listener down the rushing current of
her own convictions. The stranger -- the stranger in the garden! Why had
Mary not thought of him before? She needed no one now to tell her that
it was he who had called for her husband and gone away with him. But
who was he, and why had Boyne obeyed his call?

IT leaped out at her suddenly, like a grin out of the dark, that
they had often called England so little -- "such a confoundedly hard place
to get lost in."

A confoundedly hard place to get lost in! That had been her
husband's phrase. And now, with the whole machinery of official
investigation sweeping its flash-lights from shore to shore, and across



the dividing straits; now, with Boyne's name blazing from the walls of
every town and village, his portrait (how that wrung her!) hawked up and
down the country like the image of a hunted criminal; now the little
compact, populous island, so policed, surveyed, and administered,
revealed itself as a Sphinx-like guardian of abysmal mysteries, staring
back into his wife's anguished eyes as if with the malicious joy of
knowing something they would never know!

In the fortnight since Boyne's disappearance there had been no
word of him, no trace of his movements. Even the usual misleading
reports that raise expectancy in tortured bosoms had been few and
fleeting. No one but the bewildered kitchen-maid had seen him leave the
house, and no one else had seen "the gentleman" who accompanied him.
All inquiries in the neighborhood failed to elicit the memory of a
stranger's presence that day in the neighborhood of Lyng. And no one
had met Edward Boyne, either alone or in company, in any of the
neighboring villages, or on the road across the downs, or at either of the
local railway-stations. The sunny English noon had swallowed him as
completely as if he had gone out into Cimmerian night.

Mary, while every external means of investigation was working at
its highest pressure, had ransacked her husband's papers for any trace
of antecedent complications, of entanglements or obligations unknown to
her, that might throw a faint ray into the darkness. But if any such had
existed in the background of Boyne's life, they had disappeared as
completely as the slip of paper on which the visitor had written his name.
There remained no possible thread of guidance except -- if it were indeed
an exception -- the letter which Boyne had apparently been in the act of
writing when he received his mysterious summons. That letter, read and
reread by his wife, and submitted by her to the police, yielded little
enough for conjecture to feed on.

"I have just heard of Elwell's death, and while I suppose there is
now no farther risk of trouble, it might be safer -- " That was all. The
"risk of trouble" was easily explained by the newspaper clipping which
had apprised Mary of the suit brought against her husband by one of his
associates in the Blue Star enterprise. The only new information
conveyed in the letter was the fact of its showing Boyne, when he wrote
it, to be still apprehensive of the results of the suit, though he had
assured his wife that it had been withdrawn, and though the letter itself
declared that the plaintiff was dead. It took several weeks of exhaustive
cabling to fix the identity of the "Parvis" to whom the fragmentary
communication was addressed, but even after these inquiries had shown
him to be a Waukesha lawyer, no new facts concerning the Elwell suit
were elicited. He appeared to have had no direct concern in it, but to
have been conversant with the facts merely as an acquaintance, and



possible intermediary; and he declared himself unable to divine with
what object Boyne intended to seek his assistance.

This negative information, sole fruit of the first fortnight's
feverish search, was not increased by a jot during the slow weeks that
followed. Mary knew that the investigations were still being carried on,
but she had a vague sense of their gradually slackening, as the actual
march of time seemed to slacken. It was as though the days, flying
horror-struck from the shrouded image of the one inscrutable day,
gained assurance as the distance lengthened, till at last they fell back
into their normal gait. And so with the human imaginations at work on
the dark event. No doubt it occupied them still, but week by week and
hour by hour it grew less absorbing, took up less space, was slowly but
inevitably crowded out of the foreground of consciousness by the new
problems perpetually bubbling up from the vaporous caldron of human
experience.

Even Mary Boyne's consciousness gradually felt the same
lowering of velocity. It still swayed with the incessant oscillations of
conjecture; but they were slower, more rhythmical in their beat. There
were moments of overwhelming lassitude when, like the victim of some
poison which leaves the brain clear, but holds the body motionless, she
saw herself domesticated with the Horror, accepting its perpetual
presence as one of the fixed conditions of life.

