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Introduction

Juno Books publishes fantasy featuring female 
protagonists. Many of our novels make excellent 
Halloween reading: Carole Nelson Douglas’s 
Dancing with Werewolves and Brimstone Kiss are a 
lot of fun, but they also have some scary werewolves 
and vampires. There are vampires and horrific events 
in Maria Lima’s Matters of the Blood and its sequel, 
Blood Bargain. You’ll meet demons and witches 
in Stacia Kane’s Personal Demons and an ancient 
necromancer raising an army of the dead in Seaborn 
by Chris Howard. Another sort of necromancer fights 
the inhuman Mor in Blood Magic and Nights of Sin 
by Matthew Cook. Lauren must confront the dark 
energies of the past in the romantic and atmospheric, 
Blackness Tower by Lillian Stewart Carl. In Margaret 
Lucke’s House of Whispers, Claire’s paranormal 
powers help solve a bloody crime in a haunted house. 
The entire world is threatened by a malevolent deity 
in Apricot Brandy by Lynn Cesar.

You’ll also find dark thrills and chills in Master of 
Shadows by Janet Lorimer, Dark Maiden by Norma 
Lehr, Rags and Old Iron by Lorelei Shannon, and 
Twelve Steps from Darkness by Karen E. Taylor. 
We also re-published the historical horror novel A 
Mortal Glamour by Chelsea Quinn Yarbro.

We hope you enjoy these five frightening classic 
tales—all by women writers—and become better 
acquainted with Juno Books!
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Let Loose 
Mary Cholmondeley

First publication: Temple Bar: A London Magazine for 
Town and Country Readers 88 (April 1890)

The dead abide with us! Though stark and cold
Earth seems to grip them, they are with us still.

Some years ago I took up architecture, and made 
a tour through Holland, studying the buildings of 

that interesting country. I was not then aware that it is 
not enough to take up art. Art must take you up, too. I 
never doubted but that my passing enthusiasm for her 
would be returned. When I discovered that she was a 
stern mistress, who did not immediately respond to 
my attentions, I naturally transferred them to another 
shrine. There are other things in the world besides 
art. I am now a landscape gardener.

But at the time of which I write I was engaged in 
a violent flirtation with architecture. I had one com-
panion on this expedition, who has since become one 
of the leading architects of the day. He was a thin, 
determined-looking man with a screwed-up face and 
heavy jaw, slow of speech, and absorbed in his work 
to a degree which I quickly found tiresome. He was 
possessed of a certain quiet power of overcoming 
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obstacles which I have rarely seen equalled. He has 
since become my brother-in-law, so I ought to know; 
for my parents did not like him much and opposed 
the marriage, and my sister did not like him at all, and 
refused him over and over again; but, nevertheless, he 
eventually married her.

I have thought since that one of his reasons for 
choosing me as his travelling companion on this 
occasion was because he was getting up steam for 
what he subsequently termed “an alliance with my 
family,” but the idea never entered my head at the time. 
A more careless man as to dress I have rarely met, and 
yet, in all the heat of July in Holland, I noticed that he 
never appeared without a high, starched collar, which 
had not even fashion to commend it at that time.

I often chaffed him about his splendid collars, and 
asked him why he wore them, but without eliciting 
any response. One evening, as we were walking back 
to our lodgings in Middeburg, I attacked him for 
about the thirtieth time on the subject.

“Why on earth do you wear them?” I said. “You 
have, I believe, asked me that question many times,” 
he replied, in his slow, precise utterance; “but always 
on occasions when I was occupied. I am now at 
leisure, and I will tell you.”

And he did.
I have put down what he said, as nearly in his own 

words as I can remember them.   
Ten years ago, I was asked to read a paper on 
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English Frescoes at the Institute of British Architects. 
I was determined to make the paper as good as I 
could, down to the slightest details, and I consulted 
many books on the subject, and studied every fresco I 
could find. My father, who had been an architect, had 
left me, at his death, all his papers and note-books on 
the subject of architecture. I searched them diligently, 
and found in one of them a slight unfinished sketch 
of nearly fifty years ago that specially interested 
me. Underneath was noted, in his clear, small hand: 
Frescoed east wall of crypt. Parish Church. Wet 
Waste-on-the-Wolds, Yorkshire (viâ Pickering).

The sketch had such a fascination for me that I 
decided to go there and see the fresco for myself. I had 
only a very vague idea as to where Wet Waste-on-the-
Wolds was, but I was ambitious for the success of my 
paper; it was hot in London, and I set off on my long 
journey not without a certain degree of pleasure, with 
my dog Brian, a large nondescript brindled creature, 
as my only companion.

I reached Pickering, in Yorkshire, in the course of 
the afternoon, and then began a series of experiments 
on local lines which ended, after several hours, in my 
finding myself deposited at a little out-of-the-world 
station within nine or ten miles of Wet Waste. As no 
conveyance of any kind was to be had, I shouldered 
my portmanteau, and set out on a long white road 
that stretched away into the distance over the bare, 
treeless wold. I must have walked for several hours, 
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over a waste of moorland patched with heather, when 
a doctor passed me, and gave me a lift to within a 
mile of my destination. The mile was a long one, and 
it was quite dark by the time I saw the feeble glimmer 
of lights in front of me, and found that I had reached 
Wet Waste. I had considerable difficulty in getting any 
one to take me in; but at last I persuaded the owner 
of the public-house to give me a bed, and, quite tired 
out, I got into it as soon as possible, for fear he should 
change his mind, and fell asleep to the sound of a 
little stream below my window.

I was up early next morning, and inquired directly 
after breakfast the way to the clergyman’s house, 
which I found was close at hand. At Wet Waste 
everything was close at hand. The whole village 
seemed composed of a straggling row of one-storeyed 
grey stone houses, the same colour as the stone 
walls that separated the few fields enclosed from the 
surrounding waste, and as the little bridges over the 
beck that ran down one side of the grey wide street. 
Everything was grey. The church, the low tower of 
which I could see at a little distance, seemed to have 
been built of the same stone; so was the parsonage 
when I came up to it, accompanied on my way by a 
mob of rough, uncouth children, who eyed me and 
Brian with half-defiant curiosity.

The clergyman was at home, and after a short delay 
I was admitted. Leaving Brian in charge of my drawing 
materials, I followed the servant into a low panelled 
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room, in which, at a latticed window, a very old man 
was sitting. The morning light fell on his white head 
bent low over a litter of papers and books.

“Mr. er—?” he said, looking up slowly, with one 
finger keeping his place in a book.

“Blake.”
“Blake,” he repeated after me, and was silent.
I told him that I was an architect; that I had come 

to study a fresco in the crypt of his church, and asked 
for the keys.

“The crypt,” he said, pushing up his spectacles and 
peering hard at me. “The crypt has been closed for 
thirty years. Ever since--” and he stopped short.

“I should be much obliged for the keys,” I said 
again. He shook his head.

“No,” he said. “No one goes in there now.”
“It is a pity,” I remarked, “for I have come a long 

way with that one object”; and I told him about the 
paper I had been asked to read, and the trouble I was 
taking with it.

He became interested. “Ah!” he said, laying down 
his pen, and removing his finger from the page before 
him, “I can understand that. I also was young once, 
and fired with ambition. The lines have fallen to me 
in somewhat lonely places, and for forty years I have 
held the cure of souls in this place, where, truly, I have 
seen but little of the world, though I myself may be not 
unknown in the paths of literature. Possibly you may 
have read a pamphlet, written by myself, on the Syrian 
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version of the Three Authentic Epistles of Ignatius?”
“Sir,” I said, “I am ashamed to confess that I have 

not time to read even the most celebrated books. My 
one object in life is my art. Ars longa, vita brevis, you 
know.”

“You are right, my son,” said the old man, evidently 
disappointed, but looking at me kindly. “There are 
diversities of gifts, and if the Lord has entrusted you 
with a talent, look to it. Lay it not up in a napkin.”

I said I would not do so if he would lend me the keys 
of the crypt. He seemed startled by my recurrence to 
the subject and looked undecided.

“Why not?” he murmured to himself. “The youth 
appears a good youth. And superstition! What is it but 
distrust in God!”

He got up slowly, and taking a large bunch of keys 
out of his pocket, opened with one of them an oak 
cupboard in the corner of the room.

“They should be here,” he muttered, peering in; 
“but the dust of many years deceives the eye. See, my 
son, if among these parchments there be two keys; 
one of iron and very large, and the other steel, and of 
a long thin appearance.”

I went eagerly to help him, and presently found 
in a back drawer two keys tied together, which he 
recognised at once.

“Those are they,” he said. “The long one opens the 
first door at the bottom of the steps which go down 
against the outside wall of the church hard by the 



7

sword graven in the wall. The second opens (but it is 
hard of opening and of shutting) the iron door within 
the passage leading to the crypt itself. My son, is it 
necessary to your treatise that you should enter this 
crypt?”

I replied that it was absolutely necessary.
“Then take them,” he said, “and in the evening you 

will bring them to me again.”
I said I might want to go several days running, and 

asked if he would not allow me to keep them till I had 
finished my work; but on that point he was firm.

“Likewise,” he added, “be careful that you lock the 
first door at the foot of the steps before you unlock 
the second, and lock the second also while you are 
within. Furthermore, when you come out lock the 
iron inner door as well as the wooden one.”

I promised I would do so, and, after thanking him, 
hurried away, delighted at my success in obtaining 
the keys. Finding Brian and my sketching materials 
waiting for me in the porch, I eluded the vigilance of 
my escort of children by taking the narrow private 
path between the parsonage and the church which 
was close at hand, standing in a quadrangle of ancient 
yews.

The church itself was interesting, and I noticed 
that it must have arisen out of the ruins of a previous 
building, judging from the number of fragments of 
stone caps and arches, bearing traces of very early 
carving, now built into the walls. There were incised 
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crosses, too, in some places, and one especially caught 
my attention, being flanked by a large sword. It was in 
trying to get a nearer look at this that I stumbled, and, 
looking down, saw at my feet a flight of narrow stone 
steps green with moss and mildew. Evidently this 
was the entrance to the crypt. I at once descended the 
steps, taking care of my footing, for they were damp 
and slippery in the extreme. Brian accompanied me, 
as nothing would induce him to remain behind. By 
the time I had reached the bottom of the stairs, I found 
myself almost in darkness, and I had to strike a light 
before I could find the keyhole and the proper key to fit 
into it. The door, which was of wood, opened inwards 
fairly easily, although an accumulation of mould and 
rubbish on the ground outside showed it had not been 
used for many years. Having got through it, which 
was not altogether an easy matter, as nothing would 
induce it to open more than about eighteen inches, I 
carefully locked it behind me, although I should have 
preferred to leave it open, as there is to some minds 
an unpleasant feeling in being locked in anywhere, in 
case of a sudden exit seeming advisable.

I kept my candle alight with some difficulty, and 
after groping my way down a low and of course 
exceedingly dank passage, came to another door. A 
toad was squatting against it, who looked as if he 
had been sitting there about a hundred years. As I 
lowered the candle to the floor, he gazed at the light 
with unblinking eyes, and then retreated slowly 
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into a crevice in the wall, leaving against the door 
a small cavity in the dry mud which had gradually 
silted up round his person. I noticed that this door 
was of iron, and had a long bolt, which, however, was 
broken. Without delay, I fitted the second key into the 
lock, and pushing the door open after considerable 
difficulty, I felt the cold breath of the crypt upon my 
face. I must own I experienced a momentary regret at 
locking the second door again as soon as I was well 
inside, but I felt it my duty to do so. Then, leaving 
the key in the lock, I seized my candle and looked 
round. I was standing in a low vaulted chamber with 
groined roof, cut out of the solid rock. It was difficult 
to see where the crypt ended, as further light thrown 
on any point only showed other rough archways or 
openings, cut in the rock, which had probably served 
at one time for family vaults. A peculiarity of the Wet 
Waste crypt, which I had not noticed in other places 
of that description, was the tasteful arrangement of 
skulls and bones which were packed about four feet 
high on either side. The skulls were symmetrically 
built up to within a few inches of the top of the low 
archway on my left, and the shin bones were arranged 
in the same manner on my right. But the fresco! I 
looked round for it in vain. Perceiving at the further 
end of the crypt a very low and very massive archway, 
the entrance to which was not filled up with bones, I 
passed under it, and found myself in a second smaller 
chamber. Holding my candle above my head, the first 
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object its light fell upon was—the fresco, and at a 
glance I saw that it was unique. Setting down some 
of my things with a trembling hand on a rough stone 
shelf hard by, which had evidently been a credence 
table, I examined the work more closely. It was a 
reredos over what had probably been the altar at the 
time the priests were proscribed. The fresco belonged 
to the earliest part of the fifteenth century, and was 
so perfectly preserved that I could almost trace the 
limits of each day’s work in the plaster, as the artist 
had dashed it on and smoothed it out with his trowel. 
The subject was the Ascension, gloriously treated. I 
can hardly describe my elation as I stood and looked 
at it, and reflected that this magnificent specimen of 
English fresco painting would be made known to the 
world by myself. Recollecting myself at last, I opened 
my sketching bag, and, lighting all the candles I had 
brought with me, set to work.

Brian walked about near me, and though I was 
not otherwise than glad of his company in my rather 
lonely position, I wished several times I had left him 
behind. He seemed restless, and even the sight of so 
many bones appeared to exercise no soothing effect 
upon him. At last, however, after repeated commands, 
he lay down, watchful but motionless, on the stone 
floor.

I must have worked for several hours, and I was 
pausing to rest my eyes and hands, when I noticed 
for the first time the intense stillness that surrounded 
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me. No sound from me reached the outer world. The 
church clock which had clanged out so loud and 
ponderously as I went down the steps, had not since 
sent the faintest whisper of its iron tongue down to 
me below. All was silent as the grave. This was the 
grave. Those who had come here had indeed gone 
down into silence. I repeated the words to myself, or 
rather they repeated themselves to me.

Gone down into silence.
I was awakened from my reverie by a faint sound. I 

sat still and listened. Bats occasionally frequent vaults 
and underground places.

The sound continued, a faint, stealthy, rather 
unpleasant sound. I do not know what kinds of 
sounds bats make, whether pleasant or otherwise. 
Suddenly there was a noise as of something falling, a 
momentary pause and then—an almost imperceptible 
but distant jangle as of a key.

I had left the key in the lock after I had turned it, 
and I now regretted having done so. I got up, took 
one of the candles, and went back into the larger 
crypt—for though I trust I am not so effeminate as 
to be rendered nervous by hearing a noise for which 
I cannot instantly account; still, on occasions of this 
kind, I must honestly say I should prefer that they did 
not occur. As I came towards the iron door, there was 
another distinct (I had almost said hurried) sound. 
The impression on my mind was one of great haste. 
When I reached the door, and held the candle near the 
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lock to take out the key, I perceived that the other one, 
which hung by a short string to its fellow, was vibrating 
slightly. I should have preferred not to find it vibrating, 
as there seemed no occasion for such a course; but I 
put them both into my pocket, and turned to go back 
to my work. As I turned, I saw on the ground what 
had occasioned the louder noise I had heard, namely, 
a skull which had evidently just slipped from its place 
on the top of one of the walls of bones, and had rolled 
almost to my feet. There, disclosing a few more inches 
of the top of an archway behind, was the place from 
which it had been dislodged. I stooped to pick it up, 
but fearing to displace any more skulls by meddling 
with the pile, and not liking to gather up its scattered 
teeth, I let it lie, and went back to my work, in which 
I was soon so completely absorbed that I was only 
roused at last by my candles beginning to burn low 
and go out one after another.

Then, with a sigh of regret, for I had not nearly 
finished, I turned to go. Poor Brian, who had never 
quite reconciled himself to the place, was beside 
himself with delight. As I opened the iron door he 
pushed past me, and a moment later I heard him 
whining and scratching, and I had almost added, 
beating, against the wooden one. I locked the iron 
door, and hurried down the passage as quickly as I 
could, and almost before I had got the other one ajar 
there seemed to be a rush past me into the open air, 
and Brian was bounding up the steps and out of sight. 
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As I stopped to take out the key, I felt quite deserted 
and left behind. When I came out once more into the 
sunlight, there was a vague sensation all about me in 
the air of exultant freedom.

It was already late in the afternoon, and after I 
had sauntered back to the parsonage to give up the 
keys, I persuaded the people of the public-house to 
let me join in the family meal, which was spread out 
in the kitchen. The inhabitants of Wet Waste were 
primitive people, with the frank, unabashed manner 
that flourishes still in lonely places, especially in the 
wilds of Yorkshire; but I had no idea that in these 
days of penny posts and cheap newspapers such entire 
ignorance of the outer world could have existed in 
any corner, however remote, of Great Britain.

When I took one of the neighbour’s children on 
my knee—a pretty little girl with the palest aureole of 
flaxen hair I had ever seen—and began to draw pictures 
for her of the birds and beasts of other countries, I was 
instantly surrounded by a crowd of children, and even 
grown-up people, while others came to their doorways 
and looked on from a distance, calling to each other 
in the strident unknown tongue which I have since 
discovered goes by the name of “Broad Yorkshire”.

