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  Biography


  Russell Kirk (October 19, 1918 – April 29, 1994) was an American political theorist, moralist, historian, social critic, literary critic, and fiction author known for his influence on 20th century American conservatism. His 1953 book, The Conservative Mind, gave shape to the amorphous post–World War II conservative movement. It traced the development of conservative thought in the Anglo-American tradition, giving special importance to the ideas of Edmund Burke. Kirk was also considered the chief proponent of traditionalist conservatism.


  Beyond his scholarly achievements, Kirk was talented both as an oral storyteller and as an author of genre fiction, most notably in his telling of consummate ghost stories in the classic tradition of Sheridan Le Fanu, M. R. James, Oliver Onions, and H. Russell Wakefield. He also wrote other admired and much-anthologized works that are variously classified as horror, fantasy, science fiction, and political satire. These earned him plaudits from fellow creative writers as varied and distinguished as T. S. Eliot, Robert Aickman, Madeleine L’Engle, and Ray Bradbury.


  Though modest in quantity—it encompasses three novels and 22 short stories—Kirk's body of fiction was written amid a busy career as prolific nonfiction writer, editor, and speaker. As with such other speculative fiction authors as G. K. Chesterton, C. S. Lewis, and J. R. R. Tolkien (all of whom likewise wrote only nonfiction for their "day jobs"), there are conservative undercurrents—social, cultural, religious, and political—to Kirk's fiction.


  His first novel, Old House of Fear (1961, 1965), as with so many of his short stories, was written in a self-consciously Gothic vein. Here the plot is concerned with an American assigned by his employer to a bleak locale in rural Scotland—the same country where Kirk had attended graduate school. This was Kirk's most commercially successful and critically acclaimed fictional work, doing much to sustain him financially in subsequent years.


  Later novels were A Creature of the Twilight (1966), a dark comedy satirizing postcolonial African politics; and Lord of the Hollow Dark (1979, 1989), set in Scotland, which explores the great evil inhabiting a haunted house. During his lifetime, Kirk also oversaw the publication of three collections which together encompassed all his short stories. (Three more such collections have been published posthumously, but those only reprint stories found in the earlier volumes.)


  Among his novels and stories, certain characters tend to recur, enriching the already considerable unity and resonance of his fictional canon. Though—through their themes and prose-style—Kirk’s fiction and nonfiction works are complementary, many readers of the one have not known of his work in the other.


  Having begun to write fiction fairly early in his career, Kirk appears to have stopped after the early 1980s, while continuing his nonfiction writing and research through his last year of life.


  


  Behind the Stumps


  (1950)
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  "And Satan stood up against Israel,


  and provoked David to number Israel”


  Pottawattomie County, shorn of its protecting forest seventy years ago, ever since has sprawled like Samson undone by Delilah, naked, impotent, grudgingly servile. Amid the fields of rotted stumps potatoes and beans grow, and half the inhabited houses still are log cabins thrown up by the lumbermen who followed the trappers into this land. In Pottawattomie there has been no money worth mentioning since the timber was cut; but here and there people cling to the straggling farms, or make shift in the crumbling villages.


  An elusive beauty drifts over this country sprinkled with little lakes, stretches of second-growth woods and cedar swamps, gravelly upland ridges that are gnawed by every rain, now that their cover is gone. As if a curse had been pronounced upon these folk and their houses and their crops in reprisal for their violation of nature, everything in Pottawattomie is melting away.


  Of the people who stick obstinately to this stump-country, some are grandchildren and great-grandchildren of the men who swept off the forest; others are flotsam cast upon these sandy miles from the torrent of modern life, thrown out of the eddy upon the soggy bank to lie inert and ignored. Worn farmers of a conservative cast of mind, pinched, tenacious, inured to monotony, fond of the bottle on Saturday nights; eccentrics of several sorts; a silent halfbreed crew of Negro-and-Indian, dispersed in cabins and sun-stricken tar-paper shanties along the back roads, remote from the county seat and the lesser hamlets that conduct the languid commerce of Pottawattomie—these are the Pottawattomie people. Decent roads have come only lately; even television is too costly for many of these folk; the very hand of government is nerveless in this poverty of soil and spirit.


  Yet not wholly palsied, the grip of the State, for all that. Tax assessments necessarily are modest in Pottawattomie, but there are highways to be maintained, poaching of deer and trout to be repressed, old age relief to be doled out. There exists a sheriff, intimate with the local tone, at the county seat; also a judge of probate; and the county supervisors are farmers and tradesmen without inclination to alter the nature of things in Pottawattomie. So far, government is a shadow of a shade. But now and again the State administration and the Federal administration gingerly poke about in the mud and brush of the stump-land.


  A special rural census had to be compiled. Down in the capital, a plan had been drawn up concerning commodity price-levels and potential crop yields and tabulated prices. Acres of corn were to be counted, and pigs and people. Enumerators went out to every spreading wheat farm, to every five-acre tomato patch; and Pottawattomie County was not forgotten.


  Always against the government, Pottawattomie; against the administration that ordained this special census, most vehemently.


  This new survey, Pottawattomie declared, meant more blank forms, more trips to the county seat, higher taxation, and intolerable prying into every man’s household—which last none resent more than do the rural poor.


  So the Regional Office of the Special Census began to encounter difficulties in Pottawattomie. Doors were shut in the faces of certified enumerators, despite threats of warrants and writs; the evasive response was common, violent reaction not inconceivable. Reports particularly unsettling were received from the district of Bear City, a decayed village of two hundred inhabitants. Despite his pressing need for the stipend attached to the office, the temporary agent there resigned in distress at a growing unpopularity. A woman who took his place was ignored by half the farmers she endeavored to interview.


  Put out, the Regional Office dispatched to Bear City a Special Interviewer: Cribben. They let him have a car and a stack of forms and rather a stiff letter of introduction to the postmaster in that town, and off he drove northward.


  Being that sort of man, Cribben took his revolver with him. Once he had been a bank messenger, and he often told his associates, “The other messengers carried their guns at the bottom of their brief cases, so there’d be no chance of having to pull them if there was a stick-up. But I kept my .38 handy. I was willing to have it out with the boys.”


  Tall, forty, stiff as a stick, this Cribben—walking with chin up, chest out, joints rigid, in a sort of nervous defiance of humanity. He looked insufferable. He was insufferable. Next to a jocular man, an insufferable man is best suited for the responsibilities that are a Special Interviewer's. Close-clipped black hair set off a strong head, well proportioned; but the mouth was petulant, and the eyes were ignorantly challenging, and the chin was set in lines of pomposity. In conversation, Cribben had a way of sucking in his cheeks with an affectation of whimsical deliberation, for Cribben had long told himself that he was admirably funny when he chose to be, especially with women. Years before, his wife had divorced him—in Reno, since (somewhat to her bewilderment) she had been able to think of no precise ground which would admit of obtaining a divorce in their own state. He lived chastely, honestly, soberly, quite solitary. He laughed dutifully at other men’s jokes; he would go out of his way to write a friendly letter of recommendation; but somehow no one ever asked him out or looked him up. A failure in everything was Cribben—ex-engineer, ex-chief clerk, ex-artillery captain, ex-foundry partner. He told himself he had been completely reliable in every little particular, which was true; and he told himself he had failed because of his immaculate honesty in a mob of rogues, which was false. He had failed because he was precise.


  “Corporal, about the morning report: I see you used eraser to clean up this ink blot, instead of correction fluid. Watch that, Corporal. We’ll use correction fluid. Understand?” This is the sort of thing the precise Cribben would say—if with a smile, then the wrong kind of smile; and he would compliment himself on his urbanity.


  Cribben did not spare himself; no man ever was more methodical, more painstaking. Reliable in every little particular, yes; but so devoted to these particulars that generalities went to pot. Subordinates resigned and read the “help wanted” columns rather than submit to another week of such accuracy; superiors found him hopelessly behind in his work, austerely plodding through tidy inconsequentialities. Truly, Cribben was intolerable. He knew the mass of men to be consistently inaccurate and often dishonest. Quite right, of course. Sensible men nod and shrug; Cribben nagged. His foundry went to pieces because he fretted about missing wrenches and screwdrivers. He thought his workmen stole them. They did; but Cribben never would confess that moderate pilferage was an item of fixed overhead. In Cribben’s pertinacity there would have been something noble, had he loved precision for the sake of truth. But he regarded truth only as an attribute of precision.


  So down to that sink of broken men, petty governmental service, spun Cribben in the vortex of failure. Having arrived at the abyss, which in this instance was a temporary junior clerkship, Cribben commenced to rise in a small way. In this humorless precision the assistant chief of the Regional Office discerned the very incarnation of the second-best type of public functionary, and so set him to compelling the reluctant to complete interminable forms. Cribben became a Special Investigator, with every increase of salary authorized by statute. To entrust him with suvervisory duties proved inadvisable; yet within his sphere. Cribben was incomparable. It was Cribbens apotheosis. Never had he liked work so well, and only a passion to reorganize the Regional Office upon a more precise model clouded his contentment. With the majesty of Government at his back, the hauteur of a censor in his mien as he queried the subject of a survey or interrogated the petitioner for a grant—Cribben never dreamed of more than this. For Cribben was quite devoid of imagination.


  And Cribben drove north to Bear City.


  False-fronted dry goods shops and grocery stores and saloons, built lavishly of second-grade white pine when pine was cheap and seemingly inexhaustible, are strung along a broad gravelled road: this is Bear City. They are like discolored teeth in an old man’s mouth, these buildings, for they stand between grass-grown gaps where casual flames have had their way with abandoned structures. One of these shops, with the usual high, old-fashioned windows and siding a watery white, is also the post office. On Saturday afternoons in little places like this, post offices generally close. But on this Saturday afternoon, in Bear City—so Cribben noted as he parked his automobile—not only the dry goods half of the shop, but the post office too was open for business. This was tidy and efficient, Cribben reflected, striding through the door. It predisposed him to amiability.


  “Afternoon,” said Cribben to the postmaster, "I’m J. K. Cribben, from the Regional Office. Read this, please.” He presented his letter of introduction.


  Mr. Matt Heddle, Postmaster, Bear City, was behind the wrought-iron grill of the old post office counter, a relic of earlier days and more southerly towns; and his shy wife Jessie was opposite, at the shop counter. They were not lacking in a dignity that comes from honorable posts long held in small places. Mr. Heddle, with his crown of thick white hair and his august slouch, his good black suit, and his deep slow voice, made a rural postmaster for one to be proud of.


  “Why, I wish you luck, Mr. Cribben,” Matt Heddle said with concern, reading the letter of introduction. Mr. Heddle desired to be postmaster for the rest of his life. "I’ll do anything I can. I’m sorry about the fuss the other census man had.”


  “His own damned fault,” Cribben said, largely. “Don’t give a grouch a chance to make a fuss— that’s my way. Take none of their lip. I’ve handled people quite awhile. Shoot out your questions, stare ’em down. I won’t have much trouble here.”


  He didn’t. Whatever Cribben’s shortcomings, he was neither coward nor laggard. Only six or seven hours a day he spent in the tourist room he had rented; and by the time six days had passed, he had seen and conquered almost all the obdurate farmers around Bear City. Their sheds and their silos, their sheep and their steers, their hired men and their bashful daughters, the rooms in their houses and the privies behind them—all were properly observed and recorded in forms and check-sheets. What Cribben could not see with his own eyes he bullied out adequately enough from the uneasy men he cornered and glowered upon. He was big, he was gruff, he was pedantically insistent. He was worth what salary the Regional Office paid. He never took “no” for an answer—or “don't know,” either. He made himself detested in Bear City more quickly than ever had man before; and he paid back his contemners in a condescending scorn.


  His success was the product, in part, of his comparative restraint: for he seemed to those he confronted to be holding himself precariously in check, on the verge of tumbling into some tremendous passion, like a dizzy man teetering on a log across a stream in spate. He was cruelly cold, always —never fierce, and yet hanging by a worn rope. What brute would have had the callousness, or the temerity, to thrust this man over the brink? It was safer to answer his questions and endure his prying.


  Over the rutted trails of Pottawattamie County in muddy spring he drove his official automobile, finding out every shack and hut, every Indian squatter, every forlorn old couple back in the cedar thickets, every widow who boasted a cow and a chicken run. They were numbered, all numbered. This spring the birds were thick in Pottawattamie and some of the lilacs bloomed early, but Cribben never looked at them, for they were not to be enumerated. He had not an ounce of fancy in him. Six days of this and he had done the job except for the Barrens. Of all Pottawattamie, Bear City district was the toughest nut for the Special Census, and the Barrens were the hard kernel of Bear City’s hinterland.


  Who lives in the Barrens, that sterile and gullied and scrub-veiled upland? Why, its hard to say. A half-dozen scrawny families, perhaps more—folk seldom seen, more seldom heard, even in Bear City. They have no money for the dissipations of a town, the Barrens people—none of them, at least, except the Gholsons; and no one ever knew a Gholson to take a dollar out of his greasy old purse for anything but a sack of sugar or a bottle of rot-gut whisky. The Ghoslons must have money, as money goes in Pottawattamie, but it sticks to them.


  On Saturday afternoon, a week after his arrival in town, Cribben entered the post office, self-satisfied and muddy. Matt Heddle was there, and Love the garage-man —Love already lively from morning libations. “Started on the Barrens this morning, Heddle,” Cribben said ponderously. “Easy as falling off a log. Covered the Robinson place, and Hendry’s. Eight kids at the Robinsons’, dirty as worms.” He looked at his map. “Tomorrow, now, I begin with this place called Barrens Mill. Not much of a road into it. It’s right on Owens Creek. What d’ you know about Barrens Mill, Heddle?” He pointed, his heavy forefinger stiff, at a spot on his map.


  Mr. Matt Heddle was a good-natured old man, but he did not like Cribben. Pottawattomie people said that Mr. Heddle was well read, which in Pottawattomie County means that a man has three reprints of Marie Corellis novels and two of Hall Caines, but they were not far wrong in Heddle’s case. The appetite for knowledge clutched at him as it sometimes does at pathetic men past their prime, and his devotion to the better nineteenth century novelists, combining with some natural penetration, had made him shrewd enough. His good nature being unquenchacle, he looked at grim Cribben and thought he read in that intolerant face a waste of loneliness and doubt that Cribben never could confess to himself, for terror of the desolation.


  He looked at Cribben, and told him: “Let it go, Mr. Cribben. They’re an ignorant bunch, the Ghoslons; they own Barrens Mill. Let it go. It’ll be knee-deep in mud up there. Look up the acreage in the county office, and the assessment, and let it go at that. You’ve done all the work anybody could ask.”


  “We don’t let things go in the Regional Office,” Cribben said, with austerity. “I’ve already looked in the county book: five hundred and twenty acres the Gholsons own. But I want to know what Gholson.”


  Matt Heddle started to speak, hesitated, looked speculatively at Cribben, and then said, “It’s Will Gholson that pays the taxes.” Love, who had been leaning against the counter, a wise grin on his face, gave a whisky chuckle and remarked, abruptly: “She was a witch and a bitch, a bitch and a witch. Ha! Goin’ to put her in the census?”


  “Dave Love, this isn’t the Elite; it’s the post office,” Mr. Heddle said, civilly. “Let’s keep it decent in here.”


  “Yes, Will Gholson pays the taxes,” Cribben nodded, “but the land’s not in his name. The tax-roll reads ‘Mrs. Gholson’—just that. No Christian name. How do you choose your county clerk?”


  “Mrs. Gholson, old Bitch Gholson, old Witch Gholson,” chanted Love. “You goin’ to put her in the census? She’s dead as a dodo.”


  “Will Gholson’s mother, maybe, or his grandmother—that’s who’s meant,” Heddle murmured. “Nobody really knows the Gholsons. They aren’t folks you get to know. They’re an ignorant bunch, good to keep clear of. She was old, old. I saw her laid out. Some of us went up there for the funeral —only time we ever went inside the house. It was only decent to go up.”


  “Decent, hell!” said Love. “We was scared not to go, that's the truth of it. Nobody with any brains rubs the Gholsons the wrong way.”


  “Scared?” Cribben sneered down at Love.


  “God, yes, man. She was a damned witch, and the whole family's bats in the belfry. Old Mrs. Gholson have a Christian name? Hell, whoever heard of a witch with a Christian name?”


  “You start your drinking too early in the day,” Cribben said. Love snorted, grinned, and fiddled with a post-office pen. “What kind of a county clerk do you have, Heddle, that doesn't take a dead woman's name off the books?”


  “Why, I suppose maybe the Gholsons wanted it left on,” Heddel sighed, placatingly. “And there was talk. Nobody wants to fuss with the Gholsons. Sleeping dogs, Mr. Cribben.”


  “If you really want to know,” Love growled, “she cursed the cows, for one thing. The cows of people she didn’t care for, and the neighbors that were too close. The Gholsons don't like close neighbors.”


  “What are you giving me?” Cribben went menacingly red at the idea of being made the butt of a joke: this was the one thing his humorless valor feared.


  “You don't have to believe it, man, but the cows went dry, all the same. And sometimes they died. And if that wasn’t enough, the Gholsons moved the fences, and the boundary-markers. They took over. They got land now that used to be four or five farms.”


  Mrs. Heddle, having been listening, now came across the shop to say in her shy voice, “They did move the posts, Mr. Cribben —the Ghoslons. And the neighbors didn’t move them back. They were frightened silly.”


  “It'll take more than a sick cow to scare me, Mrs. Heddle,” Cribben told her, the flush fading from his cheeks. “You people don't have any system up here. What's wrong with your schools, that people swallow this stuff? How do you hire your teachers?”


  “Barrens Mill is a place to put a chill into a preacher, Mr. Cribben,” said Matt Heddle, meditatively. “There's a look to it... the mill itself is gone, but the big old house is there, seedy now, and the rest of the buildings. John Wendover, the lumberman, built it when this country was opened up, but the Gholsons bought it after the timber went. Some people say the Gholsons came from Missouri. I don't know. There's stories… Nobody knows the Gholsons. They’ve another farm down the creek. There’s five Gholson men, nowadays, but I don't know how many women. Will Gholson does the talking for them, and he talks as much as a clam.”


  “He’ll talk to me,” Cribben declared.


  Over Matt Heddle came a sensation of pity. Leaning across the counter, he put his hand on Cribben’s. Few ever had done this, and Cribben, startled, stepped back. “Now, listen, Mr. Cribben, friend. You’re a man with spunk, and you know your business; but I’m old, and I’ve been hereabouts a while. There are people that don’t fit in anywhere, Mr. Cribben. Did you ever think about that? I mean, they won’t live by your ways and mine. Some of them are too good, and some are too bad. Everybody’s growing pretty much alike—nearly everybody—in this age, and the one’s that don’t fit in are scarce; but they’re still around. Some are queer, very queer. We can’t just count them like so many four-cent stamps. We can’t change them, not soon. But they’re shy, most of them: let them alone, and they’re likely to crawl into holes, out of the sun. Let them be; they don’t signify, if you don’t stir them up. The Gholsons are like that.”


  “They come under the law, same as anybody else,” Cribben put in.


  “Oh, the law was made for you and me and the folks we know—not for them, any more than it was made for snakes. So long as they let the law alone, don’t meddle, Mr. Cribben, don’t meddle. They don’t signify any more than a wasps’ nest at the back of the orchard, if you don’t poke them.” Old Heddle was very earnest.


  “A witch of a bitch and a bitch of a witch,” sang Love, mordantly. “O Lord, how she hexed ’em!”


  “Why, there’s Will Gholson now, coming out of the Elite,” Mrs. Heddle whispered from the window. A greasy, burly man with tremendous eyebrows that had tufted points was walking from the bar with a bottle in either hip-pocket. He was neither bearded nor shaven, and he was filthy. He turned toward a wagon hitched close by the post office.


  “Handsome specimen,” observed Cribben, chafing under all this admonition, the defiance in his lonely nature coming to a boil. “We’ll have a talk.” He strode into the street, Matt Heddle anxiously behind him and Love sauntering in the rear. Gholson, sensing them, swung round from tightening his horse’s harness. Unquestionably he was a rough customer; but that roused Cribben’s spirit. ~


  “Will Gholson,” called out Cribben in his artillery-captain voice, “I’ve got a few questions to ask you.”


  A stare; and then Gholson spat into the road. His words were labored, a heavy blur of speech, like a man wrestling with a tongue uncongenial to him. “You the counter?”


  “That’s right,” Cribben told him. “Who owns your farm, Gholson?”


  Another stare, longer, and a kind of slow, dismal grimace. “Go to hell,” said Gholson. “Leave us be.”


  Something about this earth-stained, sweat-reeking figure, skulking on the frontier of humanity, sent a stir of revulsion through Cribben; and the consciousness of his inward shrinking set fire to his conceit, and he shot out one powerful arm to catch Gholson by the front of his tattered overalls. “By God, Gholson, I’m coming out to your place tomorrow; and I’m going through it; I’ll have a warrant; and I'll do my duty; so watch yourself. I hear you've got a queer place at Barrens Mill, Gholson. Look out I don't get it condemned for you.” Cribben was white, from fury, and shouting like a sailor, and shaking in his emotion. Even the dull lump of Gholsons face lost its apathy before this rage, and Gholson stood quiescent in the tall man’s grip.


  “Mr. Cribben, friend,” Heddle was saying. Cribben remembered where he was, and what; he let go of Gholson's clothes; but he put his drawn face into Gholson's and repeated, “Tomorrow. I'll be out tomorrow.”


  “Tomorrow's Sunday,” was all Gholson answered.


  “I'll be there tomorrow.”


  “Sunday's no day for it,” said Gholson, almost plaintively. It was as if Cribben had stabbed through this hulk of flesh and rasped upon a moral sensibility.


  “I'll be there,” Cribben told him, in grim triumph.


  Deliberately Gholson got into his wagon, took up the reins, and paused as if collecting his wits for a weighty effort. “Don't, Mister.” It was a grunt. “A man that—a man that fusses on Sunday—well, he deserves what he gets.” And Gholson drove off.


  “What's wrong, Mr. Cribben?” asked Heddle, startled: for Cribben had slipped down upon the bench outside the post office and was sucking in his breath convulsively. “Here, a nip,” said Love, in concern, thrusting a bottle at him. Cribben took a swallow of whisky, sighed, and relaxed. He drew an envelope out of a pocket and swallowed a capsule, with another mouthful of whisky. “Heart?” asked Heddle.


  “Yes,” Cribben answered, as humbly as was in him. “It never was dandy. I'm not supposed to get riled.”


  "With that heart, you don't want to go up to Barrens Mill—no, you don't,” said the postmaster, gravely.


  “She's a witch, Cribben.” Love was leaning over him. “Hear me, eh? I say, she is a witch.”


  “Quiet, Love,” the postmaster told him. “Or if you do go to the Barrens, Mr. Cribben, you'll take a couple of the sheriff’s boys with you.”


  Cribben had quite intended to ask for a deputy, but he’d be damned now if he wouldn't go alone. “I’m driving to the judge for a search warrant,” he answered, his chin up. “That’s all I’ll take.”


  Heddle walked with him to the boardinghouse where Cribben kept his automobile. He said nothing all the way, but when Cribben had got behind the wheel, he leaned in the window, his big, smooth, friendly old face intent: “There’s a lot of old-fashioned prejudice in Pottawattomie, Mr. Cribben. But, you know, most men run their lives on prejudice. We’ve got to; were not smart enough to do anything else. There’s sure to be something behind a prejudice. I don’t know all about the Gholsons, but there’s fact behind prejudice. Some things are best left alone.”


  Here Cribben rolled up his window and shook his head and started the motor and rolled off.


  After all, there was no more he could have said, Matt Heddle reflected. Cribben would go to Barrens Mill, probably count everything in sight, and bullyrag Will Gholson, and come back puffed up like a turkey. Misty notions .. He almost wished someone would put the fear of hell-fire into the Special Interviewer. But this was only an old-fangled backwater, and Cribben was a new-fangled man.


  ***


  On Sunday morning, Cribben drove alone up the road toward the Barrens. In his pockets were a set of forms, and a warrant in case of need; Cribben left his gun at home, thinking the devil of a temper within him a greater hazard than any he was liable to encounter from the Gholsons. Past abandoned cabins and frame houses with their roofs fallen in, past a sluggish stream clogged with ancient logs, past mile on mile of straggling second-growth woodland, Cribben rode. It was empty country, not one-third so populous as it had been fifty years before, and he passed no one at this hour.


  Here in the region of the Barrens, fence wire was unknown: enormous stumps, uprooted from the fields and dragged to the roadside, are crowded one against another to keep the cows out, their truncated roots pointing toward the empty sky. Most symbolic of the stump-country, jagged and dead, these fences; but Cribben had no time for myth. By ten o’clock he was nursing his car over the remnant of a corduroy road which twists through Long Swamp; the stagnant water was a foot deep upon it, this spring. But he went through without mishap, only to find himself a little later snared in the wet ground be tween two treacherous sand hills. There was no traction for his rear wheels; maddened, he made them spin until he had sunk his car to the axle; and then, cooling, he went forward on foot. Love’s Garage could pull out the automobile later; he would have to walk back to town, or find a telephone somewhere, when he was through with this business. He had promised to be at Barrens Mill that morning, and he would be there. Already he was within a mile of the farm.


  The damp track that once had been a lumber road could have led him, albeit circuitously, to the Gholsons. But, consulting his map, Cribben saw that by walking through a stretch of hardwoods he could —with luck— save fifteen minutes’ tramping. So up a gradual ascent he went, passing on his right the wreck of a little farmhouse with high gables, not many years derelict. “The Gholsons don’t like close neighbors.” Oaks and maples and beeches, this wood, with soggy leaves of many autumns underfoot and sponge-mushrooms springing up from them, clammily white. Water from the trees dripped upon Cribben, streaking his short coat. It was a quiet wood, most quiet; the dying vestige of a path led through it.


  Terminating upon the crest of a ridge, the path took him to a stump fence of grand proportions.


  Beyond was pasture, cleared with a thoroughness exceptional in this country; and beyond the pasture, the ground fell away to a swift creek, and then rose again to a sharp knoll, of which the shoulder faced him; and upon the knoll was the house of Barrens Mill.


  All round the house stretched the Gholsons’ fields, the work of years of fantastic labor. What power had driven these dull men to such feats of agricultural vainglory? For it was a beautiful farm: every dangerous slope affectionately buttressed and contoured to guard it from the rains, every boulder hauled away to a pile at the bend of the stream, every potential weed-jungle rooted out. The great square house—always severely simple, now gaunt in its blackened boards from which paint had scaled away long since —surveyed the whole rolling farm. A low wing, doubtless containing kitchen and woodshed, was joined to the northern face of the old building, which seemed indefinably mutilated. Then Cribben realized how the house had been injured: it was nearly blind. Every window above the ground-floor had been neady boarded up —not covered over merely, but the frames taken out and planks fitted to fill the apertures. It was as if the house had fallen prisoner to the Gholsons, and sat Samson-like in bound and blindfolded shame.


  All this was apprehended at a single glance; a second look disclosed nothing living in all the prospect—not even a dog, not even a cow. But one of the pallid stumps stirred.


  Cribben started. No, not a stump: someone crouching by the stump fence, leaning upon a broken root, and watching, not him, but the house. It was a girl, barefoot, a few yards away, dressed in printed meal-sacks, fifteen or sixteen years old, and thoroughly ugly, her hair a rat’s-nest; this was no country where a wild rose might bloom. She had not heard him. For all his ungainly ways, Cribben had spent a good deal of time in the open, and could be meticulously quiet. He stole close up to the girl and said, in a tone he meant to be affable, “Well, now?”


  Ah, what a scream out of her! She had been watching the blind facade of Barrens Mill house with such a degree of intensity, a kind of cringing smirk on her lips, that Cribben's words must have come like the voice from the burning bush; and she whirled, and shrieked, all sense gone out of her face, until she began to understand that it was only a stranger by her. Though Cribben was not a feeling man, this extremity of fright touched him almost with compassion, and he took the girl gently by the shoulder, saying, “It's all right. Will you take me


  to the house?” He made as if to lead her down the slope.


  At that, the tide of fright poured back into her heavy Gholson face, and she fought in his grasp and swore at him. Cribben—a vein of prudery ran through his nature—was badly shocked: it was hysterically vile cursing, nearly inarticulate, but compounded of every ancient rural obscenity. And she was very young. She pulled away and dodged into the dense wood.


  Nothing moved in these broad fields. No smoke rose from the kitchen, no chickens cackled in the yard. Overhead a crow flapped, as much an alien as Cribben himself; nothing more seemed to live about Barrens Mill. Were Will Gholson crazy enough to be peering from one of the windows with a shotgun beside him, Cribben would make a target impossible to miss, and Cribben knew this. But no movement came from behind the blinds, and Cribben went round unscathed to the kitchen door.


  A pause and a glance told Cribben that the animals were gone, every one of them, to the last hen and the last cat. Driven down to the lower farm to vex and delay him? And it looked as if every Gholson had gone with them. He knocked at the scarred back door: only echoes. It was not locked; and, having his warrant in his pocket, he entered. If Will Gholson were keeping mum inside, he'd rout him out.


  Four low rooms—kitchen, rough parlor, a couple of topsy-turvy bedrooms—this was the wing of the house, showing every sign of a hasty flight. A massive panelled door shut off the parlor from the square bulk of the older house, and its big key was in the lock. Well, it was worth a try. Cribben, unlocking the door, looked in: black, frayed blinds drawn down over the windows— and the windows upstairs boarded, of course. Returning to the kitchen, he got a kerosene lamp, lit it, and went back to the darkened rooms.


  Fourteen-foot ceilings in these cold chambers; and the remnants of Victorian prosperity in mildewed love seats and peeling gilt mirrors; and dust, dust. A damp place, wholly still. Cribben, telling his nerves to behave, plodded up the fine sweep of the solid stairs, the white plaster of the wall gleaming from his lamp. Dust, dust.


  A broad corridor, and three rooms of moderate size, their doors ajar, a naked bedstead in each; and at the head of the corridor, a door that stuck. The stillness infecting him, Cribben pressed his weight cautiously upon the knob, so that the squeak of the hinges was light when the door yielded. Holding the lamp above his head, be was in.


  Marble-topped commode, washbowl holding a powder of grime, fantastic oaken wardrobe —and a tremendous Victorian rosewood bed, carven and scrolled, its towering head casting a shadow upon the sheets that covered the mattress. There were sheets; and they were humped with the shape of someone snuggled under them.


  “Come on out,” said Cribben, his throat dry. No one answered, and he ripped the covers back. He had a half-second to stare before he dropped the lamp to its ruin.


  Old, old—how old? She had been immensely fat, he could tell in that frozen moment, but now the malign wrinkles hung in horrid empty folds. How evil! And even yet, that drooping lip of command, that projecting jaw—he knew at last from what source had come the power that terraced and tended Barrens Mill. The eyelids were drawn down. For this only was there time before the lamp smashed. Ah, why hadn't they buried her? For she was dead, long dead, many a season dead.


  All light gone, Cribben stood rigid, his fingers pressed distractedly against his thighs. To his brain, absurdly, came a forgotten picture out of his childhood, a colored print in his King Arthur: “Launcelot in the Chapel of the Dead Wizard,” with the knight lifting the comer of a shroud.


  This picture dropping away, Cribben told his unmoving self, silently but again and again, “Old Mrs. Gholson, old witch, old bitch,” as if it were an incantation. Then he groped for the vanished door, but stumbled upon the wire guard of the broken lamp.


  In blackness one’s equilibrium trickles away, and Cribben felt his balance going, and knew to his horror that he was falling straight across that bed. He struck the sheets heavily and paused there in a paralysis of revulsion. Then it came to him that no one lay beneath him.


  Revulsion was swallowed in a compelling urgency, and Cribben slid his hands sweepingly along the covers, in desperate hope of a mistake. But no. There was no form in the bed but his own. Crouching like a great clumsy dog, he hunched against the headboard, while he blinked for any filtered drop of light, show him what it would.


  He had left the door ajar, and through the doorway wavered the very dimmest of dim glows, the forlorn hope of the bright sun without. Now that Cribben’s eyes had been a little time in the room, he could discern whatever was silhouetted against the doorway —the back of a chair, the edge of the door itself, the knob. And something moved into silhouette: imperious nose, pendulous lip, great jaw. So much, before Cribben’s heart made its last leaping protest.


  Sorworth Place


  (1952)


  [image: ]



  "But the age of chivalry is gone.... The unbought grace of life, the cheap defense of nations, the nurse of manly sentiment and heroic enterprise is gone. It is gone, that sensibility of principle, that chastity of honor, which felt a stain like a wound, which inspired courage whilst it mitigated ferocity, which ennobled whatever it touched, and under which vice itself lost half its evil, by losing all its grossness.” —Edmund Burke, Reflections on the Revolution in France


  In defiance of a faint ancient charm that perfumes its name, Sorworth today is a dirty and dreary little town, fouled by the colliery since the pit was sunk and a blot of hideous industrial workers houses began to spread about it. The lanes arc half derelict, now that the pit approaches exhaustion. At a turn of the High Street, or down close off the Back Vennel, some fragments of old Scots masonry stand yet amidst a welter of hoardings and “fish restaurants” and corrugated iron roofing.


  To damp Sorworth, of all places, Mr. Ralph Bain, M.C., had contrived to drift at the end of a month of purposeless nights in “family and commercial” hotels or bare village taverns across three counties. Drinks with strangers in one village, listless games of cards in the next town, inconsequential talks on buses or trains, dull glimpses of a pleasant wood there, an old church here: thus February had run out, and the next little pension check would be forwarded to him at Sorworth, which spot he had chosen at random as his address for the first few days of March.


  Bain lounged by the door of the “Kings Arms” in his old tweeds (with the cigarette-bums neatly darned) and felt the crack in his skull more vexatious than usual, and shifted his long legs languidly. Sorworth had nothing to show him. But what place had? He lit a cigarette, though he already had smoked three more this morning than he once resolved to allow himself out of the indispensable pension check.


  At that moment, a girl came out of a provision shop across the square, walking obliquely past the market-cross in the direction of the “King's Arms”; and Bain, one hand cupped to shelter his match, his face inclined slightly downward, noticed the remarkable grace of her little feet. He glanced lazily up; then he threw away his match, let his cigarette go unlit, and instinctively straightened. He had not seen this lady before, but in that second it passed through his mind, whimsically, “Perhaps she’s what drew me to Sorworth.”


  Surely a man might travel a great way without meeting such a face as hers—pale, very pale, with lips a glowing natural red, and black hair gathered with taste at the back of her head into a heavy role that rested upon her firm shoulders. Her chin, too, was delicately firm. She carried herself with a dignity that seems to be dying from modern life, looking straight ahead, as if in some reverie that walled her away from the grossness of Sorworth—yet not (Bain judged from her mouth) a reverie wholly pleasant. Among the mill girls and shop-assistants and bedraggled housewives in Sorworth, there was none anything like her; and few anywhere else. As she passed by the “King’s Arms” she seemed to notice Bain; their eyes met, briefly; then she lowered her lashes, unsmiling, and was gone up the Vennel.


  “Och, she’s a bonnie one, Mrs. Lurlin.” Happening to come to the door as the girl passed by, old MacLeod, who kept the “Kings Arms,” had followed Bain's long look. “There wullna be her like for aye, Mr. Bain—not at auld Sorworth Place.” MacLeod shook his head portentously. In his youth he had been a gardener at some house of Lord Bute's, and he continued to hold the county families in profound respect, muttering sourly about Communists among the miners who drank in his bar.


  “She's young to have the care of a big house," said Bain, relapsed into lethargy, and lighting his cigarette at last.


  “Aye, and wee tae be widowed, sir. Noo the hoose—she canna hope tae keep it in the auld way, ye ken. Twa maids, and they carlines fu' o’ girnings, sir: sma' comfort in a cauld hoose that na sae canny, when a’s said. It will be rack and ruin, forbye, wi' half the grand hooses in the county.” And MacLeod proceeded to expatiate on his favorite topics, the decay of old families and the follies of socialism.


  “A widow?” put in Bain, lifting his heavy eyelids a bit. “She couldn’t have been married a great while. What was this Lurlin like?”


  “Be wha’ he was, sir, the gentleman's dead, dead the year noo, Mr. Bain; and sma' gude claverin' o' men in the grave.” That said, MacLeod turned back into his pub; but Bain, surprised at this reticence in a publican who ordinarily manifested a full share of Scottish censoriousness, followed him.


  “He didn't die in the war?” inquired Bain.


  “Na, na,” said MacLeod, thus brought to bay; and, presently, “The drink, sir, the drink; that, and mair. Dinna mistake me, Mr. Bain. The Lurlins were braw auld blude; aye, but this Mr. Alastair Lurlin, he wasna o' the proper line, ye ken—na mair than a cousin. Mr. Hamish Lurlin, the auld laird, died seven years syne, and his twa sons were shot in Libya, first Alexander, then Hew. A' three death duties maun be paid, and the cousin comes tae what's left. Last year, this Mr. Alastair dies: mair duties. Weel, Mrs. Lurlin keeps the hoose, and the policies, and a bit moor besides. Ninety thousand acres Lurlin o' Sorworth had, before the first war. Noo, but a hoose wha's unco cauld and clammy. Come awa’ upstairs, sir, if ye be sae fascinated”—this a trifle spitefully—'and ye can see the auld Place frae the attic, if ye ha’ gude een.”


  From a garret window of the “King’s Arms,” they looked over the pantiles and corrugated iron roofs of the shabby town toward a serrated ridge some miles westward. On a flank of that hill, Bain just could make out the grey shape of a big ancient house, wraithlike against the heather and gorse and bracken. 'There’ll be nane aulder in the county,' said MacLeod.


  Bain went down alone to the parlor, sat some minutes before the doddering fire, and then addressed a note to Mrs. Lurlin, Sorworth Place. He was, he wrote truthfully enough, rather a dilettante in architecture; recently he had heard her house spoken of as remarkable; he would be glad to see it, if no inconvenience would be caused; and he would be in Sorworth the rest of the week. After some hesitation, he signed himself “M.C.”: the Military Cross, after all, was one of his few remaining links with decent society, and he had the right to use it.


  This letter posted, he went up to his room, brushed his old tweed suit, and glanced at himself in the mirror: the heavy eyes, the long and regular features weakened by lines of indecision, the defiant half-grin of bravado. He grimaced, and the suture in the back of his head—a memento of the shell fragment that had given him his pension—winced in sympathy. To escape from self-dislike, he went down to the bar, very like fleeing from the cell into the jailyard.


  Late the next afternoon an answer to his note came, written in a small round hand, which said that Mr. Bain would be shown about Sorworth Place if he should call on Thursday afternoon, and was signed “Ann Lurlin.” The firm signature put Bain in mind of Mrs. Lurlin's elegant, pale look; and he spent most of the intervening evening and night and morning in a reverie of nearly forgotten faces, men he had alienated by his negligence or his improvidence, women he had found hollow or who had found him exasperating. None of these ever thought of him now, even when dreaming before the fire. And why should they?


  Shortly past noon on Thursday, he walked along an empty road toward the ridge called Sorworth Law; the road became a lane between high and crumbling stone dykes; and then he was at the entrance to a neglected park on the side of a hill, its gates vanished, its gatelodge empty, all its larger trees felled by some timber merchant and the stumps left among heaps of dead leaves. Bain turned up the drive, and soon he could see, on the bare slope above, the massive stone shape of the Place of Sorworth.


  Two square towers, at either end; and between them, extending also far to the rear, an immense block of building, in part ashlar, but mostly rubble. None of this, except a fine large window above the entrance, was later than the seventeenth century, and most was far older. An intricacy of crowstepped gables, turrets, dormers, and chimneys confused one's eyes when they roved upward. All in all, the Place was an admirable example of the Scots mansion house unprettified by Balmoralism. A flight of heavy stone steps led up to the door, and on either side of the entrance projected a conical-capped turret, each supported at its base by an enormous corbel, curiously bevelled.


  Some rods to the north could be made out to be what was left of a detached building, the roof of it gone—a chapel, perhaps. So far as Bain could see, there were only two entrances: the grand portal, and a small heavy door with a wrought-iron grill before it, that probably gave upon the kitchen. At the angles of either tower, musket-holes or arrow-loops, some blocked with mortar, the rest now closed with small panes of glass, flanked the entrance. The roofs were of ancient stone slabs.


  Away at the back, the stout dykes of a walled garden closed the view, although Bain could hear the rushing of a burn somewhere in that direction. The lawn before the Place was unkempt, no better than pasture; and there, in one of the towers and even in the main block, a broken pane glinted in the afternoon sun, and all about the strong grey house hung a suggestion of neglect and impoverishment that would have been more clearly manifest, doubtless, had not the mansion been so severe and rugged in its very character. The huge window of what must be the great hall broke the solidity of the facade just above the main door. Between this window and the doorway below, Bain perceived, as he climbed the steps, a terribly weathered coat of arms executed in a soft red sandstone, appended to it some pious inscription in venerably barbarous Scots-Latin characters, most of them indecipherable. He could read only the two words which composed the last line: L-A-R-V-A R-E-S-U-R-G-A-T. Larva Resurgat? Why larva, rather than spiritus? The old lairds sometimes put things quaintly. He found no bell and so banged at the oaken door with a rusty knocker.


  After an interval of leaden silence, the door was pulled ajar a bit, and a sour woman's face peeked round it. Bain asked to be announced. The fat maid let him into a little round room with naked stone walls, at the stairfoot, and locked the door again and then conducted him up a twisting stone stair in one of the entrance turrets—its treads scooped hollow by centuries of feet—to a gigantic vaulted chamber, well lighted: the hall. It was fitted with sixteenth-century panelling, painted with heraldic symbols and family crests. The air was cold, the yawning medieval firplace quite empty; here and there a Jacobean carved cupboard, or the polished surface of a table, or a tapestried chair endeavored to apologize for the emptiness of the Place. None of the furniture seemed in good repair. Bain sat gingerly on a Chippendale piece, while the maid scurried off.


  After three or four minutes, Mrs. Lurlin came down to him, emerging from behind a door concealed by a hanging. A faint smile hovered on her fine lips, her eyes met his composedly, and Bain thought her most beautiful, in an antique fashion. “I’ll show you the curiosities of this draughty place, Mr. Bain,” she said, in a low voice with an agreeable suggestion of west coast accent about it, “if you’ll pledge yourself to ignore dust and damp. I’ve nothing left but the house and the policies and a bit of moor, you know—not even a home farm.”


  Bain hardly knew what he said in reply, for she unsettled him, as if he had been shaken awake. Then Mrs. Lurlin led him up disused stairs and down into vaulted cellars and through chambers with mouldering tapestries and Lord knows where else. Almost all these interminable rooms were empty.


  “Most was gone before the place became mine,” said Mrs. Lurlin, without visible embarrassment, “but I had to sell what was left of the furniture, except for a few sticks in the really necessary rooms. I suppose the wreckers will buy the house when I’m dead. You can sell an eighteenth-century house, just possibly, in spite of rates, but not a behemoth like this. I can't afford to live here; but I can't afford to go away, either. Do you have some great barn of this sort, Mr. Bain?”