These moments lengthened into hours and days, till she passed
into a phase of stolid acquiescence. She watched the familiar routine of
life with the incurious eye of a savage on whom the meaningless
processes of civilization make but the faintest impression. She had come
to regard herself as part of the routine, a spoke of the wheel, revolving
with its motion; she felt almost like the furniture of the room in which
she sat, an insensate object to be dusted and pushed about with the
chairs and tables. And this deepening apathy held her fast at Lyng, in
spite of the urgent entreaties of friends and the usual medical
recommendation of "change." Her friends supposed that her refusal to
move was inspired by the belief that her husband would one day return
to the spot from
which he had vanished, and a beautiful legend grew up about this
imaginary state of waiting. But in reality she had no such belief: the
depths of anguish inclosing her were no longer lighted by flashes of hope.
She was sure that Boyne would never come back, that he had gone out of
her sight as completely as if Death itself had waited that day on the
threshold. She had even renounced, one by one, the various theories as
to his disappearance which had been advanced by the press, the police,
and her own agonized imagination. In sheer lassitude her mind turned



from these alternatives of horror, and sank back into the blank fact that
he was gone.

No, she would never know what had become of him -- no one
would ever know. But the house knew; the library in which she spent her
long, lonely evenings
knew. For it was here that the last scene had been enacted, here that the
stranger had come, and spoken the word which had caused Boyne to rise
and follow him. The floor she trod had felt his tread; the books on the
shelves had seen his face; and there were moments when the intense
consciousness of the old, dusky walls seemed about to break out into
some audible revelation of their secret. But the revelation never came,
and she knew it would never come. Lyng was not one of the garrulous old
houses that betray the secrets intrusted to them. Its very legend proved
that it had always been the mute accomplice, the incorruptible custodian
of the mysteries it had surprised. And Mary Boyne, sitting face to face
with its portentous silence, felt the futility of seeking to break it by any
human means.

"I DON'T say it wasn't straight, yet don't say it was straight. It
was business."

Mary, at the words, lifted her head with a start, and looked
intently at the speaker.

When, half an hour before, a card with "Mr. Parvis" on it had
been brought up to her, she had been immediately aware that the name
had been a part of her consciousness ever since she had read it at the
head of Boyne's unfinished letter. In the library she had found awaiting
her a small neutral-tinted man with a bald head and gold eye-glasses,
and it sent a strange tremor through her to know that this was the
person to whom her husband's last known thought had been directed.

Parvis, civilly, but without vain preamble, -- in the manner of a
man who has his watch in his hand, -- had set forth the object of his
visit. He had "run over" to England on business, and finding himself in
the neighborhood of Dorchester, had not wished to leave it without
paying his respects to Mrs. Boyne; without asking her, if the occasion
offered, what she meant to do about Bob Elwell's family.

The words touched the spring of some obscure dread in Mary's
bosom. Did her visitor, after all, know what Boyne had meant by his
unfinished phrase? She asked for an elucidation of his question, and
noticed at once that he seemed surprised at her continued ignorance of
the subject. Was it possible that she really knew as little as she said?



"I know nothing -- you must tell me," she faltered out; and her
visitor thereupon proceeded to unfold his story. It threw, even to her
confused perceptions, and imperfectly initiated vision, a lurid glare on
the whole hazy episode of the Blue Star Mine. Her husband had made
his money in that brilliant speculation at the cost of "getting ahead" of
some one less alert to seize the chance; the victim of his ingenuity was
young Robert Elwell, who had "put him on" to the Blue Star scheme.

Parvis, at Mary's first startled cry, had thrown her a sobering
glance through his impartial glasses.

"Bob Elwell wasn't smart enough, that's all; if he had been, he
might have turned round and served Boyne the same way. It's the kind of
thing that happens every day in business. I guess it's what the scientists
call the survival of the fittest,"” said Mr. Parvis, evidently pleased with the
aptness of his analogy.

Mary felt a physical shrinking from the next question she tried
to frame; it was as though the words on her lips had a taste that
nauseated her.

"But then -- you accuse my husband of doing something
dishonorable?"

Mr. Parvis surveyed the question dispassionately. "Oh, no, I
don't. I don't even say it wasn't straight." He glanced up and down the
long lines of books, as if one of them might have supplied him with the
definition he sought. "I don't say it wasn't straight, and yet I don't say it
was straight. It was business." After all, no definition in his category
could be more comprehensive than that.

Mary sat staring at him with a look of terror. He seemed to her
like the indifferent, implacable emissary of some dark, formless power.

"But Mr. Elwell's lawyers apparently did not take your view,
since I suppose the suit was withdrawn by their advice."

"Oh, yes, they knew he hadn't a leg to stand on, technically. It
was when they advised him to withdraw the suit that he got desperate.
You see, he'd borrowed most of the money he lost in the Blue Star, and
he was up a tree. That's why he shot himself when they told him he had
no show."