The following morning, as I came out of my room, 
I perceived that something was amiss in the village. A 
buzz of voices reached me as I passed the bar, and in 
the next house I could hear through the open window 
a high-pitched wail of lamentation.



14

The woman who brought me my breakfast was in 
tears, and in answer to my questions, told me that the 
neighbour’s child, the little girl whom I had taken on 
my knee the evening before, had died in the night.

I felt sorry for the general grief that the little 
creature’s death seemed to arouse, and the uncontrolled 
wailing of the poor mother took my appetite away.

I hurried off early to my work, calling on my 
way for the keys, and with Brian for my companion 
descended once more into the crypt, and drew and 
measured with an absorption that gave me no time 
that day to listen for sounds real or fancied. Brian, 
too, on this occasion seemed quite content, and slept 
peacefully beside me on the stone floor. When I had 
worked as long as I could, I put away my books with 
regret that even then I had not quite finished, as I had 
hoped to do. It would be necessary come again for a 
short time on the morrow. When I returned the keys 
late that afternoon, the old clergyman met me at the 
door, and asked me to come in and have tea with 
him.

“And has the work prospered?” he asked, as we 
sat down in the long, low room, into which I had just 
been ushered, and where he seemed to live entirely.

I told him it had, and showed it to him.
“You have seen the original, of course?” I said.
“Once,” he replied, gazing fixedly at it. He evidently 

did not care to be communicative, so I turned the 
conversation to the age of the church.
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“All here is old,” he said. “When I was young, forty 
years ago, and came here because I had no means 
of mine own, and was much moved marry at that 
time, I felt oppressed that all was so old; and that this 
place was so far removed from the world, for which I 
had at times longing grievous to be borne; but I had 
chosen my lot, and with it I was forced be content. My 
son, marry not in youth, for love, which truly in that 
season is a mighty power, turns away the heart from 
study, and young children break the back of ambition. 
Neither marry in middle life, when woman is seen to 
be but a woman and her talk a weariness, so you will 
not be burdened with a wife in your old age.”

I had my own views on the subject of marriage, 
for I am of opinion that a well-chosen companion of 
domestic tastes and docile and devote temperament 
may be of material assistance to a professional man. 
But my opinions once formulated, it is not of moment 
to me to discuss them with others, so I changed the 
subject, and asked if the neighbouring villages were 
as antiquated as Wet Waste.

“Yes, all about here is old,” he repeated. “The paved 
road leading to Dyke Fens is an ancient pack road, made 
even in the time of the Romans. Dyke Fens, which is very 
near here, a matter of but four or five miles, is likewise 
old, and forgotten by the world. The Reformation never 
reached it. It stopped here. And at Dyke Fens they 
still have a priest and a bell, and bow down before the 
saints. It is a damnable heresy, and weekly I expound 
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it as such to my people, showing them true doctrines; 
and I have heard that this same priest has so far yielded 
himself to the Evil One that he has preached against 
me as withholding gospel truths from my flock; but I 
take no heed of it, neither of his pamphlet touching the 
Clementine Homilies, in which he vainly contradicts 
that which I have plainly set forth and proven beyond 
doubt, concerning the word Asaph.”

The old man was fairly off on his favourite subject, 
and it was some time before I could get away. As it 
was, he followed me to the door, and I only escaped 
because the old clerk hobbled up at that moment, and 
claimed his attention.

The following morning I went for the keys for the third 
and last time. I had decided to leave early the next day. 
I was tired of Wet Waste, and a certain gloom seemed 
to my fancy to be gathering over the place. There was 
a sensation of trouble in the air, as if, although the day 
was bright and clear, a storm were coming.

This morning, to my astonishment, the keys were 
refused to me when I asked for them. I did not, 
however, take the refusal as final—I make it a rule 
never to take a refusal as final—and after a short 
delay I was shown into the room where, as usual, the 
clergyman was sitting, or rather, on this occasion, was 
walking up and down.

“My son,” he said with vehemence, “I know 
wherefore you have come, but it is of no avail. I cannot 
lend the keys again.”
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I replied that, on the contrary, I hoped he would 
give them to me at once.

“It is impossible,” he repeated. “I did wrong, 
exceeding wrong. I will never part with them again.”

“Why not?”
He hesitated, and then said slowly:
“The old clerk, Abraham Kelly, died last night.” 

He paused, and then went on: “The doctor has just 
been here to tell me of that which is a mystery to him. 
I do not wish the people of the place to know it, and 
only to me he has mentioned it, but he has discovered 
plainly on the throat of the old man, and also, but 
more faintly on the child’s, marks as of strangulation. 
None but he has observed it, and he is at a loss how 
to account for it. I, alas! can account for it but in one 
way, but in one way!”

I did not see what all this had to do with the crypt, 
but to humour the old man, I asked what that way 
was.

“It is a long story, and, haply, to a stranger it may 
appear but foolishness, but I will even tell it; for I 
perceive that unless I furnish a reason for withholding 
the keys, you will not cease to entreat me for them.

“I told you at first when you inquired of me 
concerning the crypt, that it had been closed these 
thirty years, and so it was. Thirty years ago a certain 
Sir Roger Despard departed this life, even the Lord 
of the manor of Wet Waste and Dyke Fens, the last 
of his family, which is now, thank the Lord, extinct. 
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He was a man of a vile life, neither fearing God nor 
regarding man, nor having compassion on innocence, 
and the Lord appeared to have given him over to the 
tormentors even in this world, for he suffered many 
things of his vices, more especially from drunkenness, 
in which seasons, and they were many, he was as one 
possessed by seven devils, being an abomination to 
his household and a root of bitterness to all, both high 
and low.

“And, at last, the cup of his iniquity being full to 
the brim, he came to die, and I went to exhort him on 
his death-bed; for I heard that terror had come upon 
him, and that evil imaginations encompassed him so 
thick on every side, that few of them that were with 
him could abide in his presence. But when I saw him 
I perceived that there was no place of repentance left 
for him, and he scoffed at me and my superstition, 
even as he lay dying, and swore there was no God 
and no angel, and all were damned even as he was. 
And the next day, towards evening, the pains of death 
came upon him, and he raved the more exceedingly, 
inasmuch as he said he was being strangled by the 
Evil One. Now on his table was his hunting knife, 
and with his last strength he crept and laid hold upon 
it, no man withstanding him, and swore a great oath 
that if he went down to burn in hell, he would leave 
one of his hands behind on earth, and that it would 
never rest until it had drawn blood from the throat of 
another and strangled him, even as he himself was 
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being strangled. And he cut off his own right hand 
at the wrist, and no man dared go near him to stop 
him, and the blood went through the floor, even down 
to the ceiling of the room below, and thereupon he 
died.

“And they called me in the night, and told me of his 
oath, and I counselled that no man should speak of it, 
and I took the dead hand, which none had ventured 
to touch, and I laid it beside him in his coffin; for I 
thought it better he should take it with him, so that he 
might have it, if haply some day after much tribulation 
he should perchance be moved to stretch forth his 
hands towards God. But the story got spread about, 
and the people were affrighted, so, when he came 
to be buried in the place of his fathers, he being the 
last of his family, and the crypt likewise full, I had it 
closed, and kept the keys myself, and suffered no man 
to enter therein any more; for truly he was a man of 
an evil life, and the devil is not yet wholly overcome, 
nor cast chained into the lake of fire. So in time the 
story died out, for in thirty years much is forgotten. 
And when you came and asked me for the keys, I was 
at the first minded to withhold them; but I thought it 
was a vain superstition, and I perceived that you do 
but ask a second time for what is first refused; so I let 
you have them, seeing it was not an idle curiosity, but 
a desire to improve the talent committed to you, that 
led you to require them.”

The old man stopped, and I remained silent, 
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wondering what would be the best way to get them 
just once more.

“Surely, sir,” I said at last, “one so cultivated and 
deeply read as yourself cannot be biased by an idle 
superstition.”

“I trust not,” he replied, “and yet—it is a strange 
thing that since the crypt was opened two people have 
died, and the mark is plain upon the throat of the old 
man and visible on the young child. No blood was 
drawn, but the second time the grip was stronger than 
the first. The third time, perchance—”

“Superstition such as that,” I said with authority, 
“is an entire want of faith in God. You once said so 
yourself.”

I took a high moral tone which is often efficacious 
with conscientious, humble-minded people.

He agreed, and accused himself of not having faith 
as a grain of mustard seed; but even when I had got 
him so far as that, I had a severe struggle for the keys. 
It was only when I finally explained to him that if any 
malign influence had been let loose the first day, at any 
rate, it was out now for good or evil, and no further 
going or coming of mine could make any difference, 
that I finally gained my point. I was young, and he was 
old; and, being much shaken by what had occurred, he 
gave way at last, and I wrested the keys from him.

I will not deny that I went down the steps that day 
with a vague, indefinable repugnance, which was only 
accentuated by the closing of the two doors behind me. 
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I remembered then, for the first time, the faint jangling 
of the key and other sounds which I had noticed the 
first day, and how one of the skulls had fallen. I went 
to the place where it still lay. I have already said these 
walls of skulls were built up so high as to be within a 
few inches of the top of the low archways that led into 
more distant portions of the vault. The displacement 
of the skull in question had left a small hole just large 
enough for me to put my hand through. I noticed for 
the first time, over the archway above it, a carved 
coat-of-arms, and the name, now almost obliterated, 
of Despard. This, no doubt, was the Despard vault. I 
could not resist moving a few more skulls and looking 
in, holding my candle as near the aperture as I could. 
The vault was full. Piled high, one upon another, were 
old coffins, and remnants of coffins, and strewn bones. 
I attribute my present determination to be cremated 
to the painful impression produced on me by this 
spectacle. The coffin nearest the archway alone was 
intact, save for a large crack across the lid. I could not 
get a ray from my candle to fall on the brass plates, 
but I felt no doubt this was the coffin of the wicked Sir 
Roger. I put back the skulls, including the one which 
had rolled down, and carefully finished my work. I was 
not there much more than an hour, but I was glad to 
get away.

If I could have left Wet Waste at once I should have 
done so, for I had a totally unreasonable longing to 
leave the place; but I found that only one train stopped 
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during the day at the station from which I had come, 
and that it would not be possible to be in time for it 
that day.

Accordingly I submitted to the inevitable, and 
wandered about with Brian for the remainder of the 
afternoon and until late in the evening, sketching and 
smoking. The day was oppressively hot, and even 
after the sun had set across the burnt stretches of 
the wolds, it seemed to grow very little cooler. Not 
a breath stirred. In the evening, when I was tired of 
loitering in the lanes, I went up to my own room, 
and after contemplating afresh my finished study of 
the fresco, I suddenly set to work to write the part 
of my paper bearing upon it. As a rule, I write with 
difficulty, but that evening words came to me with 
winged speed, and with them a hovering impression 
that I must make haste, that I was much pressed for 
time. I wrote and wrote, until my candles guttered out 
and left me trying to finish by the moonlight, which, 
until I endeavoured to write by it, seemed as clear as 
day.

I had to put away my MS., and, feeling it was 
too early to go to bed, for the church clock was just 
counting out ten, I sat down by the open window and 
leaned out to try and catch a breath of air. It was a 
night of exceptional beauty; and as I looked out my 
nervous haste and hurry of mind were allayed. The 
moon, a perfect circle, was -- if so poetic an expression 
be permissible -- as it were, sailing across a calm 
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sky. Every detail of the little village was as clearly 
illuminated by its beams as if it were broad day; so, 
also, was the adjacent church with its primeval yews, 
while even the wolds beyond were dimly indicated, as 
if through tracing paper.

I sat a long time leaning against the window-sill. 
The heat was still intense. I am not, as a rule, easily 
elated or readily cast down; but as I sat that night in 
the lonely village on the moors, with Brian’s head 
against my knee, how, or why, I know not, a great 
depression gradually came upon me.

My mind went back to the crypt and the countless 
dead who had been laid there. The sight of the goal to 
which all human life, and strength, and beauty, travel 
in the end, had not affected me at the time, but now 
the very air about me seemed heavy with death.

What was the good, I asked myself, of working and 
toiling, and grinding down my heart and youth in the 
mill of long and strenuous effort, seeing that in the 
grave folly and talent, idleness and labour lie together, 
and are alike forgotten? Labour seemed to stretch 
before me till my heart ached to think of it, to stretch 
before me even to the end of life, and then came, as 
the recompense of my labour -- the grave. Even if I 
succeeded, if, after wearing my life threadbare with 
toll, I succeeded, what remained to me in the end? 
The grave. A little sooner, while the hands and eyes 
were still strong to labour, or a little later, when all 
power and vision had been taken from them; sooner 
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or later only—the grave.
I do not apologise for the excessively morbid tenor 

of these reflections, as I hold that they were caused 
by the lunar effects which I have endeavoured to 
transcribe. The moon in its various quarterings has 
always exerted a marked influence on what I may 
call the sub-dominant, namely, the poetic side of my 
nature.

I roused myself at last, when the moon came to 
look in upon me where I sat, and, leaving the window 
open, I pulled myself together and went to bed.

I fell asleep almost immediately, but I do not 
fancy I could have been asleep very long when I 
was wakened by Brian. He was growling in a low, 
muffled tone, as he sometimes did in his sleep, when 
his nose was buried in his rug. I called out to him 
to shut up; and as he did not do so, turned in bed 
to find my matchbox or something to throw at him. 
The moonlight was still in the room, and as I looked 
at him I saw him raise his head and evidently wake 
up. I admonished him, and was just on the point of 
falling asleep when he began to growl again in a 
low, savage manner that waked me most effectually. 
Presently he shook himself and got up, and began 
prowling about the room. I sat up in bed and called 
to him, but he paid no attention. Suddenly I saw him 
stop short in the moonlight; he showed his teeth, and 
crouched down, his eyes following something in the 
air. I looked at him in horror. Was he going mad? His 
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he were following the rapid movements of an enemy. 
Then, with a furious snarl, he suddenly sprang from 
the ground, and rushed in great leaps across the room 
towards me, dashing himself against the furniture, 
his eyes rolling, snatching and tearing wildly in the 
air with his teeth. I saw he had gone mad. I leaped 
out of bed, and rushing at him, caught him by the 
throat. The moon had gone behind a cloud; but in the 
darkness I felt him turn upon me, felt him rise up, and 
his teeth close in my throat. I was being strangled. 
With all the strength of despair, I kept my grip of his 
neck, and, dragging him across the room, tried to 
crush in his head against the iron rail of my bedstead. 
It was my only chance. I felt the blood running down 
my neck. I was suffocating. After one moment of 
frightful struggle, I beat his head against the bar and 
heard his skull give way. I felt him give one strong 
shudder, a groan, and then I fainted away.

 When I came to myself I was lying on the floor, 
surrounded by the people of the house, my reddened 
hands still clutching Brian’s throat. Someone was 
holding a candle towards me, and the draught from 
the window made it flare and waver. I looked at Brian. 
He was stone dead. The blood from his battered head 
was trickling slowly over my hands. His great jaw 
was fixed in something that—in the uncertain light—I 
could not see.
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They turned the light a little.
“Oh, God!” I shrieked. “There! Look! Look!”
“He’s off his head,” said some one, and I fainted 

again.

I was ill for about a fortnight without regaining 
consciousness, a waste of time of which even now 
I cannot think without poignant regret. When I did 
recover consciousness, I found I was being carefully 
nursed by the old clergyman and the people of the 
house. I have often heard the unkindness of the 
world in general inveighed against, but for my part 
I can honestly say that I have received many more 
kindnesses than I have time to repay. Country people 
especially are remarkably attentive to strangers in 
illness.

I could not rest until I had seen the doctor who 
attended me, and had received his assurance that I 
should be equal to reading my paper on the appointed 
day. This pressing anxiety removed, I told him of 
what I had seen before I fainted the second time. He 
listened attentively, and then assured me, in a manner 
that was intended to be soothing, that I was suffering 
from an hallucination, due, no doubt, to the shock of 
my dog’s sudden madness.

“Did you see the dog after it was dead?” I asked. He 
said he did. The whole jaw was covered with blood and 
foam; the teeth certainly seemed convulsively fixed, 
but the case being evidently one of extraordinarily 
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virulent hydrophobia, owing to the intense heat, he 
had had the body buried immediately.  

My companion stopped speaking as we reached our 
lodgings, and went upstairs. Then, lighting a candle, 
he slowly turned down his collar.

“You see I have the marks still,” he said, “but I 
have no fear of dying of hydrophobia. I am told such 
peculiar scars could not have been made by the teeth 
of a dog. If you look closely you see the pressure of 
the five fingers. That is the reason why I wear high 
collars.”





The Striding-Place 
Gertrude Atherton

First Publication: The Speake, June 20, 1896 
(as “The Twins”)

Weigall, continental and detached, tired early 
of grouse shooting. To stand propped against 

a sod fence while his host’s workmen routed up the 
birds with long poles and drove them towards the 
waiting guns, made him feel himself a parody on the 
ancestors who had roamed the moors and forests of 
this West Riding of Yorkshire in hot pursuit of game 
worth the killing. But when in England in August he 
always accepted whatever proffered for the season, 
and invited his host to shoot pheasants on his estates 
in the South. The amusements of life, he argued, 
should be accepted with the same philosophy as its 
ills.

