The Man Behind the Door, or
No.— Brockley Road, S.E.

By Elliot O' Donnell

Some years ago, a the house of a friend in Norwood, | met a Mr and Mrs Thorpe who told me of
a strange experience they had once had in Brockley.

“We neither beieved nor disbelieved in ghods” they sad, “when we went to live a No.
Brockley Road, SE., but we hadn't been in the house very long before we arived a the
concluson that it was what is popularly termed ‘haunted” During our Stay there we were
repestedly disturbed by the sound of a latchkey being fitted in the lock of the front door, and by
footgteps running up and down the firg flight of dars yet, whenever we went to look, we saw
no one.

“On other occasions, however, when we were not expecting to see anyone, we both fancied we
could detect the somewhat indigtinct figure of a man, dressed in an old-fashioned high chimney-
pot hat and Albert coat, standing, as if in the act of watching and listening, on the mat behind the
front door. We spoke to him severd times, hut never got any response, and the moment we tried
to touch him, he invariably vanished.

At fird, we were very frightened, but as we never saw anything more darming than this
goparently harmless gpparition, we gradudly got accustomed to it and eventually overcame our
fear. At the same time, neither of us a dl relished the idea of being left done in the house, and it
was partly on that account that we findly gaveit up.”

| asked them if they knew its hitory, and recelved arather discouraging reply.

“ We have heard certain rumours” they sad, “ but we very much doubt their authenticity. Mr
Johnson, the dairyman, who lives close to it might be able to tell you something, as he occupied
the house for three or four years.”

They evidently did not wish to be pumped, so | let the matter rest for the time being, and later
on, when | had a little time to spare, | paid a vist to Brockley Road and, without much difficulty,
found Mr Johnson. But he was by no meansinclined to be communicative.

“It istrue)” he said, “I did hear a lot of queer noises while | was there, and | often used to think
| saw someone standing on the mat in the hal, behind the front door, but | prefer not to tak
about it, as the landlord has threatened one person | know with an action for dander of title, and |
don't want to get let in for anything of that sort.”

“Isthe house empty,” | asked.

“It was yesterday,” Mr Johnson grunted. “Why?’

“Because,” | replied, “I should like to spend a night there.”

To my surprise, the momert | made this statement, Mr Johnson' s festures visibly relaxed.

“What, to see the ghost,” he chuckled. “Now look here, | see you're interested, and so am |, but
it must be between oursdves. Wdl, that house has dways fascinated me, and it fascinaes me
more now, oddly enough, than when | lived in it, and often of a night, when the Street is 4ill, and
everyone has gone to bed, | fed obliged to sted out and have a look at it. Going up to the front
door, | lean my head againg the pands and ligen, and when | hear deep, heavy bregsthing coming
to me from the other dde, | know he is there right enough—there, as usud, watching and
waiting. Poor devil, be never seems to get any respite. No matter whether it is winter or summer,



raning, haling, or snowing, he invarigbly keeps his vigil, sanding gill and ligening, God knows
why, or for what. | thought of him last Chrismas Eve and wondered if the Powers that ordain
things behind the scenes would give him anight off.

“I kept on thinking about him to such an extent that, a length, | could bear it no longer; |
dipped out of the house, leaving dl the warmth and comfort, and jollity behind, and hurried off
to Brockley Road, and, sure enough, when | arrived at No. and laid my head against the door, |
could hear him. There he was as usud, dl done in that dark, cold, empty house, standing ill
and ligening. | cdled out to him and expressed my sympathy, and | thought | heard a Sgh, but it
may have been imagination. Anyhow, | got no other sort of reply and | came away feding very
depressed and unhappy. Indeed, it quite spoilt my Chrigmas, for dl the time | was edting my
roast turkey and plum pudding, and the kiddies were pulling crackers and taking dl kinds of
nonsense, the dark, deserted house and that solitary watcher kept risng up before me.

“No mater what sns he had committed, | thought, in his lifetime, no punishment could be
more terrible than having to stand there, dl aone, night after night, year after year, with no other
companion saving therats, and mice, and shadows. If that isn't hell, | don’'t know what is?’