The horror was sweeping over Mary in great, deafening waves.



"He shot himself? He killed himself because of that?"

"Well, he didn't kill himself, exactly. He dragged on two months
before he died." Parvis emitted the statement as unemotionally as a
gramophone grinding out its "record."

"You mean that he tried to kill himself, and failed? And tried
again?"

"Oh, he didn't have to try again," said Parvis, grimly.

They sat opposite each other in silence, he swinging his eye-
glass thoughtfully about his finger, she, motionless, her arms stretched
along her knees in an attitude of rigid tension.

"But if you knew all this," she began at length, hardly able to
force her voice above a whisper, "how is it that when I wrote you at the
time of my husband's disappearance you said you didn't understand his
letter?"

Parvis received this without perceptible discomfiture. "Why, I
didn't understand it -- strictly speaking. And it wasn't the time to talk
about it, if I had. The Elwell business was settled when the suit was
withdrawn. Nothing I could have told you would have helped you to find
your husband."

Mary continued to scrutinize him. "Then why are you telling me
now?"

Still Parvis did not hesitate. "Well, to begin with, I supposed you
knew more than you appear to -- I mean about the circumstances of
Elwell's death. And then people are talking of it now; the whole matter's
been raked up again. And I thought, if you didn't know, you ought to."

She remained silent, and he continued: "You see, it's only come
out lately what a bad state Elwell's affairs were in. His wife's a proud
woman, and she fought on as long as she could, going out to work, and
taking sewing at home, when she got too sick -- something with the
heart, I believe. But she had his bedridden mother to look after, and the
children, and she broke down under it, and finally had to ask for help.
That attracted attention to the case, and the papers took it up, and a
subscription was started. Everybody out there liked Bob Elwell, and most
of the prominent names in the place are down on the list, and people
began to wonder why -- "



Parvis broke off to fumble in an inner pocket. "Here," he
continued, "here's an account of the whole thing from the 'Sentinel' -- a
little sensational, of course. But I guess you'd better look it over."

He held out a newspaper to Mary, who unfolded it slowly,
remembering, as she did so, the evening when, in that same room, the
perusal of a clipping from the "Sentinel” had first shaken the depths of
her security.

As she opened the paper, her eyes, shrinking from the glaring
head-lines, "Widow of Boyne's Victim Forced to Appeal for Aid," ran down
the column of text to two portraits inserted in it. The first was her
husband's, taken from a photograph made the year they had come to
England. It was the picture of him that she liked best, the one that stood
on the writing-table up-stairs in her bedroom. As the eyes in the
photograph met hers, she felt it would be impossible to read what was
said of him, and closed her lids with the sharpness of the pain.

"I thought if you felt disposed to put your name down -- " she
heard Parvis continue.

She opened her eyes with an effort, and they fell on the other
portrait. It was that of a youngish man, slightly built, in rough clothes,
with features somewhat blurred by the shadow of a projecting hat-brim.
Where had she seen that outline before? She stared at it confusedly, her
heart hammering in her throat and ears. Then she gave a cry.

"This is the man -- the man who came for my husband!"

She heard Parvis start to his feet, and was dimly aware that she
had slipped backward into the corner of the sofa, and that he was
bending above her in alarm. With an intense effort she straightened
herself, and reached out for the paper, which she had dropped.

"It's the man! [ should know him anywhere!" she cried in a voice
that sounded in her own ears like a scream.

Parvis's voice seemed to come to her from far off, down endless,
fog-muffled windings.

"Mrs. Boyne, you're not very well. Shall I call somebody? Shall I
get a glass of water?"

"No, no, no!" She threw herself toward him, her hand frantically
clenching the newspaper. "I tell you, it's the man! I know him! He spoke
to me in the garden!"



Parvis took the journal from her, directing his glasses to the
portrait. "It can't be, Mrs. Boyne. It's Robert Elwell."

"Robert Elwell?" Her white stare seemed to travel into space.
"Then it was Robert Elwell who came for him."

"Came for Boyne? The day he went away?" Parvis's voice dropped
as hers rose. He bent over, laying a fraternal hand on her, as if to coax
her gently back into her seat. "Why, Elwell was dead! Don't you
remember?"

Mary sat with her eyes fixed on the picture, unconscious of what
he was saying.

"Don't you remember Boyne's unfinished letter to me -- the one
you found on his desk that day? It was written just after he'd heard of
Elwell's death." She noticed an odd shake in Parvis's unemotional voice.
"Surely you remember that!" he urged her.