It had been a bad day. A heavy rain had made the 
moor so spongy that it fairly sprang beneath the feet. 
Whether or not the grouse had haunts of their own, 
wherein they were immune from rheumatism, the bag 
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had been small. The women, too, were an unusually 
dull lot, with the exception of a new-minded débutante 
who bothered Weigall at dinner by demanding the 
verbal restoration of the vague paintings on the 
vaulted roof above them.

But it was no one of these things that sat on 
Weigall’s mind as, when the other men went up to 
bed, he let himself out of the castle and sauntered 
down to the river. His intimate friend, the companion 
of his boyhood, the chum of his college days, his 
fellow-traveller in many lands, the man for whom 
he possessed stronger affection than for all men, had 
mysteriously disappeared two days ago, and his track 
might have sprung to the upper air for all trace he had 
left behind him. He had been a guest on the adjoining 
estate during the past week, shooting with the fervor 
of the true sportsman, making love in the intervals to 
Adeline Cavan, and apparently in the best of spirits. 
As far as was known there was nothing to lower his 
mental mercury, for his rent-roll was a large one, Miss 
Cavan blushed whenever he looked at her, and, being 
one of the best shots in England, he was never happier 
than in August. The suicide theory was preposterous, 
all agreed, and there was as little reason to believe 
him murdered. Nevertheless, he had walked out of 
March Abbey two nights ago without hat or overcoat, 
and had not been seen since.

The country was being patrolled night and day. 
A hundred keepers and workmen were beating the 
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woods and poking the bogs on the moors, but as yet 
not so much as a handkerchief had been found.

Weigall did not believe for a moment that Wyatt 
Gifford was dead, and although it was impossible not to 
be affected by the general uneasiness, he was disposed 
to be more angry than frightened. At Cambridge 
Gifford had been an incorrigible practical joker, and by 
no means had outgrown the habit; it would be like him 
to cut across the country in his evening clothes, board a 
cattle-train, and amuse himself touching up the picture 
of the sensation in West Riding.

However, Weigall’s affection for his friend was too 
deep to companion with tranquillity in the present 
state of doubt, and, instead of going to bed early with 
the other men, he determined to walk until ready for 
sleep. He went down to the river and followed the path 
through the woods. There was no moon, but the stars 
sprinkled their cold light upon the pretty belt of water 
flowing placidly past wood and ruin, between green 
masses of overhanging rocks or sloping banks tangled 
with tree and shrub, leaping occasionally over stones 
with the harsh notes of an angry scold, to recover its 
equanimity the moment the way was clear again.

It was very dark in the depths where Weigall 
trod. He smiled as he recalled a remark of Gifford’s: 
“An English wood is like a good many other things 
in life— very promising at a distance, but a hollow 
mockery when you get within. You see daylight on 
both sides, and the sun freckles the very bracken. 
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Our woods need the night to make them seem what 
they ought to be—what they once were, before our 
ancestors’ descendants demanded so much more 
money, in these so much more various days.”

Weigall strolled along, smoking, and thinking of 
his friend, his pranks—many of which had done more 
credit to his imagination than this—and recalling 
conversations that had lasted the night through. Just 
before the end of the London season they had walked 
the streets one hot night after a party, discussing the 
various theories of the soul’s destiny. That afternoon 
they had met at the coffin of a college friend whose 
mind had been a blank for the past three years. Some 
months previously they had called at the asylum to see 
him. His expression had been senile, his face imprinted 
with the record of debauchery. In death the face was 
placid, intelligent, without ignoble lineation—the face 
of the man they had known at college. Weigall and 
Gifford had had no time to comment there, and the 
afternoon and evening were full; but, coming forth 
from the house of festivity together, they had reverted 
almost at once to the topic.

“I cherish the theory,” Gifford had said, “that 
the soul sometimes lingers in the body after death. 
During madness, of course, it is an impotent prisoner, 
albeit a conscious one. Fancy its agony, and its horror! 
What more natural than that, when the life-spark 
goes out, the tortured soul should take possession 
of the vacant skull and triumph once more for a few 
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hours while old friends look their last? It has had 
time to repent while compelled to crouch and behold 
the result of its work, and it has shrived itself into a 
state of comparative purity. If I had my way, I should 
stay inside my bones until the coffin had gone into its 
niche, that I might obviate for my poor old comrade 
the tragic impersonality of death. And I should like 
to see justice done to it, as it were—to see it lowered 
among its ancestors with the ceremony and solemnity 
that are its due. I am afraid that if I dissevered myself 
too quickly, I should yield to curiosity and hasten to 
investigate the mysteries of space.”

“You believe in the soul as an independent entity, 
then—that it and the vital principle are not one and 
the same?”

“Absolutely. The body and soul are twins, life 
comrades—sometimes friends, sometimes enemies, 
but always loyal in the last instance. Some day, when 
I am tired of the world, I shall go to India and become 
a mahatma, solely for the pleasure of receiving proof 
during life of this independent relationship.”

“Suppose you were not sealed up properly, and 
returned after one of your astral flights to find your 
earthly part unfit for habitation? It is an experiment I 
don’t think I should care to try, unless even juggling 
with soul and flesh had palled.”

“That would not be an uninteresting predicament. 
I should rather enjoy experimenting with broken 
machinery.”
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The high wild roar of water smote suddenly upon 
Weigall’s ear and checked his memories. He left the 
wood and walked out on the huge slippery stones 
which nearly close the River Wharfe at this point, and 
watched the waters boil down into the narrow pass 
with their furious untiring energy. The black quiet of 
the woods rose high on either side. The stars seemed 
colder and whiter just above. On either hand the 
perspective of the river might have run into a rayless 
cavern. There was no lonelier spot in England, nor 
one which had the right to claim so many ghosts, if 
ghosts there were.

Weigall was not a coward, but he recalled 
uncomfortably the tales of those that had been done 
to death in the Strid.1 Wordsworth’s Boy of Egremond 
had been disposed of by the practical Whitaker; but 
countless others, more venturesome than wise, had 
gone down into that narrow boiling course, never to 
appear in the still pool a few yards beyond. Below 
the great rocks which form the walls of the Strid was 
believed to be a natural vault, on to whose shelves the 
dead were drawn. The spot had an ugly fascination. 
Weigall stood, visioning skeletons, uncoffined and 
green, the home of the eyeless things which had 
devoured all that had covered and filled that rattling 
symbol of man’s mortality; then fell to wondering 
if any one had attempted to leap the Strid of late. It 
was covered with slime; he had never seen it look so 
treacherous.
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He shuddered and turned away, impelled, despite 
his manhood, to flee the spot. As he did so, something 
tossing in the foam below the fall—something as 
white, yet independent of it—caught his eye and 
arrested his step. Then he saw that it was describing 
a contrary motion to the rushing water—an upward 
backward motion. Weigall stood rigid, breathless; he 
fancied he heard the crackling of his hair. Was that 
a hand? It thrust itself still higher above the boiling 
foam, turned sidewise, and four frantic fingers were 
distinctly visible against the black rock beyond.

Weigall’s superstitious terror left him. A man was 
there, struggling to free himself from the suction 
beneath the Strid, swept down, doubtless, but a 
moment before his arrival, perhaps as he stood with 
his back to the current.

He stepped as close to the edge as he dared. The 
hand doubled as if in imprecation, shaking savagely 
in the face of that force which leaves its creatures to 
immutable law; then spread wide again, clutching, 
expanding, crying for help as audibly as the human 
voice.

Weigall dashed to the nearest tree, dragged 
and twisted off a branch with his strong arms, and 
returned as swiftly to the Strid. The hand was in the 
same place, still gesticulating as wildly; the body 
was undoubtedly caught in the rocks below, perhaps 
already half-way along one of those hideous shelves. 
Weigall let himself down upon a lower rock, braced 
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his shoulder against the mass beside him, then, leaning 
out over the water, thrust the branch into the hand. 
The fingers clutched it convulsively. Weigall tugged 
powerfully, his own feet dragged perilously near the 
edge. For a moment he produced no impression, then 
an arm shot above the waters.

The blood sprang to Weigall’s head; he was 
choked with the impression that the Strid had him in 
her roaring hold, and he saw nothing. Then the mist 
cleared. The hand and arm were nearer, although 
the rest of the body was still concealed by the foam. 
Weigall peered out with distended eyes. The meagre 
light revealed in the cuffs links of a peculiar device. 
The fingers clutching the branch were as familiar.

Weigall forgot the slippery stones, the terrible death 
if he stepped too far. He pulled with passionate will 
and muscle. Memories flung themselves into the hot 
light of his brain, trooping rapidly upon each other’s 
heels, as in the thought of the drowning. Most of the 
pleasures of his life, good and bad, were identified 
in some way with this friend. Scenes of college 
days, of travel, where they had deliberately sought 
adventure and stood between one another and death 
upon more occasions than one, of hours of delightful 
companionship among the treasures of art, and others 
in the pursuit of pleasure, flashed like the changing 
particles of a kaleidoscope. Weigall had loved several 
women; but he would have flouted in these moments 
the thought that he had ever loved any woman as he 
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loved Wyatt Gifford. There were so many charming 
women in the world, and in the thirty-two years of his 
life he had never known another man to whom he had 
cared to give his intimate friendship.

He threw himself on his face. His wrists were 
cracking, the skin was torn from his hands. The 
fingers still gripped the stick. There was life in them 
yet.

Suddenly something gave way. The hand swung 
about, tearing the branch from Weigall’s grasp. The 
body had been liberated and flung outward, though 
still submerged by the foam and spray.

Weigall scrambled to his feet and sprang along the 
rocks, knowing that the danger from suction was over 
and that Gifford must be carried straight to the quiet 
pool. Gifford was a fish in the water and could live 
under it longer than most men. If he survived this, it 
would not be the first time that his pluck and science 
had saved him from drowning.

Weigall reached the pool. A man in his evening 
clothes floated on it, his face turned towards a 
projecting rock over which his arm had fallen, 
upholding the body. The hand that had held the branch 
hung limply over the rock, its white reflection visible 
in the black water. Weigall plunged into the shallow 
pool, lifted Gifford in his arms and returned to the 
bank. He laid the body down and threw off his coat 
that he might be the freer to practise the methods of 
resuscitation. He was glad of the moment’s respite. 
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The valiant life in the man might have been exhausted 
in that last struggle. He had not dared to look at his 
face, to put his ear to the heart. The hesitation lasted 
but a moment. There was no time to lose.

He turned to his prostrate friend. As he did 
so, something strange and disagreeable smote his 
senses. For a half-moment he did not appreciate its 
nature. Then his teeth cracked together, his feet, his 
outstretched arms pointed towards the woods. But 
he sprang to the side of the man and bent down and 
peered into his face. There was no face.   



The Lost Ghost
Mary E. Wilkins Freeman

First publication: Everybody’s Magazine, May 1903.

Mrs. John Emerson, sitting with her needlework 
beside the window, looked out and saw Mrs. 

Rhoda Meserve coming down the street, and knew 
at once by the trend of her steps and the cant of her 
head that she meditated turning in at her gate. She 
also knew by a certain something about her general 
carriage—a thrusting forward of the neck, a bustling 
hitch of the shoulders—that she had important news. 
Rhoda Meserve always had the news as soon as the 
news was in being, and generally Mrs. John Emerson 
was the first to whom she imparted it. The two women 
had been friends ever since Mrs. Meserve had married 
Simon Meserve and come to the village to live.

Mrs. Meserve was a pretty woman, moving with 
graceful flirts of ruffling skirts; her clearcut, nervous 
face, as delicately tinted as a shell, looked brightly 
from the plumy brim of a black hat at Mrs. Emerson 
in the window. Mrs. Emerson was glad to see her 
coming. She returned the greeting with enthusiasm, 
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then rose hurriedly, ran into the cold parlour and 
brought out one of the best rocking-chairs. She was 
just in time, after drawing it up beside the opposite 
window, to greet her friend at the door.

“Good-afternoon,” said she. “I declare, I’m real 
glad to see you. I’ve been alone all day. John went 
to the city this morning. I thought of coming over to 
your house this afternoon, but I couldn’t bring my 
sewing very well. I am putting the ruffles on my new 
black dress skirt.”

“Well, I didn’t have a thing on hand except my 
crochet work,” responded Mrs. Meserve, “and I 
thought I’d just run over a few minutes.”

“I’m real glad you did,” repeated Mrs. Emerson. 
“Take your things right off. Here, I’ll put them on my 
bed in the bedroom. Take the rocking-chair.”

Mrs. Meserve settled herself in the parlour 
rocking-chair, while Mrs. Emerson carried her shawl 
and hat into the little adjoining bedroom. When she 
returned Mrs. Meserve was rocking peacefully and 
was already at work hooking blue wool in and out.

“That’s real pretty, “ said Mrs. Emerson.
“Yes, I think it’s pretty,” replied Mrs. Meserve.
“I suppose it’s for the church fair?”
“Yes. I don’t suppose it’ll bring enough to pay for 

the worsted, let alone the work, but I suppose I’ve got 
to make something.”

“How much did that one you made for the fair last 
year bring?”
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“Twenty-five cents.”
“It’s wicked, ain’t it?”
“I rather guess it is. It takes me a week every minute 

I can get to make one. I wish those that bought such 
things for twenty-five cents had to make them. Guess 
they’d sing another song. Well, I suppose I oughtn’t to 
complain as long as it is for the Lord, but sometimes it 
does seem as if the Lord didn’t get much out of it.”

“Well, it’s pretty work,” said Mrs. Emerson, sitting 
down at the opposite window and taking up her dress 
skirt.

“Yes, it is real pretty work. I just love to crochet.”
The two women rocked and sewed and crocheted 

in silence for two or three minutes. They were both 
waiting. Mrs. Meserve waited for the other’s curiosity 
to develop in order that her news might have, as it 
were, a befitting stage entrance. Mrs. Emerson waited 
for the news. Finally she could wait no longer.

“Well, what’s the news?” said she.
“Well, I don’t know as there’s anything very 

particular,” hedged the other woman, prolonging the 
situation.

“Yes, there is; you can’t cheat me,” replied Mrs. 
Emerson.

“Now, how do you know?”
“By the way you look.”
Mrs. Meserve laughed consciously and rather 

vainly.
“Well, Simon says my face is so expressive I can’t 
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hide anything more than five minutes no matter 
how hard I try,” said she. “Well, there is some news. 
Simon came home with it this noon. He heard it in 
South Dayton. He had some business over there this 
morning. The old Sargent place is let.”

Mrs. Emerson dropped her sewing and stared.
“You don’t say so!”
“Yes, it is.”
“Who to?”
“Why, some folks from Boston that moved to South 

Dayton last year. They haven’t been satisfied with the 
house they had there—it wasn’t large enough. The 
man has got considerable property and can afford to 
live pretty well. He’s got a wife and his unmarried 
sister in the family. The sister’s got money, too. He 
does business in Boston and it’s just as easy to get 
to Boston from here as from South Dayton, and so 
they’re coming here. You know the old Sargent house 
is a splendid place.”

“Yes, it’s the handsomest house in town, but—”
“Oh, Simon said they told him about that and he 

just laughed. Said he wasn’t afraid and neither was 
his wife and sister. Said he’d risk ghosts rather than 
little tucked-up sleeping-rooms without any sun, like 
they’ve had in the Dayton house. Said he’d rather 
risk seeing ghosts, than risk being ghosts themselves. 
Simon said they said he was a great hand to joke.”

“Oh, well,” said Mrs. Emerson, “it is a beautiful 
house, and maybe there isn’t anything in those stories. 



43

It never seemed to me they came very straight anyway. 
I never took much stock in them. All I thought was—
if his wife was nervous.”

“Nothing in creation would hire me to go into a 
house that I’d ever heard a word against of that kind,” 
declared Mrs. Meserve with emphasis. “I wouldn’t go 
into that house if they would give me the rent. I’ve 
seen enough of haunted houses to last me as long as 
I live.”

Mrs. Emerson’s face acquired the expression of a 
hunting hound.

“Have you?” she asked in an intense whisper.
“Yes, I have. I don’t want any more of it.”
“Before you came here?”
“Yes; before I was married—when I was quite a 

girl.”
Mrs. Meserve had not married young. Mrs. Emerson 

had mental calculations when she heard that.
“Did you really live in a house that was—” she 

whispered fearfully. Mrs. Meserve nodded solemnly.
“Did you really ever—see—anything?”
Mrs. Meserve nodded.
“You didn’t see anything that did you any harm?”
“No, I didn’t see anything that did me harm looking 

at it in one way, but it don’t do anybody in this world 
any good to see things that haven’t any business to be 
seen in it. You never get over it.”

There was a moment’s silence. Mrs. Emerson’s 
features seemed to sharpen.
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“Well, of course I don’t want to urge you,” said she, 
“if you don’t feel like talking about it; but maybe it 
might do you good to tell it out, if it’s on your mind, 
worrying you.”

“I try to put it out of my mind,” said Mrs. 
Meserve.