“And you don't know the higtory of the house,” | ventured.

“No,” Mr Johnson said, his manner changing again. “1 know nothing, and, mind, |1 haven't told
you anything—that isto say, if anybody asks,” and as he would not say another word, | left him.

| then went to the house and inspected it. It was to let, and apparently there was no caretaker.
How | obtained admission, | won't say, as others might be tempted to follow my example; but
get in | did, and two nights later found me in the hdl, with no other companion saving my
fathful canine friend—Ghoul—an Irish terrier.

My first impresson of the place was that it was quite ordinary—there was nothing weird about
it, no dark cupboards or gloomy recesses, or anything that in any way suggested the presence of
the superphysca. And yet Ghoul did not seem at dl a home, nor did I. There was the usud
something which | have detected in s0 many haunted houses, that filled me with a feding of
vague gpprehension and indefinite fear.

Being somewhat cold, for the place had obvioudy been without fires for a long time, | drank
some hot tea, which | had brought with me in a thermos flask, and then commenced a thorough
exploration of the premises. Bidding Ghoul follow, | dipped on a par of rubber soles and
descended into the basement. Having satisfied mysdf no one was there, | went updstairs, and
findly took up my pogtion for the night, seated on the dairs leading into the hal and &cing the
front door. Ghoul sat close beside me.

The weather being wet and forbidding there were very few people in the dreet; a long
intervals steps might be heard scurrying past the house—otherwise al was 4ill, save for the
gentle paitering of the rain and occasond noises, which obvioudy came from next door. At las,
minute after minute sped by in absolute Slence—a dlence that seemed to intengfy with the
passng of every second that brought us nearer midnight, and a about one, the gairs above me
gave an ominous creak, Ghoul growled, and my heart went pitter-pat, pitter-pat.

| then fancied | could detect something like soft footsteps deding very dedthily down,
pausng every now and again as if ther owner were intent on not being heard. As on Al
occasons, when | am aone in a haunted house, | now grew horribly afrad and wished to
goodness | had never been fool enough to come. Yet being there, and fully redlisng | had to see
the thing through, | determined to try and pull mysdf together. Overcoming my fear with an
effort—and | admit it was a supreme effort—I stood up, shone my pocket flashlight up and down
the gtairs behind me, and, to my infinite relief, sav—no one.



Then | st down again and once more resumed my vigil. The slence grew, and intermingling
with it now came a feding that Ghoul and | would shortly be spectators of a drama or incident,
which everything around us—wadls, dars, shadows, and the very amosphere itsdf were
anticipating.

| diginctly felt a tremendous concertration going en dl around us, which seemed as if it must
vey speedily reach a culmingting point, when something definite would happen. It came,
however—as these kind of things usudly do—with the mogt dartling abruptness. The intense
dlence that reigned supreme throughout the house was suddenly broken by the clear and
unmistekable sound of a key being fitted in the lock of the door. Ghoul snarled, the door flew
open, and a cool draught of ar blowing past me, fanned both cheeks. Still 1 saw no one. The
house was once again slent, but only for a while, for, from out of the gloom ahead of me, came a
sgh—the 9gh of someonein very great distress—and Ghoul thistime whined.

| could now no more have moved or shut my eyes than | could have flown. | felt mpelled by
some wholly invisble force, agang which | was absolutdy powerless, to St daring draight
ahead of me, vainly endeavouring to pierce the darkness.

Then, quite suddenly, | perceved with a thrill a very fant light or glow which kept on
developing, until it findly took the shagpe of a tdl, thin man, dressed in a black frock coat and tall
dlk ha. He had his back to me a fird, and from his attitude | gathered he was expecting
someone—watching and ligening for them. On Ghoul whining he tuned dightly and | saw his
face. . . . It was a face that once seen was never forgotten, and, even now, after a lapse of some
ten or twelve years, it often comes back to me. It was frightfully colourless, the white brow and
cheeks being fringed with har and whiskers of jet black; but it was the eyes that fascinated me
most—they were dark, deep sat and luminous and, as they met my gaze, | could read in ther
depths the most unspeskable suffering and tragedy.