  “I haven't even a cottage,” Bain told her, “or a stick of furniture.” He thought her black eyes remarkably candid.


  She took him up to the summit of one of the towers, where they stood in the wind and looked over the braes that parallel the den of Sorworth Water as it twists down to the sharp-toothed long skerries where it meets the sea. From this height they could see quite clearly the surf on the rocks, and, some distance south, smoke from the fishing village of Sorworthness. Sorworth Water was in spate. Just at the tower's foot, the den veered right up to the castle, so that a stone which Bain tossed over the rampart bounced down a steep slope into the roaring burn. In the rough old days, the lairds of Sorworth had the security of a strongly situated house. “You’re not afraid of heights, Mr. Bain?” asked this young woman.


  “No,” he said, “I’ve climbed a good deal.”


  “I fancy you’re afraid of very little,” she observed, lifting her eyebrows slightly. “Do you know that I happened to see you in the square two days ago? I thought you looked like a soldier. What were you?”


  He had been a captain, he told her.


  “Come down into the policies, Captain Bain,” she said. As they descended, he bumped his head against a window ledge, and cried out involuntarily. She stopped, with an exclamation of sympathy.


  “A mortar put a crack in my skull,” Bain apologized, “and I'm still tender, and probably always will be.”


  “Does it pain you much, Captain Bain?”


  “No; but perhaps I ought to tell you that it makes me a trifle odd, now and then. Or so people seem to think.” He did not mind confiding this to her: perhaps it was the oddity he had just acknowledged, but at the moment they two seemed to him the only realities in an infinity of shadows.


  “So much the better,” she said, still lower—either that or something of the sort.


  “I beg your pardon, Mrs. Lurline?”


  “I mean this, Captain Bain: we seem to be birds of a feather. People hereabouts think I am rather odd. Sorworth Place is soaked in oddity. The maids won't stay. I’ve only one, now; the other went last week, and even Margaret, who's left, won’t sleep in—she goes down to her son's cottage. I don't suppose you know why Janet went, unless someone at the “King's Arms” told you the gossip. Well, Janet wouldn't stay because she thought something whispered to her in the cellars. Poor timid creature! It was all fancy; for if anything were to whisper, you know, it would whisper to me. Would you like to see the garden? Most of it has gone back, of course.”


  They poked about the overgrown walks of the policies, talking of trifles, and presently strayed near the chapel ruin. “May I glance inside?” asked Bain.


  “There's very little… she answered, somewhat sharply. But Bain already had passed through the broken doorway. Some defaced sixteenth -and seventeenth-century monuments were fixed to the walls, and a litter of leaves encumbered the pavement. Where his feet scattered these, Bain noticed two or three ancient bronze rings fixed in stone slabs; and, being rather vain of his strength of arm, he bent, gripped one of them, and pulled upward. The stone lifted very slightly, though it was heavy, and when Bain let go, the slab fell back with a dull reverberation.


  “O, for God’s sake, stop!”


  He swung round to her. That delicate pallor of her young face had gone grey; she clutched at the door moulding for support. Bain took her hands in his, to save her from falling, and led her toward the house. “What is it, Mrs. Lurlin?” He felt mingled alarm and pleasure thus to have a bond between them—even the terror in her eyes.


  “You shouldn’t have done that! He’s under, just under!”


  O course! In his wool-gathering, Bain had nearly forgotten this girl ever had a husband. He muttered something awkward, in his contrition: “I thought... with the leaves about, and everything so neglected, you know... I thought no one would have been laid there this century.”


  She was calmer now, and they re-entered the house through the kitchen door. “I know. They shouldn’t have put anyone there, after all this time. His uncle and grandfather are in the kirkyard in the village, and his two cousins. But he had himself buried in the old crypt; he wrote it into his will. Do you understand why? Because he knew I’d loathe it. I think tea will be ready, Captain Bain.”


  At the tea table, in a pleasant corner room of one tower, she was cool and even witty. Bain saw in her a girl become woman in some short space, a year or two, perhaps; she was charming and possibly wise. But something stirred woefully, now and again, beneath this pretty surface. The afternoon went rapidly and smoothly. When it was time for Bain to leave, she went with him to the great door; and she said, deliberately, “Come to tea tomorrow, too, if you like.” Startled, Bain hesitated; and she caught him up, with just the hint of a flash in her eyes, before he had said anything. “But don’t trouble, Captain Bain, if you’re to be busy.”


  “I’m never busy, Mrs. Lurlin,” he told her, unable to repress his old arrogant grin. “Shall I be frank? I was surprised that you should ask me. I’m thoroughly declasse.”


  She looked at him steadily. “I believe you’re decent. I have no friends, and I hate to be solitary here, day on day. I’m afraid to be alone.”


  “I wouldn’t take you to be timid, Mrs. Lurlin.”


  “Don’t you understand? I thought you’d guessed.” She came a trifle closer to Bain; and she said, in her low sweet voice, “I’m afraid of my husband.”


  Bain stared at her. “Your husband? I understood—I thought that he’s dead.”


  “Quite” said Ann Lurlin.


  Somewhere in that Minoan maze of a house, a board or table creaked; the wind rattled a sash; and this little room at the stairfoot was musty. “You know, don’t you?” Mrs. Lurlin whispered. You know something’s near.”


  Bain stayed on at the “King's Arms,” and every afternoon he walked up the barren law to Sorworth Place for tea. Some days he came early, and with Mrs. Lurlin he tramped over the Muir of Sorworth, talking of books and queer corners and the small things of nature. Ann Lurlin, he perceived, was one of those women, now unhappily rare, who delight in knowing about squirrels’ habits and in watching field mice and peeking into birds’ nests, with a childlike curiosity quite insatiable.


  On one afternoon, they reached the summit of the Law and looked back upon the Place. A vast twisted oak, still bare of new leaves, stood halfway between them and the house, its black branches outlined like fingers against the grey of the distant mansion. This was the finest of many brave views on the Muir of Sorworth, and they could see the colliery, a dismal smudge far down in the valley, and the red roofs of Sorworth village, at this remove still seeming the douce market town that it once had been. In the several days that had elapsed since Bain’s first call, Mrs. Lurlin had not touched upon the theme of her parting shot at the stairfoot, and Bain had been content to let that field lie fallow. But now she clutched his arm, and he sensed that the mood was upon her again.


  She was looking intently toward a rise of ground this side of the oak. “Do you—” She checked herself, and said, instead, “Do I seem rational to you. Captain?” She did, he told her; but he said nothing of all the rest he felt about her.


  “I am going to put your confidence to the test.” He observed that her charming lips were pressed tightly together, when for a moment she was silent. “Do you think you see anything between us and that tree?”


  Bain studied the face of the moor. At first he detected nothing; then, for just an instant, it seemed as if some large stooping creature had hurried from one hillock to another, perhaps its back showing above the bracken. “I don't know, Mrs. Lurlin,” he said, a bit too quickly. “A dog?”


  “It didn’t seem like a dog to you, now, did it?” She looked into his eyes, and then turned her sleek head back toward the moor.


  “No. I suppose it's a man out ferreting.” But he let his inflexion rise toward the end of the sentence.


  "No one keeps ferrets here, Captain Bain. I'm glad you saw it, too, because I feel less mad. But I don't think anyone else would have made it out. You saw it because you know me so well, and—and because of that crack in your poor head, perhaps. I fancy it makes you sensitive to certain things.”


  Bain thought it kindest to be blunt: he asked her what way she was rowing.


  “Let’s sit down here on the heather, then,” she went on, “where we can see for a good way-round. I’d rather not talk about this when we are in the house. First I ought to say something about my husband.”


  Perceiving that all this hurt her, Bain murmured that he had been told her late husband had been no credit to the family.


  “No,” said Ann Lurlin, “no. Have you read Trollope, Captain? Perhaps you remember how he describes Sir Florian, in The Eustace Diamonds. Sir Florian Eustace had only two flaws—‘he was vicious, and he was dying.’ Now Lizzie Eustace married Florian knowing these things; but I didn’t know them about my husband when I married. I hadn’t any money, and no relative left worth naming. Alastair—though he looked sick, even then—had manners. I don’t suppose I wanted to look very closely. Afterward, I found he was foul.”


  Bain dug his fingers into the heather.


  “If we were to walk down toward that tree,” said Mrs. Lurlin, after a silence, “I don’t think we’d meet anything, not yet. I don’t believe there’s any—any body to what we saw. I fancy it was only a kind of presentiment. I’ve been alone here, more than once, and caught a glimpse of something and made myself hunt; but nothing ever was there.”


  “Supposing a thing like that could—could rise,” Bain interjected, stealthily surveying the bracken, “why should he have power over you? You’re not foul.”


  She did not seem to hear him. “He wanted everything to be vile, and me to be vilest of all. Sometimes I think it was the pain of dying in him that made him try to befoul everything. When he found he couldn’t break me, he cursed like a devil, really as if he were in hell. But I stayed with him, to his last day; I was his wife, whatever he was. Most of the time he lay with his eyes shut, only gasping; but in the evening, when he was nearly gone, I could see he was trying to speak, and I bent down, and he smirked and whispered to me, “You think you’ve won free, Ann? No. Wait a year. I’ll want you then.”


  “A year?” asked Bain.


  “It will be a year next Friday. Now I’m going to confess something.” She turned her lithe body so that her eyes looked directly into Bain’s. “When I saw you in the square, I wondered if I could use you. I had some notion that I might stick a life between mvself and... You looked no better than a daredevil. Do you mind my saying that? Something in me whispered, ‘He was made to take chances; that’s what he's good for.' I meant you to come to see me. I don't suppose it flatters you, Ralph, to have been snared by a madwoman.”


  “No," Bain answered her. “You're not mad. We both may be dolls in someone's dream, Ann, but you're not mad."


  “And you'd best go, for good,” she told him. “I don't want to stain you with this, now that I know you. I want you to go away."


  “You can’t dismiss me," Bain contrived to grin his old grin. “I'm in your net. But how am I to get into your mind, Ann? How am I to stand between you and what your memory calls up?"


  “If it were only memory and fancy, I could bear it." She shut her eyes. “A glimpse of him in a dream, a trick of imagination when I turn a dark corner, the shape dodging on the moor—those might pass away. But I think he’s coming... Now you’ll know I'm fit for Bedlam. I think he's coming—well, in the flesh, or something like."


  “Nonsense!" said Bain.


  “Very well, then, I’m mad. But you'll bear with me, Ralph? Perhaps something in me calls him; possibly I even control him, after a fashion. But I think he'll be here Friday night."


  Believing she might faint, Bain put his big hand behind her head. “If you really think that, Ann, leave the house, and we'll go to Edinburgh or London or where you like. We’ll leave now."


  “Where could I live?" She nodded toward the grey castle. “It’s all I have—not even enough to pay my rent anywhere else. And then, it would make no difference. I think he’d follow me. He wants life to drag down with him. Either he must break me, or he must be broken somehow himself, before he’ll rest."


  Bain sat awhile, and presently asked, “Do you want me to watch in Sorworth Place on Friday night, Ann?"


  She turned away her head, as if ashamed of her selfishness. “I do."


  It passed through his mind that she might think he was making a rake’s bargain with her, over this wild business. A bargain he might have made with another woman, or even with this one at another time, he admitted to himself, but not with a woman beside herself with terror. “You understand, Ann," he blurted, “that I'm asking nothing of you, not now."


  “I know," she whispered, her face still averted. “I'm offering nothing—nothing but your death of fright." Then she tried to laugh. “Who'd think, to look at you, Captain Bain, that you’re so very proper? I'd rather be scandalous than damned.”


  Thus it was settled; and though they two walked and talked and drank their tea on the Tuesday and the Wednesday and the Thursday, they did not mention again her past or their future. Whatever sighed in some passage or cupboard of that old house, whatever shifted and faded across the moor—why, such intimations they ignored, speaking instead of the whaups that cried from the sky above them or of the stories they had loved as children.


  Old Sorworth Place still was fit to stand a siege, Bain told himself as he mounted the staircase between the turrets on Friday afternoon. The lower windows could not be forced, the doors were immensely stout; anything that had substance might scrape and pound in vain outside, all night, once the bolts were shot home. Ann Lurlin herself admitted him, and they went to sit in her little study, and the hours fled, and their tea, untasted, grew cold; and at length they heard fat Margaret shuffle down the kitchen passage, open the door, and make her way through the policies toward the distant sanctuary of her son’s cottage.


  Then Ann’s eyes seconded Bains glance, and he ran down the stair to the kitchen door, locked it, and made sure the great door was well bolted. He returned to the study and the pale girl with the great black eyes. The night was coming on. They could think of very little to say. Here was Bain locked in for the night with the woman that he most desired, though he had known many women, too well. “Yet Tantalus' be his delight...” Unless she sought him, he would not touch her, in this her hour of dismay.


  “Where will you stay?” asked Bain, when the sun had sunk quite below the level of the little west window of the study.


  “In my bedroom,” she said, drearily enough. “There’s no place safer.”


  Her room was in the southern tower. Bain's mind reviewed the plan of the Place. “Is there a way into the tower except through the great hall?”


  She shook her sweet head. “There were doors on the other levels, once, but they were blocked long ago.”


  This made his work easier. “Well, then, Ann, your bogle will have to swallow me whole before he opens the door behind the hanging, and I'm a sour morsel.” He didn't admit the possibility of fleshly revenants, Bain told himself, and if he could keep her safe from frenzy this one night, she might be safe forever after.


  Solemn as a hanging judge she looked at him for what seemed a long time. “You shouldn’t stay here, Ralph; I shouldn’t have let you.” She ran her little tongue along her dry lips. "You know I never can be anything to you.” This was said with a kind of frozen tenderness.


  These words hurt him beyond belief; and yet he had expected them. He saw himself as if in a mirror: his shallow, tired, defiant face, his frayed clothes, every long lazy inch of himself, futile and fickle. “No,” said Bain, managing a hoarse laugh, “no, Ann, of course you can't—or not tonight. I meant to sit outside your door.”


  Biting her lip, she murmured, “Not tonight, nor any other night, ever.”


  “Well,” Bain said, “you needn't drive the point home with a hammer. Besides, you might care for me in better days.”


  She continued to look at him as if beseeching mercy. “You don’t understand me, Ralph. It’s not you: why, so far as I still can care for any man, I care for you. Anyway, I’m grateful to you as I've never been to anyone else, and I’d give myself to you if I could. It’s not what you think. It’s this: after having a year with him, I couldn’t bear to be anything to a man again. It would be dreadful. I can’t forget.”


  “Don’t tell yourself that.” Bain spoke slowly and heavily. “It won’t be true. Given time, this night and your life with that—that fellow will wash away. But I suppose I’ll be gone, and good riddance.”


  She lit a candle. Paraffin lamps and candles were the only lighting in the Place. Now, he knew, their night of listening and guarding must commence. “You still can go, Ralph,” she told him, softly. “A moment ago I hinted that I felt something for you, but that was because I tried to be kind. Kind! Well, whatever makes you do this for me? In honesty, I don’t love you, though I should.”


  “Bravado,” Bain said, “and boredom, mixed.” He was glad she could not see his eyes or his mouth in that feeble candlelight. “Now up with you, and let me play my game of hide-and-seek, Ann Lurlin.” He went with her to the door behind the hanging, and watched her ascend to the first turn of the stair. Looking back upon him, she contrived a smile of understanding, and was gone to her room. Alone, he felt a swelling of confidence.


  “Come on, if you like, Alastair Lurlin, Esq.,” he thought. “I’m your man for a bout of creepmouse.”


  Before settling himself in the hall for the night, he must make sure that no one was playing tricks, a remote possibility he had kept at the back of his mind, by way of a forlorn link with the world of solid things. So, taking his little electric torch from a pocket, he proceeded to inspect every chill corner of the Place, apart from Anns south tower, with a military thoroughness. Certain corners in this pile were calculated to make one wary; but they were empty, every one. After half an hour or so, he found himself looking from a loophole in the north tower, and across the main block of the house he saw a light glowing from Ann’s window. There she would be lying in a passion of dread. But nothing should force itself upon her this night.


  Returning to the main block, he listened: nothing. “For a parson’s son," he thought, “Ralph Bain gets into peculiar nooks.” Then he opened a door into the great hall.


  O God! Something white was by the stair door, even then slipping out of the hall into the turret. He flung himself across the hall, down the stair, and leaped the last twist of the spiral to overtake that white fugitive. It was Ann Lurlin, pressing herself against the great door.


  She shuddered there in her nightgown, her slim naked feet upon the damp flagstones. For a tremulous instant he thought his own desperate longing might have stirred some impulse in her: that she might have come to him out of love or gratitude. But a glance at her face undid his hope. She was nearly out of her mind, a tormented thing fumbling at the oak, and when he took her by the arms, she panted spasmodically and managed to say, “I don’t know why I’m here. I wanted to run out, run and run.”


  For only a moment he pressed her body to his. Then, picking her up, he carried her to the door behind the hanging, and thrust her in. “Go back, Ann: I’ve promised you.” She put both her chill hands in his, looked at him as if she were to paint his picture, and kissed him lightly with cold lips. Then she crept up the steps. He bolted the little tapestried door from his side.


  Well, back to sentry-duty. What hadn’t he inspected in this house? The cellars. Down you go, Captain Bam. Thev were fine old Scots vaults of flinty stone, those cellars, but he detested them this night. Outside, a light rain was falling. He sat upon a broken stool in the cellar that had been a medieval kitchen, shadowed by the protruding oven. This is the ragtaggle end of chivalry, Captain Bain—a worn-out fool crouching in a crumbling house to humor a crazy girl. Then something crunched on the gravel outside the barred window. From old-soldierly habit, Bain kept stock-still in the shadow.


  He saw it plain, so that there could be no possibility of illusion; and he asked himself, in a frantic sensation of which he was at once ashamed, “What have you got into Ralph Bain, for the sake of a pretty little thing that won’t be yours?”


  It was a face at the slit of a window, damn it: a sickening face, the nose snubbed against the glass like a little boys at a sweetshop. The eyelids of this face were drawn down; but while Bain watched, they slowly opened, as if drawn upward by a power beyond themselves, and the face turned awkwardly upon its neck, surveying the cellar. Somehow Bain knew, with an immense temporary relief, that he was not perceived in his sanctuary back of the oven, supposing the thing could “perceive” in any ordinary sense. Then the face withdrew from the window, and again Bain heard the gravel crunch.


  Some little time elapsed before Bain could make his muscles obey him. The crunching grew fainter, and then, hearing with a preternatural acuity, he made out a fumbling at the small kitchen door down the passage. But it was a vain fumbling. Something groped, lifted the latch, pressed its weight against the barrier. The stout door did not budge. At this, Bain experienced a reckless exultation: whatever was outside in the night obeyed in some sort the laws of matter. “Go on, you dead hands,” thought Bain, wildly. “Fumble, damn you, push, scratch like a cat. You’ll not get at her.” Rising from his stool, Bain tiptoed down the passage, and heard the stumbling feet in the gravel, moving on. Would it try the big door? Of course. Let it try.


  Bain told himself he had to look at what was outside; and he made his way to the lowest loophole of the left-hand turret, which commanded the steps. There was moon enough to show him the stairs, and they were empty. But the great door, a trifle ajar, was just closing behind whatever had entered.


  He sucked in his breath, and believed he would go mad. “O Lord! O Lord! It’s in, and I’m done for!” These phrases thrust through his consciousness like hot needles. Yet a dogged rationality contended against them. However had the door been forced? Then he thought of Ann in her nightgown. Before he had caught her, she must have drawn the bolt; and he, in his love-sick anxiety, had forgotten to try it. Collusion between the living and the damned: this conjecture of treachery woke in him, and he felt momentarily that all his days with Ann Lurlin had been part of a witch's snare. But he rejected the doubt. Whatever had moved Ann, whether simple terror and a foolish hope of fight, or some blind impulse forced upon her out of the abyss, no deceit lay in her.


  These sterile reflections occupied no measurable time. Face it out, Bain: nothing else for it. With luck, he could be in the hall first. He was up the kitchen stair and through an anteroom as fast as ever he had moved in his life.


  An uncertain moonlight showed him the hall, and he was alone in it, barring the way to the tapestried door; but then the door from the turret stair opened. Something entered.


  Just inside the hall, the thing paused heavily. Light enough came from the great window to outline it; Bain had not the heart to pull out his torch; indeed, he could not move at all. Again he looked upon the sagging face he had seen at the cellar-loop. The thing was clothed in a black suit, all mildewed. Its slow body seemed to gather itself for new movement.


  Who should be master, who should move first—these points might decide the issue, Bain hoped: perhaps a horrid logic governed this contest. Ralph Bain then compelled himself to take two steps forward, toward the middle of the hall. He looked at the dark shape by the window, and twice tried to speak, and on the third attempt a few broken words croaked from his throat: “Time you were properly buried, old man.”


  No answering sound came. Bain flexed his arms, but could not force himself to advance further. He could discern no expression upon the face: only a blackened mask obedient to some obscene impulse from a remote beyond. How long they two stood there, Bain did not know. But presently the thing swung about awkwardly, lurched over the threshold, and was gone back to the darkness of the stair-turret.


  Bain thanked God with all sincerity. Now who was the hunter and who the quarry? The will was in him to make an end of this thing. Would it have gone back to the door and out into the rain? Bain listened. Yes, there came a stumbling on the stair—from above. What was it trying for? And then Bain knew. Ah, what a fool he was! It was ascending to the roofs, and would cross the slabs to the woman whose passionate terror perhaps animated its shape.


  Bain went after it, slipping and bruising himself in his urgency; but as he leaped up the spiral toward the higher stories of the north tower, he felt a cold draught sweeping down upon him. The thing had got open a window, and must be upon the roof. Bain found that window, and stared into the night.


  Now the rain fell heavily, and down at the foot of the wall, Sorworth Water moaned and gleamed. From Ann Lurlin’s room, the candlelight cast some faint radiance upon the stone slabs of the sharp-peaked roof; and the glimmer was enough to show Bain a sodden bulk inching its way along the gutter toward the south tower, a footing precarious enough in daylight. The ruined face was averted from Bain, whatever power moved the thing being intent upon that piteous lighted window.


  What propelled Ralph Bain then was an impulse beyond duty, beyond courage, beyond even the love of woman. He dropped from the window upon the wet and shimmering slabs, clambered along the gutter, and flung himself upon the dark hulk. Bain heaved with all the strength that was in him. Together, living and dead, they rolled upon the mossy old stones; together they fell.


  A glimpse of the great stone wall; a flash of the savage burn; then explosion of everything, opening to the blessed dark.


  Early on Saturday morning, a lone fisherman out of Sorworthness, rowing near the reefs that lie off the mouth of Sorworth Water, thought he perceived some unpleasant mass lying nearly submerged in the tangle of kelp among the rocks. But the sea boils nastily there, and the fisherfolk of Sorworthness are of the old legend-cherishing sort, and this man recalled certain things muttered by the arthritic old hag in the chimney corner, his mother. Rather than rowing closer in, then, he worked his boat round and made back toward the decayed little harbor.


  Some hours later, having got two friends into his boat for company, he returned to the skerries for a closer look; but the tide had ebbed, and if anything human or human-like had lodged earlier among the rocks, now it was gone forever. Whatever ends in the boiling sea upon the reefs, having tumbled down the den of Sorworth Water, never wakes again.


  What Shadows We Pursue


  (1953)
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  “Eleven thousand books,” said Mrs. Corr, mildly and factually. In her clear old voice lingered no tone of affection for the vast dusty library, no hint of comprehension of its dignity. “Or nearly 11,000. Dr. Corr had Sarah make a card for every one. Why, that’s less than 30 cents for each, isn’t it, Mr. Stoneburner?” With a species of gentle calculation, she let her dim glance slide along the interminable Georgian spines of A Universal History. “My... but I suppose that’s the best we can hope.”


  From thick, faded carpet to moulded-plaster ceiling eighteen feet above, Dr. Corr’s books staunchly filled the walls of the long room. Beyond the archway was another room nearly as large, and there books not only jammed the shelves but lay in heaps upon tables and were monumentally stacked upon the floor. The grand, chill corridor upon which this second room opened also was choked with books, while the shorter hall at right angles, leading from the corridor to what had been Dr. Corr’s bedroom, held bound volumes of the Edinburgh Review and Harper's Monthly. Nor did these comprehend the whole of the collection, for the gigantic skylighted attic, up beyond the graceful curve of the mahogany stair rail, was a storehouse for countless periodicals never bound but neatly tied together in volumes; for obscure governmental reports, for a welter of cheap and damaged editions that Dr. Corr should have sold as waste. But of course Dr. Corr had never parted with a book, however wretchedly printed or wretchedly written. He would as soon have sold his daughter — sooner, old Mr. Hanchett said. Hanchett, who had been Stoneburner’s cataloguer for five years and cataloguer to other booksellers decades before that, was addicted to uncharitable judgments. And for all these books, William Stoneburner, book dealer, was now writing a check.


  “Not much more than a quarter each,” replied Stoneburner, with his apologetic smile, blowing upon the check. “If you could find a man who wanted the collection for himself, Mrs. Corr, he could give you more than any of us dealers. But who’d have the room for them, in these times? Or the money? Or the leisure to read?” Stoneburner was pardonably vain of the mien with which he could deliver his genteel and recurrent sigh of in hoc tempori. It sat well upon a man who inhabited the valley of the shadow of books, even though he dwelt there as a bourgeois.


  “A friend told me,” murmured Mrs. Corr, rocking her little chair softly and inspecting her shiny little shoes of a fashion 40 years obsolete, “that the old Bibles might be worth a great deal, just by themselves. There’s a man somewhere who collects old Bibles, this friend said.” Despite her having tucked the check into her work-basket only this minute, already she was displaying the recriminations so frequently encountered among sellers of books. Stoneburner knew the mood and was tolerant.


  “I’m sure some people must collect Bibles,” he assured the venerable Mrs. Corr in a voice nearly as artless as her own. “Here’s what you and I’ll do: you can have all the old Bibles — put them aside and keep them, and sell them to someone else, if you like. I own too many old Bibles. The price for the library will stand. But I do want to take just one Bible — the Cranmer. I think I know where I can sell that. The rest are yours.”


  A harsh tone, neither masculine nor really feminine, broke in upon this colloquy: the voice of Miss Sarah Corr, who had entered by the door at Stoneburner’s back. “What Bible is that, Mr. Stoneburner?” She moved ponderously toward the window seat where a half-dozen folio and quarto Bibles clustered, a black dust thick upon their exposed top edges. “You’ll get a lot of money for it, I imagine?”


  She poked unfeelingly the thick book in vellum that Stoneburner indicated.


  And Miss Sarah Corr turned her set smile upon Mr. Stoneburner. She was larger than Stoneburner, larger than most men, a massive spinster. Fifty? Sixty? Had she ever been younger? Not to judge by her dress, which was as timeless as her frail mother’s. To be beamed upon by Miss Sarah Corr was not altogether pleasant. When Stoneburner first had seen that broad smile, he had been standing upon the steps of the austere stone house of Dr. Corr, a house sombre even on an Indian summer evening, and Miss Corr had opened to his ring with some caution, and then had said, with that peculiar smile, “You’re the gentleman that buys books? The one with the advertisement in the telephone directory?”


  A month gone, that evening. The month had been a time of delicate negotiation with Mrs. Corr and Miss Corr, two recluses mightily ignorant of the contents of these 11,000 books, mightily afraid of losing a fortune. It was a good library, but there was no fortune in it; the library of a man who read, not of a man who collected.


  “Sixty or seventy dollars, Miss Corr,” Stoneburner said, unruffled. “Only that for a Cranmer Bible. On all these shelves, perhaps there are six or eight books people will pay that much for. The rest — why, they’re good books, the kind of books Dr. Corr read. I think I’d have liked to know Dr. Corr.”


  “Yes, yes?” murmured Mrs. Corr, rocking politely. She accepted the observation as a conventional compliment, apparently, and volunteered no comment upon her husband. Her late husband, Stoneburner had thought when initially he browsed through this house; but while the Corr women spoke of the doctor as one forever gone, they never seemed quite to use the past tense. So Stoneburner had inquired of old Hanchett, who knew something of every man within this century that had bought very many books in the city.


  “Dr. Corr is one of those chaps that wither up and the wind blows away,” old Hanchett had said with a certain relish, being himself invincibly portly and rubicund. “Haven’t seen him in many a year. Books swallowed him, you know. He let his friends go because he liked the books better, and he came out into the light less and less... Well, you’ve seen his wife and daughter. Books cost; the Corr women had to manage with one new dress a year, or every other year. And then they gave up their card-parties. As time went on, Corr decided his women’s mission in life was to make catalog cards for his books and do a bit of dusting. He used to take his wife for an hour’s walk after supper; then back to his library, and she to her parlor to sew, until it was time for sleep — Corr to his room (books helter-skelter on the floor), she to hers.


  “The daughter? Oh, the girl was crazy to begin with. You’ll see it, Mr. Stoneburner; she has her little ways. Maybe she was one of the things that drove Corr away from people into books. Corr was allergic — allergic to people. Ah, but books, though.... I’ll hand it to him there. No, it’s been years since I had a word with him. As he dried up, even the evening walk got to be too long a vacation from his books. I wonder if he has books where he is now? I don’t know exactly when they took him away, but Mrs. Corr told my cousin that they sent him out West for his health. They don’t seem to expect him back. His health, eh?” (And Hanchett had tapped a plump finger against his forehead, uncharitably.) “One way ticket, Mr. Stoneburner. And is the money nearly gone now, too? I suppose it costs to keep the doctor in the West for his health. Why, the doctor would be a screaming devil if he knew the library was being sold. He was a tall, white husk of a man, decent spoken, a gold mine for the dealers.”


  And Mrs. Corr rocked, soothing away this reference of Stoneburner’s to her husband as she and her daughter were wont to pass over such comments—nothing of pride in their manner, nothing of resentment. “Yes, yes? Well, now — the house will seem almost empty with the books gone, won’t it? All sorts of people are looking for places to live these days, I hear. I suppose we could rent part of this great big house of ours. But who would want to live here? It’s too dirty.” And Mrs. Corr laughed her delicate little laugh and Miss Corr added her deep chuckle.


  Candid, this. The Corrs were not without a certain withered wit. Undoubtedly the Corr house was too dirty for anyone but the Corrs. From the parlor ceiling, the paper hung down in festoons that obscured the giltframed paintings on the walls. Plaster was falling in the attic, for the roof had begun to leak in Dr. Corr’s time. One suspected that Dr. Corr’s allergy toward humanity extended even to roofers and plumbers and paperers. Certainly utilitarian improvements had been installed in his house only with extreme tardiness. The lighting, for instance. Apparently possessed of a reactionary confidence that the days of high old Roman virtue would return, Dr. Corr had cherished three systems of illumination, each ready to function at a pinch. Candelabra and kerosene lamps were to be seen, tarnished and topsy-turvy, in this corner or that; gas jets still protruded from plaster or panelling, and could be lit; but the actual artificial light came from naked bulbs dangling like strangled felons from the ceilings — many of them the early bamboo filament sort that terminate in a glassy spike, since the Corrs lived in three or four rooms and turned on these other switches scarcely more than twice in a month.


  Not a practical man, Dr. Corr; nor was Mrs. Corr a practical woman; yet she seemed to have a canny eye for a dollar, possibly out of necessity. Her rocking uninterrupted, she continued, “Now, Mr. Stoneburner, I don’t suppose you mean the books in the attic are included, do you? Those still belong to us?”


  Stoneburner certainly had thought they were his. All the same, they were trash, except for the periodicals, which needed binding. And it was unpleasant to refuse a crumb of victory to an impractical lady in her eighties. He was about to say, “You’re very welcome to them,” when Mr. Markashian entered. Mr. Markashian had overheard something of the conversation. Mr. Markashian had a habit of overhearing, Stoneburner reflected. “Of course they belong to us, Mother,” pronounced Markashian, with emphasis.


  Mrs. Corr obviously was not Markashian’s mother, for he was a Levantine; despite the Armenian name, he had more the look of an Anatolian Greek. Nevertheless, he was her son-in-law, a public accountant from Newark, firm in a decided opinion that he knew the world, of which he deserved well. “He never dared show up while the doctor was in the house,” Hanchett had told Stoneburner. “He married Lilly Corr on the sly. Both of them got cheated.” But the vanishing of the doctor from the scene, and the scent of a sale of family assets, had drawn the worldly Mr. Markashian from his accustomed pursuits in New Jersey. He left his wife behind to tend the children, informing her that family honor and prosperity now were his responsibility. As a man of business, Mrs. Corr and Sarah Corr appeared to reverence him unwillingly; as man of business and simple man, Stoneburner loathed him. Markashian’s vulturine profile and flaccid hand had poked into the book sale incessantly; it was clear to Stoneburner that Markashian did not want the books to be sold at all, preferring the chance of inheriting the library to the chance of inheriting a remnant of the cash. Mr. Markashian rejoiced in the best suits and the worst manners Stoneburner had observed for some years.


  “You understand that, don’t you?” went on Markashian, turning to Stoneburner. “The books in the attic don’t go with the others. There’s very valuable property upstairs.”


  “What money you can extract from the books in the attic,” Stoneburner told him sourly, “I make you a present of.”


  “That’s settled, then,” said Markashian, on a note of triumph. “What’s the book you’re holding, Sarah?”


  Miss Sarah Corr gave Markashian one of her long stares, and then a long smile, and suddenly came out with, “An old Bible worth $30. Mr. Stoneburner wants this one.” A single bond of sympathy united Stoneburner and Miss Corr: distrust of Markashian.


  “What, this lovely old Bible?” groaned Markashian. “An heirloom. Gutenburg Bible, isn’t it? It mustn’t leave the family.”


  “It’s not a Gutenburg, I’m sorry to tell you, Mr. Markashian, and it’s my property. I can’t have more books extracted from my purchase. Would you rather return the check to me, Mrs. Corr?” He extended his hand toward her. Though a cheery little man, Stoneburner was capable of firmness.


  Patting her workbasket in alarm, Mrs. Corr declared she had no intention of breaking the bargain. “Everything but the other Bibles, and the books in the attic, and the few things Mr. Markashian took for himself yesterday — everything else is yours, Mr. Stoneburner. My, what a strange house this will be with the books gone! You’ll take them all out yourself, Mr. Stoneburner? You won’t bring anyone to help? We’d rather carry them for you ourselves than have strangers running upstairs.”


  It was a matter of consequence with her and with Sarah Corr, who turned her stagnant look on him. The intensity of the appeal rather embarrassed Stoneburner and seemed to surprise even Markashian. But Stoneburner already had agreed to the stipulation. It was natural enough; dirty though they admitted their house to be, they hardly would want it inspected.


  “All 11,000, Mrs. Corr — I’ll lug them to the truck myself. I’ll need a whole week, off and on. We’ll have to take care with some of the folios; they’re shaky. Heavy things, books — I’ll be stiff when it’s done. Will it suit you if I start at 9 sharp tomorrow morning?”


  Sarah Corr went with him to the double-bolted front door, through the vaulted corridor where two walnut clocks ticked alternately amid the ashes of magnificence, and let him out into the night. “Mr. Stoneburner!” she said, as he turned away. He swung back to that ponderous, ever-beaming face with the close cropped gray hair that turned it almost masculine. “You’ve seen the attic. You won’t need to go there again, after tonight?”


  “Since those books aren’t mine, no,” said Stoneburner.


  “That’s very nice of you,” Miss Corr answered, closing the door. He listened to her bolt it; he hesitated a moment on the steps, wondering whether he should stop at a restaurant for coffee on his way home. As he loitered, it occurred to him that he had not heard Sarah Corr’s slow stride back through the corridor. She must be standing just inside the door to make sure he was gone. Stoneburner grimaced, and went.


  ***


  A light, covered truck specially equipped with wooden racks was the property of Stoneburner’s Bookshop. And this Stoneburner parked close by the porch of the Corr house next morning, ready to commence moving one tier of the books in the library proper. Greeting him with her eternal hesitant commendation of the weather, Mrs. Corr admitted him. She wore that invariable black dress which hid her ankles — a dowdy figure, but not vulgar. Back into her parlor she tottered, and Stoneburner went his quiet way up the circling stairs to the library. As he trod the stair carpet, he heard feet hastily descending from a higher level — the attic, of course; and he took them for Mr. Markashian’s feet. But when he reached the library floor, nothing of Markashian was to be seen. Perhaps he had ducked into one of the chilly rooms off the corridor. Markashian was given to judicious ducking.


  Methodically dusting the top of each volume, with a piece of flannel, Stoneburner took the books from a tier of shelves close to the window and stacked them in tidy heaps convenient for carrying downstairs. A gap appeared upon one of the shelves. The morning before, a set of Bacon had reposed there, and Stoneburner had assumed it was part of his purchase. But finding it gone in the afternoon, he had inquired of Mrs. Corr, to be told that “Mr. Markashian thought it ought to be his own — useful in his work.” Stoneburner had waived the matter.


  A decrepit little ladder enabled Stoneburner to reach the higher shelves; he balanced upon it, dusting. In this volume or that, Dr. Corr had inserted neat slips of paper to mark favorite passages; small checks in the margins pointed to some mighty line or kernel of wit. Stoneburner, himself a leisurely man, now and then opened a book to glance at these passages and generally was much taken with the doctor’s choice. He began to form an image of Dr. Corr other than the “sneer of cold command” that Hanchett’s description had left in his mind. A solitary man, this Dr. Corr; but then, how could he be other than alien to his mousy wife and queer daughter and infuriating son-in-law'? Indeed, Stoneburner experienced the beginnings of awe for a noble mind in provincial obscurity. Corr’s family may have reciprocated his disdain with that ferocious envy the vulgar feel toward the proud. Bound to them he may have been; but they, until now had been his slaves.


  Stoneburner took down Fuller’s The Holy State and the Profane State — a fine glossy Seventeenth century binding. “Cesare Borgia, His Life,” Corr had underlined in the index, and had marked the page by inserting a note card. The bookseller ran his eye along the passages checked: “The throne and the bed cannot severally abide partners....” “For he could neither lengthen the land nor lessen the sea in Italie...” “He preferred the state of his body to the body of his state.” Why, even a touch of humor in this Dr. Corr. Stoneburner put the quarto upon his dusted stack; and, having done with this shelf, glanced at the books on the window ledge. There was a gap among them.


  What sort of fool did they think him? For the Cranmer Bible was gone. He was used to pilferage and aware that the average person with whom he dealt thought a single volume could hardly be missed among so many. But in the present instance, he had specifically claimed the Cranmer for his own the previous day, and it was too bulky and too valuable for them to suppose he would wholly forget it. This was more than Stoneburner was disposed to endure. Though angry, he was self-possessed, and he turned to face the room, wondering if they could have tucked the book into some drawer. They would not dare hide it absolutely, since that was theft; more probably they would endeavor to lose it in some pile of trash, hoping he might pass it by. And so he recalled the steps he had heard briskly descending from the attic when, an hour before, he had entered the house.


  Mrs. Corr was downstairs, no doubt, and Sarah Corr with her; Markashian — for surely it was he who had scuttled from the attic — would hardly be inclined to face him at this moment, even supposing him only across the corridor. A quiet survey of the attic could do no harm. Stoneburner walked into the corridor and turned up the spiralling stair. The door at the top stood ajar. Standing on the last step and resting his arm upon the balustrade, Stoneburner sent an exploratory glance within. One enormous room, this attic, into which the sun penetrated dully through a cupola skylight. Sundry boxes and articles of old furniture were scattered about the- center of the floor, but Dr. Corr had kept the place fairly clear of trash so that he could get to his shelves of magazines along the walls. Right opposite the door, in line with Stoneburner’s eyes, was a broad tier of worthless novels, no doubt got by Dr. Corr with other books at some auction.


  These novels had been disturbed. Six or seven had fallen to the floor, and another gap indicated that more had tumbled behind the shelves. Had Markashian been sliding the Cranmer among this trash and been interrupted at his game? Stoneburner raised one foot to the final step of the staircase.


  But he was prevented. Sharp and resistless, a grip pinned his arm against the balustrade. Half a second he paused to quiet his leaping nerves, and then looked round to see Miss Sarah Corr at his back, her great hand clamped upon his wrist, her face set in that inimitable smile. Beneath it, Stoneburner knew, her teeth were gritted fiercely together. The smile grew broader. As it spread, her fingers dug into his wrist as if to find a passage through. She must have tiptoed painstakingly after him, weasel behind goose. And in her face there was no more of mercy than of sanity.


  “Sarah!” whispered Mrs. Corr from the foot of the staircase, and commenced laboriously to climb toward them. At that soft cry, Miss Sarah Corr relaxed her clutch, and the smile sank into something nearer humanity, but still she did not speak.


  Mrs. Corr ascended the infinite way to their side, and said to him, most politely and casually, “Did you need something in the attic, Mr. Stoneburner?” Her old eyes cried out some awful disturbance. But what?


  “Someone seems to have been looking over the Cranmer Bible,” Stoneburner answered, a bit of a shake in his voice. “Do you suppose it might have been left up here by mistake?”


  Embarrassment he had expected, perhaps shamed denial; but not this assuagement that came into the faces of the Corr women. “Oh, I’m sorry you have the trouble of looking for it,” said Mrs. Corr with a tiny sigh. “Sarah and I will see if we can’t help.” And together they entered the attic.


  To the left of the cupola skylight stood an imposing oak desk, a pile of old ledgers sprawled upon it. Stoneburner had noticed it before. But now the capacious drawers were pulled open, and bundles of letters and papers and photographs were tossed out of them and spread in confusion beside the ledgers. Sarah Corr drew a heavy breath, and Mrs. Corr glanced round the great room, and then they went at the desk with a sort of horror struck frenzy. Markashian’s curiosity and covetousness extended beyond the library purchase to the property of his mother-in-law and sister-in-law, Stoneburner perceived; and doubtless his coming had interrupted Markashian’s prowling. As mother and daughter packed papers into drawers and cubby-holes with a gingerly haste, Stoneburner examined a photograph of a white haired, hollow cheeked man in a high collar that lay face upward. “Oh, Dr. Corr?” he inquired. “And these are his papers? A fine face.”


  They stopped sorting the violated papers and, wordless, looked at him. Sarah Corr raised a ponderous hand, and for a foolish moment he thought she intended to strike him; but instead she laid a finger upon her lips. Then she took the picture from his hand, turning it downward in the act, and laid it at the bottom of a drawer. This silence was contagious. Quite dumb, he stood by while they cleared away the confusion and shut the drawers and padded back toward the stairs. Then — “Ah, there’s the Bible,” said Stoneburner, seeing the quarto among a heap of the fallen novels and bending to retrieve it.


  “My... Mr. Markashian must have been reading it,” whispered Mrs. Corr, touching his coat sleeve — almost tugging at him. As he rose with the Bible, he observed a deep, an incalculably deep, space behind the gap from which the novels had tumbled.


  “Why, what’s happened here, Mrs. Corr? Have you lost some books down a hole?” He glanced into it. A hole, yes; a very great hole. A stair-well, with steps descending into a black abyss. This tier of shelves veiled, and sealed away, some disused back way into the attic. When he leaned forward for a closer look, his shoulder brushed against a tottering novel, and that book, too, fell backward from its place, bounding four or five steps into the filthy gloom and then flopping to its rest upon the last visible tread.