“Well, it’s just as you feel.”
“I never told anybody but Simon,” said Mrs. 

Meserve. “I never felt as if it was wise perhaps. I 
didn’t know what folks might think. So many don’t 
believe in anything they can’t understand, that they 
might think my mind wasn’t right. Simon advised me 
not to talk about it. He said he didn’t believe it was 
anything supernatural, but he had to own up that he 
couldn’t give any explanation for it to save his life. He 
had to own up that he didn’t believe anybody could. 
Then he said he wouldn’t talk about it. He said lots 
of folks would sooner tell folks my head wasn’t right 
than to own up they couldn’t see through it.”

“I’m sure I wouldn’t say so,” returned Mrs. Emerson 
reproachfully. “You know better than that, I hope.”

“Yes, I do,” replied Mrs. Meserve. “I know you 
wouldn’t say so.”

“And I wouldn’t tell it to a soul if you didn’t want 
me to.”

“Well, I’d rather you wouldn’t.”
“I won’t speak of it even to Mr. Emerson.”
“I’d rather you wouldn’t even to him.”
“I won’t.”
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Mrs. Emerson took up her dress skirt again; Mrs. 
Meserve hooked up another loop of blue wool. Then 
she begun:

“Of course,” said she, “I ain’t going to say positively 
that I believe or disbelieve in ghosts, but all I tell 
you is what I saw. I can’t explain it. I don’t pretend I 
can, for I can’t. If you can, well and good; I shall be 
glad, for it will stop tormenting me as it has done and 
always will otherwise. There hasn’t been a day nor 
a night since it happened that I haven’t thought of it, 
and always I have felt the shivers go down my back 
when I did.”

“That’s an awful feeling,” Mrs. Emerson said.
“Ain’t it? Well, it happened before I was married, 

when I was a girl and lived in East Wilmington. It 
was the first year I lived there. You know my family 
all died five years before that. I told you.”

Mrs. Emerson nodded.
“Well, I went there to teach school, and I went to 

board with a Mrs. Amelia Dennison and her sister, 
Mrs. Bird. Abby, her name was—Abby Bird. She was 
a widow; she had never had any children. She had 
a little money—Mrs. Dennison didn’t have any—and 
she had come to East Wilmington and bought the 
house they lived in. It was a real pretty house, though 
it was very old and run down. It had cost Mrs. Bird 
a good deal to put it in order. I guess that was the 
reason they took me to board. I guess they thought 
it would help along a little. I guess what I paid for 
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my board about kept us all in victuals. Mrs. Bird had 
enough to live on if they were careful, but she had 
spent so much fixing up the old house that they must 
have been a little pinched for awhile.

“Anyhow, they took me to board, and I thought I 
was pretty lucky to get in there. I had a nice room, 
big and sunny and furnished pretty, the paper and 
paint all new, and everything as neat as wax. Mrs. 
Dennison was one of the best cooks I ever saw, and I 
had a little stove in my room, and there was always a 
nice fire there when I got home from school. I thought 
I hadn’t been in such a nice place since I lost my own 
home, until I had been there about three weeks.

“I had been there about three weeks before I found 
it out, though I guess it had been going on ever since 
they had been in the house, and that was most four 
months. They hadn’t said anything about it, and I 
didn’t wonder, for there they had just bought the 
house and been to so much expense and trouble fixing 
it up.

“Well, I went there in September. I begun my 
school the first Monday. I remember it was a real 
cold fall, there was a frost the middle of September, 
and I had to put on my winter coat. I remember when 
I came home that night (let me see, I began school 
on a Monday, and that was two weeks from the next 
Thursday), I took off my coat downstairs and laid it 
on the table in the front entry. It was a real nice coat—
heavy black broadcloth trimmed with fur; I had had 
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it the winter before. Mrs. Bird called after me as I 
went upstairs that I ought not to leave it in the front 
entry for fear somebody might come in and take it, 
but I only laughed and called back to her that I wasn’t 
afraid. I never was much afraid of burglars.

“Well, though it was hardly the middle of 
September, it was a real cold night. I remember my 
room faced west, and the sun was getting low, and 
the sky was a pale yellow and purple, just as you 
see it sometimes in the winter when there is going 
to be a cold snap. I rather think that was the night 
the frost came the first time. I know Mrs. Dennison 
covered up some flowers she had in the front yard, 
anyhow. I remember looking out and seeing an old 
green plaid shawl of hers over the verbena bed. There 
was a fire in my little wood-stove. Mrs. Bird made it, 
I know. She was a real motherly sort of woman; she 
always seemed to be the happiest when she was doing 
something to make other folks happy and comfortable. 
Mrs. Dennison told me she had always been so. She 
said she had coddled her husband within an inch of 
his life. ‘It’s lucky Abby never had any children,’ she 
said, ‘for she would have spoilt them.’

“Well, that night I sat down beside my nice little fire 
and ate an apple. There was a plate of nice apples on 
my table. Mrs. Bird put them there. I was always very 
fond of apples. Well, I sat down and ate an apple, and 
was having a beautiful time, and thinking how lucky 
I was to have got board in such a place with such nice 
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folks, when I heard a queer little sound at my door. It 
was such a little hesitating sort of sound that it sounded 
more like a fumble than a knock, as if some one very 
timid, with very little hands, was feeling along the 
door, not quite daring to knock. For a minute I thought 
it was a mouse. But I waited and it came again, and 
then I made up my mind it was a knock, but a very 
little scared one, so I said, ‘Come in.’

“But nobody came in, and then presently I heard 
the knock again. Then I got up and opened the door, 
thinking it was very queer, and I had a frightened 
feeling without knowing why.

“Well, I opened the door, and the first thing I 
noticed was a draught of cold air, as if the front door 
downstairs was open, but there was a strange close 
smell about the cold draught. It smelled more like a 
cellar that had been shut up for years, than out-of-
doors. Then I saw something. I saw my coat first. The 
thing that held it was so small that I couldn’t see much 
of anything else. Then I saw a little white face with 
eyes so scared and wishful that they seemed as if they 
might eat a hole in anybody’s heart. It was a dreadful 
little face, with something about it which made it 
different from any other face on earth, but it was so 
pitiful that somehow it did away a good deal with the 
dreadfulness. And there were two little hands spotted 
purple with the cold, holding up my winter coat, and 
a strange little far-away voice said: ‘I can’t find my 
mother.’
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“’For Heaven’s sake,’ I said, ‘who are you?’
“Then the little voice said again: ‘I can’t find my 

mother.’
“All the time I could smell the cold and I saw that 

it was about the child; that cold was clinging to her as 
if she had come out of some deadly cold place. Well, I 
took my coat, I did not know what else to do, and the 
cold was clinging to that. It was as cold as if it had come 
off ice. When I had the coat I could see the child more 
plainly. She was dressed in one little white garment 
made very simply. It was a nightgown, only very long, 
quite covering her feet, and I could see dimly through 
it her little thin body mottled purple with the cold. Her 
face did not look so cold; that was a clear waxen white. 
Her hair was dark, but it looked as if it might be dark 
only because it was so damp, almost wet, and might 
really be light hair. It clung very close to her forehead, 
which was round and white. She would have been very 
beautiful if she had not been so dreadful.

“’Who are you?’ says I again, looking at her.
“She looked at me with her terrible pleading eyes 

and did not say anything.
“’What are you?’ says I. Then she went away. She 

did not seem to run or walk like other children. She 
flitted, like one of those little filmy white butterflies, 
that don’t seem like real ones the are so light, and 
move as if they had no weight. But she looked back 
from the head of the stairs. ‘I can’t find my mother,’ 
said she, and I never heard such a voice.
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“’Who is your mother?’ says I, but she was gone.
“Well, I thought for a moment I should faint away. 

The room got dark and I heard a singing in my ears. 
Then I flung my coat onto the bed. My hands were as 
cold as ice from holding it, and I stood in my door, 
and called first Mrs. Bird an then Mrs. Dennison. I 
didn’t dare go down over the stairs where that had 
gone. It seemed to me I should go mad if I didn’t see 
somebody or something like other folks on the face of 
the earth. I thought I should never make anybody hear, 
but I could hear them stepping about downstairs, and 
I could smell biscuits baking for supper. Somehow 
the smell of those biscuits seemed the only natural 
thing left to keep me in my right mind. I didn’t dare 
go over those stairs. I just stood there and called, and 
finally I heard the entry door open and Mrs. Bird 
called back:

“’What is it? Did you call, Miss Arms?’”
“’Come up here; come up here as quick as you can, 

both of you,” I screamed out; ‘quick, quick, quick!’
“I heard Mrs. Bird tell Mrs. Dennison: ‘Come 

quick, Amelia, something is the matter in Miss Arms’ 
room.’ It struck me even then that she expressed 
herself rather queerly, and it struck me as very queer, 
indeed, when they both got upstairs and I saw that 
they knew what had happened, or that they knew of 
what nature the happening was.

“’What is it, dear?’ asked Mrs. Bird, and her pretty, 
loving voice had a strained sound. I saw her look at 
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Mrs. Dennison and I saw Mrs. Dennison look back 
at her.

“’For God’s sake,’ says I, and I never spoke so 
before—‘for God’s sake, what was it brought my coat 
upstairs?’

“’What was it like?’ asked Mrs. Dennison in a sort 
of failing voice, and she looked at her sister again and 
her sister looked back at her.

“’It was a child I have never seen here before. It 
looked like a child,’ says I, ‘but I never saw a child 
so dreadful, and it had on a nightgown, and said she 
couldn’t find her mother. Who was it? What was it?’

“I thought for a minute Mrs. Dennison was going 
to faint, but Mrs. Bird hung onto her and rubbed 
her hands, and whispered in her ear (she had the 
cooingest kind of voice), and I ran and got her a glass 
of cold water. I tell you it took considerable courage 
to go downstairs alone, but they had set a lamp on the 
entry table so I could see. I don’t believe I could have 
spunked up enough to have gone downstairs in the 
dark, thinking every second that child might be close 
to me. The lamp and the smell of the biscuits baking 
seemed to sort of keep my courage up, but I tell you I 
didn’t waste much time going down those stairs and 
out into the kitchen for a glass of water. I pumped as 
if the house was afire, and I grabbed the first thing I 
came across in the shape of a tumbler: it was a painted 
one that Mrs. Dennison’s Sunday school class gave 
her, and it was meant for a flower vase.
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“Well, I filled it and then ran upstairs. I felt every 
minute as if something would catch my feet, and I 
held the glass to Mrs. Dennison’s lips, while Mrs. Bird 
held her head up, and she took a good long swallow, 
then she looked hard at the tumbler.

“’Yes,’ says I, ‘I know I got this one, but I took the 
first I came across, and it isn’t hurt a mite.’

“’Don’t get the painted flowers wet,’ says Mrs. 
Dennison very feebly, ‘they’ll wash off if you do.’

“’I’ll be real careful,’ says I. I knew she set a sight 
by that painted tumbler.

“The water seemed to do Mrs. Dennison good, for 
presently she pushed Mrs. Bird away and sat up. She 
had been laying down on my bed.

“‘I’m all over it now,’ says she, but she was terribly 
white, and her eyes looked as if they saw something 
outside things. Mrs. Bird wasn’t much better, but she 
always had a sort of settled sweet, good look that 
nothing could disturb to any great extent. I knew I 
looked dreadful, for I caught a glimpse of myself in the 
glass, and I would hardly have known who it was.

“Mrs. Dennison, she slid off the bed and walked 
sort of tottery to a chair. ‘I was silly to give way so,’ 
says she.

“‘No, you wasn’t silly, sister,’ says Mrs. Bird. ‘I 
don’t know what this means any more than you do, 
but whatever it is, no one ought to be called silly for 
being overcome by anything so different from other 
things which we have known all our lives.’



53

“Mrs. Dennison looked at her sister, then she 
looked at me, then back at her sister again, and Mrs. 
Bird spoke as if she had been asked a question.

“‘Yes,’ says she, ‘I do think Miss Arms ought to be 
told—that is, I think she ought to be told all we know 
ourselves.’

“‘That isn’t much,’ said Mrs. Dennison with a 
dying-away sort of sigh. She looked as if she might 
faint away again any minute. She was a real delicate-
looking woman, but it turned out she was a good deal 
stronger than poor Mrs. Bird.

“‘No, there isn’t much we do know,’ says Mrs. Bird, 
‘but what little there is she ought to know. I felt as if 
she ought to when she first came here.’

“‘Well, I didn’t feel quite right about it,’ said Mrs. 
Dennison, ‘but I kept hoping it might stop, and any 
way, that it might never trouble her, and you had put 
so much in the house, and we needed the money, and 
I didn’t know but she might be nervous and think 
she couldn’t come, and I didn’t want to take a man 
boarder.’

“‘And aside from the money, we were very anxious 
to have you come, my dear,’ says Mrs. Bird ‘Yes,’ says 
Mrs. Dennison, ‘we wanted the young company in 
the house; we were lonesome, and we both of us took 
a great liking to you the minute we set eyes on you.’

“And I guess they meant what they said, both of 
them. They were beautiful women, and nobody could 
be any kinder to me than they were, and I never 
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blamed them for not telling me before, and, as they 
said, there wasn’t really much to tell.

“They hadn’t any sooner fairly bought the house, 
and moved into it, than they began to see and hear 
things. Mrs. Bird said they were sitting together in 
the sitting-room one evening when they heard it 
the first time. She said her sister was knitting lace 
(Mrs. Dennison made beautiful knitted lace) and she 
was reading the Missionary Herald (Mrs. Bird was 
very much interested in mission work), when all of a 
sudden they heard something. She heard it first and 
she laid down her Missionary Herald and listened, 
and then Mrs. Dennison she saw her listening and 
she drops her lace. ‘What is it you are listening to, 
Abby?’ says she. Then it came again and they both 
heard, and the cold shivers went down their backs to 
hear it, though they didn’t know why. ‘It’s the cat, isn’t 
it?’ says Mrs. Bird.

“‘It isn’t any cat,’ says Mrs. Dennison.
“‘Oh, I guess it must be the cat; maybe she’s got a 

mouse,’ says Mrs. Bird, real cheerful, to calm down 
Mrs. Dennison, for she saw she was ‘most scared to 
death, and she was always afraid of her fainting away. 
Then she opens the door and calls, ‘Kitty, kitty, kitty!’ 
They had brought their cat with them in a basket when 
they came to East Wilmington to live. It was a real 
handsome tiger cat, a tommy, and he knew a lot.

“Well, she called ‘Kitty, kitty, kitty!’ and sure 
enough the kitty came, and when he came in the door 
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he gave a big yawl that didn’t sound unlike what they 
had heard.

“‘There, sister, here he is; you see it was the cat,’ 
says Mrs. Bird. ‘Poor kitty!’

“But Mrs. Dennison she eyed the cat, and she give 
a great screech.

“‘What’s that? What’s that?’ says she.
“‘What’s what?’ says Mrs. Bird, pretending to 

herself that she didn’t see what her sister meant.
“‘Something’s got hold of that cat’s tail,’ says 

Mrs. Dennison. ‘Somethin’s got hold of his tail. It’s 
pulled straight out, an’ he can’t get away. Just hear 
him yawl!’

“‘It isn’t anything,’ says Mrs. Bird, but even as she 
said that she could see a little hand holding fast to that 
cat’s tail, and then the child seemed to sort of clear out 
of the dimness behind the hand, and the child was sort 
of laughing then, instead of looking sad, and she said 
that was a great deal worse. she said that laugh was the 
most awful and the saddest thing she ever heard.

“Well, she was so dumfounded that she didn’t know 
what to do, and she couldn’t sense at first that it was 
anything supernatural. She thought it must be one of 
the neighbour’s children who had run away and was 
making free of their house, and was teasing their cat, 
and that they must be just nervous to feel so upset by 
it. So she speaks up sort of sharp.

“‘Don’t you know that you mustn’t pull the kitty’s 
tail?’ says she. ‘Don’t you know you hurt the poor 
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kitty, and she’ll scratch you if you don’t take care. 
Poor kitty, you mustn’t hurt her.’

“And with that she said the child stopped pulling 
that cat’s tail and went to stroking her just as soft and 
pitiful, and the cat put his back up and rubbed and 
purred as if he liked it. The cat never seemed a mite 
afraid, and that seemed queer, for I had always heard 
that animals were dreadfully afraid of ghosts; but 
then, that was a pretty harmless little sort of ghost.

“Well, Mrs. Bird said the child stroked that cat, 
while she and Mrs. Dennison stood watching it, and 
holding onto each other, for, no matter how hard they 
tried to think it was all right, it didn’t look right. 
Finally Mrs. Dennison she spoke.

“‘What’s your name, little girl?’ says she.
“Then the child looks up and stops stroking the 

cat, and says she can’t find her mother, just the way 
she said it to me. Then Mrs. Dennison she gave such 
a gasp that Mrs. Bird thought she was going to faint 
away, but she didn’t. ‘Well, who is your mother?’ 
says she. But the child just says again ‘I can’t find my 
mother-I can’t find my mother.’

“‘Where do you live, dear?’ says Mrs. Bird.
“‘I can’t find my mother,’ says the child.
“Well, that was the way it was. Nothing happened. 