Though the figure seemed somewha unred and visionary, the face appeared to me just the
reverse; and so certain was | that what | beheld was an objective spirit entity that | made the most
desperate efforts to overcome my terror, which was pitiable in the extreme.

Here | was, confronted with one of te most unusud examples of psychic phenomena | had
ever encountered, a phantasm of the non-mdignant type, endowed, as it seemed only too
obvioudy, with red human inteligence. Here, within a few feet of me was a genuine clue to the
ridde of the ages—not the poor, slly make-bdief ghost usudly seen a dleged maeridisng
seances, and with which, as witness the famous masked medium case of last year, O many
siritudists are deluded—but a bona fide denizen of the other world, a denizen that held within
its knowledge the greatest of dl myseries—that of life and deeth. If, if only | could prevail upon
it to speak—to answer even one question, then | should have obtained dl that | had been dtriving
for for years and in one swift bound have advanced further—immeasurably furthe—than any
living mortal.

| tried to speak—God aone knows how hard | tried, or for how long—and at last | succeeded.
What | actudly sad | can not remember. So chaotic was my mind, surging with a thousand and
one emoations, that | forgot my words amost as soon as | had uttered them. Again | struggled,
and again something passed my lips, but there was no response. The figure ill stood there in an
attitude of expectancy, the cool wind through the cracks of the door rustling past it, and fanning
the hair and whiskers on its white face, but it gave no sign of having heard me.

Then, quite suddenly, | became cdm, wonderfully, supernaturdly, cam, with every faculty |
possessed extraordinarily active and dert.



| spoke again, and, throwing al my heat and soul into my utterance, implored the figure to
ek and satisfy my yearnings as to whether there was a future life for me or not. It made no
reply. Then, thinking that, perhaps, it might not be able to make any verba sounds with those
white ethered lips, | exhorted it, indead, to make use of dgns, to give me any indication,
however smal, that it was cgpable of hearing and comprehending the living human voice.

Our eyes looked into one another’'s as | spoke, but in its gaze | could detect no ateration of
expresson, nothing different from what there had been dl dong, nothing to show it was in the
least degree conscious of what | was saying.

Bitterly disgppointed | stood up, and, stepping towards it, put out my hand to touch it on the
shoulder. My fingers encountered nothing, and before | could actudly redise what was
happening, | found mysdf on the door-mat—aone. The figure had vanished, nor did it appear
agan.

Nights later, however, when | was again in the neighbourhood, resolving to put to the test the
experiment tried by Mr Johnson, | cautioudy approached the house, and, putting my ear againgt
the door, listened.

Ghoul, who was with me, growled, for, coming from the other sde of the pands and
immeasurably emphasised by the utter dillness of the dreet and night, was the sound of
breathing—deep, heavy breathing, that stopped short every now and again, as if the producer of
it had had his attention suddenly arrested was listening—and then went steadily on again.

* * %

| have heard severa so-cdled explandions of the haunting, but none more feasble than the
following. Soon after the houses in the Brockley Road were built, No. — was tenanted by a
couple whom | will desgnae Mr and Mrs Mills Mr Mills was a commercid traveller, and on
one occason, during his asence from home, his wife, who happened to be much younger than
he, became acquainted with a handsome foreigner, and so far succumbed to his advances, that, in
the end, she decided to dope with him. The husband returned on the day she had taken her
departure, and, thinking she had merely gone on a vist to some friends, sat up awaiting her
return. Hour after hour passed by but he heard no welcome sound of footsteps, and the morning
found him, white and haggard, dill tanding in the hal—waiting.
Later on in the day he recelved atelegram. It was terse and to the point:

“I’m not coming back.—Violet.”

He read it through severd times, and then, putting on his hat and overcoat, he walked down to
the river and drowned himsdlf.