  “Oh, stop!” The stifled scream came from Sarah Corr — the most nearly feminine expression he had heard from her. Her teeth were clenched but she seemed beyond smiling. Mrs. Corr ran a hand along her daughter’s arm.


  “Those are the old stairs for the maids, Mr. Stoneburner.” Mrs. Corr looked not at him, but at the gap in the shelves. “They’ve been boarded since I don’t know when. That’s one reason we hoped you wouldn’t need the books up here; the stairs would seem so odd without books to hide them. I’m glad the Bible wasn’t lost. Do you need us to help you dust?” She took his arm; he helped her down the staircase, Sarah closing the attic door tightly behind them. There was no key in it, and Stoneburner suspected that nearly every key in the house bad been mislaid long before.


  In the library, with the Corr women gone down to the parlor, Stoneburner placed his resurrected Bible among the dusted books and went on with his stacking. A pox upon the book-ignorant folk who think every dogeared Victorian New Testament a collector’s treasure beyond the dreams of avarice! How often had he heard over his telephone some hesitant voice inquiring, “Do you buy old books? Really old books? What do you pay? I’ve got a really old Bible here. Authorized Version. London, 1884...”


  All too strong was this spirit in that nervous pair the Corr women. He supposed they possessed redeeming virtues, however. They had seemed genuinely shocked at Markashian’s profanation of the doctor’s papers, presumably left sentimentally undisturbed ever since that gaunt shell of learning was sent somewhere into the West to linger out the little time still vouchsafed his wreck.


  Stoneburner began taking down the volumes of a good set of Burke, their pages much marked and checked in the doctor’s hand. Such pencillings impair the value of second hand books; but since Stoneburner read books as well as sold them, he did not complain overmuch. What sort of thing had Corr favored in Burke? He opened at random, and found a sentence doubly underlined: “What shadows we are, and what shadows we pursue.”


  Just so, old doctor. And true for bookworms like you and me, most especially — thus Stoneburner to himself. You even more than I, thank God. He put the volume with the others and stretched his tired arms. As he rested, there drifted faintly to him from the parlor below, through the doorway, a noise of voices full of anger. Well, had the Corr women had enough of that reluctantly revered Setebos of a son-in-law? The temptation to listen was overwhelming. Stoneburner leaned over the stair-well, where the words could be made out sufficiently... Only to look for the receipts, Mother.” Yes, it was Markashian, half the cocksureness gone out of his tones, a Markashian taken aback at such vehemence over a bit of snooping.


  Sarah Corr was answering him, or rather drowning him out. “Meddling, meddling, stirring things up! What do you want to poke into? What do you want to bring on us? Take your pictures, take your books, but don’t poke. Take your money, but don’t pry! No more sense...”


  Markashian’s reply was not wholly audible, but Stoneburner made out something about “no harm” and “a thousand miles away.” Miss Corr roared down the oily voice again, her mother’s low entreaty interrupting her. Then a door was shut and Stoneburner was prevented from hearing the rest; but this he caught before the colloquy was suppressed: “He always slept light, and he knew what you thought, and he could get into your dreams, and now he’ll stir, the devil! That old, white, sneering, creepy devil! That’s what!” Was it the absent Dr. Corr thus described by his daughter? A nice family, a cordial family. Well, time for lunch, Stoneburner remembered. He skipped down the stairs and tapped at the parlor door and glanced within. The three were standing in the middle of the faded room, all taut at his knock. “Back at 2, if it’s all right,” Stoneburner told them and went his way. A nice family, a cheery family.


  Grimmest of all aspects of the book trade is the carrying of big volumes upstairs or down; and just this was to be Stoneburner’s afternoon task. Commencing at 2, he kept at it faithfully for more than an hour. The Corrs and Markashian stayed out of his way, withdrawn in their parlor with its dingy plush chairs. As Stoneburner lugged perhaps the fortieth stack of volumes toward the front door, there came a crash above. Had the books piled in the library fallen? Hardly. He had arranged them neatly and the noise seemed more distant. From the parlor peered Markashian and Mrs. Corr.


  “Perhaps some magazines in the attic toppled,” Stoneburner suggested.


  “My, no,” said Mrs. Corr almost inaudibly, holding tight to the door jamb. Markashian went up the stairs; Mrs. Corr opened her mouth as if to call after him, but remained silent. So remarkable was the look she sent up the stair-well that Stoneburner waited for Markashian’s report.


  He came down with his accustomed strut. “Three shelves in the attic tipped over somehow,” Markashian said. “Sarah ought to pick them up, before long — some of the shelves in front of the closed-off stairs.”


  Without word, Mrs. Corr vanished back into the parlor and Stoneburner went out with his load. But as he closed the house door behind him, he heard from the parlor what sounded like a gurgle; and it also sounded like Sarah Corr.


  When 5 o’clock was chimed by those two clocks in the great corridor, Stoneburner still was lugging books to his truck. For a moment’s rest, he seated himself in a rickety chair amid his dusted stacks and leafed through the first collected edition of Harrington, Oceana Harrington. “Dr. Randolph Corr,” was written upon the fly-leaf with a flourish. “Purchased in Bristol, April 23, 1912.” Ah, how everything passes! The doctor had spent his life' amassing these dead men’s fancies and here strove the undoer of the great library, dispersing in some days what Corr had built in as many decades. Perhaps it was as well that he had not known the doctor, Stoneburner mused; had he ever seen Corr, this work of destruction might have weighed upon his conscience. One man’s pleasure, another’s agony.... He lifted another stack, cradled it in his arms, and proceeded carefully downstairs.


  Halfway down, an odor drifted round him. Undeniable — yes, gas.


  Stoneburner took the books to the stair foot and then tapped at the parlor.


  “Who?” It was Mrs. Corr’s voice, with a quaver. Fie entered. Mrs. Corr and Sarah Corr sat near to each other in two armchairs that faced the door. Markashian was not there. They looked at him with disturbing intensity.


  “Could you have forgotten to turn off the kitchen range, Miss Corr? I smell gas somewhere.”


  “Gas, gas, gas,” repeated Sarah Corr, almost with a shudder; but she did not rise and neither did her mother. Miss Corr did indeed have her ways.


  A heavy pause; then, from Mrs. Corr, “Mr. Markashian is out, Mr. Stoneburner. Might I ask you to see if the gas is turned on?”


  Still they did not rise nor offer to assist, nor even to come so far as the door with him. And they watched him as he went into the corridor.


  No, it was not the kitchen range. Now that he was on the ground floor, it seemed to Stoneburner that the faint gas odor drifted to him from above. And when he was on the library floor, it was stronger; and he thought it must come from the attic. Up the stair. As evening approached, the attic grew dark. The books still lay tumbled from those shelves before the sealed staircase. Yes, the odor was most strong in this great dim room. Three gas brackets in the attic. The first two were securely turned off—indeed, screwed tight so firmly that he could not budge them with his bare hands. But the third was open, the gas pouring from it. Stoneburner, closing the jet, reflected upon his good fortune not to have been smoking. Had Markashian turned on a light while up here, blown it out, and forgotten to twist the little knob below the mantle? A man unfamiliar with gas mantles might well blunder. But why hadn’t Markashian switched on the single electric bulb suspended near the skylight? A most eccentric menage.


  “Ah!” cried Stoneburner. And then, “Who is it?” For two or three books had fallen suddenly, an earthquake in the quiet of this attic room. He jerked about; but there was no one and surely there could have been no whisper. Yes, more books had dropped inward from those shelves below the dead end staircase. He reached into that hole back of the novels to retrieve whatever volumes had escaped downward. But they had tumbled beyond his reach — he could make them out, dimly, a half dozen steps down, one flopped open on its spine, its pages slowly slipping from right to left as if turned by fingers indiscernable.


  “By God, no!” murmured Stoneburner, low.


  For no one could have whispered, whispered ever so slyly and incoherently, out of the abyss. Stoneburner shrugged, dusted off his trouser knees and fixed his mind resolutely upon book prices current.


  He trotted down to the library then, picked up his Cranmer Bible to ensure it against another misadventure, and proceeded to the ground-floor corridor. The Corr women still sat immobile in those lumpy chairs.


  “Someone didn’t close the jet in the attic, but it’s all right now. I think I’ll go to supper. Will it inconvenience you people if I finish moving the section I’m on about 7 o’clock or so?”


  Sarah Corr had worn that smile so literally mordant, but without warning she said harshly, “Old devil! Old, white, creepy devil!”


  Was it extreme age or a genuine power of dissimulation that enabled Mrs. Corr so placidly to gloss over her daughter’s outbursts? At any rate, she nodded courteously to Stoneburner. “We’ll be glad to have you back this evening.” But ah, her eyes. And she did not accompany him to the porch. So Stoneburner left them in the moldy, tattered parlor.


  ***


  Nearer 8 than 7 o’clock, Stoneburner pulled the tarnished bell-knob at Dr. Corr’s house. No clang responded within, so far as he could tell; but he had always suspected that the bell did not work and that Miss Corr had known of his presence only because she had been peering through some window. He knocked and knocked again. No one came. And now he observed that the whole house was a darker mass of blackness against the night — not one window lit. Too early for bed, surely. Had the Corrs gone out? Annoying, he wanted to finish that particular tier. He tried the door. Unlocked, fortunately. Closing it behind him, he felt for a light switch, but could find none; everything in the Corr house was tucked out of sight.


  Ah, well, he knew the stairs and could find the light in the library. Up he went. Inside the library doorway his fingers encountered the switch, and the old-fashioned bulb sent its aura into the corridor. And then, as he was about to cross the threshold into the sea of books, out of the corner of his eye he perceived something unfamiliar, something inappropriate, protruding between two posts of the stair-rail to the attic. A chill went through him. For the unfamiliar thing was a flabby hand. Behind it....? Whoever was behind it must be lying prone on the dark stairs. A quick-witted man, Stoneburner thought of the miniature flashlight attached to his keyring. Pulling it from his coat, he stepped to the stairs and sent the beam upward.


  Markashian: nothing worse. Mr. Markashian lay with his unconscious face slanting downward, as if he had tripped and fallen — and the blood on one olive cheek seemed to confirm this. A closer look indicated that he was breathing, but thoroughly stunned. Kneeling in the dark by the accountant, Stoneburner listened for any step or rustle. But surely nothing moved within the house, and its stone walls barred the noise of the street. Mrs. Corr and Sarah Corr? Somehow Stoneburner dared not call out. He left Markashian and slipped with infinite care down the carpeted treads to the ground floor, every hint of a creak from the old boards an agony to his nerves, his own faint shadow on the papered wall a hunched menace.


  Hesitating at the parlor door, he still could detect no sound. None? Why, perhaps the gentlest of sounds, not a hiss, not a swish, but the suggestion of a breath of air. Stoneburner did not want to turn that knob.


  All the same, he turned it, and pushed open the door, and was met by a wave of gas, long pent within. Holding his breath, he fumbled for the light switch. This time luck was with him, and the light came on. Mrs. Corr still sat in her chair, but Sarah Corr had slumped out of hers upon the rug.


  Their faces were toward him, faces unmistakably dead, faces with such a look as drifts through dreams.


  ***


  Several curious and unpleasant matters concerning Mr. Markashian’s past were known to the police captain who arrived at Dr. Corr’s house ten minutes after Stoneburner’s call. No one could doubt that Markashian had been quite as odd, on occasion, as had been his connections by marriage, nor that his mind was seriously impaired at present, nor that his case required not a trial, but rather committal to an asylum. At least, none could doubt these conclusions but Stoneburner, and he only fragmentarily. Why Mrs. Corr and Sarah Corr had not risen from their chairs to shut off the jets remained unexplained, unless it was from terror of Mr. Markashian.


  After two hours in the echoing house, the police discovered at the foot of the disused maids’ stairs what remained of the doctor — Dr. Corr, who had gone West only figuratively, his body having been crammed into a closet, or large cupboard, in that sealed passage. A gas jet was within the cupboard, and the police captain speculated that the old man, still living, had been bound, pushed into' the closet, and left for some hours with the gas turned on. He must have been a vigorous old man, Dr. Corr: great strength would have been required to subdue him. Passed from this life for many months, Corr, and that by what must have been an act of explosive violence, the expression of a domestic hate that had smouldered many a year. Markashian, rallying, disclaimed any knowledge of the doctor’s death. And so far, but no further, the police believed him.


  The police put the livid Markashian upon a sofa in what had been the doctor’s office. After a time — he watching the closed door intently all the while — Markashian defiantly told them, his slippery vanity somewhat reviving, that he had gone to the attic to rummage the doctor’s desk for a will. “My wife has her rights, after all,” and Dr. Corr, presumably never to return from the West, might have left behind a testament of sorts. Stoneburner watched that vulturnine bravado pale and sag, then; but Markashian went on, stumblingly, to say that he had run downstairs in haste and had fallen, and knew nothing of what ensued in the Corr house.


  “And why did you hurry on the stairs?” the police captain demanded.


  “Because it was coming up, up from behind the books,” Markashian cried out, gripping the sofa arm.


  “What do you mean?” The captain was infected with this man’s dread.


  “Oh, it woke. The books falling, the mouth, the white hair, the dusty hands!” That said, Markashian lay sobbing on the floor. From the rim of one high shelf, past the leather spines of fine bindings which gleamed from their cases, a streamer of soot floated downward to settle upon his cheek.


  Balgrummo’s Hell


  (1967)


  [image: ]



  The moment that Horgan had slipped through the pend, Jock Jamieson had glanced up, grunted, and run for his shotgun at the gate cottage. But Horgan, having long legs, had contrived to cosh Jock right on the threshold. Now Horgan had most of th night to lift the pictures out of Balgrummo Lodging.


  Before Jock could close those rusty iron gates, Nan Stennis—in her improbable role of new night nurse to Lord Balgrummo—had stalled her car in the pend. In the rain, Jock couldn’t possibly have made out Nans face, and now Horgan pulled off the silk stocking of Nan’s that he had worn over his own head. With Nans help, he trussed and gagged Jock, the tough old nut breathing convulsively, and dragged him into a kitchen cupboard of the gate cottage, and turned the key on him. Jocks morning mate, and the morning nurse, wouldn't come to relieve him until seven o'clock. That left no one between Horgan and those paintings except Alexander Fillan Inchbum, tenth Baron Balgrummo, incredibly old, incredibly depraved, and incredibly decayed in Balgrummo Lodging, which he had not left for half a century.


  In that nocturnal February drizzle, Nan shivered; perhaps she shuddered. Though there could have been no one within a quarter of a mile to hear them, she was whispering. “Rafe, can you really get through it without me? I hate to think of you going into that place all alone, darling.”


  Competent Rafe Horgan kissed her competently. She had left her husband for him, and she had been quite useful. He honestly meant to meet her at the Mayfair, by the end of the month, and take her to the Canaries; by that time, he should have disposed of the Romney portrait for a fat sum, to an assured Swiss collector with a Leeds agent, enabling Horgan to take his time in disposing of the other Balgrummo pictures. Nan could have lent him a hand inside Balgrummo Lodging, but it was important for her to establish an alibi; she would change automobiles with him now, drive into Edinburgh and show herself at a restaurant, and then take the midnight train to King's Cross. The principal trouble with operations like this was simply that too many people became involved, and some of them were given to bragging. But Nan was a close one, and Horgan had spent months planning.


  The only real risk was that someone might discover his name wasn't Horgan. For that, however, a thorough investigation would be required. And who would think of investigating the past of Rafe Horgan, Esq., a South African gentleman of private means who now lived in a pleasant flat near Charlotte Square? Not Dr. Euphemia Inchburn, gray spinster who liked his smile and his talk; not T. M. Gillespie, Writer to the Signet, chairman of the trustees of Lord Balgrummo's Trust. With them, he had been patient and prudent, asking questions about Balgrummo Lodging only casually, in an antiquarian way. Besides, did he look as if he would carry the cosh? No, the police would be after every gang in Fossie housing estate, which sprawled almost to the policies of Balgrummo Lodging. Horgan's expenditure of charm, and even of money, would be repaid five thousand times over. The big obstacle had been Jock's shotgun, and that was overcome now.


  "His high and mighty lordship's bedridden," Horgan told Nan, kissing her again, “and blind, too, they say. I'll finish here by three o'clock, girl. Ring me about teatime tomorrow, if you feel you must; but simply talk about the weather, Nan, when you do. You'll love Las Palmas."


  He stood at the forgotten gate, watching Nan get into the car in which he had come and had parked in the shadow of the derelict linoleum-works that ran cheek by jowl with the north dyke of Balgrummo Lodging. When she had gone, he started up Nan's own inconspicuous black Ford, moving it far enough for him to shut the gates. He locked those gates with the big brass padlock that Jock had removed to admit “Nurse” Nan. Then, slowly and with only his dims showing, he drove up the avenue—rhododendron jungle pressing in from either side—that led to the seventeenth-century facade of Balgrummo Lodging.


  “Uncle Alec and his house have everything,” Dr. Effie Ichburn had said once: “Dry rot, wet rot, woodworm, death-watch beetle.” Also, among those few who remembered Lord Balgrummo and Balgrummo Lodging, the twain had a most nasty repute. It was a positive duty to take the pictures out of that foul house and convey them into the possession of collectors who, if they would keep them no less private, certainly would care for them better.


  Sliding out of the car with his dispatch-case of tools, Rafe Horgan stood at the dark door of Balgrummo Lodging. The front was the work of Sir William Bruce, they said, although part of the house was older. It all looked solid enough by night, however rotten the timbers and the man within. Horgan had taken Jamieson's big ring of keys from the gate cottage, but the heavy main door stood slightly ajar, anyway. No light showed anywhere. Before entering, Horgan took a brief complacent survey of the tall ashlar face of what T. M. Gillespie, that mordant stick of a solicitor, called “Balgrummo’s Hell.”


  ***


  Living well enough by his wits, Horgan had come upon Balgrummo Lodging by good fortune, less than a month after he had found it convenient to roost in Edinburgh. In a car with false license-plates, he had driven out to Fossie housing estate in search of a certain rough customer who might do a job for him. Fossie, only seven years old but already slum, was the usual complex of crescents and terraces of drab council-houses. Horgan had taken a wrong turning and had found himself driving down a neglected and uninhabited old lane; behind the nasty brick wall on his right had been a derelict marshalling-yard for goods-waggons, declared redundant by Dr. Beeching of British Railways. On his left, he had passed the immense hulk of a disused linoleum- works, empty for several years, its every window-pane smashed by the lively bairns of Fossie.


  Beyond the linoleum-factory, he had come upon a remarkably high old stone dyke, unpleasant shards of broken glass set thick in cement all along its top. Behind the wall he had made out the limbs and trunks of limes and beeches, a forest amidst suburbia. Abruptly, a formal ancient pend or vaulted gateway had loomed up. On either side, a seventeenth-century stone beast-effigy kept guard, life-size almost: a lion and a griffin, but so hacked and battered by young vandals as to be almost unrecognizable. The griffin's whole head was lacking.


  So much Horgan had seen at a glance, taking it that these were the vacant policies of some demolished or ruined mansion-house. He had driven on to the end of the street, hoping to circle back to the housing-estate, but had found himself in a cul-de-sac, the Fettinch burn flowing through bogs beyond the brick wall at the end. This triangle of wooded policies, hemmed in by goods-yards, wrecked factory, and polluted streams, must be the last scrap of some laird’s estate of yesteryear, swallowed but not yet digested by the city's fringe. Probably the squalor and unhealthiness of the low site had deterred Edinburgh or Midlothian—he wasn't sure within which boundary it lay—from building on it another clutch of council-houses for the Fossie scheme.


  Swinging round at the lane's terminal wall, Horgan had gone slowly back past the massive pend, where the harling was dropping from the rubble. To his surprise, he had noticed a gate-lodge, apparently habitable, just within the iron grille of the gates; and a little wood-smoke had been spiralling up from the chimney. Could there be anything worth liberating beyond those gates? He had stopped, and had found an iron bell-pull that functioned. When he had rung, a tall fellow, with the look of a retired constable, had emerged from the gate-cottage and had conversed with him, taciturnly, in broad Scots, through the locked grille.


  Horgan had asked for directions to a certain crescent in the housing-scheme, and had got them. Then he had inquired the name of this place. “Balgrummo Lodging sir”-with a half-defensive frown. On impulse, Horgan had suggested that he would like to see the house (which, he gathered, must be standing, for he could make out beyond the trees some high dormers and roofs).


  “Na, na; Himself's no receivin’ ye ken.” This had been uttered with a kind of incredulity at the question being put.


  Growing interested, Horgan had professed himself to be something of a connoisseur of seventeenth-century domestic architecture. Where might he apply for permission to view the exterior, at any rate? He had been given to understand, surlily, that it would do no good: but everything was in the hands of Lord Balgrummo's Trust. The Trusts solicitor and chairman was a Mr. T. M. Gillespie, of Reid, Gillespie, and Mac-Ilwraith, Hanover Street.


  Thus Balgrummo Lodging had been added to Rafe Horgan s list of divers projects. A few days later, he had scraped acquaintance with Gillespie, a dehydrated bachelor. Initially, he had not mentioned Balgrummo Lodging, but had talked in Gillespies chambers about a hypothetical Miss Horgan in Glasgow, allegedly an aunt of his, a spinster of large means, who was thinking of a family trust. Mr. Gillespie, he had heard it said, was experienced in the devising and management of such trusts. As venture-capital, a cheque from Horgan had even been made out to Mr. Gillespie, in payment for general advice upon getting up a conceivable Janet Horgan Estates, Ltd.


  Gillespie, he had discovered, was a lonely solictor who could be cultivated, and who had a dry relish for dry sherry. After a bottle, Gillespie might talk more freely than a solicitor ought to talk. They came to dine together fairly frequently-after Horgan had learnt, from a chance remark which he affected to receive casually, that some good pictures remained at the Lodging. As the weeks elapsed, they were joined for a meal, once and again, by Gillespie’s old friend Dr. Euphemia Inchburn, Lord Balgrummo’s niece, a superannuated gynecologist. Horgan had turned on all his charm, and Dr. Inchburn had slipped into garrulity.


  Perceiving that he really might be on to a good thing, Horgan had poked into old gazeteers which might mention Balgrummo Lodging; and, as he obtained from his new friends some hint of the iniquities of the tenth Baron Balgrummo, he looked into old news- paper-files. He knew a little about pictures, as he did about a number of things; and by consulting the right books and catalogues, he ascertained that on the rotting walls of Balgrummo Lodging there still must hang some highly valuable family portraits—though not family portraits only—none of them exhibited anywhere since 1913. Gillespie was interested only in Scottish portrait-painters, and not passionately in them; Horgan judged it imprudent to question Dr. Effie Inchburn overmuch on the subject, lest his inquisitiveness be fixed in her memory. But he became reasonably well satisfied that Lord Balgrummo, senescent monster, must possess an Opie; a Raeburn; a Ramsay or two; perhaps even three Wilkies; a good Reynolds, possibly, and a Constable; a very good Romney; a Gainsborough, it appeared, and (happy prospect) a Hogarth; two small canvasses by William Etty; a whole row of reputed Knellers; once, and just conceivably still, a Cranach and a Holbein were to be seen at the Lodging. The tenth baron's especial acquisition, about 1911, had been an enormous Fuseli, perhaps unknown to compilers of catalogues, and (judging from one of Dr. Inchburn’s grimaces) probably obscene. There were more pictures—the devil knew what.


  Perhaps some rare books might be found in the library, but Horgan was too little of a bibliophile to pick them out in a hurry. The silver and that sort of thing presumably were in a bank—it would have been risky to inquire. Anyone but a glutton would be content with those pictures, for one night's work.


  Lethargy, and the consequences of permanent confinement to his house, naturally had made Lord Balgrummo neglect his inheritance. As the decades had slipped by, he had permitted his trustees to sell nearly everything he owned, except Balgrummo Lodging— once a residence of convenience, near Edinburgh, for the Inchburns, later a dower-house—and those pictures. “After all, never going out, Alec has to look at something,” Dr. Inchburn had murmured.


  Sufficient intelligence obtained, still Horgan faced the difficulty of entering the house without the peril and expense of a gang-raid, and of getting out undetected with those pictures. An attempt had been made several years before. On that occasion, Jock Jamieson, the night porter—“warden” would have been a better style—had shot to death one burglar and wounded another while they were on a ladder. Jamieson and his day mates (one of them the constable-type with whom Horgan had talked at the gate) were hard, vigilant men —and, like Lord Balgrummo’s nurses, excellently paid. Time had been when it seemed at least as important to keep Lord Balgrummo in (though he had given his word never to leave the policies) as to keep predators out. Gillespie had implied that the police indulged in the peculiar porters of Balgrummo Lodging a certain readiness in the use of firearms. So Horgan's expedition had been most painstakingly plotted, and it had been necessary to wait months for the coincidence of favorable circumstances, all things being held in readiness.


  The presence of a nurse in the house all round the clock was a further vexation; Horgan had not relished the prospect of pursuing a frantic nurse through that crumbling warren of a place. Should she escape through some back door... So when, only yesterday, Gillespie had mentioned that the night nurse had quit (“Nerves, as usual, in that house—and his lordship a disagreeable patient”), and that they had not yet found a replacement, Horgan knew his moment had arrived.


  For one night, Jamieson had been required to do double duty, watching the policies and looking (in on Lord Balgrummo every hour. Jock Jamieson, for all his toughness, probably liked being inside the place at night no more than did the nurses. So doubtless Jock had rejoiced when a la-di-dah feminine voice (Nan Stennis', of course) had informed him late that evening that she was calling on behalf of Mr. Gillespie, and that a new night nurse would make her appearance, in an hour or so, in her own car.


  It had gone smoothly enough. Jock had opened the gate at Nan's honk, and then it had been up to Horgan, in the shadows. Had Jock been ten years younger, and less given to beer, he might have got his hands on the shotgun before Horgan could have reached him. But though disliking unnecessary toughness, Horgan had coshed men before, and he coshed Jock swiftly and well. No one came down that obscure lane after dark -few, indeed, in daylight. Therefore the investment in drinks and dinners for Gillespie and the Inchburn old maid, and the expenditure of Horgan's hours, now would be compensated for at an hourly rate of return beyond the dreams of avarice. Swinging his handsome dispatch-case, Horgan entered Balgrummo Lodging.


  ***


  Within the chilly entrance-hall, the first thing Horgan noticed was the pervasive odor of dry rot. With this stench of doom, what wonder they had to pay triple wages to any nurse! Condemned to solitude, neglectful of business, and latterly penurious, Lord Balgrummo had postponed repairs until the cost of restoring the Lodging would have been gigantic. Even could he have found the money without selling some of his pictures, old Balgrummo probably would not have saved the house; he had no heirs of his body, the entail had been broken long before, and his heir-presumptive—Dr. Effie—never would choose to live in this desolation screened by the tumbledown linoleum-works. There remained only the question as to which would first tumble into atoms—Lord Balgrummo or his prison-mansion.


  Horgan sent the beam of his big electric torch round the hall. It flashed across the surface of what appeared to be a vast Canaletto— a prospect of Ravenna, perhaps. Was it the real article, or only from Canaletto's school? Horgan wished he knew whether it were worth the difficulty of taking and concealing, its size considered. Well, he would leave it to the last, securing the certified goods first.


  He had known there was no electric light in Balgrummo Lodging: nothing had been improved there—or much repaired—since 1913. He found, however, elaborate bronze gas-brackets. After fumbling, he found also that he did not know how to light them; or perhaps the gas was turned off, here in the hall. No matter: the torch would suffice, even if the black caverns beyond its ray were distressing.


  Before he went to work, he must have a glance at old Balgrummo, to be quite sure that the crazy old creature couldn't totter out to do some feeble mischief. (In this house, more than fifty years before, he had done great mischief indeed.) Where would his bedroom be? On the second story, at the front, just above the library, likely enough, judging from the plan of the Lodging, at which Horgan had once managed a hasty glance in Gillespie's chambers. Hanging the torch about his neck, Horgan made his way up the broad oak staircase, at first leaning on the balustrade—but presently touching that rail only gingerly, since here and there, even though he wore gloves, it felt spongy to the touch, and trembled in its rottenness when he put too much weight upon it.


  At the first-floor turning of the stair, Horgan paused. Had anything scraped or shuffled down there below, down in the black well of the ground floor? Of course it couldn't have, unless it were a rat. (Balgrummo kept no dogs: “The brutes don’t live long at the Lodging,” Gillespie had murmured in an obscure aside.) How had those night nurses endured this situation, at whatever wages? One reason why Balgrummo Lodging hadn't been pillaged before this, Horgan ruminated, was the ghastly reputation of the place, lingering over five decades. Few enterprising lads, even from Fossie housing estate, would be inclined to venture into the auld bogle nobleman’s precincts. Well, that ghostly wind had blown him good. No one could be more effectively rational than Rafe Horgan, who wouldn't fret about blood spilt before the First World War. Still, indubitably this was an oppressive house—stagnant, stagnant.


  “Haunted?” Dr. Effie Inchburn had replied hesitantly to Horgan's jocular inquiry. “If you mean haunted by dead ancestors, Major Horgan—why, no more than most old houses here in Scotland, I suppose. Who would be troubled, after so many generations, by old General Sir Angus Inchburn in his Covenanting jackboots? Ghostly phenomena, or so I’ve read, seldom linger long after a man's or a woman's death and burial. But if you ask whether there's something fey at work in the house—oh, I certainly suppose so.”


  Having paused to polish her spectacles, Dr. Effie continued calmly enough: “That's Uncle Alec’s fault. He’s not present merely in one room, you know; he fills the house, every room, every hour. Presumably I seem silly to you, Major Horgan, but my impulses won’t let me visit Balgrammo more than I must, even if Alec does mean to leave everything to me. Balgrummo Lodging is like a saturated sponge, dripping with the shame and the longing of Alexander Fillan Inchburn. Can you understand that my uncle loathes what he did, and yet might do it again—even the worst of it—if there were opportunity? The horror of Balgrummo Lodging isn't Lord Balgrummo nine-tenths dead; it's Balgrummo one-tenth alive, but in torment.”


  The tedious old girl-doctor was nearly as cracked as her noble uncle, Horgan thought. Actually he had learned from some interesting research the general character of Lord Balgrummo’s offenses so long ago—acts which would have produced the hanging of anyone but a peer, in those days. Horgan nevertheless had amused himself by endeavoring, slyly and politely, to force Dr. Effie to tell him just why Balgrummo had been given the choice of standing trial for his life (by the Lords, of course, as a peer, which might have damaged the repute of that body) or of being kept in a kind of perpetual house-arrest, without sentence being passed by anyone. The latter choice would not have been offered—and accepted—even so, but for the general belief that he must be a maniac.


  As he had anticipated, Dr. Euphemia had turned prude. “Poor Alec was very naughty when he was young. There were others as bad as himself, but he took the whole blame on his shoulders. He was told that if he would swear never to go out, all his life, and to receive no visitors except members of his family or his solicitors, no formal charges would be pressed against him. They required him to put everything he owned into trust; and the trustees were to engage the men to watch the policies of Balgrummo Lodging, and the servants. All the original set of trustees are dead and buried; Mr. Gillespie and I weren't much more than babies when Uncle Alec had his Trouble."


  From Gillespie, later, Rafe Horgan had learned more about that Trouble. But what was he doing, pausing in the darkness of the second-floor corridor to reminisce? A hasty inspection by the torch showed him that the Knellers, all great noses, velvets, and bosoms, were hung on this floor. And there was the Gainsborough, a good one, though it badly needed cleaning: Margaret, Lady Ross, second daughter of the fifth Lord Balgrummo. The worm had got into the picture-frame, but the canvas seemed to be in decent condition, he made out on closer examination. Well, Horgan meant to cut his pictures out of their frames, to save time and space. First, though, he must look in upon Himself.


  The corridor was all dust and mildew. A single charwoman, Gillespie had mentioned, came a few hours daily, Monday through Friday, to keep Balgrummo’s bedroom and small parlor neat, to clean the stairs and to wash dishes in the kitchen. Otherwise, the many rooms and passages of the Lodging were unceasingly shuttered against sun and moon, and the damask might fall in tatters from the walls, the ceilings drip with cobwebs, for all old Balgrummo cared. Nearly every room was left locked, though the keys, all but a few, were in the bunch (each with its metal tag) that Horgan had taken from unconscious Jock. Even Gillespie, who waited on his client four or five times a year, never had contrived to see the chapel. Balgrummo kept the chapel key in his own pocket, Gillespie fancied—and, over coffee and brandy, had mentioned this, together with other trivia, to Horgan. “It was in the chapel, you see, Rafe, that the worst of the Trouble happened”


  Acquiring that chapel key was an additional reason why Horgan must pay his respects to Lord Balgrummo—though he relished that necessity less, somehow, with every minute that elapsed. Henry Fuseli’s most indecorous painting might be in that chapel; for the tenth baron’s liturgy and ritual, fifty years before, had been a synthesis of Benin witch-rites with memories of Scots diabolism, and whatever might excite the frantic fancy had been employed—all gross images. So, at least, Horgan had surmised from what he had garnered from the old newspaper files, and what Gillespie had let drop.


  Uncertain of quite where he was in the house, Horgan tried the knobs of three doors in that corridor. The first two were locked; and it was improbable that the trustees ever had gone so far, even when Balgrummo was stronger, as to have him locked into his rooms at night. But the third door opened creakingly. Flashing round his light, Horgan entered an old-fashioned parlor, with what appeared to be two bona-fide Wilkie landscapes on opposite walls. Across the parlor, which was scarcely bigger than a dressing-room, a mahogany door stood half open. How silent! Yet something scraped or ticked faintly—a morose death- watch beetle in the panelling, probably. Despite irrational misgivings, Horgan compelled himself to pass through the inner doorway.


  The beam of his torch swept to a Queen Anne bed. In it lay, motionless and with eyes shut, an extremely old man, skin and bone under a single sheet and a single blanket. A coal fire smouldered in the grate, so the room was not altogether dark. Horgan’s flesh crept perceptibly—but that would be the old rumors, and the old truths, about this enfeebled thing in the bed. “In his prime, we called him Ozymandias,” Gillespie had put it. But Lord Balgrummo was past obscenities and atrocities now.


  “Hello, Alec!” Horgan was loud and jocular. His right hand rested on the cosh in his coat pocket. “Alec, you old toad, I’ve come for your pictures.” But Alexander Fillan Inchburn, the last of a line that went back to a bastard of William the Lion, did not stir or speak.


  ***


  T. M. Gillespie was proud of Lord Balgrummo, as the most remarkable person whose business ever had come his way. “Our Scots Giles de Rais,” Gillespie had chuckled aridly while enjoying a Jamaican cigar from Horgans case, “probably would not be found insane by a board of medical examiners—not even after fifty years of restriction to his own private Hell. I don’t think it was from malice that the procurator-fiscal of that day recommended Balgrummo Lodging—where the capital offenses had been committed—as the place of isolated residence: it merely happened that this particular house of Lord Balgrummo’s was secluded enough to keep his lordship out of the public eye (for he might have been stoned), and yet near enough to the city for police surveillance, during the earlier decades. I take it that the police have forgotten his existence, or almost forgotten, by this time: for the past three or four years, he wouldn’t have been able to walk unaided so far as the gate-cottage.”


  It was something of a relief to Horgan, finding that Lord Balgrummo was past giving coherent evidence in a court of law—and therefore need not be given the quietus. Even though they no longer hanged anybody for anything, and even though Balgrummo could have been eliminated in thirty seconds by a pillow over his face, the police pursued a homicide much more energetically than they did a picture-fancier.


  But was this penny-dreadful monster of fifty years ago, with his white beard now making him sham-venerable in this four-poster, still among the living? Horgan almost could see the bones through his skin; Balgrummo might have come to his end during the hour or so since Jamieson had made his rounds. To be sure, Horgan took a mirror from the dressing-table and held it close to the pallid sunken face. Setting his torch on its base, he inspected the mirror’s surface; yes, there was a faint moist film, so the tenth baron still breathed.


  Balgrummo must be stone-deaf, or in coma. Dr. Effie had said he had gone almost blind recently. Was it true? Horgan nearly yielded to a loathsome impulse to roll back those withered eyelids, but he reminded himself that somehow he wouldn’t be able to endure seeing his own image in this dying man’s malign pupils.


  The coshing of Jock, the nervous partial exploration of this dismal house, the sight of loathsome old Balgrummo on the edge of dissolution—these trials had told on Horgan, old hand though he was at predatory ventures. With all the hours left to him, it would do no harm to sit for a few minutes in this easy chair, almost as if he were Balgrummo’s nurse—keeping watch on the bed, surely, to make certain that Balgrummo wasn’t (in reason’s spite) shamming in some way—and to review in his brain the pictures he ought to secure first, and the rooms in which he was likely to find them.


  But it would be heartening to have more light than his torch. Never turning his back on the bed, Horgan contrived to light a gasbracket near the door; either these gas-fittings were simpler than those below stairs, or he had got the trick of the operation. The interior shutters of this bedroom being closed, there wasn’t the faintest danger of a glimmer of light being perceived by chance passers- by—not that anybody conceivably could pass by Balgrummo Lodging on a rainy midnight.


  Lord Balgrummo seemed no less grisly in the flood of gaslight. However much exhausted by strain, you couldn’t think of going to sleep, for the briefest nap, in a chair only six feet distant from this unspeaking and unspeakable thing in the bed; not when you knew just how ‘Very naughty,” in Dr. Euphemia’s phrase, Balgrummo had been. The Trouble for which he had paid had been only the culmination of a series of arcane episodes, progressing from hocus-pocus to the ultimate horror.


  "No, not lunatic, in any ordinary definition of the term,” Gillespie had declared. “Balgrummo recognized the moral character of his acts—aye, more fully than does the average sensual man. Also he was, and is, quite rational, in the sense that he can transact some ordinary business of life when pressed. He fell into a devil of a temper when we proposed to sell some of his pictures to pay for putting the house and the policies in order; he knows his rights, and that the trustees can’t dispose of his plenishings against his explicit disapproval. He’s civil enough, in his mocking way, to his niece Effie, when she calls—and to me, when I have to see him. He still reads a good deal—or did, until his sight began to fail—though only books in his own library; half the ceiling has fallen in the library, but he shuffles through the broken plaster on the shaky floor.”


  On the right of the bed-head, there hung an indubitable Constable; on the left, a probable Etty. The two were fairly small, and Horgan could take them whenever he wished. But his throat was dry, this house being so damned dusty. A decanter stood on the dressing-table, a silver brandy label round its neck, and by it two cut-glass tumblers. “Not a drop for you, Alec?” inquired Horgan, grinning defiantly at the silent man on the bed. He seated himself in the velvet-upholstered armchair again and drank the brandy neat.


  “No, one can't say,” Gillespie had continued (in that last conversation which now seemed so far away and long ago) “that his lordship is wholly incompetent to take a hand in the management of his affairs. It’s rather that he’s distant —preoccupied, in more senses than one. He has to exert his will to bring his consciousness back from wherever it drifts—and one can see that the effort isn’t easy for him.”


  “He’s in a brown study, you mean, Tom?” Horgan had inquired, not much interested at that time.


  “It’s not the phrase I would choose, Rafe. Dr. Effie talks about the “astral body” and such rubbish, as if she half believed in it— you’ve heard her. That silliness was a principal subject of Balgrummo’s ‘researches’ for two years before the Trouble, you understand; his Trouble was the culmination of those experiments. But of course...”


  “Of course he’s only living in the past,” Horgan had put in.


  “Living? Who really knows what that word means?” T. M. Gillespie, W.S., devoted to the memory of David Hume, professed a contempt for rationalism as profound as his contempt for superstition. “And why say past? Did you never think that a man might be ossified in time? What you call Balgrummo’s past, Rafe, may be Balgrummo’s own present, as much as this table-talk of ours is the present for you and me. The Trouble is his lordship’s obsessive reality. Attaining to genuine evil requires strict application to the discipline, eh? Balgrummo is not merely remembering the events of what you and I call 1913, or even 're-living’ those events. No, I suspect it’s this: he’s embedded in those events, like a beetle in amber. For Balgrummo, one certain night in Balgrummo Lodging continues forever.


  “When Dr. Effie and I distract him by raising the trivia of current business, he has to depart from his reality, and gropes briefly through a vexatious little dream-world in which his niece and his solicitor are insubstantial shadows. In Alexander Inchburn’s consciousness, I mean, there is no remembrance and no anticipation. He’s not 'living in the past’, not engaging in an exercise of retrospection; for him, Time is restricted to one certain night, and space is restricted to one certain house, or perhaps one certain room. Passionate experience has chained him to a fixed point in Time, so to speak. But Time, as so many have said, is a human convention, not an objective reality. Can you prove that your Time is more substantial than his?”


  Horgan hadn’t quite followed Gillespie, and said so.


  “I put it this way, Rafe,” Gillespie had gone on, didactically. “What's the time of day in Hell? Why, Hell is timeless—or so my grandfather told me, and he was minister at the Tron. Hell knows no future and no past, but only the everlasting moment of damnation. Also Hell is spaceless; or, conceivably, it’s a locked box, damnably confining. Here we have Lord Balgrummo shut up perpetually in his box called Balgrummo Lodging, where the fire is not quenched and the worm never dieth. One bloody and atrocious act, committed in that very box, literally is his enduring reality. He's not recollecting; he’s experiencing, here and (for him) now. All the frightful excitement of that Trouble, the very act of profanation and terror, lifts him out of what we call Time. Between Dr. Effie and me on the one side, and distant Balgrummo on the other, a great gulf is fixed.


  “If you like, you can call that gulf Time. For that gulf, I praise whatever gods there be. For if any man’s or woman’s consciousness should penetrate to Balgrummo’s consciousness, to his time-scheme, to his world beyond the world— or if, through some vortex of mind and soul, anyone were sucked into that narrow place of torment— then the intruder would end like this” Gillespie, tapping his cigar upon an ash-tray, knocked into powder a long projection of gray ash. “Consumed, Rafe.”


  Scratch the canny Scot, Horgan had thought then, even the pedant of the law, and you find the bogle- dreading Piet. “I suppose you mean, really, Tom, that he’s out of his head,” Horgan had commented, bored with tipsy and unprofitable speculation.


  “I mean precisely the contrary, Rafe. I mean that anyone who encounters Lord Balgrummo ought to be on his guard against being drawn into Balgrummo’s head. In what you and I designate as 1913 (though, as I said, dates have no significance for Balgrummo), his lordship was a being of immense moral power, magnetic and seductive. I’m not being facetious. Moral power is a catalyst, and can work for good or for evil. Even now, I’m acutely uneasy when I sit with Balgrummo, aware that this old man might absorb me. I shouldn’t wish to stir those sleeping fires by touching his passions. That’s why Balgrummo had to be confined, five decades of ours ago —but not simply because he might be physically dangerous. Yet I can’t explain to you; you’ve not watched Balgrummo in what you call his ‘brown study’, and you never will, happy man." Their conversation then had shifted to Miss Janet Horgan’s hypothetical trust.