Those two women stood there hanging onto each 
other, and the child stood in front of them, and they 
asked her questions, and everything she would say 
was: ‘I can’t find my mother.’
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“Then Mrs. Bird tried to catch hold of the child, for 
she thought in spite of what she saw that perhaps she 
was nervous and it was a real child, only perhaps not 
quite right in its head, that had run away in her little 
nightgown after she had been put to bed.

“She tried to catch the child. She had an idea of 
putting a shawl around it and going out—she was such 
a little thing she could have carried her easy enough—
and trying to find out to which of the neighbours she 
belonged. But the minute she moved to the child there 
wasn’t any child there; there was only that little voice 
seeming to come from nothing, saying ‘I can’t find 
my mother,’ and presently that died away.

“Well, that same thing kept happening, or 
something very much the same. Once in awhile Mrs. 
Bird would be washing dishes, and all at once the 
child would be standing beside her with the dish-
towel, wiping them. Of course, that was terrible. Mrs. 
Bird would wash the dishes all over. Sometimes she 
didn’t tell Mrs. Dennison, it made her so nervous. 
Sometimes when they were making cake they would 
find the raisins all picked over, and sometimes little 
sticks of kindling wood would be found laying 
beside the kitchen stove. They never knew when 
they would come across that child, and always she 
kept saying over and over that she couldn’t find her 
mother. They never tried talking to her, except once 
in awhile Mrs. Bird would get desperate and ask her 
something, but the child never seemed to hear it; she 
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always kept right on saying that she couldn’t find 
her mother.

“After they had told me all they had to tell about 
their experience with the child, they told me about 
the house and the people that had lived there before 
they did. It seemed something dreadful had happened 
in that house. And the land agent had never let on 
to them. I don’t think they would have bought it if 
he had, no matter how cheap it was, for even if folks 
aren’t really afraid of anything, they don’t want to live 
in houses where such dreadful things have happened 
that you keep thinking about them. I know after they 
told me I should never have stayed there another night, 
if I hadn’t thought so much of them, no matter how 
comfortable I was made; and I never was nervous, 
either. But I stayed. Of course, it didn’t happen in my 
room. If it had I could not have stayed.”

“What was it?” asked Mrs. Emerson in an awed 
voice.

“It was an awful thing. That child had lived in the 
house with her father and mother two years before. 
They had come—or the father had—from a real good 
family. He had a good situation: he was a drummer 
for a big leather house in the city, and they lived real 
pretty, with plenty to do with. But the mother was a real 
wicked woman. She was as handsome as a picture, and 
they said she came from good sort of people enough 
in Boston, but she was bad clean through, though she 
was real pretty spoken and most everybody liked her. 
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She used to dress out and make a great show, and she 
never seemed to take much interest in the child, and 
folks began to say she wasn’t treated right.

“The woman had a hard time keeping a girl. For 
some reason one wouldn’t stay. They would leave and 
then talk about her awfully, telling all kinds of things. 
People didn’t believe it at first; then they began to. 
They said that the woman made that little thing, 
though she wasn’t much over five years old, and small 
and babyish for her age, do most of the work, what 
there was done. They said the house used to look like 
a pig-sty when she didn’t have help. They said the little 
thing used to stand on a chair and wash dishes, and 
they’d seen her carrying in sticks of wood most as big 
as she was many a time, and they’d heard her mother 
scolding her. The woman was a fine singer, and had a 
voice like a screech-owl when she scolded.

“The father was away most of the time, and when 
that happened he had been away out West for some 
weeks. There had been a married man hanging about 
the mother for some time, and folks had talked some; 
but they weren’t sure there was anything wrong, and 
he was a man very high up, with money, so they kept 
pretty still for fear he would hear of it and make 
trouble for them, and of course nobody was sure, 
though folks did say afterward that the father of the 
child had ought to have been told.

“But that was very easy to say; it wouldn’t have 
been so easy to find anybody who would have been 
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willing to tell him such a thing as that, especially 
when they weren’t any too sure. He set his eyes by 
his wife, too. They said all he seemed to think of was 
to earn money to buy things to deck her out in. And 
he about worshiped the child, too. They said he was a 
real nice man. The men that are treated so bad mostly 
are real nice men. I’ve always noticed that.

“Well, one morning that man that there had been 
whispers about was missing. He had been gone quite 
a while, though, before they really knew that he was 
missing, because he had gone away and told his wife 
that he had to go to New York on business and might 
be gone a week, and not to worry if he didn’t get 
home, and not to worry if he didn’t write, because 
he should be thinking from day to day that he might 
take the next train home and there would be no use 
in writing. So the wife waited, and she tried not to 
worry until it was two days over the week, then she 
run into a neighbour’s and fainted dead away on the 
floor; and then they made inquiries and found out that 
he had skipped—with some money that didn’t belong 
to him, too.

“Then folks began to ask where was that woman, 
and they found out by comparing notes that nobody 
had seen her since the man went away; but three or 
four women remembered that she had told them that 
she thought of taking the child and going to Boston to 
visit her folks, so when they hadn’t seen her around, 
and the house shut, they jumped to the conclusion that 
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was where she was. They were the neighbours that 
lived right around her, but they didn’t have much to 
do with her, and she’d gone out of her way to tell them 
about her Boston Plan, and they didn’t make much 
reply when she did.

“Well, there was this house shut up, and the 
man and woman missing and the child. Then all of 
a sudden one of the women that lived the nearest 
remembered something. She remembered that she 
had waked up three nights running, thinking she 
heard a child crying somewhere, and once she waked 
up her husband, but he said it must be the Bisbees’ 
little girl, and she thought it must be. The child wasn’t 
well and was always crying. It used to have colic 
spells, especially at night. So she didn’t think any 
more about it until this came up, then all of a sudden 
she did think of it. She told what she had heard, and 
finally folks began to think they had better enter that 
house and see if there was anything wrong.

“Well, they did enter it, and they found that child 
dead, locked in one of the rooms. (Mrs. Dennison 
and Mrs. Bird never used that room; it was a back 
bedroom on the second floor.)

“Yes, they found that poor child there, starved to 
death, and frozen, though they weren’t sure she had 
frozen to death, for she was in bed with clothes enough 
to keep her pretty warm when she was alive. But she 
had been there a week, and she was nothing but skin 
and bone. It looked as if the mother had locked her 



62

into the house when she went away, and told her not 
to make any noise for fear the neighbours would hear 
her and find out that she herself had gone.

“Mrs. Dennison said she couldn’t really believe 
that the woman had meant to have her own child 
starved to death. Probably she thought the little thing 
would raise somebody, or folks would try to get in the 
house and find her. Well, whatever she thought, there 
the child was, dead.

“But that wasn’t all. The father came home, right in 
the midst of it; the child was just buried, and he was 
beside himself. And he went on the track of his wife, 
and he found her, and he shot her dead; it was in all 
the papers at the time; then he disappeared. Nothing 
had been seen of him since Mrs. Dennison said that 
she thought he had either made way with himself or 
got out of the country, nobody knew, but they did 
know there was something wrong with the house.

“’I knew folks acted queer when they asked me 
how I liked it when we first came here,’ says Mrs. 
Dennison, ‘but I never dreamed why till we saw the 
child that night.’

“I never heard anything like it in my life,” said Mrs. 
Emerson, staring at the other woman with awestruck 
eyes.

“I thought you’d say so,” said Mrs. Meserve. “ 
You don’t wonder that I ain’t disposed to speak light 
when I hear there is anything queer about a house, 
do you?’
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“No, I don’t, after that,” Mrs. Emerson said.
“But that ain’t all,” said Mrs. Meserve.
“Did you see it again?” Mrs. Emerson asked.
“Yes, I saw it a number of times before the last 

time. It was lucky I wasn’t nervous, or I never could 
have stayed there, much as I liked the place and much 
as I thought of those two women; they were beautiful 
women, and no mistake. I loved those women. I hope 
Mrs. Dennison will come and see me sometime.

“Well, I stayed, and I never knew when I’d see that 
child. I got so I was very careful to bring everything 
of mine upstairs, and not leave any little thing in my 
room that needed doing, for fear she would come 
lugging up my coat or hat or gloves or I’d find things 
done when there’d been no live being in the room to 
do them. I can’t tell you how I dreaded seeing her; 
and worse than the seeing her was the hearing her 
say, ‘I can’t find my mother.’ It was enough to make 
your blood run cold. I never heard a living child cry 
for its mother that was anything so pitiful as that dead 
one. It was enough to break your heart.

“She used to come and say that to Mrs. Bird oftener 
than to any one else. Once I heard Mrs. Bird say she 
wondered if it was possible that the poor little thing 
couldn’t really find her mother in the other world, she 
had been such a wicked woman.

“But Mrs. Dennison told her she didn’t think she 
ought to speak so nor even think so, and Mrs. Bird 
said she shouldn’t wonder if she was right.
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Mrs. Bird was always very easy to put in the wrong. 
She was a good woman, and one that couldn’t do things 
enough for other folks. It seemed as if that was what she 
lived on. I don’t think she was ever so scared by that 
poor little ghost, as much as she pitied it, and she was 
‘most heartbroken because she couldn’t do anything 
for it, as she could have done for a live child.

“’It seems to me sometimes as if I should die if 
I can’t get that awful little white robe off that child 
and get her in some clothes and feed her and stop her 
looking for her mother,’ I heard her say once, and she 
was in earnest. She cried when she said it. That wasn’t 
long before she died.

“Now I am coming to the strangest part of it 
all. Mrs. Bird died very sudden. One morning—it 
was Saturday, and there wasn’t any school—I went 
downstairs to breakfast, and Mrs. Bird wasn’t there; 
there was nobody but Mrs. Dennison. She was 
pouring out the coffee when I came in. ‘Why, where’s 
Mrs. Bird?’ says I.

“‘Abby ain’t feeling very well this morning,’ says 
she; ‘there isn’t much the matter, I guess, but she didn’t 
sleep very well, and her head aches, and she’s sort of 
chilly, and I told her I thought she’d better stay in bed 
till the house gets warm.’ It was a very cold morning.

“‘Maybe she’s got cold,’ says I.
“‘Yes, I guess she has,’ says Mrs. Dennison. ‘I guess 

she’s got cold. She’ll be up before long. Abby ain’t one 
to stay in bed a minute longer than she can help.’
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“Well, we went on eating our breakfast, and all at 
once a shadow flickered across one wall of the room 
and over the ceiling the way a shadow will sometimes 
when somebody passes the window outside. Mrs. 
Dennison and I both looked up, then out of the 
window; then Mrs. Dennison she gives a scream.

“’Why, Abby’s crazy!’ says she. ‘There she is out 
this bitter cold morning, and—and—’ She didn’t 
finish, but she meant the child. For we were both 
looking out, and we saw, as plain as we ever saw 
anything in our lives, Mrs. Abby Bird walking off 
over the white snow-path with that child holding fast 
to her hand, nestling close to her as if she had found 
her own mother.

“‘She’s dead,’ says Mrs. Dennison, clutching hold 
of me hard. ‘She’s dead; my sister is dead!’

“She was. We hurried upstairs as fast as we could 
go, and she was dead in her bed, and smiling as if she 
was dreaming, and one arm and hand was stretched 
out as if something had hold of it; and it couldn’t be 
straightened even at the last—it lay out over her casket 
at the funeral.”

“Was the child ever seen again?” asked Mrs. 
Emerson in a shaking voice.

“No,” replied Mrs. Meserve; “that child was never 
seen again after she went out of the yard with Mrs. 
Bird.”





Kerfol
Edith Wharton

First Publication: Scribner’s Magazine, March, 1916.

“You ought to buy it,” said my host; “it’s just 
the place for a solitary-minded devil like you. 

And it would be rather worth while to own the most 
romantic house in Brittany. The present people are 
dead broke, and it’s going for a song—you ought to 
buy it.”

It was not with the least idea of living up to the 
character my friend Lanrivain ascribed to me (as a 
matter of fact, under my unsociable exterior I have 
always had secret yearnings for domesticity) that I took 
his hint one autumn afternoon and went to Kerfol. My 
friend was motoring over to Quimper on business: he 
dropped me on the way, at a cross-road on a heath, and 
said: “First turn to the right and second to the left. Then 
straight ahead till you see an avenue. If you meet any 
peasants, don’t ask your way. They don’t understand 
French, and they would pretend they did and mix you 
up. I’ll be back for you here by sunset—and don’t forget 
the tombs in the chapel.”
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I followed Lanrivain’s directions with the hesitation 
occasioned by the usual difficulty of remembering 
whether he had said the first turn to the right and 
second to the left, or the contrary. If I had met a peasant 
I should certainly have asked, and probably been sent 
astray; but I had the desert landscape to myself, and 
so stumbled on the right turn and walked on across 
the heath till I came to an avenue. It was so unlike any 
other avenue I have ever seen that I instantly knew it 
must be the avenue. The grey-trunked trees sprang 
up straight to a great height and then interwove their 
pale-grey branches in a long tunnel through which the 
autumn light fell faintly. I know most trees by name, 
but I haven’t to this day been able to decide what 
those trees were. They had the tall curve of elms, the 
tenuity of poplars, the ashen colour of olives under a 
rainy sky; and they stretched ahead of me for half a 
mile or more without a break in their arch. If ever I 
saw an avenue that unmistakeably led to something, 
it was the avenue at Kerfol. My heart beat a little as I 
began to walk down it.

Presently the trees ended and I came to a fortified 
gate in a long wall. Between me and the wall was an 
open space of grass, with other grey avenues radiating 
from it. Behind the wall were tall slate roofs mossed 
with silver, a chapel belfry, the top of a keep. A moat 
filled with wild shrubs and brambles surrounded the 
place; the drawbridge had been replaced by a stone 
arch, and the portcullis by an iron gate. I stood for a 
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long time on the hither side of the moat, gazing about 
me, and letting the influence of the place sink in. I 
said to myself: “If I wait long enough, the guardian 
will turn up and show me the tombs—” and I rather 
hoped he wouldn’t turn up too soon.

I sat down on a stone and lit a cigarette. As soon as 
I had done it, it struck me as a puerile and portentous 
thing to do, with that great blind house looking down 
at me, and all the empty avenues converging on me. It 
may have been the depth of the silence that made me 
so conscious of my gesture. The squeak of my match 
sounded as loud as the scraping of a brake, and I almost 
fancied I heard it fall when I tossed it onto the grass. 
But there was more than that: a sense of irrelevance, of 
littleness, of childish bravado, in sitting there puffing 
my cigarette-smoke into the face of such a past.

I knew nothing of the history of Kerfol—I was new 
to Brittany, and Lanrivain had never mentioned the 
name to me till the day before—but one couldn’t as 
much as glance at that pile without feeling in it a long 
accumulation of history. What kind of history I was 
not  prepared to guess: perhaps only the sheer weight 
of many associated lives and deaths which gives a 
kind of majesty to all old houses. But the aspect of 
Kerfol suggested something more—a perspective of 
stern and cruel memories stretching away, like its 
own grey avenues, into a blur of darkness.

Certainly no house had ever more completely and 
finally broken with the present. As it stood there, 
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lifting its proud roofs and gables to the sky, it might 
have been its own funeral monument. “Tombs in the 
chapel? The whole place is a tomb!” I reflected. I 
hoped more and more that the guardian would not 
come. The details of the place, however striking, 
would seem trivial compared with its collective 
impressiveness; and I wanted only to sit there and be 
penetrated by the weight of its silence.

“It’s the very place for you!” Lanrivain had said; 
and I was overcome by the almost blasphemous 
frivolity of suggesting to any living being that Kerfol 
was the place for him. “Is it possible that any one 
could not see—?” I wondered. I did not finish the 
thought: what I meant was undefinable. I stood up and 
wandered toward the gate. I was beginning to want to 
know more; not to see more—I was by now so sure it 
was not a question of seeing—but to feel more: feel all 
the place had to communicate. “But to get in one will 
have to rout out the keeper,” I thought reluctantly, and 
hesitated. Finally I crossed the bridge and tried the 
iron gate. It yielded, and I walked under the tunnel 
formed by the thickness of the chemin de ronde. At the 
farther end, a wooden barricade had been laid across 
the entrance, and beyond it I saw a court enclosed in 
noble architecture. The main building faced me; and I 
now discovered that one half was a mere ruined front, 
with gaping windows through which the wild growths 
of the moat and the trees of the park were visible. 
The rest of the house was still in its robust beauty. 



71

One end abutted on the round tower, the other on the 
small traceried chapel, and in an angle of the building 
stood a graceful well-head adorned with mossy urns. 
A few roses grew against the walls, and on an upper 
window-sill I remember noticing a pot of fuchsias.

My sense of the pressure of the invisible began to 
yield to my architectural interest. The building was 
so fine that I felt a desire to explore it for its own sake. 
I looked about the court, wondering in which corner 
the guardian lodged. Then I pushed open the barrier 
and went in. As I did so, a little dog barred my way. 
He was such a remarkably beautiful little dog that for 
a moment he made me forget the splendid place he 
was defending. I was not sure of his breed at the time, 
but have since learned that it was Chinese, and that 
he was of a rare variety called the “Sleeve-dog.” He 
was very small and golden brown, with large brown 
eyes and a ruffled throat: he looked rather like a large 
tawny chrysanthemum. I said to myself: “These little 
beasts always snap and scream, and somebody will 
be out in a minute.”