Yes, she remembered: that was the profoundest horror of it.
Elwell had died the day before her husband's disappearance; and this
was Elwell's portrait; and it was the portrait of the man who had spoken
to her in the garden. She lifted her head and looked slowly about the
library. The library could have borne witness that it was also the portrait
of the man who had come in that day to call Boyne from his unfinished
letter. Through the misty surgings of her brain she heard the faint boom
of half-forgotten words -- words spoken by Alida Stair on the lawn at
Pangbourne before Boyne and his wife had ever seen the house at Lyng,
or had imagined that they might one day live there.

"This was the man who spoke to me," she repeated.

She looked again at Parvis. He was trying to conceal his
disturbance under what he imagined to be an expression of indulgent
commiseration; but the edges of his lips were blue. "He thinks me mad,;
but I'm not mad," she reflected; and suddenly there flashed upon her a
way of justifying her strange affirmation.

She sat quiet, controlling the quiver of her lips, and waiting till
she could trust her voice to keep its habitual level; then she said, looking
straight at Parvis: "Will you answer me one question, please? When was
it that Robert Elwell tried to kill himself?"

"When -- when?" Parvis stammered.



"Yes; the date. Please try to remember."

She saw that he was growing still more afraid of her. "I have a
reason,” she insisted gently.

"Yes, yes. Only I can't remember. About two months before, 1
should say."

"I want the date," she repeated.

Parvis picked up the newspaper. "We might see here," he said,
still humoring her. He ran his eyes down the page. "Here it is. Last
October -- the -- "

She caught the words from him. "The 20th, wasn't it?" With a
sharp look at her, he verified. "Yes, the 20th. Then you did know?"

"I know now." Her white stare continued to travel past him.
"Sunday, the 20t that was the day he came first."

Parvis's voice was almost inaudible. "Came here first?"
"Yes."
"You saw him twice, then?"

"Yes, twice." She breathed it at him with dilated eyes. "He came
first on the 20th of October. I remember the date because it was the day
we went up Meldon Steep for the first time." She felt a faint gasp of
inward laughter at the thought that but for that she might have
forgotten.

Parvis continued to scrutinize her, as if trying to intercept her
gaze.

"We saw him from the roof," she went on. "He came down the
lime-avenue toward the house. He was dressed just as he is in that
picture. My husband saw him first. He was frightened, and ran down
ahead of me; but there was no one there. He had vanished."

"Elwell had vanished?" Parvis faltered.

"Yes." Their two whispers seemed to grope for each other. "I
couldn't think what had happened. | see now. He tried to come then; but
he wasn't dead enough -- he couldn't reach us. He had to wait for two
months; and then he came back again -- and Ned went with him."



She nodded at Parvis with the look of triumph of a child who has
successfully worked out a difficult puzzle. But suddenly she lifted her
hands with a desperate gesture, pressing them to her bursting temples.

"Oh, my God! I sent him to Ned -- I told him where to go! I sent
him to this room!" she screamed out.

She felt the walls of the room rush toward her, like inward
falling ruins; and she heard Parvis, a long way off, as if through the
ruins, crying to her, and struggling to get at her. But she was numb to
his touch, she did not know what he was saying. Through the tumult she
heard but one clear note, the voice of Alida Stair, speaking on the lawn at
Pangbourne.

"You won't know till afterward," it said. "You won't know till long,
long afterward."

AFTERWORD

CHRISTMAS has such a long and complex history. It is not as
simple as Santa and shopping. I personally, to add some magic to what
has become a commercial holiday for me, began writing Christmas ghost
stories in 1990, taking Robertson Davies, M. R. James and Dickens as
my mentors. Every year since I have tried to write a new tale about the
Yuletide season. One would think that finding new ideas would be
difficult but with the richness of Christmas this has been the opposite. I
have a list with over forty titles ready for new stories. (I think I'm set for a
few decades at least.) My stories have not all been in the traditional vein,
usually a ghostly appearance in some remote place. It would be proper to
say I write Christmas horror stories. These tales have been collected in a
new ebook entitled GHOULTIDE GREETINGS from Double Dragon
Publishing. http://www.double-dragon-ebooks.com

WINTER TALES is a public domain ebook. Please share it with others.
Introductory material and “On the Feast of Stephen” copyright G. W.
Thomas 2002. Cover for GHOULTIDE GREETINGS copyright Double
Dragon Publishing.
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