  Yet Gillespie had been a bad prophet. Here he was, clever Rafe Horgan, man of supple talents and slippery fingers, leisurely watching Lord Balgrummo in his brown study—or in his coma, more precisely—and finishing his lordship’s decanter of praiseworthy brandy. You had to remember to keep watching that cadaverous face above the sheet, though; if you let your eyes close even for a second, his might open, for all you could tell. After all, you were only a guest in Balgrummo’s very own little Hell. The host mustn’t be permitted to forget his manners.


  Now where would the expiring monster keep his privy effects— the key to that chapel on the floor above, for instance? Steady, Rafe boy: keep your eyes on his face as you open his bedside drawer. Right you are, Rafe; you always were lucky; the nurse had put old Alec’s three keys on a chain, along with watch and pocket-comb and such effects, into this very drawer. One of these keys should let you into the chapel, Rafe. Get on with you; you’ve drunk all the brandy a reasonable man needs.


  “Don’t you mean to give me a guided tour, Alec? Stately homes of Scotia, and all that? Won’t you show me your chapel, where you and your young chums played your dirty little games, and got your fingers burned? Cheerio, then; don’t blame me if you can’t be bothered to keep an eye on your goods and chattels.”


  Back away from him, toward the door, Rafe. Let him lie. How had Dr. Effie put it? “He fills the house, every room, every hour.” Cheerless thought, that, fit for a scrawny old maid. The talkative Euphemia must have nearly as many screws loose as had her uncle; probably she envied him his revels.


  “I really believe the others led Uncle Alec into the whole business, gradually,” Dr. Effie had droned on, the last time he had seen her. “But once in, he took command, as natural to him. He was out in Nigeria before people called it Nigeria, you know, and in Guinea, and all up and down that coast. He began collecting materials for a monograph on African magic—raising the dead, and summoning devils, and more. Presently he was dabbling in the spells, not merely collecting them —so my father told me, forty years ago. After Uncle Alec came home, he didn’t stop dabbling. Some very reputable people dabbled when I was a girl. But the ones around Uncle Alec weren’t in the least reputable.


  “Charlatans? Not quite; I wish they had been. They fed Balgrummo’s appetite. Yet he was after knowledge, at least in the be ginning; and though he may have boggled, more than once, at the steps he had to descend toward the source of that knowledge, he grew more eager as he pressed down into the dark. Or so father guessed; father became one of Uncle Alec’s original trustees, and felt it his duty to collect some evidence of what had happened— though it sickened father, the more he uncovered of his brother’s queerness.


  “Toward the end, Balgrummo may have forgotten about knowledge and have leaped into passion and power. One didn’t learn what one had sought to apprehend; one became the mystery, possessing it and possessed by it.


  “No, not charlatans—not altogether. They took a fortune out of Uncle Alec, one way or another; and he had to pay even more to keep people quiet in those years. They had told Balgrummo, in effect, that they could raise the Devil—though they didn’t put it in quite that crude way. Yet they must have been astounded by their success, when it came at last. Balgrummo had paid before, and he has paid ever since. Those others paid, too—especially the man and the woman who died. They had thought they were raising the Devil for Lord Balgrummo. But as it turned out, they raised the Devil through Balgrummo and in Balgrummo. After that, everything fell to pieces.”


  But to hell with recollections of Euphemia Inchburn, Rafe. Dry rot, wet rot, woodworm, death- watch beetle: the Devil take them all, and Balgrummo Lodging besides. One thing the Devil shouldn’t have-these pictures. Get on to the chapel, Rafe, and then give Nan the glad news. Thanks for the brandy, Alec: I mightn’t have got through the business without it.


  ***


  Yet one dram too many, possibly? Horgan was aware of a certain giddiness, but not fully aware of how he had got up those Stygian stairs, or of what he had done with his torch. Had he turned the key in the lock of the chapel door? He couldn’t recall having done so. Still, here he was in the chapel.


  No need for the torch; the room, a long gallery, was lit by all those candle-flames in the many- branched candlesticks. Who kept Lord Balgrummo’s candles alight? The stench of decay was even stronger here than it had been down below. Under foot, the floorboards were almost oozing, and mushroom rot squashed beneath his shoes. Some of the panelling had fallen away altogether. High up in the shifting shadows, the moulded-plaster ceiling sagged and bulged as if the lightest touch would bring it all down in slimy little particles.


  Back of the altar—the altar of the catastrophic act of Balgrummo's Trouble—hung the unknown Fuseli. It was no painting, but an immense cartoon, and the most uninhibited museum-director never would dare show it to the most broad-minded critics of art. Those naked and contorted forms, the instruments of torment fixed upon their flesh, were the inversion of the Agony. Even Horgan could not bear to look at them long.


  Look at them? All those candles were guttering. Two winked out simultaneously; others failed. As the little flames sank toward extinction, Rafe Horgan became aware that he was not alone.


  It was as if presences skulked in corners or behind the broken furniture. And there could be no retreat toward the door; for something approached from that end of the gallery. As if Horgan’s extremity of terror fed it, the shape took on increasing clarity of outline, substance, strength.


  Tall, arrogant, implacable, mindless, it drifted toward him. The face was Balgrummo’s, or what Balgrummo’s must have been fifty years before, but possessed: eager, eager, eager; all appetite, passion, yearning after the abyss. In one hand glittered a long knife.


  Horgan bleated and ran. He fell against the cobwebby altar. And in the final act of destruction, something strode across the great gulf of Time.


  There's a Long, Long Trail A-Winding


  (1976)
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  Then he said unto the disciples, It is impossible but that offenses will come; but woe unto him, through whom they come!


  It were better for him that a millstone were hanged about his neck, and he cast into the sea, than that he should offend one of these little ones.


  —Luke xvii: 1, 2


  Along the vast empty six-lane highway, the blizzard swept as if it meant to swallow all the sensual world. Frank Sarsfield, massive though he was, scudded like a heavy kite before that overwhelming wind. On his thick white hair the snow clotted and tried to form a cap; the big flakes so swirled round his Viking face that he scarcely could make out the barren country on either side of the road.


  Somehow he must get indoors. Racing for sanctuary, the last automobile had swept unheeding past his thumb two hours ago, bound doubtless for the country town some twenty miles eastward. Westward, among the hills, the highway must be blocked by snowdrifts now. This was an unkind twelfth of January. “Blow, blow, thou Winter wind!” Twilight being almost upon him, soon he must find lodging or else freeze stiff by the roadside.


  He had walked more than thirty miles that day. Having in his pocket the sum of twenty-nine dollars and thirty cents, he could have put up at either of the two motels he had passed, had they not been closed for the winter. Well, as always, he was decently dressed—a good wash-and-wear suit and a neat black overcoat. As always, he was shaven and clean and civil-spoken. Surely some farmer or villager would take him in, if he knocked with a ten-dollar bill in his fist. People sometimes mistook him for a stranded well-to-do motorist, and sometimes he took the trouble to undeceive them.


  But where to apply? This was depopulated country, its forests gone to the sawmills long before, its mines worked out. The freeway ran through the abomination of desolation. He did not prefer to walk the freeways, but on such a day as this there were no cars on the lesser roads.


  He had run away from a hardscrabble New Hampshire farm when he was fourteen, and ever since then, except for brief working intervals, he had been either on the roads or in the jails. Now his sixtieth birthday was imminent. There were few men bigger than Frank Sarsfield, and none more solitary. Where was a friendly house?


  For a few moments the rage of the snow slackened; he stared about. Away to the left, almost a mile distant, he made out a grim high clump of buildings on rising ground, a wall enclosing them; the roof of the central building was gone. Sarsfield grinned, knowing what that complex must be: a derelict prison. He had lodged in prisons altogether too many nights.


  His hand sheltering his eyes from the north wind, he looked to his left. Down in a snug valley, beside a narrow river and broad marshes, he could perceive a village or hamlet: a white church tower, three or four commercial buildings, some little houses, beyond them a park of bare maple trees. The old highway must have run through or near this forgotten place, but the new freeway had sealed it off. There was no sign of a freeway exit to the settlement; probably it could be reached by car only along some detouring country lane. In such a little decayed town there would be folk willing to accept him for the sake of his proffered ten dollars—or, better, simply for charity’s sake and talk with an amusing stranger who could recite every kind of poetry.


  He scrambled heavily down the embankment. At this point, praise be, no tremendous wire fence kept the haughty new highway inviolable. His powerful thighs took him through the swelling drifts, though his heart pounded as the storm burst upon him afresh.


  The village was more distant than he had thought. He passed panting through old fields half grown up to poplar and birch. A little to the west he noticed what seemed to be old mine workings, with fragments of brick buildings. He clambered upon an old railroad bed, its rails and ties taken up; perhaps the new freeway had dealt the final blow to the rails. Here the going was somewhat easier.


  Mingled with the wind’s shriek, did he hear a church bell now? Could they be holding services at the village in this weather? Presently he came to a burnt-out little railway depot, on its platform signboard still the name “Anthonyville.” Now he walked on a street of sorts, but no car tracks or footprints sullying the snow.


  Anthonyville Free Methodist Church hulked before him. Indeed the bell was swinging, and now and again faintly ringing in the steeple; but it was the wind’s mockery, a knell for the derelict town of Anthonyville. The church door was slamming in the high wind, flying open again, and slamming once more, like a perpetual-motion machine, the glass being gone from the church windows. Sarsfield trudged past the skeletal church.


  The front of Emmons’ General Store was boarded up, and so was the front of what may have been a drugstore. The village hall was a wreck. The school may have stood upon those scanty foundations which protruded from the snow. And from no chimney of the decrepit cottages and cabins along Main Street—the only street—did any smoke rise.


  Sarsfield never had seen a deader village. In an upper window of what looked like a livery stable converted into a garage, a faded cardboard sign could be read:


  REMEMBER YOUR FUTURE


  BACK THE TOWNSEND PLAN


  Was no one at all left here, not even some gaunt old couple managing on Social Security? He might force his way into one of the stores or cottages—though on principle and prudence he generally steered clear of possible charges of breaking and entering—but that would be cold comfort. In poor Anthonyville there must remain some living soul.


  His mittened hands clutching his red ears, Sarsfield had plodded nearly to the end of Main Street. Anthonyville was Endsville, he saw now: river and swamp and new highway cut it off altogether from the rest of the frozen world, except for the drift-obliterated country road that twisted southward, Lord knew whither. He might count himself lucky to find a stove, left behind in some shack, that he could feed with boards ripped from walls.


  Main Street ended at that grove or park of old maples. Just a sugarbush, like those he had tapped in his boyhood under his father's rough command? No: had the trees not been leafless, he might not have discerned the big stone house among the trees, the only substantial building remaining to Anthonyville. But see it he did for one moment, before the blizzard veiled it from him. There were stone gateposts, too, and a bronze tablet set into one of them. Sarsfield brushed the snowflakes from the inscription: “Tamarack House.”


  Stumbling along the maples toward this promise, he almost collided with a tall glacial boulder. A similar boulder rose a few feet to his right, the pair of them halfway between gateposts and house. There was a bronze tablet on this boulder, too, and he paused to read it:


  Sacred to the memory of


  JEROME ANTHONY


  July 4, 1836—January 14, 1915


  Brigadier-General in the Corps of Engineers,


  Army of the Republic founder of this town


  architect of Anthonyville State Prison


  who died as he had lived, with honor


  “And there will I keep you forever,


  Yes, forever and a day,


  Till the wall shall crumble in ruin,


  And moulder in dust away.”


  There’s an epitaph for a prison architect, Sarsfield thought. It was too bitter an evening for inspecting the other boulder, and he hurried toward the portico of Tamarack House. This was a very big house indeed, a bracketed house, built all of squared fieldstone with beautiful glints to the masonry. A cupola topped it.


  Once, come out of the cold into a public library, Sarsfield had pored through a picture book about American architectural styles. There was a word for this sort of house. Was it “Italianate”? Yes, it rose in his memory—he took pride in no quality except his power of recollection. Yes, that was the word. Had he visited this house before? He could not account for a vague familiarity. Perhaps there had been a photograph of this particular house in that library book.


  Every window was heavily shuttered, and no smoke rose from any of the several chimneys. Sarsfield went up the stone steps to confront the oaken front door.


  It was a formidable door, but it seemed as if at some time it had been broken open, for long ago a square of oak with a different grain had been mortised into the area round lock and keyhole. There was a gigantic knocker with a strange face worked upon it. Sarsfield knocked repeatedly.


  No one answered. Conceivably the storm might have made his pounding inaudible to any occupants, but who could spend the winter in a shuttered house without fires? Another bronze plaque was screwed to the door:


  TAMARACK HOUSE


  Property of the Anthony Family Trust


  Guarded by Protective Service


  Sarsfield doubted the veracity of the last line. He made his way round to the back. No one answered those back doors, either, and they, too, were locked.


  But presently he found what he had hoped for: an oldfangled slanting cellar door, set into the foundations. It was not wise to enter without permission, but at least he might accomplish it without breaking. His fingers, though clumsy, were strong as the rest of him. After much trouble and with help from the Boy Scout knife that he carried, he pulled the pins out of the cellar door’s three hinges and scrambled down into the darkness. With the passing of the years, he had become something of a jailhouse lawyer—though those young inmates bored him with their endless chatter about Miranda and Escobedo. And now he thought of the doctrine called “defense of necessity.” If caught, he could say that self-preservation from freezing is the first necessity; besides, they might not take him for a bum.


  Faint light down the cellar steps—he would replace the hinge-pins later—showed him an inner door at the foot. That door was hooked, though hooked only. With a sigh, Sarsfield put his shoulder to the door; the hook clattered to the stone floor inside; and he was master of all he surveyed.


  In that black cellar he found no light switch. Though he never smoked, he carried matches for such emergencies. Having lit one, he discovered a providential kerosene lamp on a table, with enough kerosene still in it. Sarsfield went lamp-lit through the cellars and up more stone stairs into a pantry. “Anybody home?” he called. It was an eerie echo.


  He would make sure before exploring, for he dreaded shotguns. How about a cheerful song? In that chill pantry, Sarsfield bellowed a tune formerly beloved at Rotary Clubs. Once, a waggish Rotarian, after half an hour’s talk with the hobo extraordinary, had taken him to Rotary for lunch and commanded him to tell tales of the road and to sing the members a song. Frank Sarsfield’s untutored voice was loud enough when he wanted it to be, and he sang the song he had sung to the Rotary:


  “There’s a long, long trail a-winding into the land of my dreams,


  Where the nightingales are singing and the white moon beams;


  There’s a long, long night of waiting until my dreams all come true,


  Till the day when I’ll be going down that long, long trail with you!”


  No response: no cry, no footstep, not a rustle. Even in so big a house, they couldn’t have failed to hear his song, sung in a voice fit to wake the dead. Father O’Malley had called Frank’s voice “stentorian”—a good word, though he was not just sure what it meant. He liked that last tune, though he’d no one to walk to; he’d repeat it:


  “Till the day when I’ll be going down that long, long trail with you!”


  It was all right. Sarsfield went into the dining room, where he found a splendid long walnut table, chairs with embroidered seats, a fine sideboard and china cabinet, and a high Venetian chandelier. The china was in that cabinet, and the silverware was in that sideboard. But in no room of Tamarack House was any living soul.


  Sprawled in a big chair before the fireplace in the Sunday parlor, Sarsfield took the chill out of his bones. The woodshed, connected with the main house by a passage from the kitchen, was half-filled with logs—not first-rate fuel, true, for they had been stacked there three or four years ago, to judge by the fungi upon them, but burnable after he had collected old newspapers and chopped kindling. He had crisscrossed elm and birch to make a noble fire.


  It was not very risky to let white wood-smoke eddy from the chimneys, for it would blend with the driving snow and the blast would dissipate it at once. Besides, Anthonyville’s population was zero. From the cupola atop the house, in another lull of the blizzard, he had looked over the icy countryside and had seen no inhabited farmhouse up the forgotten dirt road—which, anyway, was hopelessly blocked by drifts today. There was no approach for vehicles from the freeway, while river and marsh protected the rear. He speculated that Tamarack House might be inhabited summers, though not in any very recent summer. The “Protective Service” probably consisted of a farmer who made a fortnightly inspection in fair weather.


  It was good to hole up in a remote county where burglars seemed unknown as yet. Frank Sarsfield restricted his own depredations to church poor-boxes (Catholic, preferably, he being no Protestant), and then only under the defense of necessity, after a run of unsuccessful mendicancy. He feared and detested strong thieves, so numerous nowadays; to avoid them and worse than thieves he steered clear of the cities, roving to little places which still kept crime in the family, where it belonged.


  He had dined, and then washed the dishes dutifully. The kitchen wood-range still functioned, and so did the hard-water and soft-water hand pumps in the scullery. As for food, there was enough to feed a good-sized prison: the shelves of the deep cellar cold-room threatened to collapse under the weight of glass jars full of jams, jellies, preserved peaches, apricots, applesauce, pickled trout, and many more good things, all redolent of his New England youth. Most of the jars had neat paper labels, all giving the year of canning, some the name of the canner; on the front shelves, the most recent date he had found was 1968, on a little pot of strawberry jam, and below it was the name “Allegra” in a feminine hand.


  Everything in this house lay in apple-pie order—though Sarsfield wondered how long the plaster would keep from cracking, with Tamarack House unheated in winter. He felt positively virtuous for lighting fires, one here in the Sunday parlor, another in the little antique iron stove in the bedroom he had chosen for himself at the top of the house.


  He had poked into every handsome room of Tamarack House, with the intense pleasure of a small boy who had found his way into an enchanted castle. Every room was satisfying, well furnished (he was warming by the fire two sheets from the linen closet, for his bed), and wondrously old fashioned. There was no electric light, no central heating, no bathroom; there was an indoor privy at the back of the woodshed, but no running water unless one counted the hand pumps. There was an old-fangled wall telephone: Frank tried, greatly daring, for the operator, but it was dead. He had found a crystal-set radio that didn’t work. This was an old lady’s house, surely, and the old lady hadn’t visited it for some years, but perhaps her relatives kept it in order as a “holiday home” or in hope of selling it—at ruined Anthonyville, a forlorn hope. He had discovered two canisters of tea, a jar full of coffee beans, and ten gallons of kerosene. How thoughtful!


  Perhaps the old lady was dead, buried under that other boulder among the maples in front of the house. Perhaps she had been the General’s daughter—but no, not if the General had been born in 1836. Why those graves in the lawn? Sarsfield had heard of farm families near medical schools who, in the old days, had buried their dead by the house for fear of body snatchers; but that couldn’t apply at Anthonyville. Well, there were family graveyards, but this must be one of the smallest.


  The old General who built this house had died on January 14. Day after tomorrow, January 14 would come round again, and it would be Frank Sarsfield’s sixtieth birthday. “I drink your health in water, General,” Sarsfield said aloud, raising his cut-glass goblet taken from the china cabinet. There was no strong drink in the house, but that didn’t distress Sarsfield, for he never touched it. His mother had warned him against it—and sure enough, the one time he had drunk a good deal of wine, when he was new to the road, he had got sick. “Thanks, General, for your hospitality.”


  Nobody responded to his toast.


  His mother had been a saint, the neighbors had said, and his father a drunken devil. He had seen neither of them after he ran away. He had missed his mother’s funeral because he hadn’t known of her death until months after; he had missed his father’s, long later, because he chose to miss it, though that omission cost him sleepless nights now. Sarsfield slept poorly at best. Almost always there were nightmares.


  Yet perhaps he would sleep well enough tonight in that little garret room near the cupola. He had found that several of the bedrooms in Tamarack House had little metal plates over their doorways. There were “The General’s Room” and “Father’s Room” and “Mama’s Room” and “Alice’s Room” and “Allegra’s Room” and “Edith’s Room.” By a happy coincidence, the little room at the top of the back stair, on the garret floor of the house, was labeled “Frank’s Room.” but he’d not chosen it for that only. At the top of the house, one was safer from the sheriffs or burglars. And through the skylight—there was only a frieze window—a man could get to the roof of the main block. From that roof one could descend to the woodshed roof by a fire escape of iron rungs fixed in the stone outer wall; and from the woodshed it was an easy drop to the ground. After that, the chief difficulty would be to run down Main Street and then get across the freeway without being detected, while people searched the house for you. Talk of Goldilocks and the Three Bears! Much experience had taught Sarsfield such forethought.


  Had that other Frank, so commemorated over the bedroom door, been a son or a servant? Presumably a son—though Sarsfield had found no pictures of boys in the old velvet-covered album in the Sunday parlor, nor any of manservants. There were many pictures of the General, a little rooster-like man with a beard; and of Father, portly and pleasant-faced; and of Mama, elegant; and of three small girls who must be Alice and Allegra and Edith. He had liked especially the photographs of Allegra, since he had tasted her strawberry jam. All the girls were pretty, but Allegra—who must have been about seven in most of the pictures—was really charming, with long ringlets and kind eyes and a delicate mouth that curved upward at its corners.


  Sarsfield adored little girls and distrusted big girls. His mother had cautioned him against bad women, so he had kept away from such. Because he liked peace, he had never married—not that he could have married anyway, because that would have tied him to one place, and he was too clumsy to earn money at practically anything except dishwashing for summer hotels. Not marrying had meant that he could have no little daughters like Allegra.


  Sometimes he had puzzled the prison psychiatrists. In prison it was well to play stupid. He had refrained cunningly from reciting poetry to the psychiatrists. So after testing Sarsfield they wrote him down as “dull normal” and he was assigned to labor as a “gardener”—which meant going round the prison yards picking up trash by a stick with a nail in the end of it. That was easy work, and he detested hard work. Yet when there was truly heavy work to be done in prison, sometimes he would come forward to shovel tons of coal or carry hods of brick or lift big blocks into place. That, too, was his cunning: it impressed the other jailbirds with his enormous strength, so that the gangs left him alone.


  “Yes, you’re a loner, Frank Sarsfield,” he said to himself aloud. He looked at himself in that splendid Sunday-parlor mirror, which stretched from floor to ceiling. He saw a man overweight but lean enough of face, standing six feet six, built like a bear, a strong nose, some teeth missing, a strong chin, and rather wild light blue eyes. He was an uncommon sort of bum. Deliberately he looked at his image out of the corners of his eyes, as was his way, because he was nonviolent, and eye contact might mean trouble.


  “You look like a Viking, Frank,” old Father O’Malley had told him once, “but you ought to have been a monk.”


  “Oh, Father,” he had answered, “I’m too much of a fool for a monk.”


  “Well,” said Father O’Malley, “you’re no more fool than many a brother, and you’re celibate and continent, I take it. Yet it’s late for that now. Look out you don’t turn berserker, Frank. Go to confession sometime, to a priest that doesn’t know you, if you’ll not go to me. If you’d confess, you’d not be haunted.”


  But he seldom went to mass, and never to confession. All those church boxes pilfered, his mother and father abandoned, his sister neglected, all the ghastly humbling of himself before policemen, all the horror and shame of the prisons! There could be no grace for him now. “There’s a long, long trail a-winding into the land of my dreams . . .” What dreams! He had looked up “berserker” in Webster. But he wouldn’t ever do that sort of thing. A man had to keep a control upon himself; besides, he was a coward, and he loved peace.


  Nearly all the other prisoners had been brutes, guilty as sin, guilty as Miranda or Escobedo. Once, sentenced for rifling a church safe, he had been put into the same cell with a man who had murdered his wife by taking off her head. The head never had been found. Sarsfield had dreamed of that head in such short intervals of sleep as he had enjoyed while the wife-killer was his cellmate. Nearly all night, every night, he had lain awake surreptitiously watching the murderer in the opposite bunk and feeling his own neck now and again. He had been surprised and pleased when eventually the wife-killer had gone hysterical and obtained assignment to another cell. The murderer had told the guards that he just couldn’t stand being watched all night by that terrible giant who never talked.


  Only one of the prison psychiatrists had been pleasant or bright, and that had been the old doctor born in Vienna who went round from penitentiary to penitentiary checking on the psychiatric staffs. The old doctor had taken a liking to him, and had written a report to accompany Frank’s petition for parole. Three months later, in a parole office, the parole officer had gone out hurriedly for a quarter of an hour, and Sarsfield had taken the chance to read his own file that the parole man had left in a folder on his desk.


  “Francis Sarsfield has a memory that almost can be described as photographic”—so had run one line in the Vienna doctor’s report. When he read that, Sarsfield had known that the doctor was a clever doctor. “He suffers chiefly from an arrest of emotional development, and may be regarded as a rather bright small boy in some respects. His three temporarily successful escapes from prison suggest that his intelligence has been much underrated. On at least one of those occasions he could have eluded the arresting officer had he been willing to resort to violence. Sarsfield repeatedly describes himself as nonviolent and has no record of aggression while confined, nor in connection with any of the offenses for which he was arrested. On the contrary, he seems timid and withdrawn, and might become a victim of assaults in prison, were it not for his size, strength, and power of voice.”


  Sarsfield had been pleased enough by that paragraph, but a little puzzled by what followed:


  “In general, Sarsfield is one of those recidivists who ought not to be confined, were any alternative method now available for restraining them from petty offenses against property. Not only does he lack belligerence against men, but apparently he is quite clean of any record against women and children. It seems that he does not indulge in autoeroticism, either—perhaps because of strict instruction by his R. C. mother during his formative years.


  “I add, however, that conceivably Sarsfield is not fundamentally so gentle as his record indicates. He can be energetic in self-defense when pushed to the wall. In his youth occasionally he was induced, for the promise of $5 or $10, to stand up as an amateur against some traveling professional boxer. He admits that he did not fight hard, and cried when he was badly beaten. Nevertheless, I am inclined to suspect a potentiality for violence, long repressed but not totally extinguished by years of ‘humbling himself,’ in his phrase. This possibility is not so certain as to warrant additional detention, even though three years of Sarsfield’s sentence remain unexpired.”


  Yes, he had memorized nearly the whole of that old doctor’s analysis, which had got his parole for him. There had been the concluding paragraphs:


  “Francis Sarsfield is oppressed by a haunting sense of personal guilt. He is religious to the point of superstition, an R.C., and appears to believe himself damned. Although worldly-wise in a number of respects, he retains an almost unique innocence in others. His frequent humor and candor account for his success, much of the time, at begging. He has read much during his wanderings and terms of confinement. He has a strong taste for good poetry of the popular sort, and has accumulated a mass of miscellaneous information, much of it irrelevant to the life he leads.


  “Although occasionally moody and even surly, most of the time he subjects himself to authority, and will work fairly well if closely supervised. He possesses no skills of any sort, unless some knack for woodchopping, acquired while he was enrolled in the Civilian Conservation Corps, can be considered a marketable skill. He appears to be incorrigibly footloose, and therefore confinement is more unpleasant to him than to most prisoners. It is truly remarkable that he continues to be rational enough, his isolation and heavy guilt-complex considered.


  “Sometimes evasive when he does not desire to answer questions, nevertheless he rarely utters a direct lie. His personal modesty may be described as excessive. His habits of cleanliness are commendable, if perhaps of origins like Lady Macbeth’s.


  “Despite his strength, he is a diabetic and suffers from a heart murmur, sometimes painful.


  “Only in circumstances so favorable as to be virtually unobtainable could Sarsfield succeed in abstaining from the behavior pattern that has led to his repeated prosecution and imprisonment. The excessive crowding of this penitentiary considered, however, I strongly recommend that he be released upon parole. Previous psychiatric reports concerning this inmate have been shallow and erroneous, I regret to note. Perhaps Sarsfield’s chief psychological difficulty is that, from obscure causes, he lacks emotional communication with other adults, although able to maintain cordial and healthy relations with small children. He is very nearly a solipsist, which in large part may account for his inability to make firm decisions or pursue any regular occupation. In contradiction of previous analyses of Sarsfield, he should not be described as ‘dull normal’ intellectually. Francis Xavier Sarsfield distinctly is neither dull nor normal.”


  Sarsfield had looked up “solipsist,” but hadn’t found himself much the wiser. He didn’t think himself the only existent thing—not most of the time, anyway. He wasn’t sure that the old doctor had been real, but he knew that his mother had been real before she went straight to heaven. He knew that his nightmares probably weren’t real; but sometimes, while awake, he could see things that other men couldn’t. In a house like this he could glimpse little unaccountable movements out of the corners of his eyes, but it wouldn’t do to worry about those. He was afraid of those things which other people couldn’t see, yet not so frightened of them as most people were. Some of the other inmates had called him Crazy Frank, and it had been hard to keep down his temper. If you could perceive more existent things, though not flesh-and-blood things, than psychiatrists or convicts could—why, were you then a solipsist?


  There was no point in puzzling over it. Dad had taken him out of school to work on the farm when he hadn’t yet finished the fourth grade, so Words like “solipsist” didn’t mean much to him. Poets’ words, though, he mostly understood. He had picked up a rhyme that made children laugh when he told it to them:


  “Though you don’t know it,


  You’re a poet.


  Your feet show it:


  They’re Longfellows”


  That wasn’t very good poetry, but Henry Wadsworth Longfellow was a good poet. They must have loved Henry Wadsworth Longfellow in this house, and especially “The Children’s Hour,” because of those three little girls named Alice, Allegra, and Edith, and those lines on the General’s boulder. Allegra: that’s the prettiest of all names ever, and it means “merry,” someone had told him.


  He looked at the cheap wristwatch he had bought, besides the wash-and-wear suit, with his last dishwashing money from that Lake Superior summer hotel. Well, midnight! It’s up the wooden hill for you, Frank Sarsfield, to your snug little room under the rafters. If anybody comes to Tamarack House tonight, it’s out the skylight and through the snow for you, Frank, my boy—and no tiny reindeer. If you want to survive, in prison or out of it, you stick to your own business and let other folks stew in their own juice.


  Before he closed his eyes, he would pray for mother’s soul—not that she really needed it—and then say the little Scottish prayer he had found in a children’s book:


  “From ghoulies and ghosties, and long-leggitie beasties, and things that go bump in the night, good Lord deliver us!”


  The next morning, the morning before his birthday, Frank Sarsfield went up the circular stair to the cupola, even before making his breakfast of pickled trout, peaches, and strong coffee. The wind had gone down and it was showing only lightly now, but the drifts were immense. Nobody would make his way to Anthonyville and Tamarack House this day; the snow plows would be busy elsewhere.


  From this height he could see the freeway, and nothing seemed to be moving along it. The dead village lay to the north of him. To the east were river and swamp, the shores lined with those handsome tamaracks, the green gone out of them, which had given this house its name. Everything in sight belonged to Frank.


  He had dreamed during the night, the wind howling and whining round the top of the house, and he had known he was dreaming, but it had been even stranger than usual, if less horrible.


  In his dream, he had found himself in the dining room of Tamarack House. He had not been alone. The General and Father and Mama and the three little girls had been dining happily at the long table, and he had waited on them. In the kitchen an old woman who was the cook and a girl who cleaned had eaten by themselves. But when he had finished filling the family’s plates, he had sat down at the end of the table, as if he had been expected to do that.


  The family had talked among themselves and even to him as he ate, but somehow he had not been able to hear what they said to him. Suddenly, though, he had pricked up his ears, because Allegra had spoken to him.


  “Frank,” she had said, all mischief, “why do they call you Punkinhead?”


  The old General had frowned at the head of the table, and Mama had said, “Allegra, don’t speak that way to Frank!”


  But he had grinned at Allegra, if a little hurt, and had told the girl, "Because some men think I’ve got a head like a jack-o’-lantern’s and not even seeds inside it.”


  “Nonsense, Frank,” Mama had put in, “you have a very handsome head.”


  “You’ve got a pretty head, Frank,” the three little girls had told him then, almost in chorus, placatingly. Allegra had come round the table to make her peace. “There’s going to be a big surprise for you tomorrow, Frank,” she had whispered to him. And then she had kissed him on the cheek.


  That had waked him. Most of the rest of that howling night he had lain awake trying to make sense of his dream, but he couldn’t. The people in it had been more real than the people he met on the long, long trail.


  Now he strolled through the house again, admiring everything. It was almost as if he had seen the furniture and the pictures and the carpets long, long ago. The house must be over a century old, and many of the good things in it must go back to the beginning. He would have two or three more days here until the roads were cleared. There were no newspapers to tell him about the great storm, of course, and no radio that worked; but that didn’t matter.


  He found a great big handsome Complete Works of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, in red morocco, and an illustrated copy of the Rubaiyat. He didn’t need to read it, because he had memorized all the quatrains once. There was a black silk ribbon as marker between the pages, and he opened it there—at Quatrain 44, it turned out:


  "Why, if the soul can fling the Dust aside,


  And naked on the Air of Heaven ride,


  Were’t not a Shame—were’t not a Shame for him


  In this clay carcass crippled to abide?”


  That old Vienna doctor, Frank suspected, hadn’t believed in immortal souls. Frank Sarsfield knew better. But also Frank suspected that his soul never would ride, naked or clothed, on the Air of Heaven. Souls! That put him in mind of his sister, a living soul that he had forsaken. He ought to write her a letter on this eve of his sixtieth birthday.


  Frank traveled light, his luggage being mostly a safety razor, a hairbrush, and a comb; he washed his shirt and socks and underclothes every night, and often his wash-and-wear suit, too. But he did carry with him a few sheets of paper and a ball point pen. Sitting down at the library table—he had built a fire in the library stove also, there being no lack of logs—he began to write to Mary Sarsfield, alone in the rotting farmhouse in New Hampshire. His spelling wasn’t good, he knew, but today he was careful at his birthday letter, using the big old dictionary with the General’s bookplate in it.


  To write that letter took most of the day. Two versions were discarded. At last Frank had done the best he could.


  Dearest Mary my sister,


  It’s been nearly 9 years since I came to visit you and borrowed the $78 from you and went away again and never paid it back. I guess you dont want to see your brother Frank again after what I did that time and other times but the Ethiopian can not change his skin nor the leopard his spots and when some man like a Jehovahs Witness or that rancher with all the cash gives me quite a lot of money I mean to send you what I owe but the post office isnt handy at the time and so I spend it on presents for little kids I meet and buying new clothes and such so I never get around to sending you that $78 Mary. Right now I have $29 and more but the post office at this place is folded up and by the time I get to the next town the money will be mostly gone and so it goes. I guess probably you need the money and Im sorry Mary but maybe some day I will win in the lottery and then I’ll give you all the thousands of dollars I win.


  Well Mary its been 41 years and 183 days since Mother passed away and here I am 60 years old tomorrow and you getting on toward 56. I pray that your cough is better and that your son and my nephew Jack is doing better than he was in Tallahassee Florida. Some time Mary if you would write to me c/o Father Justin O’Malley in Albatross Michigan where he is pastor now I would stop by his rectory and get your letter and read it with joy. But I know Ive been a very bad brother and I dont blame you Mary if you never get around to writing your brother Frank.


  Mary Ive been staying out of jails and working a little here and there along the road. Now Mary do you know what I hate most about those prisons? Why not being on the road you will say. No Mary the worst thing is the foul language the convicts use from morning till night. Taking the name of their Lord in vain is the least they do. There is a foul curse word in their every sentence. I wasnt brought up that way any more than you Mary and I will not revile woman or child. It is like being in H— to hear it.


  Im not in bad shape except the diabetes is no better but I take my pills for it when I can buy them and dont have to take needles for it and my heart hurts me dreadfully bad sometimes when I lift heavy things hours on end and sometimes it hurts me worse at night when Ive been just lying there thinking of the life Ive led and how I ought to pay you the $78 and pay back other folks that helped me too. I owe Father O’Malley $479.11 now altogether and I keep track of it in my head and when the lottery ticket wins he will not be forgot.


  Some people have been quite good to me and I still can make them laugh and I recite to them and generally I start my reciting with what No Person of Quality wrote hundreds of years ago


  Seven wealthy towns contend for Homer dead


  Through which the living Homer begged his bread.


  They like that and also usually they like Thomas Grays Elegy in a Country Churchyard leaving the world to darkness and to me and I recite all of that and sometimes some of the Quatrains of Omar. At farms when they ask me I chop wood for these folk and I help with the dishes but I still break a good many as you learned Mary 9 years ago but I didnt mean to do it Mary because I am just clumsy in all ways. Oh yes I am good at reciting Frosts Stopping by Woods and his poem about the Hired Man. I have been reading the poetical works of Thomas Steams Eliot so I can recite his The Hollow Men or much of it and also his Book of Practical Cats which is comical when I come to college towns and some professor or his wife gives me a sandwich and maybe $2 and maybe a ride to the next town.


  Where I am now Mary I ought to study the poems of John Greenleaf Whittier because theres been a real blizzard maybe the biggest in the state for many years and Im Snowbound. Years ago I tried to memorize all that poem but I got only part way for it is a whopper of a poem.


  I dont hear much good Music Mary because of course at the motels there isnt any phonograph or tape recorder. Id like to hear some good string quartet or maybe old folk songs well sung for music hath charms to soothe the savage beast. Theres an old Edison at the house where Im staying now and what do you know they have a record of a song you and I used to sing together Theres a Long Long Trail A Winding. Its about the newest record in this house. Ill play it again soon thinking of you Mary my sister. O there is a long long night of waiting.


  Mary right now Im at a big fine house where the people have gone away for awhile and I watch the house for them and keep some of the rooms warm. Let me assure you Mary I wont take anything from this good old house when I go. These are nice people I know and I just came in out of the storm and Im very fond of their 3 sweet little girls. I remember what you looked like when I ran away first and you looked like one of them called Alice. The one I like best though is Allegra because she makes mischief and laughs a lot but is innocent.


  I came here just yesterday but it seems as if Id lived in this house before but of course I couldn’t have and I feel at home here. Nothing in this house could scare me much. You might not like it Mary because of little noises and glimpses you get but its a lovely house and as you know I like old places that have been lived in lots.


  By the way Mary once upon a time Father O’Malley told me that to the Lord all time is eternally present. I think this means everything that happens in the world in any day goes on all at once. So God sees what went on in this house long ago and whats going on in this house today all at the same time. Its just as well we dont see through Gods eyes because then wed know everything thats going to happen to us and because Im such a sinner I dont want to know. Father O’Malley says that God may forgive me everything and have something special in store for me but I dont think so because why should He?


  And Father O’Malley says that maybe some people work out their Purgatory here on earth and I might be one of these. He says we are spirits in the prisonhouse of the body which is like we were serving Time in the world here below and maybe God forgave me long ago and Im just waiting my time and paying for what I did and it will be alright in the end. Or maybe Im being given some second chance to set things right but as Father O’Malley put it to do that Id have to fortify my Will and do some Signal Act of contrition. Father O’Malley even says I might not have to do the Act actually if only I just made up my mind to do it really and truly because what God counts is the intention. But I think people who are in Purgatory must know they are climbing up and have hope and Mary I think Im going down down down even though Ive stayed out of prisons some time now.


  Father O’Malley tells me that for everybody the battle is won or lost already in God’s sight and that though Satan thinks he has a good chance to conquer actually Satan has lost forever but doesnt know it. Mary I never did anybody any good but only harm to ones that loved me. If just once before I die I could do one Signal Act that was truly good then God might love me and let me have the Beatific Vision. Yet Mary I know Im weak of will and a coward and lazy and Ive missed my chance forever.


  Well Mary my only sister Ive bored you long enough and I just wanted to say hello and tell you to be of good cheer. Im sorry I whined and complained like a little boy about my health because Im still strong and deserve all the pain I get. Mary if you can forgive your big brother who never grew up please pray for me sometime because nobody else does except possibly Father O’Malley when he isnt busy with other prayers. I pray for Mother every night and every other night for you and once a month for Dad. You were a good little girl and sweet. Now I will say good bye and ask your pardon for bothering you with my foolishness. Also Im sorry your friends found out I was just a hobo when I was with you 9 years ago and I dont blame you for being angry with me then for talking too much and I know I wasnt fit to lodge in your house. There arent many of us old real hobos left only beatniks and such that cant walk or chop wood and I guess that is just as well. It is a degrading life Mary but I cant stop walking down that long long trail not knowing where it ends.


  Your Loving Brother


  Francis (Frank)


  P.S.: I dont wish to mislead so I will add Mary that the people who own this house didnt exactly ask me in but its alright because I wont do any harm here but a little good if I can. Good night again Mary.


  Now he needed an envelope, but he had forgotten to take one from the last motel, where the Presbyterian minister had put him up. There must be some in Tamarack House, and one would not be missed, and that would not be very wrong because he would take nothing else. He found no envelopes in the drawer of the library table: so he went up the stairs and almost knocked at the closed door of Allegra’s Room. Foolish! He opened the door gently.


  He had admired Allegra’s small rosewood desk. In its drawer was a leather letter-folder, the kind with a blotter, he found, and in the folder were several yellowed envelopes. Also lying face up in the folder was a letter of several small pages, in a woman’s hand, a trifle shaky. He started to sit down to read Allegra’s letter that never was sent to anybody, but it passed through his mind that his great body might break the delicate rosewood chair that belonged to Allegra, so he read the letter standing. It was dated January 14, 1969. On that birthday of his, he had been in Joliet prison.


  How beautifully Allegra wrote!


  Darling Celia,


  This is a lonely day at Tamarack House, just fifty-four years after your great-grandfather the General died, so I am writing to my grand-niece to tell you how much I hope you will be able to come up to Anthonyville and stay with me next summer—if I still am here. The doctor says that only God knows whether I will be. Your grandmother wants me to come down your way to stay with her for the rest of this winter, but I can’t bear to leave Tamarack House at my age, for they might have to put me in a rest-home down there and then I wouldn’t see this old house again.


  I am all right, really, because kind Mr. Connor looks in every day, and Mrs. Williams comes every other day to clean. I am not sick, my little girl, but simply older than my years, and running down. When you come up next summer, God willing, I will make you that soft toast you like, and perhaps Mr. Connor will turn the crank for the ice-cream, and I may try to make some preserves with you to help me.


  You weren’t lonely, were you, when you stayed with me last summer for a whole month? Of course there are fewer than a hundred people left in Anthonyville now, and most of those are old. They say that there will be practically nobody living in the town a few years from now, when the new highway is completed and the old one is abandoned. There were more than two thousand people here in town and roundabout, a few years after the General built Tamarack House! But first the lumber industry gave out, and then the mines were exhausted, and the prison-break in 1915 scared many away forever. There are no passenger trains now, and they say the railway line will be pulled out altogether when the new freeway—they have just begun building it to the east—is ready for traffic. But we still have the maples and the tamaracks, and there are ever so many raccoons and opossums and squirrels for you to watch—and a lynx, I think, and an otter or two, and many deer.


  Celia, last summer you asked me about the General’s death and all the things that happened then, because you had heard something of them from your Grandmother Edith. But I didn’t wish to frighten you, so I didn’t tell you everything. You are older now, and you have a right to know, because when you grow up you will be one of the trustees of the Anthony Family Trust, and then this old house will be in your charge when I am gone. Tamarack House is not at all frightening, except a little in the morning on every January 14. I do hope that you and the other trustees will keep the house always, with the money that Father left to me—he was good at making money, even though the forests vanished and the mines failed, by his investments in Chicago—and which I am leaving to the Family Trust. I’ve kept the house just as it was, for the sake of the General’s memory and because I love it that way.