The little animal stood before me, forbidding, 
almost menacing: there was anger in his large brown 
eyes. But he made no sound, he came no nearer. 
Instead, as I advanced, he gradually fell back, and 
I noticed that another dog, a vague rough brindled 
thing, had limped up. “There’ll be a hubbub now,” 
I thought; for at the same moment a third dog, a 
long-haired white mongrel, slipped out of a doorway 
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and joined the others. All three stood looking at me 
with grave eyes; but not a sound came from them. 
As I advanced they continued to fall back on muffled 
paws, still watching me. “At a given point, they’ll all 
charge at my ankles: it’s one of the dodges that dogs 
who live together put up on one,” I thought. I was 
not much alarmed, for they were neither large nor 
formidable. But they let me wander about the court 
as I pleased, following me at a little distance—always 
the same distance—and always keeping their eyes on 
me. Presently I looked across at the ruined facade, 
and saw that in one of its window-frames another dog 
stood: a large white pointer with one brown ear. He 
was an old grave dog, much more experienced than 
the others; and he seemed to be observing me with a 
deeper intentness.

“I’ll hear from him,” I said to myself; but he stood 
in the empty window-frame, against the trees of the 
park, and continued to watch me without moving. I 
looked back at him for a time, to see if the sense that 
he was being watched would not rouse him. Half the 
width of the court lay between us, and we stared at 
each other silently across it. But he did not stir, and 
at last I turned away. Behind me I found the rest 
of the pack, with a newcomer added: a small black 
greyhound with pale agate-coloured eyes. He was 
shivering a little, and his expression was more timid 
than that of the others. I noticed that he kept a little 
behind them. And still there was not a sound.
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I stood there for fully five minutes, the circle about 
me—waiting, as they seemed to be waiting. At last I 
went up to the little golden-brown dog and stooped to 
pat him. As I did so, I heard myself laugh. The little 
dog did not start, or growl, or take his eyes from me—
he simply slipped back about a yard, and then paused 
and continued to look at me. “Oh, hang it!” I exclaimed 
aloud, and walked across the court toward the well.

As I advanced, the dogs separated and slid away 
into different corners of the court. I examined the 
urns on the well, tried a locked door or two, and up 
and down the dumb facade; then I faced about toward 
the chapel. When I turned I perceived that all the 
dogs had disappeared except the old pointer, who still 
watched me from the empty window-frame. It was 
rather a relief to be rid of that cloud of witnesses; and 
I began to look about me for a way to the back of the 
house. “Perhaps there’ll be somebody in the garden,” 
I thought. I found a way across the moat, scrambled 
over a wall smothered in brambles, and got into the 
garden. A few lean hydrangeas and geraniums pined 
in the flower-beds, and the ancient house looked down 
on them indifferently. Its garden side was plainer and 
severer than the other: the long granite front, with its 
few windows and steep roof, looked like a fortress-
prison. I walked around the farther wing, went up 
some disjointed steps, and entered the deep twilight 
of a narrow and incredibly old box-walk. The walk 
was just wide enough for one person to slip through, 
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and its branches met overhead. It was like the ghost 
of a box-walk, its lustrous green all turning to the 
shadowy greyness of the avenues. I walked on and 
on, the branches hitting me in the face and springing 
back with a dry rattle; and at length I came out on the 
grassy top of the chemin de ronde. I walked along it 
to the gate-tower, looking down into the court, which 
was just below me. Not a human being was in sight; 
and neither were the dogs. I found a flight of steps in 
the thickness of the wall and went down them; and 
when I emerged again into the court, there stood the 
circle of dogs, the golden-brown one a little ahead of 
the others, the black greyhound shivering in the rear.

“Oh, hang it—you uncomfortable beasts, you!” I 
exclaimed, my voice startling me with a sudden echo. 
The dogs stood motionless, watching me. I knew by this 
time that they would not try to prevent my approaching 
the house, and the knowledge left me free to examine 
them. I had a feeling that they must be horribly cowed 
to be so silent and inert. Yet they did not look hungry 
or ill-treated. Their coats were smooth and they were 
not thin, except the shivering greyhound. It was more 
as if they had lived a long time with people who 
never spoke to them or looked at them: as though the 
silence of the place had gradually benumbed their busy 
inquisitive natures. And this strange passivity, this 
almost human lassitude, seemed to me sadder than the 
misery of starved and beaten animals. I should have 
liked to rouse them for a minute, to coax them into a 
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game or a scamper; but the longer I looked into their 
fixed and weary eyes the more preposterous the idea 
became. With the windows of that house looking down 
on us, how could I have imagined such a thing? The 
dogs knew better: they knew what the house would 
tolerate and what it would not. I even fancied that they 
knew what was passing through my mind, and pitied 
me for my frivolity. But even that feeling probably 
reached them through a thick fog of listlessness. I had 
an idea that their distance from me was as nothing 
to my remoteness from them. In the last analysis, 
the impression they produced was that of having in 
common one memory so deep and dark that nothing 
that had happened since was worth either a growl or 
a wag.

“I say,” I broke out abruptly, addressing myself to 
the dumb circle, “do you know what you look like, the 
whole lot of you? You look as if you’d seen a ghost—
that’s how you look! I wonder if there is a ghost here, 
and nobody but you left for it to appear to?” The dogs 
continued to gaze at me without moving. . .

It was dark when I saw Lanrivain’s motor lamps at the 
cross-roads—and I wasn’t exactly sorry to see them. I 
had the sense of having escaped from the loneliest place 
in the whole world, and of not liking loneliness—to 
that degree—as much as I had imagined I should. My 
friend had brought his solicitor back from Quimper for 
the night, and seated beside a fat and affable stranger I 
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felt no inclination to talk of Kerfol. . .
But that evening, when Lanrivain and the solicitor 

were closeted in the study, Madame de Lanrivain 
began to question me in the drawing-room.

“Well—are you going to buy Kerfol?” she asked, 
tilting up her gay chin from her embroidery.

“I haven’t decided yet. The fact is, I couldn’t get 
into the house,” I said, as if I had simply postponed 
my decision, and meant to go back for another look.

“You couldn’t get in? Why, what happened? The 
family are mad to sell the place, and the old guardian 
has orders—”

“Very likely. But the old guardian wasn’t there.”
“What a pity! He must have gone to market. But 

his daughter—?”
“There was nobody about. At least I saw no one.”
“How extraordinary! Literally nobody?”
“Nobody but a lot of dogs—a whole pack of them—

who seemed to have the place to themselves.”
Madame de Lanrivain let the embroidery slip 

to her knee and folded her hands on it. For several 
minutes she looked at me thoughtfully.

“A pack of dogs—you saw them?”
“Saw them? I saw nothing else!”
“How many?” She dropped her voice a little. “I’ve 

always wondered—”
I looked at her with surprise: I had supposed the 

place to be familiar to her. “Have you never been to 
Kerfol?” I asked.
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“Oh, yes: often. But never on that day.”
“What day?”
“I’d quite forgotten—and so had Herve, I’m sure. 

If we’d remembered, we never should have sent you 
today—but then, after all, one doesn’t half believe 
that sort of thing, does one?”

“What sort of thing?” I asked, involuntarily sinking 
my voice to the level of hers. Inwardly I was thinking: 
“I knew there was something. . .”

Madame de Lanrivain cleared her throat and 
produced a reassuring smile. “Didn’t Herve tell you 
the story of Kerfol? An ancestor of his was mixed 
up in it. You know every Breton house has its ghost-
story; and some of them are rather unpleasant.”

“Yes—but those dogs?” I insisted.
“Well, those dogs are the ghosts of Kerfol. At least, 

the peasants say there’s one day in the year when a 
lot of dogs appear there; and that day the keeper and 
his daughter go off to Morlaix and get drunk. The 
women in Brittany drink dreadfully.” She stooped to 
match a silk; then she lifted her charming inquisitive 
Parisian face: “Did you really see a lot of dogs? There 
isn’t one at Kerfol,” she said.

II

Lanrivain, the next day, hunted out a shabby calf 
volume from the back of an upper shelf of his 
library.
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“Yes—here it is. What does it call itself? A History 
of the Assizes of the Duchy of Brittany. Quimper, 
1702. The book was written about a hundred years 
later than the Kerfol affair; but I believe the account is 
transcribed pretty literally from the judicial records. 
Anyhow, it’s queer reading. And there’s a Herve de 
Lanrivain mixed up in it—not exactly my style, as 
you’ll see. But then he’s only a collateral. Here, take 
the book up to bed with you. I don’t exactly remember 
the details; but after you’ve read it I’ll bet anything 
you’ll leave your light burning all night!”

I left my light burning all night, as he had 
predicted; but it was chiefly because, till near dawn, 
I was absorbed in my reading. The account of the 
trial of Anne de Cornault, wife of the lord of Kerfol, 
was long and closely printed. It was, as my  friend 
had said, probably an almost literal transcription of 
what took place in the court-room; and the trial lasted 
nearly a month. Besides, the type of the book was 
detestable. . .

At first I thought of translating the old record 
literally. But it is full of wearisome repetitions, and 
the main lines of the story are forever straying off 
into side issues. So I have tried to disentangle it, and 
give it here in a simpler form. At times, however, I 
have reverted to the text because no other words 
could have conveyed so exactly the sense of what I 
felt at Kerfol; and nowhere have I added anything of 
my own.
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III

It was in the year 16__ that Yves de Cornault, lord of 
the domain of Kerfol, went to the pardon of Locronan 
to perform his religious duties. He was a rich and 
powerful noble, then in his sixty-second year, but hale 
and sturdy, a great horseman and hunter and a pious 
man. So all his neighbours attested. In appearance he 
seems to have been short and broad, with a swarthy 
face, legs slightly bowed from the saddle, a hanging 
nose and broad hands with black hairs on them. He 
had married young and lost his wife and son soon 
after, and since then had lived alone at Kerfol. Twice 
a year he went to Morlaix, where he had a handsome 
house by the river, and spent a week or ten days there; 
and occasionally he rode to Rennes on business. 
Witnesses were found to declare that during these 
absences he led a life different from the one he was 
known to lead at Kerfol, where he busied himself 
with his estate, attended mass daily, and found his 
only amusement in hunting the wild boar and water-
fowl. But these rumours are not particularly relevant, 
and it is certain that among people of his own class 
in the neighbourhood he passed for a stern and even 
austere man, observant of his religious obligations, 
and keeping strictly to himself. There was no talk of 
any familiarity with the women on his estate, though 
at that time the nobility were very free with their 
peasants. Some people said he had never looked at 
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a woman since his wife’s death; but such things are 
hard to prove, and the evidence on this point was not 
worth much.

Well, in his sixty-second year, Yves de Cornault 
went to the pardon at Locronan, and saw there a young 
lady of Douarnenez, who had ridden over pillion 
behind her father to do her duty to the saint. Her 
name was Anne de Barrigan, and she came of good 
old Breton stock, but much less great and powerful 
than that of Yves de Cornault; and her father had 
squandered his fortune at cards, and lived almost like 
a peasant in his little granite manor on the moors. . 
. I have said I would add nothing of my own to this 
bald statement of a strange case; but I must interrupt 
myself here to describe the young lady who rode 
up to the lych-gate of Locronan at the very moment 
when the Baron de Cornault was also dismounting 
there. I take my description from a rather rare thing: 
a faded drawing in red crayon, sober and truthful 
enough to be by a late pupil of the Clouets, which 
hangs in Lanrivain’s study, and is said to be a portrait 
of Anne de Barrigan. It is unsigned and has no mark 
of identity but the initials A.B., and the date 16__, 
the year after her marriage. It represents a young 
woman with a small oval face, almost pointed, yet 
wide enough for a full mouth with a tender depression 
at the corners. The nose is small, and the eyebrows 
are set rather high, far apart, and as lightly pencilled 
as the eyebrows in a Chinese painting. The forehead 
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is high and serious, and the hair, which one feels to 
be fine and thick and fair, drawn off it and lying close 
like a cap. The eyes are neither large nor small, hazel 
probably, with a look at once shy and steady. A pair 
of beautiful long hands are crossed below the lady’s 
breast. . .

The chaplain of Kerfol, and other witnesses, averred 
that when the Baron came back from Locronan he 
jumped from his horse, ordered another to be instantly 
saddled, called to a young page come with him, and 
rode away that same evening to the south. His steward 
followed the next morning with coffers laden on a pair 
of pack mules. The following week Yves de Cornault 
rode back to Kerfol, sent for his vassals and tenants, 
and told them he was to be married at All Saints to 
Anne de Barrigan of Douarnenez. And on All Saints’ 
Day the marriage took place.

As to the next few years, the evidence on both sides 
seems to show that they passed happily for the couple. 
No one was found to say that Yves de Cornault had 
been unkind to his wife, and it was plain to all that he 
was content with his bargain. Indeed, it was admitted 
by the chaplain and other witnesses for the prosecution 
that the young lady had a softening influence on her 
husband, and that he became less exacting with his 
tenants, less harsh to peasants and dependents, and 
less subject to the fits of gloomy silence which had 
darkened his widow-hood. As to his wife, the only 
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grievance her champions could call up in her behalf 
was that Kerfol was a lonely place, and that when her 
husband was away on business at Rennes or Morlaix—
whither she was never taken—she was not allowed 
so much as to walk in the park unaccompanied. But 
no one asserted that she was unhappy, though one 
servant-woman said she had surprised her crying, and 
had heard her say that she was a woman accursed to 
have no child, and nothing in life to call her own. But 
that was a natural enough feeling in a wife attached 
to her husband; and certainly it must have been a 
great grief to Yves de Cornault that she gave him no 
son. Yet he never made her feel her childlessness as 
a reproach—she herself admits this in her evidence—
but seemed to try to make her forget it by showering 
gifts and favours on her. Rich though he was, he had 
never been open-handed; but nothing was too fine 
for his wife, in the way of silks or gems or linen, or 
whatever else she fancied. Every wandering merchant 
was welcome at Kerfol, and when the master was 
called away he never came back without bringing his 
wife a handsome present—something curious and 
particular—from Morlaix or Rennes or Quimper. One 
of the waiting-women gave, in cross-examination, 
an interesting list of one year’s gifts, which I copy. 
From Morlaix, a carved ivory junk, with Chinamen 
at the oars, that a strange sailor had brought back as 
a votive offering for Notre Dame de la Clarte, above 
Ploumanac’h; from Quimper, an embroidered gown, 
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worked by the nuns of the Assumption; from Rennes, 
a silver rose that opened and showed an amber Virgin 
with a crown of garnets; from Morlaix, again, a 
length of Damascus velvet shot with gold, bought of a 
Jew from Syria; and for Michaelmas that same year, 
from Rennes, a necklet or bracelet of round stones—
emeralds and pearls and rubies—strung like beads 
on a gold wire. This was the present that pleased the 
lady best, the woman said. Later on, as it happened, it 
was produced at the trial, and appears to have struck 
the Judges and the public as a curious and valuable 
jewel.

The very same winter, the Baron absented himself 
again, this time as far as Bordeaux, and on his return 
he brought his wife something even odder and prettier 
than the bracelet. It was a winter evening when he 
rode up to Kerfol and, walking into the hall, found 
her sitting listlessly by the fire, her chin on her hand, 
looking into the fire. He carried a velvet box in his 
hand and, setting it down on the hearth, lifted the lid 
and let out a little golden-brown dog.

Anne de Cornault exclaimed with pleasure as the 
little creature bounded toward her. “Oh, it looks like 
a bird or a butterfly!” she cried as she picked it up; 
and the dog put its paws on her shoulders and looked 
at her with eyes “like a Christian’s.” After that she 
would never have it out of her sight, and petted and 
talked to it as if it had been a child—as indeed it was 
the nearest thing to a child she was to know. Yves de 
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Cornault was much pleased with his purchase. The 
dog had been brought to him by a sailor from an East 
India merchantman, and the sailor had bought it of a 
pilgrim in a bazaar at Jaffa, who had stolen it from 
a nobleman’s wife in China: a perfectly permissible 
thing to do, since the pilgrim was a Christian and 
the nobleman a heathen doomed to hellfire. Yves de 
Cornault had paid a long price for the dog, for they 
were beginning to be in demand at the French court, 
and the sailor knew he had got hold of a good thing; 
but Anne’s pleasure was so great that, to see her laugh 
and play with the little animal, her husband would 
doubtless have given twice the sum.

So far, all the evidence is at one, and the narrative 
plain sailing; but now the  steering becomes difficult. 
I will try to keep as nearly as possible to Anne’s own 
statements; though toward the end, poor thing . . .

Well, to go back. The very year after the little brown 
dog was brought to Kerfol, Yves de Cornault, one 
winter night, was found dead at the head of a narrow 
flight of stairs leading down from his wife’s rooms 
to a door opening on the court. It was his wife who 
found him and gave the alarm, so distracted, poor 
wretch, with fear and horror—for his blood was all 
over her—that at first the roused household could 
not make out what she was saying, and thought she 
had gone suddenly mad. But there, sure enough, at 
the top of the stairs lay her husband, stone dead, and 
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head foremost, the blood from his wounds dripping 
down to the steps below him. He had been dreadfully 
scratched and gashed about the face and throat, as if 
with a dull weapon; and one of his legs had a deep 
tear in it which had cut an artery, and probably caused 
his death. But how did he come there, and who had 
murdered him?

His wife declared that she had been asleep in 
her bed, and hearing his cry had rushed out to find 
him lying on the stairs; but this was immediately 
questioned. In the first place, it was proved that from 
her room she could not have heard the struggle on 
the stairs, owing to the thickness of the walls and the 
length of the intervening passage; then it was evident 
that she had not been in bed and asleep, since she was 
dressed when she roused the house, and her bed had 
not been slept in. Moreover, the door at the bottom 
of the stairs was ajar, and the key in the lock; and 
it was noticed by the chaplain (an observant man) 
that the dress she wore was stained with blood about 
the knees, and that there were traces of small blood-
stained hands low down on the staircase walls, so 
that it was conjectured that she had really been at the 
postern-door when her husband fell and, feeling her 
way up to him in the darkness on her hands and knees, 
had been stained by his blood dripping down on her. 
Of course it was argued on the other side that the 
blood-marks on her dress might have been caused by 
her kneeling down by her husband when she rushed 
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out of her room; but there was the open door below, 
and the fact that the fingermarks in the staircase all 
pointed upward.

The accused held to her statement for the first two 
days, in spite of its improbability; but on the third day 
word was brought to her that Herve de Lanrivain, 
a young nobleman of the neighbourhood, had been 
arrested for complicity in the crime. Two or three 
witnesses thereupon came forward to say that it was 
known throughout the country that Lanrivain had 
formerly been on good terms with the lady of Cornault; 
but that he had been absent from Brittany for over a 
year, and people had ceased to associate their names. 
The witnesses who made this statement were not of 
a very reputable sort. One was an old herb-gatherer 
suspected of witch-craft, another a drunken clerk 
from a neighbouring parish, the third a half-witted 
shepherd who could be made to say anything; and it 
was clear that the prosecution was not satisfied with 
its case, and would have liked to find more definite 
proof of Lanrivain’s complicity than the statement 
of the herb-gatherer, who swore to having seen him 
climbing the wall of the park on the night of the 
murder. One way of patching out incomplete proofs 
in those days was to put some sort of pressure, moral 
or physical, on the accused person. It is not clear what 
pressure was put on Anne de Cornault; but on the third 
day, when she was brought into court, she “appeared 
weak and wandering,” and after being encouraged to 
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collect herself and speak the truth, on her honour and 
the wounds of her Blessed Redeemer, she confessed 
that she had in fact gone down the stairs to speak with 
Herve de Lanrivain (who denied everything), and had 
been surprised there by the sound of her husband’s 
fall. That was better; and the prosecution rubbed its 
hands with satisfaction. The satisfaction increased 
when various dependents living at Kerfol were 
induced to say—with apparent sincerity—that during 
the year or two preceding his death their master had 
once more grown uncertain and irascible, and subject 
to the fits of brooding silence which his household 
had learned to dread before his second marriage. 
This seemed to show that things had not been going 
well at Kerfol;  though no one could be found to say 
that there had been any signs of open disagreement 
between husband and wife.

Anne de Cornault, when questioned as to her reason 
for going down at night to open the door to Herve de 
Lanrivain, made an answer which must have sent a 
smile around the court. She said it was because she 
was lonely and wanted to talk with the young man. 
Was this the only reason? she was asked; and replied: 
“Yes, by the Cross over your Lordships’ heads.” “But 
why at midnight?” the court asked. “Because I could 
see him in no other way.” I can see the exchange of 
glances across the ermine collars under the Crucifix.

Anne de Cornault, further questioned, said that her 
married life had been extremely lonely: “desolate” 
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was the word she used. It was true that her husband 
seldom spoke harshly to her; but there were days 
when he did not speak at all. It was true that he had 
never struck or threatened her; but he kept her like a 
prisoner at Kerfol, and when he rode away to Morlaix 
or Quimper or Rennes he set so close a watch on her 
that she could not pick a flower in the garden without 
having a waiting-woman at her heels. “I am no Queen, 
to need such honours,” she once said to him; and he 
had answered that a man who has a treasure does not 
leave the key in the lock when he goes out. “Then 
take me with you,” she urged; but to this he said that 
towns were pernicious places, and young wives better 
off at their own firesides.

“But what did you want to say to Herve de 
Lanrivain?” the court asked; and she answered: “To 
ask him to take me away.”

“Ah—you confess that you went down to him with 
adulterous thoughts?”

“No.”
“Then why did you want him to take you away?”
“Because I was afraid for my life.”
“Of whom were you afraid?”
“Of my husband.”
“Why were you afraid of your husband?”
“Because he had strangled my little dog.”
Another smile must have passed around the 

court-room: in days when any nobleman had a right 
to hang his peasants—and most of them exercised 
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it—pinching a pet animal’s wind-pipe was nothing to 
make a fuss about.

At this point one of the Judges, who appears to have 
had a certain sympathy for the accused, suggested 
that she should be allowed to explain herself in her 
own way; and she thereupon made the following 
statement.

The first years of her marriage had been lonely; but 
her husband had not been unkind to her. If she had 
had a child she would not have been unhappy; but the 
days were long, and it rained too much.

It was true that her husband, whenever he went 
away and left her, brought her a handsome present on 
his return; but this did not make up for the loneliness. 
At least nothing had, till he brought her the little 
brown dog from the East: after that she was much less 
unhappy. Her husband seemed pleased that she was so 
fond of the dog; he gave her leave to put her jewelled 
bracelet around its neck, and to keep it always with 
her.

One day she had fallen asleep in her room, with the 
dog at her feet, as his habit was. Her feet were bare and 
resting on his back. Suddenly she was waked by her 
husband: he stood beside her, smiling not unkindly.

“You look like my great-grandmother, Juliane de 
Cornault, lying in the chapel with her feet on a little 
dog,” he said.

The analogy sent a chill through her, but she 
laughed and answered: “Well, when I am dead you 
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dog at my feet.”

“Oho—we’ll wait and see,” he said, laughing also, 
but with his black brows close together. “The dog is 
the emblem of fidelity.”

“And do you doubt my right to lie with mine at my 
feet?”

“When I’m in doubt I find out,” he answered. “I 
am an old man,” he added, “and people say I make 
you lead a lonely life. But I swear you shall have your 
monument if you earn it.”

“And I swear to be faithful,” she returned, “if only 
for the sake of having my little dog at my feet.”

Not long afterward he went on business to the 
Quimper Assizes; and while he was away his aunt, 
the widow of a great noble-man  of the duchy, came 
to spend a night at Kerfol on her way to the pardon 
of Ste. Barbe. She was a woman of great piety and 
consequence, and much respected by Yves de Cornault, 
and when she proposed to Anne to go with her to 
Ste. Barbe no one could object, and even the chaplain 
declared himself in favour of the pilgrimage. So Anne 
set out for Ste. Barbe, and there for the first time she 
talked with Herve de Lanrivain. He had come once 
or twice to Kerfol with his father, but she had never 
before exchanged a dozen words with him. They did 
not talk for more than five minutes now: it was under 
the chestnuts, as the procession was coming out of the 
chapel. He said: “I pity you,” and she was surprised, 
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for she had not supposed that any one thought her an 
object of pity. He added: “Call for me when you need 
me,” and she smiled a little, but was glad afterward, 
and thought often of the meeting.

She confessed to having seen him three times 
afterward: not more. How or where she would 
not say—one had the impression that she feared to 
implicate some one. Their meetings had been rare and 
brief; and at the last he had told her that he was starting 
the next day for a foreign country, on a mission which 
was not without peril and might keep him for many 
months absent. He asked her for a remembrance, and 
she had none to give him but the collar about the little 
dog’s neck. She was sorry afterward that she had 
given it, but he was so unhappy at going that she had 
not had the courage to refuse.

Her husband was away at the time. When he 
returned a few days later he picked up the little dog to 
pet it, and noticed that its collar was missing. His wife 
told him that the dog had lost it in the undergrowth 
of the park, and that she and her maids had hunted 
a whole day for it. It was true, she explained to the 
court, that she had made the maids search for the 
necklet—they all believed the dog had lost it in the 
park. . .

Her husband made no comment, and that evening 
at supper he was in his usual mood, between good 
and bad: you could never tell which. He talked a 
good deal, describing what he had seen and done 
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at Rennes; but now and then he stopped and looked 
hard at her; and when she went to bed she found her 
little dog strangled on her pillow. The little thing was 
dead, but still warm; she stooped to lift it, and her 
distress turned to horror when she discovered that it 
had been strangled by twisting twice round its throat 
the necklet she had given to Lanrivain.

The next morning at dawn she buried the dog in 
the garden, and hid the necklet in her breast. She 
said nothing to her husband, then or later, and he said 
nothing to her; but that day he had a peasant hanged 
for stealing a faggot in the park, and the next day he 
nearly beat to death a young horse he was breaking.

Winter set in, and the short days passed, and the 
long nights, one by one; and she heard nothing of 
Herve de Lanrivain. It might be that her husband 
had killed him; or merely that he had been robbed of 
the necklet. Day after day by the hearth among the 
spinning maids, night after night alone on her bed, 
she wondered and trembled. Sometimes at table her 
husband looked across at her and smiled; and then 
she felt sure that Lanrivain was dead. She dared not 
try to get news of him, for she was sure her husband 
would find out if she did: she had an idea that he 
could find out anything. Even when a witch-woman 
who was a noted seer, and could show you the whole 
world in her crystal, came to the castle for a night’s 
shelter, and the maids flocked to her, Anne held back. 
The winter was long and black and rainy. One day, in 
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Yves de Cornault’s absence, some gypsies came to 
Kerfol with a troop of performing dogs. Anne bought 
the smallest and cleverest, a white dog with a feathery 
coat and one blue and one brown eye. It seemed to 
have been ill-treated by the gypsies, and clung to her 
plaintively when she took it from them. That evening 
her husband came back, and when she went to bed 
she found the dog strangled on her pillow.

After that she said to herself that she would never 
have another dog; but one bitter cold evening a poor 
lean greyhound was found whining at the castle-gate, 
and she took him in and forbade the maids to speak 
of him to her husband. She hid him in a room that 
no one went  to, smuggled food to him from her own 
plate, made him a warm bed to lie on and petted him 
like a child.

Yves de Cornault came home, and the next day she 
found the greyhound strangled on her pillow. She wept 
in secret, but said nothing, and resolved that even if she 
met a dog dying of hunger she would never bring him 
into the castle; but one day she found a young sheep-
dog, a brindled puppy with good blue eyes, lying with 
a broken leg in the snow of the park. Yves de Cornault 
was at Rennes, and she brought the dog in, warmed 
and fed it, tied up its leg and hid it in the castle till 
her husband’s return. The day before, she gave it to 
a peasant woman who lived a long way off, and paid 
her handsomely to care for it and say nothing; but that 
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night she heard a whining and scratching at her door, 
and when she opened it the lame puppy, drenched and 
shivering, jumped up on her with little sobbing barks. 
She hid him in her bed, and the next morning was 
about to have him taken back to the peasant woman 
when she heard her husband ride into the court. She 
shut the dog in a chest and went down to receive him. 
An hour or two later, when she returned to her room, 
the puppy lay strangled on her pillow. . .

After that she dared not make a pet of any other 
dog; and her loneliness became almost unendurable. 
Sometimes, when she crossed the court of the castle, 
and thought no one was looking, she stopped to pat 
the old pointer at the gate. But one day as she was 
caressing him her husband came out of the chapel; 
and the next day the old dog was gone. . .

This curious narrative was not told in one sitting 
of the court, or received without impatience and 
incredulous comment. It was plain that the Judges 
were surprised by its puerility, and that it did not help 
the accused in the eyes of the public. It was an odd 
tale, certainly; but what did it prove? That Yves de 
Cornault disliked dogs, and that his wife, to gratify 
her own fancy, persistently ignored this dislike. As for 
pleading this trivial disagreement as an excuse for her 
relations—whatever their nature—with her supposed 
accomplice, the argument was so absurd that her own 
lawyer manifestly regretted having let her make use 
of it, and tried several times to cut short her story. 
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But she went on to the end, with a kind of hypnotized 
insistence, as though the scenes she evoked were so 
real to her that she had forgotten where she was and 
imagined herself to be re-living them.

At length the Judge who had previously shown a 
certain kindness to her said (leaning forward a little, 
one may suppose, from his row of dozing colleagues): 
“Then you would have us believe that you murdered 
your husband because he would not let you keep a 
pet dog?”

“I did not murder my husband.”
“Who did, then? Herve de Lanrivain?”
“No.”
“Who then? Can you tell us?”
“Yes, I can tell you. The dogs—” At that point she 

was carried out of the court in a swoon.

It was evident that her lawyer tried to get her to 
abandon this line of defense. Possibly her explanation, 
whatever it was, had seemed convincing when she 
poured it out to him in the heat of their first private 
colloquy; but now that it was exposed to the cold 
daylight of judicial scrutiny, and the banter of the 
town, he was thoroughly ashamed of it, and would 
have sacrificed her without a scruple to save his 
professional reputation. But the obstinate Judge—who 
perhaps, after all, was more inquisitive than kindly—
evidently wanted to hear the story out, and she was 
ordered, the next day, to continue her deposition.
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She said that after the disappearance of the old 
watch-dog nothing particular happened for a month 
or two. Her husband was much as usual: she did not 
remember any special incident. But one evening a 
pedlar woman came to the castle and was selling 
trinkets to the maids. She had no heart for trinkets, 
but she stood looking on while the women made 
their choice. And then, she did not know how, but the 
pedlar coaxed her into buying for herself an odd pear-
shaped pomander with a strong scent in it—she had 
once seen something of the kind on a gypsy woman. 
She had no desire for the pomander, and did not know 
why she had bought it. The pedlar said that whoever 
wore it had the power to read the future; but she did 
not really believe  that, or care much either. However, 
she bought the thing and took it up to her room, where 
she sat turning it about in her hand. Then the strange 
scent attracted her and she began to wonder what 
kind of spice was in the box. She opened it and found 
a grey bean rolled in a strip of paper; and on the paper 
she saw a sign she knew, and a message from Herve 
de Lanrivain, saying that he was at home again and 
would be at the door in the court that night after the 
moon had set. . .

She burned the paper and then sat down to think. It 
was nightfall, and her husband was at home. . . She 
had no way of warning Lanrivain, and there was 
nothing to do but to wait. . .
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At this point I fancy the drowsy courtroom 
beginning to wake up. Even to the oldest hand on the 
bench there must have been a certain aesthetic relish 
in picturing the feelings of a woman on receiving 
such a message at night-fall from a man living twenty 
miles away, to whom she had no means of sending a 
warning. . .

She was not a clever woman, I imagine; and as the 
first result of her cogitation she appears to have made 
the mistake of being, that evening, too kind to her 
husband. She could not ply him with wine, according 
to the traditional expedient, for though he drank 
heavily at times he had a strong head; and when he 
drank beyond its strength it was because he chose 
to, and not because a woman coaxed him. Not his 
wife, at any rate—she was an old story by now. As 
I read the case, I fancy there was no feeling for her 
left in him but the hatred occasioned by his supposed 
dishonour.

At any rate, she tried to call up her old graces; but 
early in the evening he complained of pains and fever, 
and left the hall to go up to his room. His servant 
carried him a cup of hot wine, and brought back word 
that he was sleeping and not to be disturbed; and an 
hour later, when Anne lifted the tapestry and listened 
at his door, she heard his loud regular breathing. She 
thought it might be a feint, and stayed a long time 
barefooted in the cold passage, her ear to the crack; 
but the breathing went on too steadily and naturally to 
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be other than that of a man in a sound sleep. She crept 
back to her room reassured, and stood in the window 
watching the moon set through the trees of the park. 
The sky was misty and starless, and after the moon 
went down the night was pitch black. She knew the 
time had come, and stole along the passage, past her 
husband’s door—where she stopped again to listen 
to his breathing—to the top of the stairs. There she 
paused a moment, and assured herself that no one was 
following her; then she began to go down the stairs in 
the darkness. They were so steep and winding that she 
had to go very slowly, for fear of stumbling. Her one 
thought was to get the door unbolted, tell Lanrivain 
to make his escape, and hasten back to her room. She 
had tried the bolt earlier in the evening, and managed 
to put a little grease on it; but nevertheless, when she 
drew it, it gave a squeak . . . not loud, but it made her 
heart stop; and the next minute, overhead, she heard 
a noise. . .

“What noise?” the prosecution interposed.
“My husband’s voice calling out my name and 

cursing me.”
“What did you hear after that?”
“A terrible scream and a fall.”
“Where was Herve de Lanrivain at this time?”
“He was standing outside in the court. I just made 

him out in the darkness. I told him for God’s sake to 
go, and then I pushed the door shut.”