  You asked just what happened on January 14, 1915. There were seven people who slept in the house that month—not counting Cook and Cynthia (who was a kind of nannie to us girls and also cleaned), because they slept at their houses in the village. In the house, of course, was the General, my grandfather, your greatgrandfather, who was nearly eighty years old. Then there were Father and Mama, and the three of us little sisters, and dear Frank.


  Alice and sometimes even that baby Edith used to tease me in those days by screaming, “Frank’s Allegra’s sweetheart! Frank’s Allegra’s sweetheart!” I used to chase them, but I suppose it was true: he liked me best. Of course he was about sixty years old, though not so old as I am now, and I was a little thing. He used to take me through the swamps and show me the muskrats’ houses. The first time he took me on such a trip, Mama raised her eyebrows when he was out of the room, but the General said, “I’ll warrant Frank: I have his papers.”


  Alice and Edith might just as well have shouted, “Frank’s Allegra’s slave!” He read to me—oh, Robert Louis Stevenson’s poems and all sorts of books. I never had another sweetheart, partly because almost all the young men left Anthonyville as I grew up when there was no work for them here, and the ones that remained didn’t please Mama.


  We three sisters used to play Creepmouse with Frank, I remember well. We would be the Creepmice, and would sneak up and scare him when he wasn’t watching, and he would pretend to be terrified. He made up a little song for us—or, rather, he put words to some tune he had borrowed:


  “Down, down, down in Creepmouse Town


  All the lamps are low,


  And the little rodent feet


  Softly come and go


  "There’s a rat in Creepmouse Town


  And a bat or two:


  Everything in Creepmouse Town


  Would swiftly frighten you!”


  Do you remember, Celia, that the General was State Supervisor of Prisons and Reformatories for time out of mind? He was a good architect, too, and designed Anthonyville State Prison, without taking any fee for himself, as a model prison. Some people in the capital said that he did it to give employment to his county, but really it was because the site was so isolated that it would be difficult for convicts to escape.


  The General knew Frank’s last name, but he never told the rest of us. Frank had been in Anthonyville State Prison at one time, and later in other prisons, and the General had taken him out of one of those other prisons on parole, having known Frank when he was locked up at Anthonyville. I never learned what Frank had done to be sentenced to prison, but he was gentle with me and everybody else, until that early morning of January 14.


  The General was amused by Frank, and said that Frank would be better off with us than anywhere else. So Frank became our hired man, and chopped the firewood for us, and kept the fires going in the stoves and fireplaces, and sometimes served at dinner. In summer he was supposed to scythe the lawns, but of course summer didn’t come. Frank arrived by train at Anthonyville Station in October, and we gave him the little room at the top of the house.


  Well, on January 12 Father went off to Chicago on business. We still had the General. Every night he barred the shutters on the ground floor, going round to all the rooms by himself. Mama knew he did it because there was a rumor that some life convicts at the Prison “had it in” for the Supervisor of Prisons, although the General had retired five years earlier. Also they may have thought he kept a lot of money in the house—when actually, what with the timber gone and the mines going, in those times we were rather hard pressed and certainly kept our money in the bank at Duluth. But we girls didn’t know why the General closed the shutters, except that it was one of the General’s rituals. Besides, Anthonyville State Prison was supposed to be escape-proof. It was just that the General always took precautions, though ever so brave.


  Just before dawn, Celia, on the cold morning of January 14, 1915, we all were waked by the siren of the Prison, and we all rushed downstairs in our nightclothes, and we could see that part of the Prison was afire. O, the sky was red! The General tried to telephone the Prison, but he couldn’t get through, and later it turned out that the lines had been cut.


  Next—it all happened so swiftly—we heard shouting somewhere down Main Street, and then guns went off. The General knew what that meant. He had got his trousers and his boots on, and now he struggled with his old military overcoat, and he took his old army revolver. “Lock the door behind me, girl,” he told Mama. She cried and tried to pull him back inside, but he went down into the snow, nearly eighty though he was.


  Only three or four minutes later, we heard the shots. The General had met the convicts at the gate. It was still dark, and the General had cataracts on his eyes. They say he fired first, and missed. Those bad men had broken into Mr. Emmons’ store and taken guns and axes and whiskey. They shot the General—shot him again and again and again.


  The next thing we knew, they were chopping at our front door with axes. Mama hugged us.


  Celia dear, writing all this has made me so silly! I feel a little odd, so I must go lie down for an hour or two before telling you the rest. Celia, I do hope you will love this old house as much as I have. If I’m not here when you come up, remember that where I have gone I will know the General and Father and Mama and Alice and poor dear Frank, and will be ever so happy with them. Be a good little girl, my Celia.


  The letter ended there, unsigned.


  Frank clumped downstairs to the Sunday parlor. He was crying, for the first time since he had fought that professional heavyweight on October 19, 1943. Allegra’s letter—if only she’d finished it! What had happened to those little girls, and Mama, and that other Frank? He thought of something from the Holy Bible: “It were better for him that a millstone were hanged about his neck, and he cast into the sea, than that he should offend one of these little ones.”


  Already it was almost evening. He lit the wick in the cranberry-glass lamp that hung from the middle of the parlor ceiling, standing on a chair to reach it. Why not enjoy more light? On a whim, he arranged upon the round table four silver candlesticks that had rested above the fireplace. He needed three more, and those he fetched from the dining room. He lit every candle in the circle: one for the General, one for Father, one for Mama, one for Alice, one for Allegra, one for Edith—and one for Frank.


  The dear names of those little girls! He might as well recite aloud, it being good practice for the approaching days on the long, long trail:


  “I hear in the chamber above me


  The patter of little feet,


  The sound of a door that is opened,


  And voices soft and sweet . . ."


  Here he ceased. Had he heard something in the passage—or “descending the broad hall stair”? Because of the wind outside, he could not be certain. It cost him a gritting of his teeth to rise and open the parlor door. Of course no one could be seen in the hall or on the stair. “Crazy Frank,” men called him at Joliet and other prisons: he had clenched his fists, but had kept a check upon himself. Didn’t Saint Paul say that the violent take heaven by storm? Perhaps he had barked up the wrong tree; perhaps he would be spewed out of His mouth for being too peaceful.


  Shutting the door, he went back to the fireside. Those lines of Longfellow had been no evocation. He put “The Long, Long Trail” on the old phonograph again, strolling about the room until the record ran out. There was an old print of a Great Lakes schooner on one wall that he liked. Beside it, he noticed, there seemed to be some pellets embedded in a closet doorjamb, but painted over, as if someone had fired a shotgun in the parlor in the old days. “The violent take it by storm . . .” He admired the grand piano; perhaps Allegra had learnt to play it. There were one or two big notches or gashes along one edge of the piano, varnished over, hard though that wood was. Then Frank sank into the big chair again and stared at the burning logs.


  Just how long he had dozed, he did not know. He woke abruptly. Had he heard a whisper, the faintest whisper? He tensed to spring up. But before he could move, he saw reflections in the tall mirror.


  Something had moved in the corner by the bookcase. No doubt about it: that small something had stirred again. Also something crept behind one of the satin sofas, and something else lurked near the piano. All these were at his back: he saw the reflections in the glass, as in a glass darkly, more alarming than physical forms. In this high shadowy room, the light of the kerosene lamp and of the seven candles did not suffice.


  From near the bookcase, the first of them emerged into candlelight; then came the second, and the third. They were giggling, but he could not hear them—only see their faces, and those not clearly. He was unable to stir, and the gooseflesh prickled all over him, and his hair rose at the back of his big head.


  They were three little girls, barefoot, in their long muslin nightgowns, ready for bed. One may have been as much as twelve years old, and the smallest was little more than a baby. The middle one was Allegra, tiny even for her tender years, and a little imp: he knew, he knew! They were playing Creepmouse.


  The three of them stole forward, Allegra in the lead, her eyes alight. He could see them plain now, and the dread was ebbing out of him. He might have risen and turned to greet them across the great gulf of time, but any action—why, what might it do to these little ones? Frank sat frozen in his chair, looking at the nimble reflections in the mirror, and nearer they came, perfectly silent. Allegra vanished from the glass, which meant that she must be standing just behind him.


  He must please them. Could he speak? He tried, and the lines came out hoarsely:


  “Down, down, down in Creepmouse Town


  All the lamps are low,


  And the little rodent feet . . ."


  He was not permitted to finish. Wow! There came a light tug at the curly white hair on the back of his head. O to talk with Allegra, the imp! Recklessly, he heaved his bulk out of the chair, and swung round—too late.


  The parlor door was closing. But from the hall came another whisper, ever so faint, ever so unmistakable: “Good night, Frank!” There followed subdued giggles, scampering, and then the silence once more.


  He strode to the parlor door. The hall was empty again, and the broad stair. Should he follow them up? No, all three would be abed now. Should he knock at Mama’s Room, muttering, “Mrs. Anthony, are the children all right?” No, he hadn’t the nerve for that, and it would be presumptuous. He had been given one moment of perception, and no more. Somehow he knew that they would not go so far as the garret floor. Ah, he needed fresh air! He snuffed out lamp and candles, except for one candlestick—Allegra’s—that he took with him. Out into the hall he went. He unfastened the front door with that oaken patch about the middle of it and stepped upon the porch, leaving the burning candle just within the hall. The wind had risen again, bringing more snow. It was black as sin outside, and the temperature must be thirty below.


  To him the wind bore one erratic peal of the desolate church bell of Anthonyville, and then another. How strong the blast must be through that belfry! Frank retreated inside from that unfathomable darkness and that sepulchral bell which seemed to toll for him. He locked the thick door behind him and screwed up his courage for the expedition to his room at the top of the old house.


  But why shudder? He loved them now, Allegra most of all. Up the broad stairs to the second floor he went, hearing only his own clumsy footfalls, and past the clay-sealed doors of the General and Father and Mama and Alice and Allegra and Edith. No one whispered, no one scampered.


  In Frank’s Room, he rolled himself in his blankets and quilt (had Allegra helped stitch the patchwork?), and almost at once the consciousness went out of him, and he must have slept dreamless for the first night since he was a farm boy.


  So profound had been his sleep, deep almost as death, that the siren may have been wailing for some minutes before at last it roused him. Frank knew that horrid sound. It had called for him thrice before, as he fled from prisons. Who wanted him now? He heaved his ponderous body out of the warm bed. The candle that he had brought up from the Sunday parlor and left burning all night was flickering in its socket, but by that flame he could see the hour on his watch: seven o’clock, too soon for dawn.


  Through the narrow skylight, as he flung on his clothes, the sky glowed an unnatural red, though it was long before sunup. The prison siren ceased to wail, as if choked off. Frank lumbered to the little frieze window and saw to the north, perhaps two miles distant, a monstrous mass of flames shooting high into the air. The prison was afire.


  Then came shots outside: first the bark of a heavy revolver, followed irregularly by blasts of shotguns or rifles. Frank was lacing his boots with a swiftness uncongenial to him. He got into his overcoat as there came a crashing and battering down below. That sound, too, he recognized, woodchopper that he had been: axes shattering the front door.


  Amid this pandemonium, Frank was too bewildered to grasp altogether where he was or even how this catastrophe might be fitted into the pattern of time. All that mattered was flight; the scheme of his escape remained clear in his mind. Pull up the chair below the skylight, heave yourself out to the upper roof, descend those iron rungs to the woodshed roof, make for the other side of the highway, then—why, then you must trust to circumstance, Frank. It’s that long, long trail a-winding for you.


  Now he heard a woman screaming within the house, and slipped and fumbled in his alarm. He had got upon the chair, opened the skylight, and was trying to obtain a good grip on the icy outer edge of the skylight frame, when someone knocked and kicked at the door of Frank’s room.


  Yet those were puny knocks and kicks. He was about to heave himself upward when, in a relative quiet—the screaming had ceased for a moment—he heard a little shrill voice outside his door, urgently pleading: “Frank, Frank, let me in!”


  He was arrested in flight as though great weights had been clamped to his ankles. That little voice he knew, as if it were part of him: Allegra’s voice.


  For a brief moment he still meant to scramble out the skylight. But the sweet little voice was begging. He stumbled off the chair, upset it, and was at the door in one stride.


  “Is that you, Allegra?”


  “Open it, Frank, please open it!”


  He turned the key and pulled the bolt. On the threshold the little girl stood, indistinct by the dying candlelight, terribly pale, all tears, frantic.


  Frank snatched her up. Ah, this was the dear real Allegra Anthony, all warm and soft and sobbing, flesh and blood! He kissed her cheek gently.


  She clung to him in terror, and then squirmed loose, tugging at his heavy hand: “Oh, Frank, come on! Come downstairs! They’re hurting Mama!”


  “Who is, little girl?” He held her tiny hand, his body quivering with dread and indecision. “Who’s down there, Allegra?”


  “The bad men! Come on, Frank!” Braver than he, the little thing plunged back down the garret stair into the blackness below.


  “Allegra! Come back here—come back now!” He bellowed it, but she was gone.


  Up two flights of stairs, there poured to him a tumult of shrieks, curses, laughter, breaking noises. Several men were below, their speech slurred and raucous. He did not need Allegra to tell him what kind of men they were, for he heard prison slang and prison foulness, and he shook all over. There still was the skylight.


  He would have turned back to that hole in the roof had not Allegra squealed in pain somewhere on the second floor. Dazed, trembling, unarmed, Frank went three steps down the garret staircase. “Allegra! Little girl! What is it, Allegra?”


  Someone was charging up the stair toward him. It was a burly man in the prison uniform, a lighted lantern in one hand and a glittering axe in the other. Frank had no time to turn. The man screeched obscenely at him and swung the axe.


  In those close quarters, wielded by a drunken man, it was a chancy weapon. The edge shattered the plaster wall; the flat of the blade thumped upon Frank’s shoulder. Frank, lurching forward, took the man by the throat with a mighty grip. They all tumbled pell-mell down the steep stairs—the two men, the axe, the lantern.


  Frank’s ursine bulk landed atop the stranger’s body, and Frank heard his adversary’s bones crunch. The lantern had broken and gone out. The convict’s head hung loose on his shoulders, Frank found as he groped for the axe. Then he trampled over the fallen man and flung himself along the corridor, gripping the axe helve. “Allegra! Allegra girl!”


  From the head of the main stair, he could see that the lamps and candles were burning in the hall and in the rooms of the ground floor. All three children were down there, wailing, and above their noise rose Mama’s shrieks again. A mob of men were stamping, breaking things, roaring with amusement and desire, shouting filth. A bottle shattered.


  His heart pounding as if it would burst out of his chest Frank hurried rashly down the stair and went, all crimson with fury, into the Sunday parlor, the double-bitted axe swinging in his hand. They all were there: the little girls, Mama, and five wild men. “Stop that!” Frank roared with all the power of his lungs. “You let them go!”


  Everyone in the parlor stood transfixed at that summons like the Last Trump. Allegra had been tugging pathetically at the leg of a dark man who gripped her mother’s waist, and the other girls sputtered and sobbed, cornered, as a tall man poured a bottle of whisky over them. Mrs. Anthony’s gown was ripped nearly its whole length, and a third man was bending her backward by her long hair, as if he would snap her spine. Near the hall door stood a man like a long lean rat, the Rat of Creepmouse Town, a shotgun on his arm, gape-jawed at Frank’s intervention. Guns and axes lay scattered about the Turkey carpet. By the fireplace, a fifth man had been heating the poker in the flames.


  For that tableau moment, they all stared astonished at the raving giant who had burst upon them; and the giant, puffing, stared back with his strange blue eyes. “O Frank!” Allegra sobbed: it was more command than entreaty—as if, Frank thought in a flash of insane mirth, he were like the boy in the fairy tale who could cry confidently “All heads off but mine!”


  He knew what these men were, the rats and bats of Creepmouse Town: the worst men in any prison, lifers who had made their hell upon earth, killers all of them and worse than killers. The rotten damnation showed in all those flushed and drunken faces. Then the dark man let go of Mama and said in relief, with a coughing laugh, “Hell, it’s only old Punkinhead Frank, clowning again! Have some fun for yourself, Frank boy!”


  “Hey, Frank,” Ratface asked, his shotgun crooked under his arm, “where'd the old man keep his money?”


  Frank towered there perplexed, the berserker-lust draining out of him—almost bashful—and frightened worse than ever before in all his years on the trail. What should he shout now? What should he do? Who was he to resist such perfect evil? They were five to one, and those five were fiends from down under, and that one a coward. Long ago he had been weighed in the balance and found wanting.


  Mama was the first to break the tableau. Her second captor had relaxed his clutch upon her hair; she prodded the little girls before her and leaped for the door.


  The hair-puller was after her at once, but she bounded past Ratface’s shotgun, which had wavered toward Frank, and Alice and Edith were ahead of her. Allegra, her eyes wide and desperate, tripped over the rungs of a broken chair. Everything happened in half a second. The hair-puller caught Allegra by her little ankle.


  Then Frank bellowed again, loudest in all his life, and he swung his axe high above his head and downward, a skillful dreadful stroke, catching the hair-puller’s arm just below the shoulder. At once the man began to scream and spout, while Allegra fled after her mother.


  Falling, the hair-puller collided with Ratface, spoiling his aim, but one barrel of the shotgun fired, and Frank felt pain in his side. His bloody axe on high, he hulked between the five men and the door.


  All the men’s faces were glaring at Frank, incredulously, as if demanding how he dared stir against them. Three convicts were scrabbling tipsily for weapons on the floor. As Frank strode among them, he saw the expression on those faces change from gloating to desperation. Just as his second blow descended, there passed through his mind a kind of fleshy collage of death he had seen once at a farmyard gate: the corpses of five weasels nailed to a gatepost by the farmer, their frozen open jaws agape like damned souls in hell.


  “All heads off but mine!” Frank heard himself braying. “All heads off but mine!” He hacked and hewed, his own screams of lunatic fury drowning their screams of terror.


  For less than three minutes, shots, thuds, shrieks, crashes, terrible wailing. They could not get past him to the doorway.


  “Come on!” Frank was raging as he stood in the middle of the parlor. “Come on, who’s next? All heads off but mine! Who’s next?”


  There came no answer but a ghastly rattle from one of the five heaps that littered the carpet. Blood-soaked from hair to boots, the berserker towered alone, swaying where he stood.


  His mind began to clear. He had been shot twice, Frank guessed, and the pain at his heart was frightful. Into his frantic consciousness burst all the glory of what he had done, and all the horror.


  He became almost rational: he must count the dead. One upstairs, five here. One, two, three, four, five heaps. That was correct: all present and accounted for, Frank boy, Punkinhead Frank, Crazy Frank. All dead and accounted for. Had he thought that thought before? Had he taken that mock roll before? Had he wrought this slaughter twice over, twice in this same old room?


  But where were Mama and the little girls? They mustn’t see this blood-splashed inferno of a parlor. He was looking at himself in the tall mirror, and he saw a bear-man loathsome with his own blood and others’ blood. He looked like the Wild Man of Borneo. In abhorrence he flung his axe aside. Behind him sprawled the reflections of the hacked dead.


  Fighting down his heart pain, he reeled into the hall. “Little girls! Mrs. Anthony! Allegra, O Allegra!” His voice was less strong. “Where are you? It’s safe now!”


  They did not call back. He labored up the main stair, clutching his side. “Allegra, speak to your Frank!” They were in none of the bedrooms.


  He went up the garret stair, whatever the agony, then beyond Frank’s Room to the cupola stair, and ascended that slowly, gasping hard. They were not in the cupola. Might they have run out among the trees? In that cold dawn, he stared on every side; he thought his sight was beginning to fail.


  He could see no one outside the house. The drifts still choked the street beyond the gateposts, and those two boulders protruded impassive from untrodden snow. Back down the flights of stairs he made his way, clutching at the rail, at the wall. Surely the little girls hadn’t strayed into that parlor butcher shop? He bit his lip and peered into the Sunday parlor.


  The bodies all were gone. The splashes and ropy strands of blood all were gone. Everything stood in perfect order, as if violence never had touched Tamarack House. The sun was rising, and sunlight filtered through the shutters. Within fifteen minutes the trophies of his savage victory had disappeared.


  It was like the recurrent dream which had tormented Frank when he was little: he separated from Mother in the dark, wandering solitary in empty lanes, no soul alive in all the universe but little Frank. Yet those tremendous axe blows had severed living flesh and blood, and for one moment, there on the stairs, he had held in his arms a tiny quick Allegra: of that reality he did not doubt at all.


  Wonder subduing pain, he staggered to the front door. It stood unshattered. He drew the bar and turned the key, and went down the stone steps into the snow. He was weak now, and did not know where he was going. Had he done a Signal Act? Might the Lord give him one parting glimpse of little Allegra, somewhere among these trees? He slipped in a drift, half rose, sank again, crawled. He found himself at the foot of one of those boulders—the farther one, the stone he had not inspected.


  The snow had fallen away from the face of the bronze tablet. Clutching the boulder, Frank drew himself up. By bringing his eyes very close to the tablet, he could read the words, a dying man panting against deathless bronze:


  In loving memory of


  FRANK


  a spirit in prison, made for eternity


  who saved us and died for us


  January 14, 1915


  “Why, if the Soul can fling the Dust aside,


  And naked on the Air of Heaven ride,


  Were’t not a Shame—were’t not a Shame for him


  In this clay carcass crippled to abide?”


  Lex Talionis


  (1979)
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  “So ye shall not pollute the land wherein ye are:


  for blood it defileth the land: and the land


  cannot be cleansed of the blood that is shed


  therein, but by the blood of him that shed it.”


  —Numbers, xxxv, 33


  As twilight sank upon the wrack and glitter of the old city, Eddie Mahaffy walked beneath the great bridge and through the empty streets that ran parallel with the levee. Despite all the mercury-vapor streetlights, the old people and the drunken and the drugged and the desperately poor who still were compelled to inhabit these fallen streets did not venture out after six o'clock. The vacant lots, a legacy of urban “renewal,” were abandoned to two-footed predators, who had slim pickings.


  But Eddie Mahaffy—or Eddie Cain, as he had called himself since leaving the prison—sauntered on, immune, the mercury-vapor glare ghastly on his face. He had come to know who he was and what he was, a rare endowment, a gift of grace; and he walked with shoulders back, chest out, unassailable in his shabby black suit with the black sweater beneath it and the stained black hat slanted over his eyes. Few saw him; none touched him. “I don’t worry, ’cause it makes no difference now.” The lyric ran round and round in his head, and he whistled it softly.


  Then a big black glossy car purred alongside him; drew slightly ahead of him; paused, the motor idling. Two men were in the front seat: expensively and flashily dressed, heavy-lidded, with the look of corruption about them. The man nearest Eddie beckoned. “Say . . .”


  Eddie walked over to the car, an act imprudent in these streets, and put his hand upon the door where the glass had been drawn down. Eddie did not recognize the man; yet the one, or perhaps the brace of them, might recollect Eddie from prison; he could not be sure. Although as time is reckoned it could not have been a great while since he had left the prison, Eddie’s memories of those captive years were vague enough: he swaying between death and life in the prison infirmary, there had descended upon him something like grace, and he had been changed. Those years behind the wall had faded like dreams.


  “Say, don’t I know you?” The man peering at Eddie from the car would be somebody big in a troll realm, some grand pusher or procurer, thinking he might make use of a fellow with Eddie’s scarred face and Eddie’s way of walking; oh, he may have had a glimpse or two of Eddie in the prison, like enough, but couldn’t quite place him.


  “Yes,” said Eddie, clearly and almost cordially, “I’m Sergeant Cain, Vice Squad.”


  The driver shifted and stepped on the gas with wonderful celerity; the car rushed away from Eddie so abruptly that he spun around on the pavement, chuckling as he regained his balance. The offense of impersonating a police officer had its rewards.


  Eddie strolled on, darkness settling about him. The sudden appearance and vanishing of that pair of hoody crows—did it signify something rough? Was it the presentiment of some event dashing fast upon him? Since he had been made an instrument, waiting upon the Lord’s will, he had come to understand that “coincidences” never occur; that all is design infinitely complex, rather; that what was intended for him must happen, not his to question why. This was the first time since his liberation that a revenant from the prison had whirred past Eddie, like a spent bullet past a soldier’s ear. Was he to encounter some other fragment from a vanished life, and soon? Then he had best pray.


  His casual sauntering had brought him near to the old cathedral, isolated now amidst parking lots empty at this hour. With reason, churches locked their doors at nightfall nowadays; but there were lights visible behind the painted glass of those tall windows. Eddie went briskly up the stone steps and pushed open the heavy door. The handsome, venerable, restored interior, with hits high ceiling of blue called Eddie in. He removed his hat, touched his forehead with consecrated water, genuflected. “Christ came to save sinners, of whom I am the chief.”


  A dozen people, with a priest talking to them, were gathered near the high altar—perhaps a wedding-rehearsal party. Nobody noticed Eddie Mahaffy, Eddie Cain. He made his soundless way from little side chapel to little side chapel, kneeling at every prie-dieu, praying in turn to each saint: John Bosco, Gregory the Great, Rose of Lima, Augustine of Hippo, Francis de Sales, Mary Mother of God. “Pray for us sinners now and at the hour of our death . . ." In the chapel shadows, indiscernible, beyond time and space and circumstance, he implored these saints’ intercession.


  He prayed for the off-duty policeman who had been shot, without malice aforethought, outside O’Leary’s Bar; for Uncle Chris, who had thought himself invulnerable, gunned down some months later in an act of bravado; for Joseph, the L’Anse Indian, crippled for life in that same silly shoot-out; for all the inmates of the prison, and for the souls in purgatory. He prayed earnestly before the images of Joseph the Worker, of Thomas of Canterbury, of (a new one!) Elizabeth Seton.


  Last of all, with self-contempt and gratitude and even hope, he prayed for himself. “Faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.” The Lord, who out of his unfathomable judgment had made the shrew, kept a place for such a one as the believing crucified thief, perhaps even for such a one as Eddie Cain. “I believe, O Lord; help Thou my unbelief.”


  During those weeks of agony in the prison infirmary, he had learned to meditate and to pray. What a gift to the unworthy! During his two years as a novice, in that Pennsylvania monastery, before he had gone to sea—early years that he recalled far better than the later prison years—he had not mastered the art of meditation. All the novices had been required to meditate, as a body, for an hour a day, within the chapel. Eddie had sat there one afternoon, desperately struggling to restrain vagrant thoughts. Near him had sat another novice, his eyelids lowered, his young face beatific, sunk in contemplation, perhaps adrift on the blessed via negativa. How Eddie had envied him, that foul vice rising even in the chapel! But at the end of the meditation hour, all the novices except one had risen and filed out, Eddie among them. The single exception had been the novice with the beatific face—who had remained there kneeling, sound asleep.


  We sleep away our sensual existence, Eddie thought; we forget the end. Yet upon some, in their agony of tribulation, the Dove descends; and those are taught how to contemplate and how to pray. Only this was left to Eddie now, and it sufficed.


  He prayed that if his encounter with the two men in the big car had been a presage—why, that the cup might pass from him; and yet, “Thy will be done, O Lord, not mine.” He prayed that the punishment might be lifted from him at last, after much expiation. “But Thy will be done.”


  Beyond time, he knelt in a deep but dazzling dark, all cloaked and dim. From this he was roused by a quavering voice.


  “Anybody here? Anybody still in the church?”


  Eddie glanced around him, rising from his knees. A little distance away, a custodian or a sacristan—they used to call them that, but they had discarded vestments now—had begun to lock up; the old man must have caught some doubtful glimpse of Eddie in the shadows.


  “Pardon me,” said Eddie. “I was out of myself.”


  “Oh!” The custodian startled sharply, peering in the direction of Eddie’s voice. Eddie passed down a side aisle, not very close to the old man, who stammered uneasily, “Well, we’re closing up now, brother.” The custodian craned his neck, trying to make out this stranger more clearly.


  “Thanks for calling me ‘brother,’ ” Eddie murmured, "but I’m in no order.” He passed through the great portal, the locker-up shuffling hesitantly after him. What with the black suit and sweater, it had been natural enough that he should be mistaken for a monk—and especially with his hat off, for Eddie was nearly bald, and the red hair remaining to him ran tonsurelike over his ears and around the back of his skull. “Mea culpa, mea maxima culpa,” Eddie murmured as he passed into the night; but the man locking the door did not seem altogether reassured. Doubtless sacred vessels had been taken from this church, in recent years, by vessels for dishonor.


  “Pax,"said Eddie to nobody in particular, strolling on. Presently he heard himself whistling again: “I don’t worry, ’cause it makes no difference now.”


  Having made his way, seemingly aimless, along many silent blocks, he found himself approaching a lighted old-fashioned restaurant front: Old Town Bar and Grill. All about the place lay dereliction, in part the gnawing of time’s tooth, in part the deliberate achievement of civic “renewers.” Some nearby houses with steep-pitched roofs were “moth-balled,” like naval vessels left over from a war, as if restoration were intended—surprising, in this city. Right out to the suburbs of the thirties, within three decades, the city had rotted; it had been as if some diabolic impulse of destruction had conquered everyone and everything.


  Eddie liked the look of the old-fangled eating house, a staunch lonely survivor of a healthier time in this city. Somehow he never had happened upon the place before. Should he go in and sit down?


  Now why had this notion come into his head? Was it bound up with the presage of an hour or more earlier? Would something come upon him in The Old Town Bar and Grill? “Your sins will find you out?” Yet the impulse was strong in him, as if communicated; and with foreboding, he entered.


  It was a big, cheerful room, with promise of other rooms beyond; it conveyed a general impression of faded elegance. There was a long walnut bar, positively venerable, that Eddie would have fancied mightily in his drinking days. The polished dark wainscoting was old, and the tables and chairs seemed old, too. Some enterprising imaginative souls must keep this restaurant together despite the ruin of the streets all round about; perhaps they were a youngish couple who did a tolerable lunch-hour trade. Eddie would have liked to congratulate them upon their fortitude.



  An immense baroque mirror was fixed to the wall behind the bar, and Eddie saw himself shadowed therein: his pale face with the tonsure of flaming hair, his thin lips, his wiry gaunt body, his deep-set eyes. What wonder that he had given a turn to the old custodian dimly perceiving him in the cathedral?


  Eddie sat down at a little table. There were few customers this midnight, and some of those customers were fashionable, and some of them scruffy. The former relished the atmosphere, no doubt; the latter must be locals from the mansions now divided into apartments. Nobody, not even the waitress clearing tables, noticed Eddie. He felt at ease.


  But only for a moment. For suddenly he observed a big man on a stool at the bar, his profile turned toward Eddie. This was an exceedingly rough customer, and Eddie had seen him before; but never had expected or desired to encounter him again.


  The man wore jeans, a blue short-sleeved shirt, and a disreputable cap; his coat was flung over the next stool. He was muscular almost beyond belief—the sort of man who exercises in gyms most of the day—and his massive arms were covered with tattoos. This Hercules had the face of a satyr. The man was scowling—he must always have been scowling, which often is a mark that lust has cast out love forever—and his tawny eyes were tigerish. Lounging predatorily there, he looked as nasty and as formidable a character as any connoisseur of brutal types could hope to encounter. In many years at sea and in the prison, Eddie had not set eyes upon a better specimen of tough depravity; why, the man was the perfection of his type. What was his name? “Butte”—that was it; everybody in the prison had called him Butte, because once he had been a Montana miner.


  Then the man saw Eddie, and Eddie felt a revulsion immerse him. Why had this been put upon him? And incredulous ugly grin spread over Butte’s sullen face, and he swaggered across the floor and sat down at the table. Eddie rose.


  “Where you goin’?” asked Butte, indignant.


  “Wherever you aren’t.” Eddie moved toward the next table.


  “Here, wait a minute! Hold on, pal! Don’t be choosy—you’re jest like me, Monk.”


  It had been “Butte”—though he was no beauty—in the prison, and “Monk” in the prison. Butte had had plenty of pals there: a big man behind the walls, one of the inmates who had been the real authorities in that caricature of society, a master of the inverted high justice, the middle and the low. Butte had done well for himself in the prison. To everybody else there—even his toadies—he had done ill.


  “You’re jest like me, buster!” Butte repeated.


  “Too true,” said Eddie. He sat down opposite Butte, resigned, an instrument. To himself, silently, “Pray for us sinners now and at the hour of our death.”


  “That’s more like it, good buddy. Thirsty?” Butte signaled a tall waitress with an admirable figure. “Hey, babe, bring me another boilermaker an’ his helper, an’ give the Monk anythin’ in the world—jest anythin’ he wants, get it, kid?”


  “What monk, where?” the tall girl asked. “You kidding, mister?”


  “I don’t drink,” Eddie murmured to Butte.


  “You puttin’ me on, buster?” Butte cackled. “Well, make it a double boilermaker for me, luscious.” He reached out to pat the waitress, but she shied and returned to the bar.


  “Cute kid there, hey, Monk? She ain’t too bright, but she really struts her stuff, don’t she? Stuck up, though. I been askin’ ’bout her: name’s Mary. She’s married but separated. Reckon some lazy dark night I’ll foller her home an’ teach her a few facts o’ life—slap her around a little for a start, you know, Monk.”


  “I don’t know,” said Eddie.


  “Oh yeah? Stop tryin’ to put me on, pal. You was in for homocide an’ armed robbery; you ain’t no saint. But if you’re on the wagon, that’s all right tonight. One of us has got to be cold sober, and it sure ain’t gonna be me.”


  “Now listen,” said Eddie. “I didn’t come in here looking for you; I didn’t know you were within a thousand miles of this place. What you did to me is nothing now, and you’re nothing. We’re told to forgive our enemies: I forgive you. All you have to do is get up and walk out of this bar: I won’t come after you. You go your way, I go mine: if I call it quits, why shouldn’t you? I’m giving you a chance you never gave anybody. I’m letting this cup pass from me.”


  Butte leaned forward across the table, trying to look confidentially genial. “I don’t get your line, good buddy, but I need you. I need you real bad, coupla hours from now.”


  The world is full of men like this nowadays, Eddie thought: men like ghouls, subsisting on the flesh of a civilization that has forgotten its own ends, even protected by the laws that once were made to restrain them. It would be pleasant to think that such men eventually are hoisted on their own petard, in some narrow corner; but one can’t be sure of that—not sure at all. Some bishop had said that though heaven isn’t necessary to the scheme of salvation, hell is necessary; divine love made hell. A man like this Butte could swagger through life, enjoying all the vices, his very occasional punishments so many more opportunities for fraud, concupiscence, violence, atrocious acts; and nothing much might be done to him here below. But hereafter? If it weren’t for that “hereafter,” there’d be no justice in the nature of things. Old Pelagius, with his soft doctrine of universal salvation through universal human goodness, had been the worst of all heretics.


  What Eddie said aloud was, “Get lost. I don’t need you, and you don’t need me. Now mark me: for you, I’m a dangerous character.”


  Butte shook with harsh laughter, slapping his powerful thigh, so that the few customers at the bar or the tables turned to stare at him, and the bartender whispered something to the open-mouthed, fine-figured waitress.


  “Ain’t we both?” Butte demanded. “Ain’t we both dangerous characters, Monk?”


  “Quiet down,” said Eddie. “I’m not your good buddy, and I’ve got reason not to be. You’re high on more than whiskey. There’s nothing you can do for me or to me.”


  “Yeah, yeah, I’ll cool it, Monk. You nervous? Mebbe carryin’ a rod with no permit?” Eddie shook his head. “Well, all right, Monk, there’s too many damn jerks in here. There’s a place out that door, open-air, where we kin yak: come on, Monk boy.” He showed Eddie into a kind of courtyard, the night sky above, and urged him into a rustic chair.


  They were alone in dim light. Into the walls of this court were set pieces of carved stone from demolished buildings of the blighted neighborhood: the lintel of a bank’s doorway, even part of the balustrade of some vanished house. It was all rather deathly, in a handsome way.


  “Pretty fancy joint, eh, Monk?”


  “Sure,” said Eddie. “What do you have to say before I go?”


  “You ain’t goin’, Monk; I gotta have your help.”


  “You can’t stop me; there isn’t anything you can do to me now.”


  Butte stared at him malignly. “You was a lifer, Monk. I got parole while you were still in the infirmary, but you didn’t have no connections. How’d you get parole, Monk?”


  “I didn’t.”


  “You mean they pardoned you?”


  “No.”


  “That’s what I thought, good buddy. It’s easier gettin’ away if you’re in the infirmary than if you’re in the yard, ain’t it?”


  Eddie was silent.


  “They want you back there at the prison, Monk, so set down. I could turn you in.”


  “You’d do that?”


  “Hell, I could grab you right now an’ tell the barkeep to call the pigs. You better believe it, Monk.”


  The man was quite perfect, in his way: no spark of charity in him, not one. Butte had been serving a term for rape, back in the prison, but there had been a long string of felony convictions before that, Eddie knew. And always Butte had been released after a few months: he did have connections, and it was advisable for certain people to make sure that Butte wouldn’t talk too much behind bars.


  “Anyhow,” Butte was saying, “there’s mebbe twenty grand for you in this, Monk. You sure could use money like that, pal; it’d be like I was payin’ you back for what I done to you in prison. Twenty grand, buddy: all the dope an’ whiskey an’ women that money’ll buy, Monk boy. Like the sound o’ that? You ain’t joined up with no Salvation Army, huh?”


  “I don’t like the sound of it,” said Eddie.


  “Not like dope an’ whiskey an’ wild, wild women?” Butte suddenly reached across the table, as if to poke Eddie jocularly in the ribs—but actually to tell whether the Monk was wearing a gun, Eddie guessed. He drew back before Butte’s huge hand could touch him.


  “I’m not carrying an armory,” Eddie told him sharply, “but watch yourself.”


  “Okay, okay, no harm meant.” Butte grinned like a crocodile. “But you can’t put me on, friend, not old Butte. Why, what in hell’s worth gettin’ but them three things?”


  Butte actually believed what he was saying, Eddie knew. Sickened by Butte’s talk, Eddie let himself be swept back into the memory of the day he had stood up to Butte in the prison. Here at the table, Butte growled on, sometimes wheedling, sometimes menacing; but Eddie ignored him, being lost in a frightful recollection of things past.


  Eddie had kept to himself in prison, taken orders obediently, done his work; he had been regarded by most of the other convicts as a “religious nut.” After a few months, the deputy warden—appreciative of model prisoners—had assigned Eddie to the prison library, having noticed a good deal of formal schooling on Eddie’s records.


  The way to survive in the terrestrial hell of the prison had been to keep uninvolved. He had been so counseled by his cellmate, a grim-faced gentle giant named Frank Sarsfield, practically the only other inmate who didn’t lard every sentence with monotonous obscenities.


  The actual lords of the prison had been Butte and his gang, deft at extortion and at cruel and unusual punishments. They had left Eddie the Monk pretty much unmolested—partly, he had known, because it was wise not to drive lifers to desperation—they did not have much to lose if it came to a showdown—and partly because “religious nuts” had been looked upon as potentially dangerous to rational criminals.


  But that one day Eddie had exploded. There had been a foolish smooth-faced boy, not bad by nature, sentenced for negligent homicide—held responsible for a car crash—and Butte and his gang liked having fun with that kind. Passing by the machine shop, Eddie had heard a rumpus, and had looked inside, and had seen what Butte was doing to the poor kid.


  The blood-red tide, the raging anger of old kerns and gallowglasses, had flooded into Eddie. He had been a lightweight boxer in the navy; and he had gone for Butte in the machine shop. For a few minutes, Eddie’s old skill had driven Butte back. Then the big man’s bulk and muscles had told, and Eddie had lost a tooth, and his face had become a pulp, but still he had fought on, mockingly ringed by Butte’s chums, knocked down, rising again with a bubbling scream of fury, on and on, until at last Butte had ended it by drawing a knife. Eddie had fallen with the shiv between his ribs, and the gang kicking him about the head. Later, in the infirmary, he had been told that Frank Sarsfield had called the deputy warden and extricated his cellmate.


  After that was some memory of operations, transfusions, complications, more operations, the news that Butte had been paroled, Sarsfield sitting by his bed quoting Omar Khayyam, coma, astounding visions, dim wakings, visions of grace, a wavering at the gates . . . And here he was, face to face with Butte again; but Eddie Mahaffy, Eddie Cain, so changed, was now an instrument—no free agent. Saint Augustine said we ought to hate the sin but love the sinner. Such was the counsel of perfection. Who ever had loved Butte? Such magnanimity could be expected only of great saints; and, as Butte had observed, Eddie was no saint at all.


  “You’re the only guy that really stood up to me in prison, Eddie,” Butte was saying patronizingly, “an’ I give you credit. So when you walk in here tonight, I says to myself, ‘Brother, you’re in luck. There’s jest the boy I need for a helper.’ ” Butte had two more shots of whiskey before him.


  “What kind of help?” Eddie demanded, poker-faced. “Your kind always has a pal or two around.”


  “Well, I had me a pardner, but he got hisself picked up yesterday for something’ that got nothin’ to do with this here sure thing; an’ so I set here, not wantin’ to go it alone, an’ the time I counted on jest a few hours off—an’ you showed up! Listen, Monk, I’ll split even with you, an’ there ain’t no damn risk to it. You couldn’t ask better’n that, hey?”


  “What would I need to do?”


  “Now you’re talkin’! Here it is; there’s one old house, great big place, with more’n forty grand stashed there, an’ nobody livin’ in it. It’s jest five minutes’ easy work, Monk, an’ I got the tools for it in a swiped car outside. We hit the house at three tonight—there’s nobody in the block ’cept mebbe some junkies sleepin’ in wrecked houses—an’ then me and you is in the bucks, buster.”


  “If it’s that easy, why split with anybody?”


  Butte, shifting in his chair, glanced aside. “Feel a little easier that way, that’s all. The house is from Deadsville, pal. Here, take a look at this, an’ you’ll git the picture.”


  Butte produced from his billfold a newspaper clipping, the date on it three months old. It was a long story, and the heading ran, “Old Couple, Pretty Niece Murdered in Palatial Setting.”


  Glancing through the article, Eddie gathered that a retired physician, an old-school doctor, had lived with his elderly wife and a sixteen-year-old niece in a big inherited house; the neighborhood, once splendid, had gone to pieces swiftly in little more than ten years, but the old doctor had stuck to his father’s and grandfather’s mansion. That house had been one of the few remaining pillars of order in the vicinity of Lafayette Square. The doctor’s love for his house had been a fatal attachment.


  For after five days during which no one had seen the old couple or the niece, the police had investigated, and had found in the deep cellar the bodies of all three. There had been a fourth corpse besides: that of a kind of handyman who had been given regular access to the house. There had been a kitchen knife in the handyman’s back. The two women had been bound and tortured, the girl ravished, and their throats cut; apparently the old doctor had died of heart failure, under stress.


  More than a thousand dollars in bills had lain scattered around the handyman’s body. The police discovered that the handyman, who had used various aliases, had been a heroin addict with a long string of arrests.


  So far as the police had been able to piece the affair together, it appeared that the handyman, Harry, had been caught in the act of robbing a wall safe. Presumably Harry had turned on his employers with a knife, murdering the two women; but the old doctor, vigorous for his years, somehow must have managed to stab Harry in the back—and then fallen dead from a heart attack.


  The story went on to describe the antique furnishing, the former glories of the house (the doctor had been straitened by investment losses), and the speedy decline of the neighborhood. A score of similar homicides and rapes by armed robbers during the preceding four months were listed.


  In this year of our Lord . . . Eddie crossed himself before handing back the clipping to Butte, who had lit a cigarette complacently. “How do you come into this?”


  “That thousand on the cellar floor was chicken feed, Monk, left there to fool the pigs.” Butte licked his lips. “The real bundle’s still in the house.” He spoke sotto voce. “Me an’ Harry had a real long interestin’ session with that there high-school tease, while she lasted.”


  Eddie closed his eyes. He had not been transformed utterly: the blood-red tide flooded upon him for a moment. His lids still shut, he asked, “Why did you stick your helper?”


  There came a silence; Eddie opened his eyes and stared inquisitively at Butte, who was looking at the tiles of the pavement.


  “Hell, Monk boy, it was the other way round: I was Harry’s helper; he knowed about the old doc keepin’ so much cash in the wall safe ’cause he got hurt on the stock market. If I hadn’t of helped Harry, some other smart guy would. But Harry had to go, as things turned out in that Deadsville cellar. Buster, you should’ve seen the spiders down there! Well, this Harry was a junkie, real spaced out that there night, you better believe me, an’ so help me, Hannah, it was him that polished off the women while I was lookin’ for more money. Honest to God, Harry went crazy wild, an’ he might of give it to me, too; anyway, he’d of yakked about the fun he had. I couldn’t of let him do that, could I?”


  Eddie put his hands across his face. Now he knew that his presentiment earlier that night had been genuine. For his sins, he had been sent to this place and this brute, this torturing creature worse than an ape, this triumphant psychopath, Butte. Eddie sighed audibly, guessing the end, and asked, “How could you have left forty thousand dollars in the house?”


  “It was in big bills—century notes, pal—an’ at the time I hadn’t no way to launder them. Would I want to be picked up with that stuff on me, or had them found in my pad? So what’s the safest place for the loot? Why, that there house itself.


  “I could allus go back; I’d taken keys offen Harry; just let the heat die down, an’ then git in again some night. I stashed the stuff in a place nobody’d guess, you better believe me. Like I figured, nobody’d rent or buy the place, after what happened there—not for a hell of a while, anyhow, an’ not by a long shot in that there neighborhood. The house is all boarded up, Monk, an’ the local kids ain’t broke in—’cause they think about haunts. But a coupla days ago I hear tell that the place is goin’ to be knocked down, there bein’ no sale for it. The wreckers might start in next week, an’ the furniture’s goin’ out tomorrow, so I’m gittin’ my bundle out tonight.


  “See, I figured the whole damn thing right, good buddy: the pigs did pick me up for questionin’, knowin’ as I’d palled with Harry, but o’ course I didn’t know nothin’ an’ they didn’t find nothin’. So after tonight, Monk, me an’ you are ridin’ high.”


  Eddie, his chin in his right hand, studied Butte impassively. “What’s to stop you from going there alone? Do you figure there’s something waiting for you in that cellar? Something creepy-crawly?”


  “You could scream your head off in that street,” Butte grunted, “an’ the pigs wouldn’t come, not there, not in the middle o’ the night, mebbe not in the daylight.”


  Eddie persisted. “Thinking about—ghosts?”


  The big man balled his fists. “Shut up!”


  Eddie smiled his thin-lipped smile and closed his eyes again. It’s odd, he thought, how in many people the dread of spooks has outlasted that fear of God which is the beginning of wisdom. This debauched gorilla-man, believing in nothing else, still could quiver at a footfall on a stair, a glimpse of something white around a corner. Had Butte seen or heard something unsettling, something inexplicable, while hiding the money in that desecrated house?


  “The old doctor and his wife and the girl seem to have been decent people,” Eddie resumed, aloud, taking no notice of Butte’s curses. “Harmless alive, harmless dead. Those three innocents are gone to where they can’t be touched; they won’t lurk to catch an animal like you. As for dead Harry, he wouldn’t be any tougher wrapped in a bedsheet, would he? Ghosts! The silly notions people have about ghosts . . . Of course there are fundamentalist types who’d say you might find demons in that cellar, ready to pitchfork you in your own very private hell; but you couldn’t meet a worse devil than yourself. At the core, you’re a coward, Butte.”


  He thought that Butte would leap at him—in which event, Butte would get more than he bargained for. But the man’s heavy face, swollen suddenly by a rush of blood, subsided as swiftly. “Come on, you religious nut,” Butte snarled. “The car’s in the lot jest outside.”


  Eddie went with him unprotesting. No longer was this a mere matter of a grudge over what had been done to him in the prison; for whatever purpose, he had been sent to Butte.


  They were driving, Eddie guessed, toward Lafayette Square. Butte, silent and brooding, now and then glanced from the corner of his eye at his partner-victim. Low cunning frequently underestimates the awareness of its intended prey. Eddie knew beyond any doubt that Butte meant to leave the corpse of this “good buddy” in the abandoned house this night, or else in the river. Also he knew that Butte was not bright enough to surmise that his conscript partner saw through the scheme.


  In justice, why shouldn’t the cadaver of Eddie Mahaffy, Eddie Cain, be flung away like so much garbage? He was a killer himself, and for what he had done in O’Leary’s Bar, he had not yet atoned in full.


  From birth, perhaps, this essence called Eddie Mahaffy, Eddie Cain, had been a bundle of contradictions. He had aspired to be a saint, when quite small, and later, too; he had succeeded in becoming a practical sinner. The relish for risk, denial, experience far out of the ordinary, moves sinners and saints both. But though both saint and sinner thirst after adventures, the path for the sinner is broader and more traveled. Eddie had fallen into it, though sometimes turning back out of remorse.


  A gunner on a destroyer; then a novice whose words flew up, whose thoughts remained below; next a merchant seaman; then, emulating Uncle Chris and high on dope, an armed robber; finally a jailbird. He had been passionate in his evil, equally passionate in what little good he ever had done. Now passion was spent, or almost all of it, and he was comrade to the beast called Butte.


  “What you whistlin’?” Butte asked, annoyed.


  “I didn’t know I was. But it comes to me, good buddy; it’s called ‘The Pig Got Up and Slowly Walked Away.’ Do you know the lyrics? ‘Yes, the pig got up and hung his head in shame . . .’ ”


  “Shut up!” Butte commanded. Butte drove on slowly, through dismal back streets of the half-gutted city, careful not to attract attention from any passing patrol car, not meaning to reach the house before three o’clock, when even the neighborhood junkies should lie in the arms of Morpheus.


  Eddie indulged himself in reverie. If he was not careful, sometimes reverie—as distinguished from meditation—whirled him back to the night at O’Leary’s Bar. That happened now.


  Chris Mahaffy had planned it. Uncle Chris, a humorous, ruinous man, grown gray in exciting crime, running fantastic risks for the risks’ sake while burglarizing banks, had dared Eddie to prove his nerve. It was an idle unemployed time for Eddie, an hour of depression of spirit, of the noonday devil. Let him be tested by just a little stickup, Chris proposed. This was to be for the fun of it: they’d hurt nobody, and after buying themselves a good dinner with the proceeds, they might even put the surplus cash into an envelope and mail it back to O’Leary, he being a good enough sort. Was Eddie up to this? Sure he was; a wild mood was upon him that day and night, and he would take any man’s dare. Also Uncle Chris had given him something from Turkey to reinforce his resolution.


  Chris and the Indian waited outside, the motor of Chris’s car running. Eddie Mahaffy manfully strode into the bar, thinking himself twenty feet tall, shot out the lights, bowled over the bartender and snatched the money from the register. Everybody was yelling; Eddie didn’t care. He swaggered back toward the car, but a burly man rushed out of the bar and hit him on the side of the head with a blackjack. Uncle Chris, with his iron nerves, slid agilely out of the driver’s seat and grappled with the man; Joseph bundled dazed Eddie into the back seat.


  Then Chris’s gun went off. He hadn’t meant it to—he had been trying to pistol-whip the burly man—but it happened, and the burly man fell, and Uncle Chris was back in the driver’s seat, and they roared off.


  They had been trapped at a roadblock some hours later, and several witnesses had been produced the next day. The three of them might have got clear had it not been for the deliberate risks that Chris had chosen all along. Yet Chris hadn’t counted upon the dead man having been an off-duty police officer, which fact had intensified the pursuit.


  Chris and Joseph solemnly had sworn that they had entertained no faintest notion that their companion Eddie had intended to rob, or did rob, O’Leary’s Bar; Chris had been rather vexingly pious on the witness stand.


  Those two had been acquitted—for Chris, like this Butte, had possessed connections and a talented mouthpiece—but Eddie had been sentenced to life imprisonment. He had pleaded guilty, and had not testified in his own defense; he had not hinted that Uncle Chris’s gun had done the business. For, accidents aside, hadn’t he been guiltier than Chris? He never had seen Chris after the trial. But the Indian had visited Eddie in the jail, before sentence had been passed, and had said simply—his black eyes regarding Eddie almost with affection—“You are good of heart, Eddie.”


  Chris Mahaffy had been born crooked; Eddie had not; therefore Eddie was the greater sinner. Within limits, in life the will is free, if only to choose among evils. Eddie had chosen the path to Avernus. This had been his first felony, though, and his last.


  Now he was Eddie Cain, perfectly solitary; and so far as freedom of the will went, his play was played out. There was reserved for Eddie only the possibility of inexplicable infinite mercy; and the plea that he had sinned more from folly than from malice. Yet how far removed was he from this Butte? To linger forever in company with Butte—that would be hell indeed, “to sit by Satanas the fiend.” Pray now, Eddie, pray sitting here in this car beside as vile a man as may be found. Eddie Cain, praise Him from all blessings flow that here, but for the grace of God, drive you.


  “This here is it, Monk,” Butte told him, his voice subdued. Butte drove the car stealthily into a short alley and then into a brick-paved yard beside a dilapidated carriage house. As they got out, Eddie noticed that Butte’s hands were shaking.


  The tall, dark house, more than a century old, required gutter repairs and paint, but looked far sounder than its sad, battered neighbors that Eddie had observed before they turned into the alley. There were extensive grounds, the gardens recently grown up to weeds, a damaged pergola standing in the midst of them.


  Together Butte and Eddie went quietly up the back steps, Eddie carrying Butte’s incongruous big briefcase full of burglars’ tools. The back door had been padlocked by the estate’s executor, but Eddie used a short crowbar to pry away the hasp. There were two good modern locks set in the strong door, but Butte had keys to both of them. What with Butte’s fingers trembling so, Eddie had to take the keys; after probing and twisting, both locks yielded. Butte insisted that Eddie do all the prying and forcing; it didn’t need saying that Butte meant to leave no fingerprints of his own.


  It was well that the keys sufficed; for the ground-floor windows were permanently protected with iron bars, besides being boarded up, and at nearly any point except this kitchen entrance their activities could have been perceived from the street. It was a well-built old house, almost fortress-like, its walls faced with rusticated ashlar.


  Then they were inside; Butte had Eddie lock the back door behind them, and snatched back the keys. “In jest five or ten minutes, Monk boy,” Butte told him, “you’re gonna git what I brung you here for. Glad you come, pal?” Butte’s face was whiter than any winding sheet, his eyes a wild thing’s, and he stared all round the archaic kitchen. With a trembling hand he extracted a bottle from a hip pocket and took a long swig; he did not offer the bottle to Eddie. The man was pulled fiercely in opposite directions by superstition and greed.


  As for Eddie, he understood Butte’s dread. This old house was permeated by violence and worse than mere violence, horror upon horror; and the presence of Butte was a catalyst to set everything bubbling. Eddie felt himself turning into an animated lump of ice.


  Something toward the front of the house slammed sharply. “My God, what’s that?” Butte pulled a gun from inside his coat.


  “A loose shutter in the night breeze, good buddy,” said Eddie. The rational explanation comforted neither Butte nor himself. “Now put that artillery away, take hold of yourself, and sit down at the kitchen table,” he instructed Butte. “We’ve got most of the night.”


  “Oh no we ain’t!” Butte protested. “We got to git the stuff an’ git the hell out o’ here!” Yet he submitted, taking from his pocket a rough sketch and spreading it upon the table. “I’ll show you where you got to go, Monk.”


  The hidey-hole, it turned out, was in a kind of subcellar, where there was an ash pit into which ashes from the fireplaces fell. Butte simply had contrived to extract a brick from one of the side walls of the ash pit, stuff the big bills into a hollow space behind, and wedge the brick back into place, smearing soot over the places where mortar had been chipped away. Butte’s drawing showed the precise brick and the position of the ash pit. If no one but the dead people had known that the wall safe had contained more than forty thousand dollars, presumably the money still lay behind the ash-pit wall.


  Eddie studied Butte’s sketch by the beam of one of the two big stand-up flashlights Butte had brought in the car, the utilities in this house having been turned off after the murders. “No problem that I can see,” he said a trifle hesitantly. Something was about to happen now, but he was not sure what. What was he meant to do? Give me a sign! He was only an instrument. “Shall we go right on down there and pull the stuff out?”


  “You go on down,” Butte told him. “I’ll—I’ll keep lookout up here. You can’t tell: some o’ them junkies down the street might hear us an’ come bargin' in where they ain’t got no right.”


  Just then something clattered beyond the far door of the kitchen, perhaps in the dining room.


  “Oh, hell, hell, hell!” Butte gasped, his teeth chattering. He had that pistol out again.


  “Probably a rat knocking over a tray," Eddie offered, though the noise had startled him, too. “The vermin must come over from the derelict houses. Butte, you’re more frightened of spirits than a six-year-old girl in the Haunted House at the carnival. Come on, you poor scared rat named Butte: let’s have a look at the rest of this place before we try the cellar.”


  Butte rose from his kitchen chair as if he had been glued to it. “Stay here, Monk.” He was almost whispering now.


  “No, I’m going to see if there’s anything out there,” Eddie declared. “Stay here by yourself, if that’s what you like.”


  “No, I’m comin’.” Despite the gun in his hand, Butte followed Eddie like a child.


  What a fine well-designed house—parlors and dining room and library and all! The furniture, if a little shabby or scraped here and there, was old as the house, much of it, and as good; all would be taken away tomorrow. Eddie led the way up the beautiful staircase to search the big bedrooms, Butte right at his heels, muttering to himself softly and incoherently. Eddie reflected that nobody but himself would have moved away so confidently when Butte was at one’s back with a gun in his hand.


  Nothing moved in those rooms, though once Butte suppressed a screech when he saw a face: it was his own satyr-face, reflected in a round mirror. Everything seemed in order. And yet even for Eddie, horror lurked invisible in every corner, pain and fright saturating all the neat rooms; Butte started whenever the flashlights revealed some harmless inanimate thing.


  They descended the curving stairway. “If anything means to jump out at you and yell ‘Boo!’, it must be down below,” said Eddie. Butte no longer told him to shut up; in his eagerness to keep close, he nearly stumbled against Eddie.


  “Don’t touch me,” Eddie told him. “Don’t touch me at all; you could get surprised and hurt. And watch out you don’t blow your own foot off with that cannon. We haven’t seen the entrance hall yet; come along.”


  Doors set with stained glass divided the central staircase from the hall. Eddie pushed through. What a ceremonious entrance—“the ceremony of innocence,” now drowned! There were walnut pillars, and a marble floor, and the walls were hung with family portraits. “See anybody up there you know?” Eddie inquired.


  Most of the heavy-framed portraits were of past generations, but among them were hung three large recent photographs in color. “Keep the light off them there!” Butte cried in dismay. But Eddie did not oblige; he merely shifted the big flashlight to his left hand and crossed himself with his right. These were pictures of the old doctor, his white-haired wife, and a wide-eyed girl, very pretty, perhaps sixteen. Tomorrow the movers would take these photographs away forever—possibly to the dump.


  “May the Lord have mercy upon these three slain ones,” said Eddie. He knelt on the Persian carpet, put his hands together and began to pray.


  “Goddamn you, Monk, come on out o’ here!” Butte was roaring, his back to the glass doors. But Eddie went on praying, and Butte did not venture to touch him. “Holy Mary, Mother of God . . .” Eddie prayed aloud, ignoring Butte’s flow of obscenities and pleas for action.


  Swiftly, between formal prayers, Eddie thought of how throughout the land the ceremony of innocence was drowned. The quiet dignity of this house, profaned by creatures like Butte and Harry, soon was to be effaced altogether. The life of this house had nurtured generation upon generation. How he would have liked to enter, invited, at the front door, Eddie fancied, and be welcomed into such a household as this had been! These had been good people, he knew, kindly and faithful. But how they had ended! Yes, “hereafter” was everything: without the prospect, all life would have been a nasty joke, and men like Butte the natural lords of life. Yet the Lord is not mocked, and vengeance is His alone.


  At length Eddie rose, his eyes burning. “March!” he said to Butte. In the midst of Eddie’s prayers, a sign had been given to him internally, and now Eddie must drink from his cup. “Get back to that kitchen!” Butte obeyed.


  Aquiver in the kitchen, entreating rather than commanding, Butte whispered to him, “For Christ’s sake, git me that bundle quick!” The stairs to the cellar led down from the kitchen; by three strong bolts the cellar door was secured against any intruders who might force the bars over the cellar windows and come upward—not that such precautions had availed those murdered three. Eddie drew back those bolts, and motioned to Butte.


  “Go on down there, down to the pit; the money’s all yours, with all the blood on it,” Eddie ordered him.


  Butte was trembling like a man with delirium tremens. The ghastliness of this polluted house, weighing heavily upon Eddie, crushed Butte down; and now Eddie could perceive in this killer’s hard eyes a consuming dread of his “good buddy.” “You gotta go down for it,” Butte contrived to say, staring at Eddie as if he suspected at last what Eddie had become. Butte raised his automatic in shivering menace. “They won’t take you, Monk.”


  “No, Butte, anything that’s down there, spooks or devils, can’t take me, any more than you can.” Butte’s shoes seemed nailed to the floor; Eddie shifted his position in the oppressive room so that he stood between Butte and the kitchen table, and Butte’s back was to the open cellar doorway. “But you’re the one who has to go down—down to your private hell. The wreckers may smash this good old house you polluted, and fill in the cellar; yet you’ll be there till the end of all things, Butte, trapped among your own horrors, in a cellar beyond time, in the ash pit, your Gehenna, screeching. Get down with you!”


  For an instant, only half-comprehending what had been said, Butte rallied. “You go to hell, Monk!” He pointed the pistol at Eddie’s heart.


  Eddie did not flinch at all. “You chose the wrong word: you should have said ‘Purgatory.’ But I'm there already, Butte. Hadn’t you begun to guess that? Didn’t I look a little funny to you there in the bar, and here in the hall? I told you I wasn’t paroled or pardoned, and you left me in no shape to go over the prison wall. No, good buddy, I left that prison feet first, for the boneyard.”


  The gun fell from Butte’s hand; Butte reached out desperately, reeling, and grasped a jamb of the cellar door frame.


  “The spook has been beside you all the time.” Eddie moved closer to the big man. “You’re scared of ghosts, buster: well, look at me.”


  Some appalling change had come over his appearance, Eddie sensed; but what it was, only Butte’s eyes could see. Butte began to scream at the top of his lungs. Eddie took one more step toward him, and then Butte pitched backward down the long cellar stairs, his heavy body thumping hideously. In the dark at the foot of the stairs, he could not be discerned at all. The screeching had ceased. Eddie closed and bolted the cellar door.


  Before leaving the house, Eddie went back into the entrance hall and said another long prayer—praying even for the soul of Butte, for only the Lord knows His own mercies. Last of all, he prayed, “Forgive me my transgressions, O Lord of Justice, even as the instrument of Thy wrath; and at Thy Last Judgment, out of Thy infinite compassion, remember if Thou wilt that if I did not serve Thee in my first state, yet I served Thee in my latter. O Author of all, Thou who made the shrew made me, and only Thou knowest why. Thus it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be, world without end, amen.”


  That said, Eddie Mahaffy, Eddie Cain, went out of the house and sauntered across Lafayette Square in the perilous dark, invulnerable, wondering when another sign might be given to him. Presently he began to whistle “The Pig Got Up and Slowly Walked Away.” There are no dead, Saint Augustine of Hippo had written; all souls, all essences, endure forever; but where and in what condition? Aye, there’s the rub. The first flush of dawn was glowing east of the river. “Pax,” said the Monk aloud, and strolled obedient in that direction.


  Fate's Purse


  (1979)
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  "Thy money perish with thee, because thou hast thought that the gift of God may be purchased with money."


  —Acts VIII, 20, c. 75


  Hour miles west of Bear City, Cubby Hasper splashed up the gravelly bed of Brownlee's Creek, casting for trout. Although swift, the creek was very shallow this dry summer. It was a re


  mote spot, the woods of the Brownlee farmstead extending densely on either side of the stream. Cubby, thirteen years old, trusted that he wouldn't encounter old Fate Brownlee, who had a short way with trespassers. Fate! It was a funny name to have given a Brownlee baby — if one could imagine old Fate as a baby — but as the man had turned out, the name was suitable enough.


  Rounding a bend, Cubby saw something curious. A small tractor somehow had nosed down the low bank into the


  creek and stood there silent and un- moving, the clear water eddying round the fore part of it, as if the machine had given up the ghost. Cubby reeled in his line and made his way to the tractor. Then he perceived what turned him white and shaking all over.


  Just under the surface of the fast- flowing water, shadowed by the branches of an ancient willow, a few feet beyond the tractor's nose, lay a man's face. Cubby almost had stepped upon the dead thing. It was old Fate Brownlee's face. Cubby screamed and turned and ran for home, falling into two or three creek-bed potholes on the way.


  In the considered judgment of the coroner, Fate Brownlee's death, as an act of God, was a case for the judge of probate, not for the county prosecutor. Apparently the old miser had intended to cut yet more cords of firewood in preparation for winter — even though already there must have been a hundred cords stacked close beside his damp farmhouse, the earlier cut cords among them already fungi- covered and rotting to punk. As best the circumstances might be reconstructed, it seemed that Fate must have driven his rusty tractor along the woods trail to the creek, intending to cross the stream at his ford and fell dead elms on the far side; his chain saw had been hanging upon the tractor when his body was taken from the water.


  At the creek, something must have happened to the tractor, the coroner speculated — one of its treads snagged on a dead water-logged branch, perhaps. Old Fate, presumably, had waded into the creek to clear the way. Then his tractor, its engine left running, must have begun to move again when Fate had freed the tread; or else the tractor may have slid down the bank, unexpectedly, so pinning Fate Brownlee to the creek bed, cruelly imprisoned under great weight nearly to his waist, but his head and arms and chest free to flounder in the stream.


  It had been a hard way to go. For it appeared that Fate may have lain alive and conscious in the creek for some time — possibly for hours. There had been lacerations on his hands, as if he had tried to hold his head above water by grasping willow twigs that strayed down from the vast old willow overhanging the ford; some willow branches had been broken off. But when Fate's strength had failed, and he had been able to grip the branches no longer, then his head had sunk beneath the shallow water.


  The corpse may have lain there for as much as three days before little Cubby came upon it: Fate Brownlee, a loner, a bachelor all his life, sometimes had not gone into Bear City for weeks on end, and there had been no important reason why anyone should have bothered to seek him out. Fate's chickens, unfed, had scattered into the woods. His dog somehow had vanished altogether. The dead man's cattle had browsed unperturbed in the pastures, and the bees from his dozens of hives had buzzed about the honeysuckle hedges, at their business as usual. Few people in Bear City seemed more concerned at Fate's passing than had been the cows and the bees: in seventy years, Fate had made no friends, although he had accumulated (according to rumor) plenty of hard cash. "An act of God,” the postmaster said in private, was just the right phrase for Fate's end.


  Only one circumstance had puzzled the coroner a trifle: Fate's purse had been found nowhere. It had been a very big oldfangled leather change purse or pouch with steel fasteners at the mouth, from the time when everybody used silver dollars, and it had been in evidence when Fate had deposited money in the bank or had sold honey at people's doors. Although Fate had carried the purse with him always —it had been fastened to his overalls by a contraption of chain and that big purse had not been found on his body, nor near the tractor, nor in the decayed farmhouse. Could it have come loose from his overalls and have been washed down the creek? Cubby was an honest boy who wouldn't steal pennies off a dead man. Two neighbors had gone down the creek bed with rakes, at the coroner's request, but had not found the purse. Presumably there would have been only small change in it, anyway, for Fate had been popularly supposed to bury at least as much of his money as he put into the bank and not to lug cash about with him recklessly. An odd circumstance, this, but a small one: one of God’s little jokes, conceivably, poetic justice. So much for Fate's fate. With that witticism, the coroner resigned the business to the county judge of probate.


  Mr. Titus Moreton, sometime lieutenant colonel of cavalry in the Army of the United States, had been judge of probate in Pottawattomie County for more than a decade. He was a burly outdoor man, strong in defiance of his years, popular enough, who kept three horses, collected weapons, and understood how to manage young wards of the court competently and humorously. The judge had known Fate Brownlee slightly, as he knew most of the odd characters in Pottawattomie County. Niggardly old Fate, he suspected, must have stashed away a tolerable fortune somewhere: if a hard-fisted bachelor buys next to nothing for most of his life, and doesn't drink or smoke or treat, and owns a good farm and mortgages on other people's farms, and works his land as if somebody had him under the lash — why, in the nature of things, the money accumulates. The judge's wife couldn't believe that a ragged scarecrow in overalls like Fate Brownlee might have been by far the richest man in his rural township, but the judge could and did.


  Judge Moreton had appointed as administrator of the estate of the late Fate Brownlee the township supervisor, Abe Redding, whose probity was undoubted: a sensible lean man with a weathered face, jolly and resourceful. There might be a will in Fate's safety-deposit box at the bank. Undoubtedly there was an heir presumptive — the dead man's brother, Virgil Brownlee, who lived in the big city and sold real estate. The judge had not seen this Virgil, but Abe Redding said that the brother, who dressed well enough and had made plenty of money on his own, was nearly as miserly as Fate had been, except that Virgil had indulged himself in a spouse and a daughter. Fate and Virgil, Redding went on, had not been at all fond of each other, but the city miser had visited the country miser two or three times a year, according to the neighbors; perhaps he had felt some attachment to the old family farmstead, though the house was sufficiently bleak. If Fate had died intestate, the inheritance would go to Virgil, his wife and child; even had Fate made a will. Redding suggested, probably Virgil was the sole legatee.


  "Why?" the judge wished to know. "If, as you say, the brothers fought every time they met"


  "Because, Judge, Fate knew that Virgil would save his money."


  "Save it for what?"


  "Just to put a cool million into the hands of Virgil's daughter and Fate's niece, Judge — an ugly little thing called Dorcas."


  "And what would the niece do with it, Abe?"


  "Save it, if she's a chip off the old block, and she is."


  The judge had snorted — he was open-handed to a fault, himself — and had bought Abe a drink. "Here's to you, Administrator. If there's a will, it's up to you to unearth it. So far as I know, Fate had no lawyer. Do you think there's really a will?"


  "Maybe, Judge. They say that after one or two fights the brothers had, old Fate threatened to draw up a new last will and testament and leave money, farm, and the whole kaboodle to the Salvation Army. He told Matt Heddle, at the post office, how he might do just that. Yet it wasn't in his nature: the Salvation Army would have spent the money on bums. Still, the talk of it was a good way to put the fear of God into Brother Virgil."


  Fate and Virgil, the judge reflected —what incongruous names! The Brownlee parents, with such classical affectations in the backwoods, must have been as odd as their precious offspring. Fate — fatum — destiny; and Virgil, the poet of destiny, mission! The brothers had looked much alike, Abe said, but Virgil had been the younger by ten years.


  As matters had turned out, there had been an old will in the safety- deposit box; and everything had been bequeathed to "my brother, Virgil H. Brownlee." Also it had turned out that Fate's savings account had been surprisingly small. Redding had contrived to track down certain very substantial investments of Fate's in stocks and bonds, made late in his life, and there were also the mortgages on half the farms in the township. All this had made the deceased's estate plump and happy, as the judge had expected, Fate's lifelong woeful facade of desperate poverty notwithstanding. Yet Redding suspected, and the judge agreed, that very possibly there lay concealed in the farmhouse, or round about, currency and coin exceeding all the tangible and intangible assets which Redding had uncovered so far. Persistent and long-standing report among the neighbors had it so. And before ruling upon that old will from the safety-deposit box, the judge meant to find what —or at least part of what— lay behind those rumors.


  The Brownlee farm, isolated and unguarded, was more than four miles distant from little Bear City. But happily an undersheriff, Buck Tuller, lived on a hardscrabble holding only half a mile distant from the dead man's house. Redding had prevailed upon Buck to keep an eye on the Brownlee place, feeding the cattle, taking the chickens into custody at his own chicken house, and making sure no rough boys might tip over the many beehives. (Redding had hinted to Tuller that perhaps the bee swarms might be given to him, on settlement day, as reward for these services.) Also, of course, Buck Tuller was to watch for any two-footed predators: two or three unoccupied lake cottages in the county had been plundered this season, a nocturnal burglary unsuccessfully attempted at the Bear City bank, and it was sufficiently notorious that old Fate had kept the green stuff and the silver dollars ready to hand. Money does not breed, but its proximity warms the cockles of miserly hearts that are too stingy to keep a fire burning on cold nights in a sooty old wood stove.


  Still, Buck Tuller could not be always keeping a weather eye on the Brownlee place, round the clock; so some search of the premises ought to be made soon, Redding had declared. The judge had concurred. Mr. Virgil Brownlee, heir presumptive, had been invited to attend and witness on this occasion. On the appointed day, a Saturday, they had gathered at the Bear City post office to start out upon the formal search: Redding, the judge, and Virgil Brownlee. Buck Tuller would be waiting for them at the gaunt farmhouse, and Buck would be armed. The judge thoughtfully brought along a long spade and wore in a holster at his belt his old army revolver. In these days, precautions were prudent even in farm townships. The gang which had looted the cottages and attempted the bank in recent months just conceivably might turn up at the Brownlee farm, and the judge was a practiced quick- draw man.


  They drove out to the farm in Redding's car, Virgil Brownlee talking volubly. He was a long-nosed man, in physiognomy and figure nearly the spit and image of Fate, but clean-shaven and attired in black suit and black tie, as if in mourning. Mourning did not quite become Virgil. Now and again, this Virgil Brownlee bit his nails, but he smiled a great deal, even when speaking of his brother's untimely end and the melancholy character of it. And how Virgil did run on — a compulsive talker if ever there was one! He babbled of the dear boyhood intimacy between him and his brother.


  "I suppose, Mr. Brownlee, that you two got along famously all your long lives, eh?" inquired the judge, a trifle dryly.


  Virgil Brownlee looked sharply at him. "He left me everything, didn't he? Oh, brothers have their spats, you know, but deep down underneath. Judge Moreton, the bond lasted — right up to the end." Here Virgil sniffed and put his right hand over his eyes, as if in sharp sorrow, peering between his fingers at the judge.


  Redding turned the car into a rutted driveway. "Here we are, gentlemen. You haven't seen the Brownlee place before, Judge?"


  It was no delightful sight. The barns and sheds were well enough maintained; a perfectly astounding array of hives stood in long rows behind the chicken house, and fairly neat orchards stretched along either side of the honeysuckle-lined drive to the farmhouse. But that house itself was neither picturesque nor old, though it stood apparently upon the squared-boulder foundations of an earlier dwelling. The windows were uncurtained, and the afternoon sun glared back from their dull dirty panes. The chimney looked about ready to fall. It was a smallish house of a single story, the paint long ago peeled away from the warped siding.


  "Your brother didn't bother much about appearances, Mr. Brownlee," Abe Redding offered.


  "If you fix up the outside of a house, they raise your property taxes. My brother saved his money." Virgil spoke as if this retort were crushing. He kept up a flow of talk as they walked toward the house — having left their car near the road, the ruts of the farm lane being bone-bruising.


  Meanwhile the judge was surveying the orchards on either side of the track. Here and there, under one old apple tree or another, he noticed a little heap of stones, and touched Virgil's arm. "What do you suppose those stone piles are?"


  "Just Fate's way of making it easier to plough," Virgil told him, smoothly. But it had passed through the judge's mind that these might be cairns marking — or some of them, only Fate knew which — burials of something of value.


  Taking a ring of keys from his pocket, Redding unlocked the front door. "You first, friend, as next of kin," he told Virgil Brownlee, motioning toward the doorway. Brownlee hesitated, shook his head, again covered his eyes with the fingers of one hand:


  "Let somebody else step in first; it's too sad for me."


  What a rat's nest the place was! The judge had seen many filthy hovels in Pottawattomie County, but none so abominable as this. The four of them stared at the barren living room, with old newspapers pasted on the walls instead of regular wallpaper, no carpet or linoleum on the bare floorboards, the scanty cheap furniture damaged or broken. What had been meant for the dining room was perfectly empty. In the smeared, cheerless kitchen was the house’s only source of heat, the battered wood range, looking as if it might explode were a fire lit. There was one fairly new, fairly serviceable thing: a big white freezer, doubtless acquired secondhand. Redding opened its lid: the freezer was full to its brim with loaves of store bread.


  "Fate used to buy week-old bread cheap at the supermarkets in the county seat," Virgil commented, "and keep it here for a year or more. He said he didn't grudge eating it if it was a year old, even if he'd had to pay cash for it. Fate didn't waste." Virgil said this with fraternal pride.


  To conceal anything in these squalid rooms, with their naked walls of unpainted plaster, would have been almost impossible, unless under the floorboards, which had many cracks; and besides, the judge ruminated, the place was a perilous firetrap, as even its owner must have perceived. Whatever Fate had hidden could not be above ground in this house.


  The main bedroom was next for inspection, a dark hole. As they crowded in, some shape loomed at the foot of the bed. "O God!" Virgil Brownlee cried but recovered swiftly.


  Fate had possessed but two outer garments aside from his ragged black overcoat, and those two identical: pairs of worn blue overalls. He had been buried in one pair, decently laundered for the ceremony by Mrs. Tuller. The remaining pair of overalls, caked with dried sweat and grime so that they were permanently filled out to their owner's proportions, hung suspended on a coat hanger from a ceiling hook and swayed slightly in the draught caused by the opening of the bedroom door. In the dimness, it had seemed as if Fate himself had been swaying there.


  "Gives a man a turn, don't it?" Virgil sighed. Indeed it did.


  On the cot bed's thin mattress lay a single frayed blanket and a pillow without a slip. A cheap straight chair stood beside the bed. Some grimy underclothing, socks, and shirts lay on the floor of the closet. Otherwise the bedroom was empty. The man who had lived thus could have bought and sold nearly everybody in the county.


  The house, though some light bulbs dangled from their cords, had no running water, let alone a bathroom. "Fate didn't complain about going out to the pump and using the backhouse," Virgil explained.


  All the money they found in these rooms was contained in a glass jar atop the kitchen range: one dime, one nickel, two pennies. Perhaps even that sum had been left exposed there in the hope of persuading conceivable burglars that it was the whole of Fate's savings.


  "There's nothing here," said Abe Redding. "Where'd we ought to look, Mr. Brownlee?"


  "Why, I couldn't just say." Virgil's long nose twitched, and again he stared at the three of them through his fingers. "I don't have the least idea where my brother kept his money — supposing he had any, and I don't know that he did. But if I was you, I'd go down into the cellar."


  It was an old Michigan cellar, surviving from the earlier farmhouse on this site — very deep and high-ceilinged, its walls in part rubble from the fields, in part packed earth rudely plastered over. As they went down the rickety stairs, the judge noticed here and there in the stone staircase wall? certain patches which looked as if holes had been opened and then sealed up again: the mortar round the stones at these spots was newer and of a different hue. But they had no picks ready to hand, and it was uncertain how much authority even a judge of probate and a duly appointed administrator held, when causing actual damage to a house's fabric was in question.


  This cellar had several rooms, and all but one of them crammed with rough shelving, and on the shelves lay food enough to feed a cavalry regiment for a whole month. There were hundreds, perhaps thousands, of glass jars of preserves — meat, fruit, berries, vegetables, fish, jellies, jams. Some of this unmistakably had spoiled, and growths of exotic tints oozed from beneath their jar lids. This must be an accumulation of decades. "Fate was the great one for home canning," Virgil offered. Into the judge's mind came the image of old Fate: a bag of bones in overalls, an effigy of Famine. What power of self-denial — or, rather, denial of the flesh; what lunacy!


  Another cellar room contained tier upon tier of combs of honey, thick with dust, enough concentrated sweet to sicken every child in Pottawattomie County for a year at least. "Fate was handy with the bees," Virgil continued, "though he didn't eat much honey himself, except for reasons of health. He liked to see the stuff available here in case of need."


  "About them bees," Buck Tuller broke in, awkwardly. "Now I could use the hives, and Mr. Redding here was suggestin—"


  Virgil spoke with abrupt force and venom. "Yes, I sure heard what Abe Redding had in mind, and I can tell you, Buck Tuller— Well, look at the thing this way. For my part, you'd be welcome to Fate's bees. But I don't know for sure yet that they belong to me; and even if I did know, there's others to consider — my wife, and our kid Dorcas, and I don't know who else. Now it wouldn't be fair of me to just give away other folks' property, would it? Anyway, Buck Tuller, them hives is going to stay just where they set, and I'm not going to have you lay hand on them, officer of the law though you be."


  This at first surprised the judge. Giving Tuller the hives might have saved the estate the modest cash bill for services as watchman that Tuller could submit. But now it occurred to the judge — who kept his peace — that hives alive with stinging bees would be the last place which thieves might search for hidden money.


  The four of them came to the last room in the cellar, a long narrow space running parallel with the front of the house. They had to use the flashlights that Redding and Tuller had brought. The floor here was of sand, and the room was empty of shelves or junk.


  "I see you fetched a good spade, Judge Moreton," Virgil Brownlee commented. "Now, like I say, I don't have no notion as to where Fate buried his money, if he had any." His speech has grown hurried and blurred, and his grammar rougher. "But if I was you, Judge, I'd dig right over there." He indicated the northern end of the room.


  The judge thrust his spade into the sand. At the second spadeful of earth, the sharp spade-edge struck against something that rang. Bending down, the judge extracted from the sand a sealed glass jar. It was packed tight with little cylinders of something, sewn up neatly in newspaper. Redding held the jar, and the judge thrust in his spade afresh, again successfully. Altogether, he dug up some twenty-nine jars, buried fairly close together. Spade where he would in the rest of the cellar, he could discover no more.


  They carried the jars to the living room and set them on a pine table. Strong in his fingers, the judge screwed open the first jar and extracted the several cylinders and cut them carefully with his pocket knife. Underneath the integument of stitched newspaper was a tight roll of hundred-dollar bills.


  The judge let Abe Redding open the other jars. Not all contained hundred- dollar bills, but there was nothing so small as a one-dollar bill. All were currency issued during the twenties and thirties.


  But when Redding removed the newspaper wrapping from the cylinders in the ninth jar, there were no notes inside. Instead the jar was packed with dry corncobs, sewn up as neatly as the rolls containing money.


  "I'll be a monkey’s uncle," Buck Tuller declared. "Now why did Fate save them old corncobs?"


  Virgil Brownlee, previously so loquacious, had fallen silent, and his face


  was expressionless. But he did not seem really astonished or chagrined. The judge wondered cynically whether this fellow, years ago, might not have got into this cellar when his brother had been absent for a few hours, say, and have made substitutions not easy to detect, so many as he dared.


  Only eight of the jars contained corncobs; the rest were stuffed with bills. Putting all the jars on the floor, Redding proceeded to count their take, jotting down the contents of each jar in his notebook. He had opened his mouth to announce the grand total when the boards of the porch floor creaked, and something rattled the knob of the front door.


  "For Christ's sake, don't let him in!" Virgil Brownlee shrieked.


  What Virgil meant, the judge did not know; for his own part, he thought immediately of the gang who had attempted the bank. Visions of an autumnal glory suffused his judicial imagination; he could see the headline in the county daily — "Probate Judge Wipes Out Robber Band."


  Faster than Bat Masterson, as the front door swung inward and Virgil fled to the inner rooms, Judge Moreton had his pistol out and was thumbing back the hammer. A gray bulk occupied the doorway.


  "Hold it, please, Judge!" Buck Tuller implored him. "That's a federal man!"


  So it was. With a slight sigh, the judge slid his gun back into its holster,


  not fancying a headline like "Probate Judge Slaughters IRS Agent."


  "I was just seeing what might be up," the federal man muttered apologetically. "Afternoon, everybody. Judge, did you know that Fate Brownlee, for years back, had written 'no income' on his federal returns?"


  Virgil, his composure recovered, had returned from the back of the house. "What you see here ain't income," he put in, tartly. "It's capital, and it's old money. And I don't need to tell you that there's a three-year limit on investigating income-tax returns."


  "I know that," the federal man admitted, not happily. "Judge Moreton, you're going to give this house a real thorough search?"


  The judge, like other judges of probate whose authority is indefinite but ample, was easily put on his mettle; and he was zealous for state and local powers. "You're intervening in the proceedings of a duly constituted court of probate," he retorted in his colonel's tones of yesteryear, "and I'll not allow it. You go out that door and sit on that porch until we've finished our business, or I might find you in contempt."


  The federal man having obeyed, Virgil Brownlee clapped the judge approvingly on the shoulder. "That's the way to handle them meddlers, Judge."


  "Take your hand off me," the judge said. "Abe Redding, what's your total?"


  In those glass jars there had been found the sum of $17,490. "Deposit it in the bank under a special account for the estate, Abe," the judge told Redding. "Brownlee, don't stand so close to that table."


  Whatever might lie still behind those patches in the stone walls or under orchard cairns or in hives — why, this was a clammy house, a presence brooding over it, and already the sun was going down. And why should the Treasury get its fingers, through arrears of income tax or extortionate inheritance tax, upon the hoard for which dead old Fate has sacrificed comfort, pleasure, friends, even true humanity? Fate had paid for his ignoble treasure. Why, should he linger longer in this deathly house, the judge thought, he might turn miser himself.


  As they left, Redding locking the door behind them, the judge told the waiting federal man, "Unless you have a warrant, keep off this property, or I’ll warrant you. Scat, now! Mr. Redding's in charge of all this."


  They waited in their car until the federal man had driven off. Behind them, against its background of neglected woods, the farmhouse looked lonely enough to give anyone the shivers.


  "You being in real estate, Mr. Brownlee," Abe Redding said as they parted at the Bear City post office, "I guess you'll be selling the old place once it's settled that it's all yours."


  "Wouldn't think of selling," Virgil informed him. "Not a farm that's been in the family a hundred years! Why, the wife and daughter may not care for the place, but I might spend a good deal of time up here by myself, just loafing around, thinking of dad and mom and — and Fate."


  "It has a hold on you, Brownlee?" The judge did not shake his hand. "I can imagine why. Well, if Abe's work goes along smoothly, we should be able to settle this estate about a month from now. My clerk will send you a notice in sufficient time. Meanwhile, stay off that property. Keep everybody else off it, Tuller. It's not a healthy place to be alone."


  On the day of the settlement, in September, everyone concerned with the Fate Brownlee estate met at the judge's chambers in the courthouse. The chambers were paneled in old oak, and portraits — well, photographs, mostly — of earlier judges of probate hung on the walls, in heavy frames, high up; and there was set into one wall the splendid painted cast-iron door of the old strongroom. The judge felt majestic here.