“What did you do next?”
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“I stood at the foot of the stairs and listened.”
“What did you hear?”
“I heard dogs snarling and panting.” (Visible 

discouragement of the bench, boredom of the public, 
and exasperation of the lawyer for the defense. Dogs 
again—! But the inquisitive Judge insisted.)

“What dogs?”
She bent her head and spoke so low that she had to 

be told to repeat her answer: “I don’t know.”
“How do you mean—you don’t know?”
“I don’t know what dogs. . .”
The Judge again intervened: “Try to tell us exactly 

what happened. How long did you remain at the foot 
of the stairs?” 

“Only a few minutes.”
“And what was going on meanwhile overhead?”
“The dogs kept on snarling and panting. Once or 

twice he cried out. I think he moaned once. Then he 
was quiet.”

“Then what happened?”
“Then I heard a sound like the noise of a pack when 

the wolf is thrown to them—gulping and lapping.”
(There was a groan of disgust and repulsion through 

the court, and another attempted intervention by the 
distracted lawyer. But the inquisitive Judge was still 
inquisitive.)

“And all the while you did not go up?”
“Yes—I went up then—to drive them off.”
“The dogs?”
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“Yes.”
“Well—?”
“When I got there it was quite dark. I found my 

husband’s flint and steel and struck a spark. I saw him 
lying there. He was dead.”

“And the dogs?”
“The dogs were gone.”
“Gone—where to?”
“I don’t know. There was no way out—and there 

were no dogs at Kerfol.”
She straightened herself to her full height, threw 

her arms above her head, and fell down on the stone 
floor with a long scream. There was a moment of 
confusion in the court-room. Some one on the bench 
was heard to say: “This is clearly a case for the 
ecclesiastical authorities”—and the prisoner’s lawyer 
doubtless jumped at the suggestion.

After this, the trial loses itself in a maze of cross-
questioning and squabbling. Every witness who was 
called corroborated Anne de Cornault’s statement 
that there were no dogs at Kerfol: had been none for 
several months. The master of the house had taken a 
dislike to dogs, there was no denying it. But, on the 
other hand, at the inquest, there had been long and 
bitter discussion as to the nature of the dead man’s 
wounds. One of the surgeons called in had spoken 
of marks that looked like bites. The suggestion of 
witchcraft was revived, and the opposing lawyers 
hurled tomes of necromancy at each other.
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At last Anne de Cornault was brought back into 
court—at the instance of the same Judge—and asked 
if she knew where the dogs she spoke of could have 
come from. On the body of her Redeemer she swore 
that she did not. Then the Judge put his final question: 
“If the dogs you think you heard had been known to 
you, do you think you would have recognized them 
by their barking?”

“Yes.”
“Did you recognize them?”
“Yes.”
“What dogs do you take them to have been?”
“My dead dogs,” she said in a whisper. . . She was 

taken out of court, not to reappear there again. There 
was some kind of ecclesiastical investigation, and the 
end of the business was that the Judges disagreed with 
each other, and with the ecclesiastical committee, and 
that Anne de Cornault was finally handed over to the 
keeping of her husband’s family, who shut her up in 
the keep of Kerfol, where she is said to have died 
many years later, a harmless madwoman.

So ends her story. As for that of Herve de Lanrivain, 
I had only to apply to his collateral descendant for its 
subsequent details. The evidence against the young 
man being insufficient, and his family influence in 
the duchy considerable, he was set free, and left soon 
afterward for Paris. He was probably in no mood for 
a worldly life, and he appears to have come almost 
immediately under the influence of the famous M. 
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Arnauld d’Andilly and the gentlemen of Port Royal. 
A year or two later he was received into their Order, 
and without achieving any particular distinction he 
followed its good and evil fortunes till his death some 
twenty years later. Lanrivain showed me a portrait of 
him by a pupil of Philippe de Champaigne: sad eyes, 
an impulsive mouth and a narrow brow. Poor Herve 
de Lanrivain: it was a grey ending. Yet as I looked 
at his stiff and sallow effigy, in the dark dress of the 
Jansenists, I almost found myself envying his fate. 
After all, in the course of his life two great things had 
happened to him: he had loved romantically, and he 
must have talked with Pascal. . .  



Spunk
Zora Neale Hurston

First Publication: Opportunity: A Journal of Negro Life, 
June 1925.

A giant of a brown-skinned man sauntered up 
the one street of the Village and out into the 

palmetto thickets with a small pretty woman clinging 
lovingly to his arm.

“Looka theah, folkses!” cried Elijah Mosley, 
slapping his leg gleefully. “Theah they go, big as life 
an’ brassy as tacks.”

All the loungers in the store tried to walk to the 
door with an air of nonchalance but with small 
success.

“Now pee-eople!” Walter Thomas gasped. “Will 
you look at ’em!”

“But that’s one thing Ah likes about Spunk Banks—
he ain’t skeered of nothin‘ on God’s green footstool—
nothin’! He rides that log down at saw-mill jus‘ like 
he struts ’round wid another man’s wife—jus‘ don’t 
give a kitty. When Tes’ Miller got cut to giblets on 
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that circle-saw, Spunk steps right up and starts ridin’. 
The rest of us was skeered to go near it.”

A round-shouldered figure in overalls much too 
large, came nervously in the door and the talking 
ceased. The men looked at each other and winked.

“Gimme some soda-water. Sass’prilla Ah reckon,” 
the newcomer ordered, and stood far down the counter 
near the open pickled pig-feet tub to drink it.

Elijah nudged Walter and turned with mock gravity 
to the new-comer.

“Say, Joe, how’s everything up yo’ way? How’s yo’ 
wife?”

Joe started and all but dropped the bottle he held in 
his hands. He swallowed several times painfully and 
his lips trembled.

“Aw ’Lige, you oughtn’t to do nothin’ like that,” 
Walter grumbled. Elijah ignored him.

“She jus‘ passed heah a few minutes ago goin’ 
theta way,” with a wave of his hand in the direction 
of the woods.

Now Joe knew his wife had passed that way. He 
knew that the men lounging in the general store had 
seen her, moreover, he knew that the men knew he 
knew. He stood there silent for a long moment staring 
blankly, with his Adam’s apple twitching nervously 
up and down his throat. One could actually see the 
pain he was suffering, his eyes, his face, his hands 
and even the dejected slump of his shoulders. He set 
the bottle down upon the counter. He didn’t bang it, 
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just eased it out of his hand silently and fiddled with 
his suspender buckle.

“Well, Ah’m goin‘ after her to-day. Ah’m goin’ an’ 
fetch her back. Spunk’s done gone too fur.”

He reached deep down into his trouser pocket and 
drew out a hollow ground razor, large and shiny, and 
passed his moistened thumb back and forth over the 
edge.

“Talkin’ like a man, Joe. Course that’s yo’ fambly 
affairs, but Ah like to see grit in anybody.”

Joe Kanty laid down a nickel and stumbled out into 
the street.

Dusk crept in from the woods. Ike Clarke lit the swinging 
oil lamp that was almost immediately surrounded by 
candle-flies. The men laughed boisterously behind Joe’s 
back as they watched him shamble woodward.

“You oughtn’t to said whut you did to him, ’Lige—
look how it worked him up,” Walter chided.

“And Ah hope it did work him up. ’Tain’t even 
decent for a man to take and take like he do.”

“Spunk will sho’ kill him.”
“Aw, Ah doan’t know. You never kin tell. He might 

turn him up an‘ spank him fur gettin’ in the way, but 
Spunk wouldn’t shoot no unarmed man. Dat razor he 
carried outa heah ain’t gonna run Spunk down an’ 
cut him, an’ Joe ain’t got the nerve to go up to Spunk 
with it knowing he totes that Army 45. He makes that 
break outa heah to bluff us. He’s gonna hide that razor 
behind the first likely palmetto root an’ sneak back 
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home to bed. Don’t tell me nothin’ ’bout that rabbit-
foot colored man. Didn’t he meet Spunk an’ Lena 
face to face one day las’ week an’ mumble sumthin’ 
to Spunk ’bout lettin’ his wife alone?”

“What did Spunk say?” Walter broke in—“Ah like 
him fine but ’tain’t right the way he carries on wid 
Lena Kanty, jus’ cause Joe’s timid ’bout fightin’.”

“You wrong theah, Walter. ’Tain’t cause Joe’s 
timid at all, it’s cause Spunk wants Lena. If Joe was 
a passle of wile cats Spunk would tackle the job just 
the same. He’d go after anything he wanted the same 
way. As Ah wuz sayin’ a minute ago, he tole Joe right 
to his face that Lena was his. ‘Call her,’ he says to Joe. 
‘Call her and see if she’ll come. A woman knows her 
boss an’ she answers when he calls.’ ‘Lena, ain’t I yo’ 
husband?’ Joe sorter whines out. Lena looked at him 
real disgusted but she don’t answer and she don’t move 
outa her tracks. Then Spunk reaches out an‘ takes hold 
of her arm an’ says: ‘Lena, youse mine. From now on 
Ah works for you an’ fights for you an’ Ah never wants 
you to look to nobody for a crumb of bread, a stitch 
of close or a shingle to go over yo’ head, but me long 
as Ah live. Ah’ll git the lumber foh owah house to-
morrow. Go home an’ git yo’ things together!’

“‘Thass mah house,’ Lena speaks up. ‘Papa gimme 
that.’

“‘Well,’ says Spunk, ‘doan give up whut’s yours, 
but when youse inside don’t forgit youse mine, an’ let 
no other man git outa his place wid you!’
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“Lena looked up at him with her eyes so full of love 
that they wuz runnin‘ over, an’ Spunk seen it an’ Joe seen 
it too, and his lip started to tremblin’ and his Adam’s 
apple was galloping up and down his neck like a race 
horse. Ah bet he’s wore out half a dozen Adam’s apples 
since Spunk’s been on the job with Lena. That’s all he’ll 
do. He’ll be back heah after while swallowin’ an’ workin’ 
his lips like he wants to say somethin’ an’ can’t.”

“But didn’t he do nothin’ to stop ’em?”
“Nope, not a frazzlin’ thing—jus’ stood there. 

Spunk took Lena’s arm and walked off jus’ like 
nothin’ ain’t happened and he stood there gazin’ after 
them till they was outa sight. Now you know a woman 
don’t want no man like that. I’m jus’ waitin’ to see 
whut he’s goin’ to say when he gits back.”

II

But Joe Kanty never came back, never. The men in the 
store heard the sharp report of a pistol somewhere distant 
in the palmetto thicket and soon Spunk came walking 
leisurely, with his big black Stetson set at the same rakish 
angle and Lena clinging to his arm, came walking right 
into the general store. Lena wept in a frightened manner.

“Well,” Spunk announced calmly, “Joe come out 
there wid a meatax an’ made me kill him.”

He sent Lena home and led the men back to 
Joe—Joe crumpled and limp with his right hand still 
clutching his razor.
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“See mah back? Mah cloes cut clear through. He 
sneaked up an’ tried to kill me from the back, but Ah 
got him, an’ got him good, first shot,” Spunk said.

The men glared at Elijah, accusingly.
“Take him up an’ plant him in ’Stoney lonesome,”‘ 

Spunk said in a careless voice. “Ah didn’t wanna 
shoot him but he made me do it. He’s a dirty coward, 
jumpin’ on a man from behind.”

Spunk turned on his heel and sauntered away to 
where he knew his love wept in fear for him and no 
man stopped him. At the general store later on, they 
all talked of locking him up until the sheriff should 
come from Orlando, but no one did anything but 
talk.

A clear case of self-defense, the trial was a short one, 
and Spunk walked out of the court house to freedom 
again. He could work again, ride the dangerous log-
carriage that fed the singing, snarling, biting, circle-
saw; he could stroll the soft dark lanes with his guitar. 
He was free to roam the woods again; he was free to 
return to Lena. He did all of these things.

III

“Whut you reckon, Walt?” Elijah asked one night 
later. “Spunk’s gittin’ ready to marry Lena!”

“Naw! Why, Joe ain’t had time to git cold yit. 
Nohow Ah didn’t figger Spunk was the marryin’ 
kind.”



109

“Well, he is,” rejoined Elijah. “He done moved 
most of Lena’s things—and her along wid ’em—over 
to the Bradley house. He’s buying it. Jus’ like Ah told 
yo‘ all right in heah the night Joe wuz kilt. Spunk’s 
crazy ’bout Lena. He don’t want folks to keep on 
talkin’ ’bout her—thass reason he’s rushin‘ so. Funny 
thing ’bout that bob-cat, wan’t it?”

“What bob-cat, ’Lige? Ah ain’t heered ’bout 
none.”

“Ain’t cher? Well, night befo’ las’ was the fust night 
Spunk an’ Lena moved together an’ jus’ as they was 
goin’ to bed, a big black bob-cat, black all over, you 
hear me, black, walked round and round that house 
and howled like forty, an‘ when Spunk got his gun 
an’ went to the winder to shoot it he says it stood right 
still an’ looked him in the eye, an’ howled right at 
him. The thing got Spunk so nervoused up he couldn’t 
shoot. But Spunk says twan’t no bob-cat nohow. He 
says it was Joe done sneaked back from Hell! ”

“Humph!” sniffed Walter, “he oughter be nervous 
after what he done. Ah reckon Joe come back to dare 
him to marry Lena, or to come out an’ fight. Ah bet 
he’ll be back time and agin, too. Know what Ah 
think? Joe wuz a braver man than Spunk.”

There was a general shout of derision from the 
group.

“Thass a fact,” went on Walter. “Lookit whut 
he done took a razor an’ went out to fight a man 
he knowed toted a gun an’ wuz a crack shot, too; 
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’nother thing Joe wuz skeered of Spunk, skeered 
plumb stiff! But he went jes’ the same. It took him 
a long time to get his nerve up. ’Tain’t nothin’ for 
Spunk to fight when he ain’t skeered of nothin’. 
Now, Joe’s done come back to have it out wid the 
man that’s got all he ever had. Y’ll know Joe ain’t 
never had nothin’ nor wanted nothin’ besides Lena. 
It musta been a h’ant cause ain’ nobody never seen 
no black bob-cat.”

“‘Nother thing,” cut in one of the men, “Spunk wuz 
cussin’ a blue streak to-day ’cause he ’lowed dat saw 
wuz wobblin‘—almos’ got ’im once. The machinist 
come, looked it over an’ said it wuz alright. Spunk 
musta been leanin’ t’wards it some. Den he claimed 
somebody pushed ’im but ’twant nobody close to 
’im. Ah wuz glad when knockin’ off time come. I’m 
skeered of dat man when he gits hot. He’d beat you 
full of button holes as quick as he’s look etcher.”

IV

The men gathered the next evening in a different 
mood, no laughter. No badinage this time.

“Look, ’Lige, you goin’ to set up wid Spunk?”
“New, Ah reckon not, Walter. Tell yuh the truth, 

Ah’m a lil bit skittish. Spunk died too wicket—died 
cussin’ he did. You know he thought he wuz done 
outa life.”

“Good Lawd, who’d he think done it?”
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“Joe.”
“Joe Kanty? How come? ”
“Walter, Ah b’leeve Ah will walk up theta way an’ 

set. Lena would like it Ah reckon.”
“But whut did he say, ’Lige?”
Elijah did not answer until they had left the lighted 

store and were strolling down the dark street.
“Ah wuz loadin’ a wagon wid scantlin’ right near 

the saw when Spunk fell on the carriage but ’fore Ah 
could git to him the saw got him in the body—awful 
sight. Me an’ Skint Miller got him off but it was 
too late. Anybody could see that. The fust thing he 
said wuz: ‘He pushed me, ’Lige—the dirty hound 
pushed me in the back!’—He was spittin’ blood at 
ev’ry breath. We laid him on the sawdust pile with 
his face to the East so’s he could die easy. He heft 
mah hen’ till the last, Walter, and said: ‘It was Joe, 
’Lige—the dirty sneak shoved me . . . he didn’t dare 
come to mah face . . . but Ah’ll git the son-of-a-
wood louse soon’s Ah get there an’ make hell too 
hot for him. . . . Ah felt him shove me. . . !’ Thass 
how he died.”

“If spirits kin fight, there’s a powerful tussle goin’ 
on somewhere ovah Jordan ’cause Ah b’leeve Joe’s 
ready for Spunk an’ ain’t skeered any more. Yes, Ah 
b’leeve Joe pushed ’im mahself.”

They had arrived at the house. Lena’s lamentations 
were deep and loud. She had filled the room with 
magnolia blossoms that gave off a heavy sweet odor. 
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The keepers of the wake tipped about whispering in 
frightened tones. Everyone in the village was there, 
even old Jeff Kanty, Joe’s father, who a few hours 
before would have been afraid to come within ten 
feet of him, stood leering triumphantly down upon 
the fallen giant as if his fingers had been the teeth of 
steel that laid him low.

The cooling board consisted of three sixteen-inch 
boards on saw horses, a dingy sheet was his shroud.

The women ate heartily of the funeral baked meats 
and wondered who would be Lena’s next. The men 
whispered coarse conjectures between guzzles of 
whiskey.
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