  Virgil's wife and daughter were present along with Virgil, the judge noticed; also a scruffy-looking lawyer whom Virgil Brownlee had fetched from the big city. The judge secretly regretted having to turn over so much money and land to such dubious-looking characters.


  Fate's will was valid, no later will having been discovered, and everything was to pass to Virgil Brownlee, after any charges against the estate had been paid in full. Abe Redding's labors as administrator had turned up a respectable fortune for the heir, quite as the judge had anticipated — a fortune subject to federal and state inheritance taxes, necessarily. Virgil very privily might turn up a second fortune for himself, clear of taxes, mining that ancestral farmstead so dear to Virgil's sentimental heart. But the judge spoke no word of that. A curious thought came casually into his head, just before he opened the proceedings: why hadn't they found Fate's purse anywhere at all? It had been a big, rather conspicuous thing.


  Virgil's city lawyer sat close beside his client as bills against the estate were presented for settlement. Fate had paid for everything by cash or check, lifelong; so the only charges against the patrimony were those incurred since Fate's drowning. Abe Redding, as administrator, presented his bill for a sum very tidy indeed — yet only the minimum fee authorized by statute for so substantial an estate. The judge rather had expected Virgil and his household to protest so whopping a deduction from their inheritance; but Virgil sat wooden-faced, allowing the bill to be approved; presumably his lawyer had advised him that Redding could have made bigger charges, had he been greedy, with an excellent chance for approval of the court; let well enough alone, Mr. Brownlee.


  Buck Tuller's modest wage for watching over the farm, too, slipped by undiminished: Virgil did open his mouth, as if meaning to say something indignant, but thought better of it. Perhaps he recollected that he could have let Buck take the hives, by way of compensation, and did not care to have that alternative raised afresh.


  And then Frank McCullough, who kept the garage and auto-parts emporium at Bear City, submitted his account for payment. Fate had been a customer of his ever since Frank had opened his garage — though not a very profitable patron. Once Fate had driven coughingly up to Frank's station and asked if Frank could repair his dragging ragged muffler. Frank had inspected it solemnly.


  "I don't think so, Fate," he had pronounced. "Now I could sell you a new one...."


  "O Lord Jesus, man, don't say that!" Fate had ejaculated in anguish. "Just give it a hit with a board or something, and maybe it'll be all right."


  Now Frank McCullough's bill went to the judge's desk. It had been Frank who had pulled the tractor off Fate Brownlee's corpse in the creek, had taken the murderous thing to his garage, had put it back in working order, and had returned it to the Brownlee farm. For these services he requested the compensation of twenty-nine dollars and seventy cents.


  At that demand, Mr. Virgil Brownlee rose up in wrath, ignoring his city


  lawyer. "Outrageous!" he shouted. "Scandalous! We can't pay that much! Why, a bill like that just shows you what people won't do for money."


  Nearly a month after Virgil Brownlee had entered upon possession of his brother's goods and chattels, the judge, in an idle hour, decided to pay a visit to the Brownlee farm. It was his custom, nearly every Sunday, to saddle one of his horses and take a long ride along the back roads and sand trails of Pottawattomie County, often exchanging some pleasant words with farmers and pensioners he passed along the way — a tactic useful for one who meant to be re-elected judge of probate, term upon term. It had been more than a year since he had ridden the country west of Bear City, and he felt a hankering to see what Virgil might have done with his tangible inheritance. If the judge himself had owned both the Brownlee farm and Hell, he would have rented out the Brownlee place and lived in Hell. He put into his pocket a detailed map of the county.


  As he saddled his mare Diane, his wife came out to hand him a thermos of coffee for the ride on this brisk fall day. "Titus, you silly," said Charlotte, "you've put on that nasty pistol of yours. You'd look a fool, and what if you fell off Diane and the gun shot you?"


  It was the judge's long sorrow that Charlotte disliked horses and guns.


  "There's a safety on it, my darling, and a hard trigger pull." But not being quite sure why he had happened to belt on the revolver, anyway, the judge put the gun back on the shelf in his bedroom. Sometimes he called Charlotte by the pet appellation of Ozymandia, Queen of Queens — "Look on my works, ye mighty, and despair."


  She supplied him with a sandwich well-wrapped, an orange, and a chocolate bar, and compelled him to don a heavy riding jacket, and would have thrust more impedimenta upon him, until he protested that she meant to make him look like the White Knight. She demanded to know what way he was bound, and he told her that he would ride to Brownlee's.


  "Why do you want to see that smirking Virgil Brownlee?"


  "I don't want to see him, my darling; it's just that I want a long ride, and I might have a glance at what he's done to that sad house. They say he comes up alone from the city on weekends. I hear he's sold the herd and rents out the pastures and most of the fields, but threatens trespassers, like Fate before him."


  "Don't quarrel with him, if he's there; a judge is supposed to be above that. You're so aggressive and domineering, Titus."


  "Yes, my darling."


  Then the uxorious judge, astride Diane, went on his cheerful way to the west of Bear City, occasionally putting the mare to a canter or a trot, keeping to the gravel roads and sand trails, greeting'an elector or an electress now and again — but not many, this township being scantily peopled. Halfway to his destination, he tied Diane to a tree, sat upon a stump, ate his sandwich and drank his coffee, and read an old pocket edition of Cicero's Offices — he had retained classical tastes from college — for more than half an hour.


  He rode on. Finding himself about a mile, presumably, from the Brownlee homestead, he consulted his map and ascertained that he could approach the place by a forgotten lumberman's road which must cross Brownlee's Creek a few hundred rods to the rear of the farmstead.


  Kept open at all only by venturesome hunters and fishermen, this track was overgrown. Now he could hear the rippling of the creek, and he emerged upon a ford of sorts overhung by a giant willow. Why, this must be the very spot where old Fate had drowned; he never had happened upon it before.


  Without warning, Diane neighed, and shied so violently that she almost threw him, inveterate rider though he was. Close at hand, on his left, something fairly big retreated through the thickets, more heard than glimpsed. A deer it must be, or just possibly a large raccoon. "Easy, Diane!"


  Bur the mare was behaving badly, almost hysterical. She reared and plunged; she did not mean to cross that ford. Ordinarily as gentle with good horses as with good women, the judge refrained from using his full strength on Diane's mouth. "Why, girl! Easy, easy!” She tried to swing back toward the trail by which they had come.


  He might as well humor her this once, as he humored Charlotte. Dismounting with some difficulty, he led Diane a hundred yards back from the creek and fastened her to a silver birch; he patted her, and she seemed more at ease away from the ford. It would be only a short walk to the farmstead.


  In his riding boots, he crossed the creek without trouble and strolled up the track toward the Brownlee place. He ascended a low hogback; the woods ended on the far side of that ridge; and standing in scrub at the edge of the tangle, head and shoulders above a thick clump of wild blackberry bushes, he had a good view of the farm. On his rides he carried field glasses, and now he took these from their case at his belt and surveyed the field between him and the farm buildings.


  He could see a part of one of the orchards; he thought he could make out piles of fresh earth under some trees. He could see very clearly that a number of the beehives back of the chicken house had been overturned and lay on the ground. Then across his line of vision a man moved: a man in old overalls, gaunt, with a rifle in his hand. He saw him in profile and was not perceived himself. For a silly instant, the judge took the man for Fate Brownlee redivivus; then he knew it must be Virgil. He was startled when the man abruptly brought the stock up to his shoulder and fired toward a sugarbush grove to the north. The rifle crack echoed mightily over the desolation.


  What might Virgil be hunting with a rifle in October — deer out of season? The judge could not trust a city man's discretion or aim, and he didn’t mean to be taken for a buck; he must make his presence known. "Virgil!" the judge shouted, hoarsely.


  The man started conspicuously, swung around, hastily took aim, and pulled the trigger before the judge grasped his intention. The judge felt a swift stinging blow, reeled, and fell forward to earth, among the bushes.


  If he had fainted, it could have been only for a moment. He had been hit in the head: Virgil Brownlee was a crack shot, or a lucky one. How badly? Half dazed, the judge sensed that blood was running thickly down his right cheek and his chin. He thought that he could have stood up, but he didn't mean to try it; for the moment he was invisible behind the blackberry bushes. He remembered, relevantly, how last December one deer hunter had fired at another, taking him for game; and when the wounded man had screeched, stood up, and tried to run, the whiskey-swigging first hunter had pumped bullet after bullet into him, blind with hunter's lust.


  The judge heard a shrill voice, happily still some distance off. "Come on out! Come on out of there, Fate!"


  The judge had been wounded twice in New Guinea, and on one of those occasions had played possum while the Japanese poked about the jungle to finish him off. Four of his own men had come to his rescue then, but no one could help him here. He felt his bloody head with his right hand: there was a flesh wound in his cheek, and the cheekbone must be broken, and the lobe of his right ear was missing. As yet, the pain was surprisingly endurable, but the bleeding was profuse. Confound darling Charlotte for depriving him of his pistol! There was not even a stick or a big stone ready to hand — nothing to defend him against Virgil Brownlee's damned rifle. The judge wouldn't sing out a second time, not he. Would Virgil come into the brush after his trophy?


  He would. Close now, too close, there came a second wild shout: "Fate, you in there? You come on out of there, or I'll give it to you in your belly like I gave it to your dog after you got caught in the creek. I ain’t scared of you, live or dead!" It was a maniac shriek.


  There was a trampling in the brush; and peering eagerly through the lower part of the bushes without raising his head or stirring a finger, the judge could see a pair of muddy farm boots only a few yards distant from him. But he judged from the boots' angle that the man was staring somewhat to his left, his rifle at the ready. The judge held his breath.


  "Fate," the frantic voice cried, "it's all mine now, by law. You think you can scare me out of it by peeking in windows and rattling knobs? You can't take it with you, Fate!"


  At that moment, there occurred some slight noise in the woods off to the left, and perhaps some slight movement, too; Virgil heard and perhaps saw, or thought he saw, and swung in that direction, crouching, so that his back was fully turned upon the judge. Staring at the man's boot heels, the judge tensed himself for action.


  "Fate," the shriek came, "you let me off, I'll let you off. Hell, I didn't start up the tractor; all I done was walk away after you got caught. Fate, I wouldn't of done that if you hadn't said you'd give the whole shebang to them Salvationers. I ain't scared to look at you in daylight — come on out and show your dirty old face. Come on out, now, or I'll give it to you in the belly!"


  Nobody answered. The judge rose on hands and knees, most stealthily. Blood was streaming down his arm and his side.


  After what seemed like an hour but must have been seconds, the shouting was resumed. "What you after, Fate? You want what I took off you in the creek? All right — take it, then!"


  Something must have been flung toward the grove of maples, for there was a faint clinking thud. Then came a second rustling of bushes — from that deer or coon which had frightened Diane at the ford? "And take this, Fate!" Pow! The rifle cracked again and again and again.


  Rising desperately to his feet, the judge hurled himself through the bushes and rushed at Virgil's back. He made it. Flinging all his weight upon the man, he hit Virgil's spine with his knee and clamped his blood-dripping hands over Virgil's averted face. In a voice that seemed like someone else's, the judge roared, "Got you, Virgil!"


  The man collapsed, the judge tumbling upon him, and the rifle fell just beyond Virgil's head. The judge pounded Virgil's face against the earth, and then he poked the lunatic. "Get up, Brownlee; I'm taking you to jail."


  Virgil did not stir. Another possum? The judge tore off his own necktie and bound Virgil's wrists behind his back; still no resistance. Virgil's hands felt cold. "Get up, you brother killer!"


  No movement at all. The judge rolled the man over and ripped open his clothes: he could detect no heartbeat, no breathing. Virgil's unattractive face was close to his, and the fixed, open eyes were sightless. No possum! In his time, the judge had seen many dead men, but all the others had borne wounds.


  Buck Tuller's house stood less than half a mile distant, the judge contrived to recollect in his confusion, and he thought he might get there before fainting from loss of blood. He had clapped his handkerchief to ear and cheek. Ride Diane? No, he was in no shape to force her across the creek. He must foot it to Tuller's, even if already his legs quivered ominously under him.


  Keeping his handkerchief pressed hard against his cheek and ear, he took three or four steps; and then his foot struck something. Part of it glittered. It was Fate's old steel-mouthed purse, lying among ferns: this was what Virgil had flung out as bait to the invisible. Virgil must have taken it from his brother trapped in the creek, perhaps while Fate still had clung to the willow- branches and begged for life. The judge nudged the thing with his foot; coins clinked inside.


  Let it lie, for the moment: if he bent over, giddiness might undo him. Let it lie, for more reasons than one. Two months before, at the Brownlee house, there had come upon him the sense of a hungry presence; that sense descended again upon him now, more powerful and more malign, and he enfeebled. Was he alone with one corpse and two dead things?


  Did those woods creatures stir again at the edge of the field? Deer or raccoon, of course; keep telling yourself that, Titus Moreton: coon or deer. Let the purse lay where it had fallen.


  Come on, Titus: you walked out of the jungle at Burma, with grenade-fragments in both arms, and even now you can walk as far as Tuller's. Walk as fast as you can, not showing fear. Pay no heed to that deer, or that coon, or whatever it may be, scrunching somewhere behind you. A bullet to the head can inflict hallucinations even upon a steady-nerved man. Don't look back: walk!


  Buck's eldest son and Buck's wife drove the judge to the hospital, and Buck Tuller and his second boy took the panel truck and went after Virgil Brownlee's body. It was there, all right, cold stone dead, clad in the pair of overalls that Virgil had inherited from his brother. Then Buck and his boy searched in the ferns and elsewhere for Fate's purse, the judge having said it was a piece of evidence. They did pick up the judge's binoculars, fallen when he was shot, but no purse. They looked until sundown, glancing over their shoulders often, but they could not find it. Buck gave up when his son's teeth began to chatter.


  When, a fortnight later, the judge had mended sufficiently, Charlotte drove him out to the Brownlee place, and he poked through the scrub for two hours or more, kicking aside masses of fallen maple leaves. He was perfectly sure of the spot. Defying Ozymandia's commands and entreaties, he went down on his hands and knees, feeling all over for the purse. No luck. With the coins in it, the purse would have been too heavy and awkward for any squirrel to carry off. Yet the thing had been taken, and no pack rats live in Pottawattomie County.


  Charlotte now had grown as skittish as Diane had been at the ford, glancing back and forth from the judge among the leaves to the house so silent and derelict. "Give it up, silly," she demanded, almost sotto voce. "Is anybody in that house?"


  The judge straightened up and joined her at the car. "Ask me what songs the sirens sang, darling."


  "Who wants that old purse, anyway?"


  "I won't speak his name here, Charlotte, if you'll excuse me. I suppose he has his heart's desire, and the iron in his soul withal."


  "You make me angry when you're so obscure, Titus." She started up their car. "Oh! What's that toward the creek?" She stepped hard on the gas, and the car bounced so over the ruts that the alert judge, his head craned backward, could make out nothing.


  "Did you see anything, darling?"


  "Not exactly." Her hands trembled on the wheel.


  "I suppose it was some obscure hungry thing, Ozymandia, needing an obol or two for Charon. It was a poor thing; let it fade."


  


  The Peculiar Demesne


  (1980)
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  “The imagination of man’s heart is evil from his youth.”


  —Gen. VIII: 21


  Two black torch-bearers preceding us and two following, Mr. Thomas Whiston and I walked through twilight alleys of Haggat toward Manfred Arcane’s huge house, on Christmas Eve. Big flashlights would have done as well as torches, and there were some few streetlamps even in the lanes of the ancient dyers’ quarter, where Arcane, disdaining modernity, chose to live; but Arcane, with his baroque conceits and crotchets, had insisted upon sending his linkmen for us.


  The gesture pleased burly Tom Whiston, executive vice-president for African imports of Cosmopolitan-Anarch Oil Corporation. Whiston had not been in Haggat before, or anywhere in Hamnegri. Considerably to his vexation, he had not been granted an audience with Achmet ben Ali, Hereditary President of Hamnegri and Sultan in Kalidu. With a sellers’ market in petroleum, sultans may be so haughty as they please, and Achmet the Pious disliked men of commerce.


  Yet His Excellency Manfred Arcane, Minister without Portfolio in the Sultan’s cabinet, had sent to Whiston and to me holograph invitations to his Christmas Eve party—an event of a sort infrequent in the Moslem city of Haggat, ever since most of the French had departed during the civil wars. I had assured Whiston that Arcane was urbane and amusing, and that under the Sultan Achmet, no one was more powerful than Manfred Arcane. So this invitation consoled Tom Whiston considerably.


  “If this Arcane is more or less European,” Whiston asked me, “how can he be a kind of grand vizier in a country like this? Is the contract really up to him, Mr. Yawby?”


  “Why,” I said, “Arcane can be what he likes: when he wants to be taken for a native of Haggat, he can look it. The Hereditary President and Sultan couldn’t manage without him. Arcane commands the mercenaries, and for all practical purposes he directs foreign relations—including the oil contracts. In Hamnegri, he’s what Glubb Pasha was in Jordan once, and more. I was consul here at Haggat for six years, and was made consul general three years ago, so I know Arcane as well as any foreigner knows him. Age does not stale, nor custom wither, this Manfred Arcane.”


  Now we stood at the massive carved wooden doors of Arcane’s house, which had been built in the seventeenth century by some purse-proud Kalidu slave trader. Two black porters with curved swords at their belts bowed to us and swung the doors wide. Whiston hesitated just a moment before entering, not to my surprise; there was a kind of magnificent grimness about the place which might give one a grue.


  From somewhere inside that vast hulking old house, a soprano voice, sweet and strong, drifted to us. “There’ll be women at this party?” Whiston wanted to know.


  “That must he Melchiora singing—Madame Arcane. She’s Sicilian, and looks like a femme fatale.” I lowered my voice. “For that matter, she is a femme fatale. During the insurrection four years ago, she shot a half dozen rebels with her own rifle. Yes, there will be a few ladies: not a harem. Arcane’s a Christian of sorts. I expect our party will be pretty much en famille—which is to say, more or less British, Arcane having been educated in England long ago. This house is managed by a kind of chatelaine, a very old Englishwoman, Lady Grizel Fergusson. You’ll meet some officers of the IPV—the Interracial Peace Volunteers, the mercenaries who keep your oil flowing—and three or four French couples, and perhaps Mohammed ben Ibrahim, who’s the Internal-Security Minister nowadays, and quite civilized. I believe there’s an Ethiopian noble, an exile, staying with Arcane. And of course there’s Arcane’s usual menage, a lively household. There should be English-style games and stories. The Minister without Portfolio is a raconteur.”


  “From what I hear about him,” Tom Whiston remarked sotto voce, “he should have plenty of stories to tell. They say he knows where the bodies are buried, and gets a two percent royalty on every barrel of oil.”


  I put my finger on my lips. “Phrases more or less figurative in America,” I suggested, “are taken literally in Hamnegri, Mr. Whiston—because things are done literally here. You’ll find that Mr. Arcane’s manners are perfect: somewhat English, somewhat Austrian, somewhat African grandee, but perfect. His Excellency has been a soldier and a diplomat, and he is subtle. The common people in this town call him ‘the Father of Shadows.’ So to speak of bodies…”


  We had been led by a manservant in a scarlet robe up broad stairs and along a corridor hung with carpets—some of them splendid old Persians, others from the cruder looms of the Sultanate of Kalidu. Now a rotund black man with a golden chain about his neck, a kind of majordomo, bowed us into an immense room with a fountain playing in the middle of it. In tolerable English, the majordomo called out, after I had whispered to him, “Mr. Thomas Whiston, from Texas, America; and Mr. Harry Yawby, Consul General of the United States!”


  There swept toward us Melchiora, Arcane’s young wife, or rather consort: the splendid Melchiora, sibylline and haughty, her mass of black hair piled high upon her head, her black eyes gleaming in the lamplight. She extended her slim hand for Tom Whiston to kiss; he was uncertain how to do that.


  “Do come over to the divan by the fountain,” she said in flawless English, “and I’ll bring my husband to you.” A fair number of people were talking and sipping punch in that high-ceilinged vaulted hall—once the harem of the palace—but they seemed few and lonely in its shadowy vastness. A string quartet, apparently French, were playing; black servingmen in ankle-length green gowns were carrying about brass trays of refreshments. Madame Arcane presented Whiston to some of the guests I knew already: “Colonel Fuentes… Major MacIlwraith, the Volunteers’ executive officer… Monsieur and Madame Courtemanche…” We progressed slowly toward the divan. “His Excellency Mohammed ben Ibrahim, Minister for Internal Security… And a new friend, the Fitaurari Wolde Mariam, from Gondar.”


  The Fitaurari was a grizzle-headed veteran with aquiline features who had been great in the Abyssinian struggle against Italy, but now was lucky to have fled out of his country, through Gallabat, before the military junta could snare him. He seemed uncomfortable in so eccentrically cosmopolitan a gathering; his wide oval eyes, like those in an Ethiopian fresco, looked anxiously about for someone to rescue him from the voluble attentions of a middle-aged French lady; so Melchiora swept him along with us toward the divan.


  Ancient, ancient Lady Grizel Fergusson, who had spent most of her many decades in India and Africa, and whose husband had been tortured to death in Kenya, was serving punch from a barbaric, capacious silver bowl beside the divan. “Ah, Mr. Whiston? You’ve come for our petrol, I understand. Isn’t it shockingly dear? But I’m obstructing your way. Now where has His Excellency got to? Oh, the Spanish consul has his ear; we’ll extricate him in a moment. Did you hear Madame Arcane singing as you came in? Don’t you love her voice?”


  “Yes, but I didn’t understand the words,” Tom Whiston said. “Does she know ‘Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer’?”


  “Actually, I rather doubt— Ah, there she has dragged His Excellency away from the Spaniard, clever girl. Your Excellency, may I present Mr. Whiston—from Texas, I believe?”


  Manfred Arcane, who among other accomplishments had won the civil war for the Sultan through his astounding victory at the Fords of Krokul, came cordially toward us, his erect figure brisk and elegant. Two little wolfish black men, more barbaric foster sons than servants, made way for him among the guests, bowing, smiling with their long teeth, begging pardon in their incomprehensible dialect. These two had saved Arcane’s life at the Fords, where he had taken a traitor’s bullet in the back; but Arcane seemed wholly recovered from that injury now.


  Manfred Arcane nodded familiarly to me and took Whiston’s hand. “It’s kind of you to join our pathetic little assembly here; and good of you to bring him, Yawby. I see you’ve been given some punch; it’s my own formula. I’m told that you and I, Mr. Whiston, are to have, tête-à-tête and candidly, a base commercial conversation on Tuesday. Tonight we play, Mr. Whiston. Do you fancy snapdragon, that fiery old Christmas sport? Don’t know it? It’s virtually forgotten in England now, I understand, but once upon a time before the deluge, when I was at Wellington School, I became the nimblest boy for it. They insist that I preside over the revels tonight. Do you mind having your fingers well burnt?”


  His was public-school English, and Arcane was fluent in a dozen other languages. Tom Whiston, accustomed enough to Arab sheikhs and African pomposities, looked startled at this bouncing handsome white-haired old man. Energy seemed to start from Arcane’s fingertips; his swarthy face—inherited, report said, from a Montenegrin gypsy mother—was mobile, nearly unlined, at once jolly and faintly sinister. Arcane’s underlying antique grandeur was veiled by ease and openness of manners. I knew how deceptive those manners could be. But for him, the “emergent” Commonwealth of Hamnegri would have fallen to bits.


  Motioning Whiston and me to French chairs, Arcane clapped his hands. Two of the servingmen hurried up with a vast brass tray, elaborately worked, and set it upon a low stand; one of them scattered handfuls of raisins upon the tray, and over these the other poured a flagon of warmed brandy.


  The guests, with their spectrum of complexions, gathered in a circle round the tray. An olive-skinned European boy—“the son,” I murmured to Whiston—solemnly came forward with a long lighted match, which he presented to Arcane. Servants turned out the lamps, so that the old harem was pitch-black except for Arcane’s tiny flame.


  “Now we join reverently in the ancient and honorable pastime of snapdragon,” Arcane’s voice came, with mock portentousness. In the match-flame, one could make out only his short white beard. “Whosoever snatches and devours the most flaming raisins shall be awarded the handsome tray on which they are scattered, the creation of the finest worker in brass in Haggat. Friends, I offer you a foretaste of Hell! Hey presto!”


  He set his long match to the brandy, at three points, and blue flames sprang up. In a moment they were ranging over the whole surface of the tray. “At them, brave companions!” Few present knowing the game, most held back. Arcane himself thrust a hand into the flames, plucked out a handful of raisins, and flung them burning into his mouth, shrieking in simulated agony. “Ah! Ahhh! I burn, I burn! What torment!”


  Lady Fergusson tottered forward to emulate His Excellency; and I snatched my raisins, too, knowing that it is well to share in the play of those who sit in the seats of the mighty. Melchiora joined us, and the boy, and the Spanish consul, and the voluble French lady, and others. When the flames lagged, Arcane shifted the big tray slightly, to keep up the blaze.


  “Mr. Whiston, are you craven?” he called. “Some of you ladies, drag our American guest to the torment!” Poor Whiston was thrust forward, grabbed awkwardly at the raisins—and upset the tray. It rang upon the tiled floor, the flames went out, and the women’s screams echoed in total darkness.


  “So!” Arcane declared, laughing. The servants lit the lamps. “Rodriguez,” he told the Spanish consul, “you’ve proved the greatest glutton tonight, and the tray is yours, after it has been washed. Why, Mr. Texas Whiston, I took you for a Machiavelli of oil contracts, but the booby prize is yours. Here, I bestow it upon you.” There appeared magically in his hand a tiny gold candlesnuffer, and he presented it to Whiston.


  Seeing Whiston red-faced and rather angry, Arcane smoothed his plumage, an art at which he was accomplished. With a few minutes’ flattering talk, he had his Texas guest jovial. The quartet had struck up a waltz; many of the guests were dancing on the tiles; it was a successful party.


  “Your Excellency,” Grizel Fergusson was saying in her shrill old voice, “are we to have our Christmas ghost story?” Melchiora and the boy, Guido, joined in her entreaty.


  “That depends on whether our American guest has a relish for such yarn-spinning,” Arcane told them. “What’s dreamt of in your philosophy, Mr. Whiston?”


  In the shadows about the fountain, I nudged Whiston discreetly: Arcane liked an appreciative audience, and he was a tale-teller worth hearing.


  “Well, I never saw any ghosts myself,” Whiston ventured, reluctantly, “but maybe it’s different in Africa. I’ve heard about conjure men and voodoo and witch doctors…”


  Arcane gave him a curious smile. “Wolde Mariam here—he and I were much together in the years when I served the Negus Negusti, rest his soul—could tell you more than a little of that. Those Gondar people are eldritch folk, and I suspect that Wolde Mariam himself could sow dragon’s teeth.”


  The Abyssinian probably could not catch the classical allusion, but he smiled ominously in his lean way with his sharp teeth. “Let us hear him, then,” Melchiora demanded. “It needn’t be precisely a ghost story.”


  “And Manfred—Your Excellency—do tell us again about Archvicar Gerontion,” Lady Fergusson put in. “Really, you tell that adventure best of all.”


  Arcane’s subtle smile vanished for a moment, and Melchiora raised a hand as if to dissuade him; but he sighed slightly, smiled again, and motioned toward a doorway in line with the fountain. “I’d prefer being toasted as a snapdragon raisin to enduring that experience afresh,” he said, “but so long as Wolde Mariam doesn’t resurrect the Archvicar, I’ll try to please you. Our dancing friends seem happy; why affright them? Here, come into Whitebeard’s Closet, and Wolde Mariam and I will chill you.” He led the way toward that door in the thick wall, and down a little corridor into a small whitewashed room deep within the old house.


  There were seven of us: Melchiora, Guido, Lady Fergusson, Whiston, Wolde Mariam, Arcane, and myself. The room’s only ornament was one of those terrible agonized Spanish Christ-figures, hung high upon a wall. There were no European chairs, but a divan and several leather stools or cushions. An oil lamp suspended from the ceiling supplied the only light. We squatted or crouched or lounged about the Minister without Portfolio and Wolde Mariam. Tom Whiston looked embarrassed. Melchiora rang a little bell, and a servant brought tea and sweet cakes.


  “Old friend,” Arcane told Wolde Mariam, “it is an English custom, Lord knows why, to tell uncanny tales at Christmas, and Grizel Fergusson must be pleased, and Mr. Whiston impressed. Tell us something of your Gondar conjurers and shape-shifters.”


  I suspect that Whiston did not like this soiree in the least, but he knew better than to offend Arcane, upon whose good humor so many barrels of oil depended. “Sure, we’d like to hear about them,” he offered, if feebly.


  By some unnoticed trick or other, Arcane caused the flame in the lamp overhead to sink down almost to vanishing point. We could see dimly the face of the tormented Christ upon the wall, but little else. As the light had diminished, Melchiora had taken Arcane’s hand in hers. We seven at once in the heart of Africa, and yet out of it—out of time, out of space. “Instruct us, old friend,” said Arcane to Wolde Mariam. “We’ll not laugh at you, and when you’ve done, I’ll reinforce you.”


  Although the Ethiopian soldier’s eyes and teeth were dramatic in the dim lamplight, he was no skilled narrator in English. Now and then he groped for an English word, could not find it, and used Amharic or Italian. He told of deacons who worked magic, and could set papers afire though they sat many feet away from them; of spells that made men’s eyes bleed continuously, until they submitted to what the conjurers demanded of them; of Falasha who could transform themselves into hyenas, and Galls women who commanded spirits. Because I collect folktales of East Africa, all this was very interesting to me. But Tom Whiston did not understand half of what Wolde Mariam said, and grew bored, not believing the other half; I had to nudge him twice to keep him from snoring. Wolde Mariam himself was diffident, no doubt fearing that he, who had been a power in Gondar, would be taken for a superstitious fool. He finished lamely: “So some people believe.”


  But Melchiora, who came from sinister Agrigento in Sicily, had listened closely, and so had the boy. Now Manfred Arcane, sitting directly under the lamp, softly ended the awkward pause.


  “Some of you have heard all this before,” Arcane commenced, “but you protest that it does not bore you. It alarms me still: so many frightening questions are raised by what occurred two years ago. The Archvicar Gerontion—how harmoniously perfect in his evil, his ‘unblemished turpitude’—was as smoothly foul a being as one might hope to meet. Yet who am I to sit in judgment? Where Gerontion slew his few victims, I slew my myriads.”


  “Oh, come, Your Excellency,” Grizel Fergusson broke in, “your killing was done in fair fight, and honorable.”


  The old adventurer bowed his handsome head to her. “Honorable—with a few exceptions—in a rude condottiere, perhaps. However that may be, our damned Archvicar may have been sent to give this old evil-doer a foretaste of the Inferno—through a devilish game of snapdragon, with raisins, brandy, and all. What a dragon Gerontion was, and what a peculiar dragon-land he fetched me into!” He sipped his tea before resuming.


  “Mr. Whiston, I doubt whether you gave full credence to the Fitaurari’s narration. Let me tell you that in my own Abyssinian years I saw with these eyes some of the phenomena he described; that these eyes of mine, indeed, have bled as he told, from a sorcerer’s curse in Kaffa. O ye of little faith! But though hideous wonders are worked in Gondar and Kaffa and other Ethiopian lands, the Indian enchanters are greater than the African. This Archvicar Gerontion—he was a curiously well-read scoundrel, and took his alias from Eliot’s poem, I do believe—combined the craft of India with the craft of Africa.”


  This story was new to me, but I had heard that name “Gerontion” somewhere, two or three years earlier. “Your Excellency, wasn’t somebody of that name a pharmacist here in Haggat?” I ventured.


  Arcane nodded. “And a marvelous chemist he was, too. He used his chemistry on me, and something more. Now look here, Yawby: if my memory serves me, Aquinas holds that a soul must have a body to inhabit, and that has been my doctrine. Yet it is an arcane doctrine” —here he smiled, knowing that we thought of his own name or alias— “and requires much interpretation. Now was I out of my body, or in it, there within the Archvicar’s peculiar demesne? I’ll be damned if I know—and if I don’t, probably. But how I run on, senile creature that I am! Let me try to put some order into this garrulity.”


  Whiston had sat up straight and was paying sharp attention. There was electricity in Arcane’s voice, as in his body.


  “You may be unaware, Mr. Whiston,” Manfred Arcane told him, “that throughout Hamnegri, in addition to my military and diplomatic responsibilities, I exercise certain judicial functions. To put it simply, I constitute in my person a court of appeal for Europeans who have been accused under Hamnegrian law. Such special tribunals once were common enough in Africa; one survives here, chiefly for diplomatic reasons. The laws of Hamnegri are somewhat harsh, perhaps, and so I am authorized by the Hereditary President and Sultan to administer a kind of jus gentium when European foreigners—and Americans, too—are brought to book. Otherwise European technicians and merchants might leave Hamnegri, and we might become involved in diplomatic controversies with certain humanitarian European and American governments.


  “So! Two years ago there was appealed to me, in this capacity of mine, the case of a certain T. M. A. Gerontion, who styled himself Archvicar in the Church of the Divine Mystery—a quasi-Christian sect with a small following in Madras and South Africa, I believe. This Archvicar Gerontion, who previously had passed under the name of Omanwallah and other aliases, was a chemist with a shop in one of the more obscure lanes of Haggat. He had been found guilty of unlicensed trafficking in narcotics and of homicides resulting from such traffic. He had been tried by the Administrative Tribunal of Post and Customs. You may perceive, Mr. Whiston, that in Hamnegri we have a juridical structure unfamiliar to you; there are reasons for that—among them the political influence of the Postmaster-General, Gabriel M’Rundu. At any rate, jurisdiction over the narcotics traffic is enjoyed by that tribunal, which may impose capital punishment—and did impose a death sentence upon Gerontion.


  “The Archvicar, a very clever man, contrived to smuggle an appeal to me, on the ground that he was a British subject, or rather a citizen of the British Commonwealth. ‘To Caesar thou must go.’ He presented a prima facie case for this claim of citizenship; whether or not it was a true claim, I never succeeded in ascertaining to my satisfaction; the man’s whole Iife had been a labyrinth of deceptions. I believe that Gerontion was the son of a Parsee father, and born in Bombay. But with his very personal identity in question—he was so old, and had lived in so many lands, under so many aliases and false papers, and with so many inconsistencies in police records—why, how might one accurately ascertain his mere nationality? Repeatedly he had changed his name, his residence, his occupation, seemingly his very shape.”


  “He was fat and squat as a toad,” Melchiora said, squeezing the minister’s hand.


  “Yes, indeed,” Arcane assented, “an ugly-looking customer—though about my own height, really, Best Beloved—and a worse-behaved customer. Nevertheless, I accepted his appeal, and took him out of the custody of the Postmaster-General before sentence could be put into execution. M’Rundu, who fears me more than he loves me, was extremely vexed at this; he had expected to extract some curious information, and a large sum of money, from the Archvicar—though he would have put him to death in the end. But I grow indiscreet; all this is entre nous, friends.


  “I accepted the Archvicar’s appeal because the complexities of his case interested me. As some of you know, often I am bored, and this appeal came to me in one of my idle periods. Clearly the condemned man was a remarkable person, accomplished in all manner of mischief: a paragon of vice. For decades he had slipped almost scatheless through the hands of the police of a score of countries, though repeatedly indicted—and acquitted. He seemed to play a deadly criminal game for the game’s sake, and to profit substantially by it, even if he threw away most of his gains at the gaming tables. I obtained from Interpol and other sources a mass of information about this appellant.


  “Gerontion, or Omanwallah, or the person masquerading under yet other names, seemed to have come off free, though accused of capital crimes, chiefly because of the prosecutors’ difficulty in establishing that the prisoner in the dock actually was the person whose name had appeared on the warrants of arrest. I myself have been artful in disguises and pseudonyms. Yet this Gerontion, or whoever he was, far excelled me. At different periods of his career, police descriptions of the offender deviated radically from earlier descriptions; it seemed as if he must be three men in one; most surprising, certain sets of fingerprints I obtained from five or six countries in Asia and Africa, purporting to be those of the condemned chemist of Haggat, did not match one another. What an eel! I suspected him of astute bribery of record-custodians, policemen, and even judges; he could afford it.


  “He had been tried for necromancy in the Shan States, charged with having raised a little child from the grave and making the thing do his bidding; tried also for poisoning two widows in Madras; for a colossal criminal fraud in Johannesburg; for kidnapping a young woman—never found—in Ceylon; repeatedly, for manufacturing and selling dangerous narcotic preparations. The catalogue of accusations ran on and on. And yet, except for brief periods, this Archvicar Gerontion had remained at a licentious liberty all those decades.”


  Guido, an informed ten years of age, apparently had not been permitted to hear this strange narration before; he had crept close to Arcane’s knees. “Father, what had he done here in Haggat?”


  “Much, Guido. Will you find me a cigar?” This being produced from a sandalwood box, Arcane lit his Burma cheroot and puffed as he went on.


  “I’ve already stated the indictment and conviction by the Tribunal of Post and Customs. It is possible for vendors to sell hashish and certain other narcotics, lawfully, here in Hamnegri—supposing that the dealer has paid a tidy license fee and obtained a license which subjects him to regulation and inspection. Although Gerontion had ample capital, he had not secured such documents. Why not? In part, I suppose, because of his intense pleasure in running risks; for one type of criminal, evasion of the law is a joyous pursuit in its own right. But chiefly his motive must have been that he dared not invite official scrutiny of his operations. The local sale of narcotics was a small item for him; he was an exporter on a large scale, and Hamnegri has subscribed to treaties against that. More, he was not simply marketing drugs but manufacturing them from secret formulas—and experimenting with his products upon the bodies of such as he might entice to take his privy doses.


  “Three beggars, of the sort that would do anything for the sake of a few coppers, were Gerontion’s undoing. One was found dead in an alley, the other two lying in their hovels outside the Gate of the Heads. The reported hallucinations of the dying pair were of a complex and fantastic character—something I was to understand better at a later time. One beggar recovered enough reason before expiring to drop the Archvicar’s name; and so M’Rundu’s people caught Gerontion. Apparently Gerontion had kept the three beggars confined in his house, but there must have been a blunder, and somehow in their delirium the three had contrived to get into the streets. Two other wretched mendicants were found by the Post Office Police locked, comatose, into the Archvicar’s cellar. They also died later.


  “M’Rundu, while he had the chemist in charge, kept the whole business quiet; and so did I, when I had Gerontion in this house later. I take it that some rumor of the affair came to your keen ears, Yawby. Our reason for secrecy was that Gerontion appeared to have connections with some sort of international ring or clique or sect, and we hoped to snare confederates. Eventually I found that the scent led to Scotland; but that’s another story.”


  Wolde Mariam raised a hand, almost like a child at school. “Ras Arcane, you say that this poisoner was a Christian? Or was he a Parsee?”


  The Minister without Portfolio seemed gratified by his newly conferred Abyssinian title. “Would that the Negus had thought so well of me as you do, old comrade! Why, I suppose I have become a kind of ras here in Hamnegri, but I like your mountains better than this barren shore. As for Gerontion’s profession of faith, his Church of the Divine Mystery was an instrument for deception and extortion, working principally upon silly old women; yet unquestionably he did believe fervently in a supernatural realm. His creed seemed to have been a debauched Manichaeism—that perennial heresy. I don’t suppose you follow me, Wolde Mariam; you may not even know that you’re a heretic yourself, you Abyssinian Monophysite: no offense intended, old friend. Well, then, the many Manichees believe that the world is divided between the forces of light and of darkness; and Gerontion had chosen to side with the darkness. Don’t stir so impatiently, little Guido, for I don’t mean to give you a lecture on theology.”


  I feared, nevertheless, that Arcane might launch into precisely that, he being given to long and rather learned, if interesting, digressions; and like the others, I was eager for the puzzling Gerontion to stride upon the stage in all his outer and inner hideousness. So I said, “Did Your Excellency actually keep this desperate Archvicar here in this house?”


  “There was small risk in that, or so I fancied,” Arcane answered. “When he was fetched from M’Rundu’s prison, I found him in shabby condition. I never allow to police or troops under my command such methods of interrogation as M’Rundu’s people employ. One of the Archvicar’s legs had been broken; he was startlingly sunken, like a pricked balloon; he had been denied medicines—but it would be distressing to go on. For all that, M’Rundu had got precious little information out of him; I obtained more, far more, through my beguiling kindliness. He could not have crawled out of this house, and of course I have guards at the doors and elsewhere.


  “And do you know, I found that he and I were like peas in a pod—”


  “No!” Melchiora interrupted passionately. “He didn’t look in the least like you, and he was a murdering devil!”


  “To every coin there are two sides, Best Beloved,” Arcane instructed her. “‘The brave man does it with a sword, the coward with a kiss.’ Not that Gerontion was a thorough coward; in some respects he was a hero of villainy, taking ghastly risks for the satisfaction of triumphing over law and morals. I mean this: he and I both had done much evil. Yet the evil that I had committed, I had worked for some seeming good —the more fool I—or in the fell clutch of circumstance; and I repented it all. ‘I do the evil I’d eschew’—often the necessary evil committed by those who are made magistrates and commanders in the field.


  “For his part, however, Gerontion had said in his heart, from the beginning, ‘Evil, be thou my good.’ I’ve always thought that Socrates spoke rubbish when he argued that all men seek the good, falling into vice only through ignorance. Socrates had his own daimon, but he did not know the Demon. Evil is pursued for its own sake by some men—though not, praise be, by most. There exist fallen natures which rejoice in pain, death, corruption, every manner of violence and fraud and treachery. Behind all these sins and crimes lies the monstrous ego.”


  The boy was listening to Arcane intently, and got his head patted, as reward, by the Minister without Portfolio. “These evil-adoring natures fascinate me morbidly,” Arcane ran on, “for deep cries unto deep, and the evil in me peers lewdly at the evil in them. Well, Archvicar Gerontion’s was a diabolic nature, in rebellion against all order here below. His nature charmed me as a dragon is said to charm. In time, or perhaps out of it, that dragon snapped, as you shall learn.


  “Yes, pure evil, defecated evil, can be charming—supposing that it doesn’t take one by the throat. Gerontion had manners—though something of a chichi accent—wit, cunning, breadth of bookish knowledge, a fund of ready allusion and quotation, penetration into human motives and types of character, immense sardonic experience of the world, even an impish malicious gaiety. Do you know anyone like that, Melchiora—your husband, perhaps?” The beauty compressed her lips.


  “So am I quite wrong to say that he and I were like peas in a pod?” Arcane spread out his hands gracefully toward Melchiora. “There existed but one barrier between the Archvicar and myself, made up of my feeble good intentions on one side and of his strong malice on the other side; or, to put this in a different fashion, I was an unworthy servant of the light, and he was a worthy servant of the darkness.” Arcane elegantly knocked the ash off his cigar.


  “How long did this crazy fellow stay here with you?” Tom Whiston asked. He was genuinely interested in the yarn.


  “Very nearly a fortnight, my Texan friend. Melchiora was away visiting people in Rome at the time; this city and this whole land were relatively free of contention and violence that month—a consummation much to be desired but rare in Hamnegri. Idle, I spent many hours in the Archvicar’s reverend company. So far as he could navigate in a wheelchair, Gerontion had almost the run of the house. He was well fed, well lodged, well attended by a physician, civilly waited upon by the servants, almost cosseted. What did I have to fear from this infirm old scoundrel? His life depended upon mine; had he injured me, back he would have gone to the torments of M’Rundu’s prison.


  “So we grew almost intimates. The longer I kept him with me, the more I might learn of the Archvicar’s international machinations and confederates. Of evenings, often we would sit together—no, not in this little cell, but in the great hall, where the Christmas party is in progress now. Perhaps from deep instinct, I did not like to be confined with him in a small space. We exchanged innumerable anecdotes of eventful lives.


  “What he expected to gain from learning more about me, his dim future considered, I couldn’t imagine. But he questioned me with a flattering assiduity about many episodes of my variegated career, my friends, my political responsibilities, my petty tastes and preferences. We found that we had all sorts of traits in common—an inordinate relish for figs and raisins, for instance. I told him much more about myself than I would have told any man with a chance of living long. Why not indulge the curiosity, idle though it might be, of a man under sentence of death?


  “And for my part, I ferreted out of him, slyly, bits and pieces that eventually I fitted together after a fashion. I learnt enough, for one thing, to lead me later to his unpleasant confederates in Britain, and to break them. Couldn’t he see that I was worming out of him information which might be used against others? Perhaps, or even probably, he did perceive that. Was he actually betraying his collaborators to me, deliberately enough, while pretending to be unaware of how much he gave away? Was this tacit implication of others meant to please me, and so curry favor with the magistrate who held his life in his hands—yet without anyone being able to say that he, Gerontion, had let the cat out of the bag? This subtle treachery would have accorded well with his whole life.


  “What hadn’t this charlatan done, at one time or another? He had been deep in tantric magic, for one thing, and other occult studies; he knew all the conjurers’ craft of India and Africa, and had practiced it. He had high pharmaceutical learning, from which I was not prepared to profit much, though I listened to him attentively; he had invented or compounded recently a narcotic, previously unknown, to which he gave the name kalanzi; from his testing of that, the five beggars had perished —‘a mere act of God, Your Excellency,’ he said. He had hoodwinked great and obscure. And how entertainingly he could talk of it all, with seeming candor!


  “On one subject alone was he reticent: his several identities, or masks and assumed names. He did not deny having played many parts; indeed, he smilingly gave me a cryptic quotation from Eliot: ‘Let me also wear/Such deliberate disguises/Rat’s coat, crowskin, crossed staves…’ When I put it to him that police descriptions of him varied absurdly, even as to fingerprints, he merely nodded complacently. I marveled at how old he must be—even older than the broken creature looked—for his anecdotes went back a generation before my time, and I am no young man. He spoke as if his life had known no beginning and would know no end—this man, under sentence of death! He seemed to entertain some quasi-Platonic doctrine of transmigration of souls; but, intent on the track of his confederates, I did not probe deeply into his peculiar theology.


  “Yes, a fascinating man, wickedly wise! Yet this rather ghoulish entertainer of my idle hours, like all remarkable things, had to end. One evening, in a genteel way, he endeavored to bribe me. I was not insulted, for I awaited precisely that from such a one—what else? In exchange for his freedom —‘After all, what were those five dead beggars to you or to me?’— he would give me a very large sum of money; he would have it brought to me before I should let him depart. This was almost touching: it showed that he trusted to my honor, he who had no stitch of honor himself. Of course he would not have made such an offer to M’Rundu, being aware that the Postmaster-General would have kept both bribe and briber.


  “I told him, civilly, that I was rich already, and always had preferred glory to wealth. He accepted that without argument, having come to understand me reasonably well. But I was surprised at how calmly he seemed to take the vanishing of his last forlorn hope of escape from execution.


  “For he knew well enough by now that I must confirm the death sentence of the Administrative Tribunal of Post and Customs, denying his appeal. He was guilty, damnably guilty, as charged; he had no powerful friends anywhere in the world to win him a pardon through diplomatic channels; and even had there been any doubt of his wickedness in Haggat, I was aware of his unpunished crimes in other lands. Having caught such a creature, poisonous and malign, in conscience I could not set it free to ravage the world again.


  “The next evening, then, I said —with a sentimental qualm, we two having had such lively talk together, over brandy and raisins, those past several days— that I could not overturn his condemnation. Yet I would not return him to M’Rundu’s dungeon. As the best I might do for him, I would arrange a private execution, so painless as possible; in token of our mutual esteem and comparable characteristics, I would administer le coup de grâce with my own hand. This had best occur the next day; I would sit in formal judgment during the morning, and he would be dispatched in the afternoon. I expressed my regrets—which, in some degree, were sincere, for Gerontion had been one of the more amusing specimens in my collection of lost souls.


  “I could not let him tarry with me longer. For even an experienced snake handler ought not to toy overlong with his pet cobra, there still being venom in the fangs. This reflection I kept politely to myself. ‘Then linger not in Attalus his garden…’


  “‘If you desire to draw up a will or to talk with a clergyman, I am prepared to arrange such matters for you in the morning, after endorsement of sentence, Archvicar,’ I told him.


  “At this, to my astonishment, old Gerontion seemed to choke with emotion; why, a tear or two strayed from his eyes. He had difficulty getting his words out, but he managed a quotation and even a pitiful smile of sorts: ‘After such pleasures, that would be a dreadful thing to do.’ I was the Walrus or the Carpenter, and he a hapless innocent oyster!


  “What could he have hoped to get from me, at that hour? He scarcely could have expected, knowing how many lies I had on my vestigial conscience already, that I would have spared him for the sake of a tear, as if he had been a young girl arrested for her first traffic violation. I raised my eyebrows and asked him what possible alternative existed.


  “‘Commutation to life imprisonment, Your Excellency,’ he answered, pathetically.


  “True, I had that power. But Gerontion must have known what Hamnegri’s desert camps for perpetual imprisonment were like: in those hard places, the word ‘perpetual’ was a mockery. An old man in his condition could not have lasted out a month in such a camp, and a bullet would have been more merciful far.


  “I told him as much. Still he implored me for commutation of his sentence: ‘We both are old men, Your Excellency: live and let live!’ He actually sniveled like a fag at school, this old terror! True, if he had in mind that question so often put by evangelicals—Where will you spend eternity?’—why, his anxiety was readily understood.


  “I remarked merely, ‘You hope to escape, if sent to a prison camp. But that is foolish, your age and your body considered, unless you mean to do it by bribery. Against that, I would give orders that any guard who might let you flee would be shot summarily. And, as the Irish say, “What’s all the world to a man when his wife’s a widdy?” No, Archvicar, we must end it tomorrow.’


  “He scowled intently at me; his whining and his tears ceased. ‘Then let me thank Your Excellency for your kindnesses to me in my closing days,’ he said, in a controlled voice. ‘I thank you for the good talk, the good food, the good cognac. You have entertained me well in this demesne of yours, and when opportunity offers I hope to be privileged to entertain Your Excellency in my demesne.’


  “His demesne! I suppose we all tend to think our own selves immortal. But this fatuous expectation of living, and even prospering, after the stern announcement I had made to him only moments before—why, could it be, after all, that this Archvicar was a lunatic merely? He had seemed so self-seekingly rational, at least within his own inverted deadly logic. No, this invitation must be irony, and so I replied in kind: ‘I thank you, most reverend Archvicar, for your thoughtful invitation, and will accept it whenever room may be found for me.’


  “He stared at me for a long moment, as a dragon in the legends paralyzes by its baleful eye. It was discomfiting, I assure you, the Archvicar’s prolonged gaze, and I chafed under it; he seemed to be drawing the essence out of me. Then he asked, ‘May I trouble Your Excellency with one more importunity? These past few days, we have become friends almost; and then, if I may say so, there are ties and correspondences between us, are there not? I never met a gentleman more like myself, or whom I liked better—take that as a compliment, sir. We have learnt so much about each other; something of our acquaintance will endure long. Well’—the intensity of his stare diminished slightly—‘I mentioned cognac the other moment, your good brandy. Might we have a cheering last drink together, this evening? Perhaps that really admirable Napoleon cognac we had on this table day before yesterday?’


  “‘Of course.’ I went over to the bellpull and summoned a servant, who brought the decanter of cognac and two glasses—and went away, after I had instructed him that we were not to be disturbed for two or three hours. I meant this to be the final opportunity to see whether a tipsy Archvicar might be induced to tell me still more about his confederates overseas.


  “I poured the brandy. A bowl of raisins rested on the table between us, and the Archvicar took a handful, munching them between sips of cognac; so did I.


  “The strong spirit enlivened him; his deep-set eyes glowed piercingly; he spoke confidently again, almost as if he were master in the house.


  “What is this phenomenon we call dying?’ he inquired. ‘You and I, when all’s said, are only collections of electrical particles, positive and negative. These particles, which cannot be destroyed but may be induced to rearrange themselves, are linked temporarily by some force or power we do not understand—though some of us may be more ignorant of that power than others are. Illusion, illusion! Our bodies are feeble things, inhabited by ghosts—ghosts in a machine that functions imperfectly. When the machine collapses, or falls under the influence of chemicals, our ghosts seek other lodging. Maya! I sought the secret of all this. What were those five dead beggars for whose sake you would have me shot? Why, things of no consequence, those rascals. I do not dread their ghosts: they are gone to my demesne. Having done with a thing, I dispose of it—even Your Excellency.’


  “Were his wits wandering? Abruptly the Archvicar sagged in his wheelchair; his eyelids began to close; but for a moment he recovered, and said with strong emphasis, Welcome to my demesne.’ He gasped for breath, but contrived to whisper, ‘I shall take your body.’


  “I thought he was about to slide out of the wheelchair altogether; his face had gone death-pale, and his teeth were clenched. ‘What is it, man?’ I demanded. I started up to catch him.


  “Or rather, I intended to rise. I found that I was too weak. My face also must be turning livid, and my brain was sunk in torpor suddenly; my eyelids were closing against my will. ‘The ancient limb of Satan!’ I thought in that last instant. ‘He’s poisoned the raisins with that infernal kalanzi powder of his, a final act of malice, and we’re to die together!’ After that maddening reflection I ceased to be conscious.”


  ****


  Mr. Tom Whiston drew a sighing breath: “But you’re still with us.” Melchiora had taken both of Arcane’s hands now. Wolde Mariam was crossing himself.


  “By the grace of God,” said Manfred Arcane. The words were uttered slowly, and Arcane glanced at the Spanish crucifix on the wall as he spoke them. “But I’ve not finished, Mr. Whiston: the worst is to come. Melchiora, do let us have cognac.”


  She took a bottle from a little carved cupboard. Except Guido, everybody else in the room accepted brandy too.


  “When consciousness returned,” Arcane went on, “I was in a different place. I still do not know where or what that place was. My first speculation was that I had been kidnapped. For the moment, I was alone, cold, unarmed, in the dark.


  “I found myself crouching on a rough stone pavement in a town—not an African town, I think. It was an ancient place, and desolate, and silent. It was a town that had been sacked—I have seen such towns—but sacked long ago.


  “Do any of you know Stari Bar, near the Dalmatian coast, a few miles north of the Albanian frontier? No? I have visited that ruined city several times; my mother was born not far from there. Well, this cold and dark town, so thoroughly sacked, in which I found myself was somewhat like Stari Bar. It seemed a Mediterranean place, with mingled Gothic and Turkish—not Arabic—buildings, most of them unroofed. But you may be sure that I did not take time to study the architecture.


  “I rose to my feet. It was a black night, with no moon or stars, but I could make out things tolerably well, somehow. There was no one about, no one at all. The doors were gone from most of the houses, and as for those which still had doors—why, I did not feel inclined to knock.


  “Often I have been in tight corners. Without such previous trying experiences, I should have despaired in this strange clammy place. I did not know how I had come there, nor where to go. But I suppose the adrenalin began to rise in me—what are men and rats, those natural destroyers, without ready adrenalin?—and I took stock of my predicament.


  “My immediate necessity was to explore the place. I felt giddy, and somewhat uneasy at the pit of my stomach, but I compelled myself to walk up that steep street, meaning to reach the highest point in this broken city and take a general view. I found no living soul.


  “The place was walled all about. I made my way through what must have been the gateway of the citadel, high up, and ascended with some difficulty, by a crumbling stair, a precarious tower on the battlements. I seemed to be far above a plain, but it was too dark to make out much. There was no tolerable descent out of the town from this precipice; presumably I must return all the way back through those desolate streets and find the town gates.


  “But just as I was about to descend, I perceived with a start a distant glimmer of light, away down there where the town must meet the plain. It may not have been a strong light, yet it had no competitor. It seemed to be moving erratically—and moving toward me, perhaps, though we were far, far apart. I would hurry down to meet it; anything would be better than this accursed solitude.


  “Having scrambled back out of the citadel, I became confused in the complex of streets and alleys, which here and there were nearly choked with fallen stones. Once this town must have pullulated people, for it was close-built with high old houses of masonry; but it seemed perfectly empty now. Would I miss that flickering faint light, somewhere in this fell maze of ashlar and rubble? I dashed on, downward, barking my shins more than once. Yes, I felt strong physical sensations in that ravaged town, where everyone must have been slaughtered by remorseless enemies. ‘The owl and bat their revel keep…’ It was only later that I became aware of the absence of either owl or bat. Just one animate thing showed itself: beside a building that seemed to have been a domed Turkish bathhouse, a thick nasty snake writhed away, as I ran past; but that may have been an illusion.


  “Down I scuttled like a frightened hare, often leaping or dodging those tumbled building-stones, often slipping and stumbling, unable to fathom how I had got to this grisly place, but wildly eager to seek out some other human being.


  “I trotted presently into a large piazza, one side of it occupied by a derelict vast church, perhaps Venetian Gothic, or some jumble of antique styles. It seemed to be still roofed, but I did not venture in then. Instead I scurried down a lane, steep-pitched, which ran beside the church; for that lane would lead me, I fancied, in the direction of the glimmering light.


  “Behind the church, just off the lane, was a large open space, surrounded by a low wall that was broken at various points. Had I gone astray? Then, far down at the bottom of the steep lane which stretched before me, I saw the light again. It seemed to be moving up toward me. It was not a lantern of any sort, but rather a mass of glowing stuff, more phosphorescent than incandescent, and it seemed to be about the height of a man.


  “We all are cowards—yes, Melchiora, your husband too. That strange light, if light it could be called, sent me quivering all over. I must not confront it directly until I should have some notion of what it was. So I dodged out of the lane, to my left, through one of the gaps in the low wall which paralleled the alley.


  “Now I was among tombs. This open space was the graveyard behind that enormous church. Even the cemetery of this horrid town had been sacked. Monuments had been toppled, graves dug open and pillaged. I stumbled over a crumbling skull, and fell to earth in this open charnel house.


  “That fall, it turned out, was all to the good. For while I lay prone, that light came opposite a gap in the enclosing wall, and hesitated there. I had a fair view of it from where I lay.


  “Yes, it was a man’s height, but an amorphous thing, an immense corpse-candle, or will-o’-the-wisp, so far as it may be described at all. It wavered and shrank and expanded again, lingering there, lambent.


  “And out of this abominable corpse-candle, if I may call it that, came a voice. I suppose it may have been no more than a low murmur, but in that utter silence of the empty town it was tremendous. At first it gabbled and moaned, but then I made out words, and those words paralyzed me. They were these: ‘I must have your body.’


  “Had the thing set upon me at that moment, I should have been lost: I could stir no muscle. But after wobbling near the wall-gap, the corpse-candle shifted away and went uncertainly up the lane toward the church and the square. I could see the top of it glowing above the wall until it passed out of the lane at the top.


  “I lay unmoving, though conscious. Where might I have run to? The thing was not just here now; it might be anywhere else, lurking. And it sent into me a dread more unnerving than ever I have felt from the menace of living men.


  “Memory flooded upon me in that instant. In my mind’s eye, I saw the great hall here in this house at Haggat, and the Archvicar and myself sitting at brandy and raisins, and his last words rang in my ears. Indeed I had been transported, or rather translated, to the Archvicar’s peculiar demesne, to which he consigned those wretches with whom he had finished.


  “Was this ruined town a ‘real’ place? I cannot tell you. I am certain that I was not then experiencing a dream or vision, as we ordinarily employ those words. My circumstances were actual; my peril was genuine and acute. Whether such an object as that sacked city exists in stone somewhere in this world—I do not mean to seek it out—or whether it was an illusion conjured out of the Archvicar’s imagination, or out of mine, I do not know. Maya! But I sensed powerfully that whatever the nature of this accursed place, this City of Dis, I might never get out of it—certainly not if the corpse-candle came upon me.


  “For that corpse-candle must be in some way the Archvicar Gerontion, seeking whom he might devour. He had, after all, a way out of the body of this death: and that was to take my body. Had he done the thing before, twice or thrice before, in his long course of evil? Had he meant to do it with one of those beggars upon whom he had experimented, and been interrupted before his venture could be completed?


  “It must be a most perilous chance, a desperate last recourse, for Gerontion was enfeebled and past the height of his powers. But his only alternative was the executioner’s bullet. He meant to enter into me, to penetrate me utterly, to perpetuate his essence in my flesh; and I would be left here—or the essence, the ghost of me, rather—in this place of desolation beyond time and space. The Archvicar, master of some Tantra, had fastened upon me for his prey because only I had lain within his reach on the eve of his execution. And also there were those correspondences between us, which would diminish the obstacles to the transmigration of Gerontion’s malign essence from one mortal vessel to another: the obverse of the coin would make itself the reverse. Deep cried unto deep, evil unto evil.


  “Lying there among dry bones in the plundered graveyard, I had no notion of how to save myself. This town, its secrets, its laws, were Gerontion’s. Still—that corpse-candle form, gabbling and moaning as if in extremity, must be limited in its perceptions, or else it would have come through the wall-gap to take me a few minutes earlier. Was it like a hound on the scent, and did it have forever to track me down?


  “‘Arcane! Arcane!’ My name was mouthed hideously; the vocal ignis fatuus was crying from somewhere. I turned my head, quick as an owl. The loathsome glow now appeared behind the church, up the slope of the great graveyard; it was groping its way toward me.


  “I leaped up. As if it sensed my movement, the sightless thing swayed and floated in my direction. I dodged among tall grotesque tombstones; the corpse-candle drifted more directly toward me. This was to be hide-and-seek, blindman’s buff, with the end foreordained. ‘Here we go round the prickly pear at five o’clock in the morning!’


  “On the vague shape of phosphorescence came, with a hideous fluttering urgency; but by the time it got to the tall tombstones, I was a hundred yards distant, behind the wreck of a small mausoleum.


  “I never have been hunted by tiger or polar bear, but I am sure that what I experienced in that boneyard was worse than the helpless terror of Indian villager or wounded Eskimo. To even the worst ruffian storming an outpost at the back of beyond, the loser may appeal for mercy with some faint hope of being spared. I knew that I could not surrender at discretion to this ignis fatuus, any more than to tiger or bear. It meant to devour me.


  “Along the thing came, already halfway to the mausoleum. There loomed up a sort of pyramid-monument some distance to my right; I ran hard for it. At the lower end of the cemetery, which I now approached, the enclosing wall looked too high to scale. I gained the little stone pyramid, but the corpse-candle already had skirted the mausoleum and was making for me.


  “What way to turn? Hardly knowing why, I ran upward, back toward the dark hulk of the church. I dared not glance over my shoulder—no tenth of a second to spare.


  “This was no time to behave like Lot’s wife. Frantically scrambling, I reached a side doorway of the church, and only there paused for a fraction of a second to see what was on my heels. The corpse-candle was some distance to the rear of me, drifting slowly, and I fancied that its glow had diminished. Yet I think I heard something moan the word ‘body.’ I dashed into the immensity of that church.


  “Where might I possibly conceal myself from the faceless hunter? I blundered into a side-chapel, its floor strewn with fallen plaster. Over its battered altar, an icon of Christ the King still was fixed, though lance-thrusts had mutilated the face. I clambered upon the altar and clasped the picture.


  “From where I clung, I could see the doorway by which I had entered the church. The tall glow of corruption had got so far as that doorway, and now lingered upon the threshold. For a moment, as if by a final frantic effort, it shone brightly. Then the corpse-candle went out as if an extinguisher had been clapped over it. The damaged icon broke loose from the wall, and with it in my arms I fell from the altar.”


  ****


  I felt acute pain in my right arm: Whiston had been clutching it fiercely for some minutes, I suppose, but I had not noticed until now. Guido was crying hard from fright, his head in Melchiora’s lap. No one said anything, until Arcane asked Grizel Fergusson, “Will you turn up the lamp a trifle? The play is played out; be comforted, little Guido.”


  “You returned, Ras Arcane,” Wolde Mariam’s deep voice said, quavering just noticeably. “What did you do with the bad priest?”


  “It was unnecessary for me to do anything—not that I could have done it, being out of my head for the next week. They say I screamed a good deal during the nights. It was a month before I was well enough to walk. And even then, for another two or three months, I avoided dark corners.”


  “What about the Archvicar’s health?” I ventured.


  “About ten o’clock, Yawby, the servants had entered the old harem to tidy it, assuming that the Archvicar and I had retired. They had found that the Archvicar had fallen out of his wheelchair, and was stretched very dead on the floor. After a short search, they discovered me in this little room where we sit now. I was not conscious, and had suffered some cuts and bruises. Apparently I had crawled here in a daze, grasped the feet of Our Lord there”—nodding toward the Spanish Christ upon the wall—“and the crucifix had fallen upon me, as the icon had fallen in that desecrated church. These correspondences!”


  Tom Whiston asked hoarsely, “How long had it been since you were left alone with the Archvicar?”


  “Perhaps two hours and a half—nearly the length of time I seemed to spend in his damned ruined demesne.”


  “Only you, Manfred, could have had will strong enough to come back from that place,” Melchiora told her husband. She murmured softly what I took for Sicilian endearments. Her fine eyes were wet, though she must have heard the fearful story many times before, and her hands trembled badly.


  “Only a man sufficiently evil in his heart could have been snared there at all, my delight,” Arcane responded. He glanced around our unnerved little circle. “Do you suppose, friends, that the Archvicar wanders there still, among the open graves, forlorn old ghoul, burning, burning, burning, a corpse-candle forever and a day?”


  Even the Fitaurari was affected by this image. I wanted to know what had undone Gerontion.


  “Why,” Arcane suggested, “I suppose that what for me was an underdose of his kalanzi must have been an overdose for the poisoner himself: he had been given only a few seconds, while my back was turned, to fiddle with those raisins. What with his physical feebleness, the strain upon his nerves, and the haste with which he had to act, the odds must have run against the Archvicar. But I did not think so while I was in his demesne.” Arcane was stroking the boy’s averted head.


  “I was in no condition to give his mortal envelope a funeral. But our trustworthy Mohammed ben Ibrahim, that unsmiling young statesman, knew something of the case; and in my absence, he took no chances. He had Gerontion’s flaccid husk burnt that midnight, and stood by while the smoke and the stench went up. Tantric magic, or whatever occult skill Gerontion exercised upon me, lost a grand artist.


  “Had the creature succeeded in such an undertaking before—twice perhaps, or even three times? I fancy so; but we have no witnesses surviving.”


  “Now I don’t want to sound like an idiot, and I don’t get half of this,” Whiston stammered, “but suppose that the Archvicar could have brought the thing off… He couldn’t, of course, but suppose he could have—what would he have done then?”


  “Why, Mr. Whiston, if he had possessed himself of my rather battered body, and there had been signs of life remaining in that discarded body of his—though I doubt whether he had power or desire to shift the ghost called Manfred Arcane into his own old carcass—presumably he would have had the other thing shot the next day; after all, that body of his lay under sentence of death.” Arcane finished his glass of cognac, and chuckled deeply.


  “How our malicious Archvicar Gerontion would have exulted in the downfall of his host! How he would have enjoyed that magnificent irony! I almost regret having disobliged him. Then he would have assumed a new identity: that of Manfred Arcane, Minister without Portfolio. He had studied me most intensely, and his acting would have adorned any stage. So certainly he could have carried on the performance long enough to have flown abroad and hidden himself. Or conceivably he might have been so pleased with his new identity, and so letter-perfect at realizing it, that he merely could have stepped into my shoes and fulfilled my several duties. That role would have given him more power for mischief than ever he had known before. A piquant situation, friends?”


  Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the splendid Melchiora shudder from top to toe.


  “Then how do we know that he failed?” my charge Tom Whiston inquired facetiously, with an awkward laugh.


  “Mr. Whiston!” Melchiora and Grizel Fergusson cried with simultaneous indignation.


  Manfred Arcane, tough old charmer, smiled amicably. “On Tuesday morning, when we negotiate our new oil contract over brandy and raisins, my Doubting Thomas of Texas, you shall discover that, after all, Archvicar Gerontion succeeded. For you shall behold in me a snapdragon, Evil Incarnate.” Yet before leading us out of that little room and back to the Christmas waltzers, Arcane genuflected before the crucified figure on the wall.


  Watchers at the Strait Gate


  (1980)
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  ‘I am for the house with the narrow gate,


  which I take to be too little for pomp to


  enter. Some that humble themselves may,


  but the many will be too chill and tender,


  and they’ll be for the flow’ry way that leads


  to the broad gate and the great fire.’


  -All’s Well That Ends Well


  The rectory at St Enoch’s, Albatross, was in poor repair. That did not much matter to Father Justin O’Malley, who felt jn poor repair himself, and meant to leave the money-grubbing for a new rectory to the New Breed pastor who would succeed him here.


  No doubt the New Breed types at the chancery would insist upon erecting a new church, as well as a new rectory, once Justin O’Malley was put out to pasture conveniently. They had succeeded in exiling him to the remotest parish in the diocese - to Albatross, away north among the pines and birches. The handsome simple old boulder church of St Enoch, built with their own hands by the early farmers of this infertile parish, could have stood with little repair for another two or three centuries; but the New Breed meant to pull it down ‘to facilitate the new liturgy’ once Justin O’Malley was disposed of. Meanwhile St Enoch’s bell, at Father O’Malley’s insistence, still was rung daily.


  No, Justin O’Malley did not much heed the shutter that banged at his study window in this night’s high wind, nor even the half-choked chimney that sent an occasional streamer of smoke towards his desk from the oak-limb fire flickering in the fireplace. He sat writing his sermon at three in the morning, or almost that, a decanter of whiskey on the corner of the desk, a handful of cigars beside it, and five battered volumes of Cardinal Newman stacked precariously before him. Now and again he hummed wryly when the shutter gave a particularly ferocious crack, mumbling the lyrics:


  This old house once rang with laughter,


  This old house knew many shouts;


  Now it trembles in the darkness


  When the lightning walks about...


  He wasn’t sure he had those lines quite right, but it was better to mangle lyrics than to mutilate dogmata. Sister Mary Ruth had called him a ‘dogmatist’ before she had shaken the dust of Albatross from her sandals - as if heterodoxy were ordained of God. Sister Mary Ruth had demanded that she be permitted to exhort from the pulpit of St Enoch’s, and Father O’Malley had said her nay, dogmatically; so she had gone away to the world - and, he suspected, to the flesh and the devil. St Enoch’s Elementary School had only two nuns left now, and he supposed that the next pastor would close it.


  On Father O’Malley’s study wall hung a Hogarth engraving,


  ‘The Bathos’, concerned with the end of all things. Father Time himself lay expiring in the foreground, amidst cracked bells and burst guns, and the word Finis was written upon the tobacco smoke that issued from Time’s dying lips. A broken tower rather like the tower of St Enoch’s hulked in the background. If only Hogarth had drawn also a torn-up missal and a roofless schoolhouse, the relevance to St Enoch’s Parish would have been perfect. From the sublime to the ridiculous! So the Church, or at least this diocese, had descended in some fifteen years.


  Father O’Malley sipped his whiskey and drew long on his thick cigar. He must stick to only one cigar an evening; otherwise the angina would come on worse than before. He had fought as best he could in this diocese, had been thrashed, and now lay eyeless in Gaza, otherwise Albatross. Defeat in the battle against innovation had left him a wreck - to mix metaphors - stranded on the barren shingle of the world. Perhaps, just conceivably, the Church might come to know better days; but he would not behold them. On he hummed:


  Got no time to fix the shingles or to mend the windowpane;


  Ain’t gonna need this house no longer...


  Oh, come now, Justin! You’ve got a sermon to finish; put the nonsense out of your head. Should he blast the New Breed one more time? Come one, come all, this rock shall fly from its firm base as soon as I... Yes: give them a dose of Newman, whom they never had read, actually.


  He took up his copy of Newman’s Dream of Gerontius. In Newman’s spirit, very nearly, Vatican II had been conceived and convened; but that council had led, vulgarized, to much that Newman would have found anathema. Like Newman’s Gerontius, the Reverend Justin O’Malley bent ‘over the dizzy brink of some sheer infinite descent’. He asked now for little but to depart in peace.


  Well, what should he call this comminatory sermon of his, here at the back of beyond, to his little congregation of ageing faithful? Should it be ‘Prospect of the Abyss’? Would they be shocked, or would they notice at all - especially those among them who were in the habit of slipping out the church door right after the Sacrament? What would they think if he should quote certain chilling lines from Gerontius:


  And, crueller still,


  A fierce and restless fright begins to fill


  The mansion of my soul. And, worse and worse.


  Some bodily form of ill


  Floats on the wind, with many a loathsome curse,


  Tainting the hallowed air, and laughs, and flaps


  Its hideous wings,


  And makes me wild with horror and dismay.


  Rather a strong dose for the old ladies who frequently confessed the great sin that their thoughts wandered at mass? Father O’Malley put the slim volume Gerontius aside and took up the fat Development of Doctrine. But the words blurred before his eyes. How he could use a cat nap! Nevertheless he persisted, covering half a page of paper with notes. He should have commenced this job earlier in the evening, and have abstained from even one whiskey. He ought to get outdoors more often, he knew, even in a winter so fierce as this, for the sake of his circulation. Why didn’t he fetch those snowshoes out of the cellar? An hour or two of following a woods trail would put him in a better temper.


  Once upon a time, he recollected, somebody had said that O’Malley was the one priest in the diocese who had a joke for every occasion. Had it been the bishop before this one? Well, why not laugh?


  Life is a jest, and all things shew it;


  I thought so once, but now I know it.


  Should he put it in his will that they were to cut John Gay’s epitaph on O’Malley’s gravestone? But here, what was he scribbling on his sheet of sermon notes? ‘O’Malley’s a jest, and all things… And he couldn’t read half the sentences he had scrawled above that remark. Really, he must have a five- minute nap.


  It required some force of will to remove the glass, the bottle, and the ash tray to a side table, sleepily, and to pile the books on the floor. Then Father O’Malley laid his face on his forearms, there on the old mahogany desk, and closed his eyes. High time it was for the nap, he reflected as consciousness drifted away: the pain in his chest had been swelling as he grew fatigued, but now it must ebb. The blessed dark...


  Was it a really tremendous bang of the loose shutter that woke him? He could have slept only for a few minutes, but he felt rested. Then why was he uneasy? He glanced round his study;the desk lamp showed him that nothing had changed. Getting up, he went to the window. Indeed that shutter was being torn loose altogether by the storm outside, the blizzard had increased, so that the snowflakes postively billowed against the panes. Why was he so uneasy? He had lived alone in this rectory for decades. Newman’s line crept back into his mind: Some bodily form of ill... He crossed himself.


  Then something rattled and fell in the little parlour, adjacent to the study, where usually he had parishioners wait if he was busy when they came to talk with him. In that parlour was an umbrella stand, and presumably some stick or umbrella had fallen. But what had made it fall, at this hour? Some strong draught?


  With a certain reluctance, he opened the parlour door. The light from the desk lamp did not show him much. Was that a bulk in the further armchair?


  ‘Father,’ said a deep voice, ‘I didn’t mean to disturb you. I can just sit here till you’re ready, Father. Ah, it’s a blessing to be off that long, long trail and snug indoors this night. This chair of yours is like a throne, Father O’Malley...


  ‘Up from Earth’s Centre through the Seventh Gate


  I rose, and on the Throne of Saturn sate,


  And many a Knot unravel'd by the Road,


  But not the Master-knot of Human Fate.’


  Justin O’Malley had sucked in his breath when the bulk in the tall chair stirred, but now he knew who it was: Frank Sarsfield, no other, with his quoting of the Rubaiyat. Frank had not come to him for more than a year. Now he would be wanting a bed, a meal, and a few dollars before he set out again. Oh, Frank was an old client, he was. Father O’Malley crossed himself again; this visitant could have been a different type. Only last month two priests had been hacked to death in their beds, at a house in Detroit.


  ‘Frank,’ he said, ‘you gave me a turn. Come into my study and I’ll see what I can do for you.’


  ‘I think I was dozing off myself, Father, and my foot touched that umbrella stand, and something fell, I’m sorry. A little while ago I peeked in and saw you resting at your big desk, and I said to myself, “Nobody deserves his rest more than Father O’Malley,” so I took the liberty of occupying that throne-chair of yours till you should wake. I’m not asking anything, Father, it’s just that I came out of the blizzard, thinking we both mightprofit from a few words together. I know what I owe you already, Father Justin O’Malley, having kept track of it in my stupid head, year in, year out: it’s a long-standing debt, most of it, coming altogether to the sum of four hundred and ninety- seven dollars and eleven cents. Is that the right sum, Father? Well, as the bums say when they’re hauled before the bar of justice: Jedge, I’ve had a run o’ hard luck. My ship didn’t come in, Father, and none of my lottery tickets won big. But I know what I owe you, more than I owe anybody else in this world, and I’ve come here to square accounts, if that’s all right with you, Father O’Malley.’


  Perhaps Frank was careful with his diction when addressing the clergy; but his speech must be very good for a tramp, in any company. What damaged his polished address was the accent - and the intonation. There was a strong salt flavour of ‘down east’ - Sarsfield had been born on the Maine coast, O’Malley knew - blended with flop-house accents. (‘Bird’ became ‘boid’.) The man had been a tramp since he was fifteen years or younger, Father O’Malley had found out, and he must be past sixty now. When not on the road during those weary decades, he had been in prisons chiefly. He must have slept here in the rectory nearly a dozen times, on his endless aimless peregrinations. Sarsfield professed to be a Catholic of sorts: if he should pilfer church poor-boxes, he preferred Catholic poor- boxes.


  ‘Settle up? ’ Father O’Malley offered Sarsfield whiskey, as he always did; and as always Sarsfield declined the glass. ‘Settle up, Frank? I’ll believe that when you settle down, which you won’t do until Judgment Day, I suppose. Have a cigar, then.’


  ‘Get thee behind me,’ Sarsfield answered, chuckling at his own wit. ‘You know I never did smoke, Father, and only once I drank a bottle of wine - Million Bell it was - and it made me sick, as my mother said it would; so I’m not tempted, thank you.’ At O’Malley’s gesture, Sarsfield resumed his seat in the tall chair he had called a throne; apparently he did not intend to enter the pastor’s study. It took a strong great chair to sustain Frank. For Sarsfield was a giant, almost, with a great Viking head, carrying more weight than was good for him. Yet he had a good colour now, Father O’Malley noticed, and seemed less elephantine in his movements than he had the last time he called at St Enoch’s.


  ‘Then you’ll be wanting to raid the refrigerator, Frank? Mrs Syzmanski left some cold chicken there, I know. And you mustbe worn out, afoot on a night like this. There’s a bed for you - the little room with the yellow wallpaper, if you’re ready to turn in. How far did you come today - or yesterday, rather?’


  ‘Far, Father, farther than ever - and found your door unlocked, as if you’d been expecting some tramp or other. Begging your pardon, Father Justin, I wouldn’t leave the rectory open to all comers at night. Nowadays there’s desperate characters on the move everywhere. You heard what was done to those two priests in Detroit, Father? And I could tell you about other cases... But I guess you’re like that French bishop - nisi Dominus custodierit domum, in vanum vigilant qui custodiunt earn. What good are watchers, unless the Lord guards the house? ’


  Frank Sarsfield had succeeded several times in startling Father O’Malley with his scraps of learning and his faculty for quotation, which ran to whole long poems; yet this Latin, wretchedly pronounced though it was, staggered his host. He knew that this strange man, whose hair was perfectly white now, has been subjected to only four or five years of schooling; his knowledge of books came from public libraries in little towns, Christian Science reading rooms, prison libraries. ‘Frank, I’ve told you before that you’d have made a good monk, but it’s late for that.’


  ‘Ah, Father, too late for that or for anything else, or nearly anything. Yet there’s one thing, Father Justin O’Malley, that you’ve urged me to do, time and time again, and I’ve not done it, but I’ll do it now, if you say it’s not too late. If it pleases you, Father, it’s one way of paying you back. It’s this: will you hear my confession?’


  What had come over this man? What had he done lately? During the several years of their intermittent acquaintance, Sarsfield had sat through masses at St Enoch’s, but never had taken communion or gone to confession. ‘At this hour, Frank? Right here? ’


  ‘As for the hour, Father, I know you’re a night person; and I never sleep well, whatever the hour. As for the place - well, no, Father, I’d rather confess to you in that handsome old walnut confessional in the church. You’ll know who I am - that can’t be helped - but I won’t see your face, nor you mine, and that’ll make things easier, won’t it? I hear that nowadays they call it “reconciliation”, Father, and sometimes they just sit face to face with the priest, talking easy like this, but that’s not what I want. I want you to hear everything I did and thenabsolve me, if you can. What’s the old word for it, out of King Arthur and such? You know - shriven, that’s it. I want to be shriven.’


  Father O’Malley never had expected this. He supposed that a psychiatrist might call Frank Sarsfield an ‘autistic personality’; certainly Frank was a loner, an innocent of sorts, sometimes shrewd, sometimes very like a small boy, indolent, unmachined, guilt ridden, as weak of will as he was strong of body. Like Lady Macbeth, Sarsfield was forever washing himself, using up the rectory’s rather scanty hot water, as if there were immaterial stains not to be washed away; he was every day clean shaven, his thick hair well-brushed, his clothes neat and clean. Sarsfield had been concentred all in self, turned in upon himself, his seeming joviality a mere protective coloration that helped him to beg his way through the world. He had been no solipsist, the priest judged, but had withdrawn ever since childhood within a shell - a mollusc of a man. This one was ready to confess to him at half-past three in the morning?


  ‘It’ll be cold in the church, Frank...’


  ‘Why, this coat of mine is warm, Father - I bought it with my dish-washing pay, never fear - and you can put on your overcoat, if it’s not too much trouble, and your gloves, and we needn’t go outside, for there’s that passage between the rectory here and the church that I scrubbed for you three years and seven months ago. You don’t mind going into your own church, do you, Father, with a man who looks rougher than Jean Valjean, in the dead of night?’


  Suddenly Father O’Malley did mind. There had come into his memory of this man a recollection of a certain evening - yes, about three years and seven months ago - when he had invited Frank Sarsfield to confess, and the man had declined, and he had given Frank a piece of advice. Some intuition then had told Father O’Malley that Frank, despite all his repressing of his impulses, despite his accustomed humbling of himself, despite his protestations of having been always ‘non-violent’ - well, that Frank Sarsfield potentially was a very dangerous man. A hint of madness, he had noticed then, lingered in Frank’s light blue eyes that were forever furtively peeking out of their own comers. And that evening he had said bluntly to Sarsfield, ‘Look out you don’t turn berserker, Frank.’


  Just what impelled this great hulking fellow to confess at last? What had he done - in Detroit, perhaps?


  Some bodily form of ill floats on the wind...


  It wasn’t that Sarsfield seemed distraught; on the contrary, that strange giant seemed more easy in manner than ever O’Malley had known him before, more confident, all diffidence gone - as if a tension within him had been relaxed - or as if, perhaps, something within him had snapped at last.


  Yet how could he refuse Sarsfield’s request? Would it have been safe to refuse? Those Detroit priests - what face had they seen in the wee hours?


  ‘Give me a moment to tidy my papers in the study, Frank, and then...


  ‘Now, Father, don’t put me off.’ That was said with a smile, but Father O’Malley watched Sarsfield narrowly, and did not smile back. ‘Let your study tidy itself, and come along into the church with me, while the mood is on me. It was you that told me I ought to confess my sins, and told me ten times over. Here I am for you, Father O’Malley; come straight along, for Christ’s sake.’


  Frank at his heels, then, Father O’Malley went downstairs, willynilly, and opened the sticky door that gave entrance to the short passage between rectory and church. Why had Sarsfield prevented him from returning to the study? Had he guessed that there was a loaded revolver, never used, in one of the desk drawers?


  He led the way along the chilly corridor to the yet colder Church of St Enoch. Something O’Malley had read in a book about the Mountain Men came into his mind: Never walk the trail ahead of Hank Williams in starving time. Frank Sarsfield, potential or actual berserker, was just behind him, silent except for the squeaking of one of his boots.


  Father O’Malley reached for the light switch in the church, but Sarsfield said, ‘We know the way, Father; the confessional’s just over there; and we don’t want any folks wondering what’s up in the church at three in the morning.’ So they made their way along the aisle of a musty church lighted only by some nocturnal candles in the choir, the wind flinging itself savagely against the tall painted windows, to the antique carved walnut confessional. There the two of them parted momentarily, the priest to his station, the penitent to his stool within the massive box; and then they sat invisible, facing each other, a black curtain between their faces.


  ‘Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned,’ said Frank Sarsfield. He was very rusty at this business. He was still for a moment; then, ‘How shall I tell you, Father? Do I go through all my life since I was confirmed, or is there some other way?* The huge man was desperately embarrassed, Father O’Malley sensed.


  ‘If you like,’ the invisible confessor murmured, ‘begin with the greatest sins, the biggest mortal sins, and then go on to the lesser, the venial ones.’


  ‘All right, Father. I’ve thought about this many a time. Maybe the worst is this: one day or another, one year or another, I robbed seven churches.’


  ‘That is sacrilege. How much money did you take? ’ ‘Altogether, I reckon, three hundred and eighteen dollars and twenty-four cents, Father. And altogether I got fifteen years’ imprisonment for it, and more the two times I tried to escape and was caught.’


  ‘Why did you commit such sins? ’


  ‘Well, Father, most of those times I was up against it, in big towns where nobody would give me anything, and so I broke open the poor boxes.’


  ‘What did you do with the money? ’


  ‘Oh, I spent it right off for meals and lodging and some better clothes, Father; and once I bought presents for two little kids with part of the loot.’


  This was Sarsfield’s greatest sin? He had paid for it ten times over, in prisons. He was an enormous boy, never grown up.


  ‘After these robberies of churches, what was your next greatest sin, my son? ’


  There came a heavy pause. The deep voice at length murmured, ‘Running away from home, I guess, when I was an ungrateful kid. I never saw Mother again, or Dad.’


  ‘Why did you run away? ’


  ‘Well, Dad drank a lot - that’s why Mother made me promise not to drink, and I never did, except for that one bottle of Mission Bell - and then he’d beat me up. One day he took to licking and kicking me out in the field. I couldn’t take it, and I went down on my knees to beg Dad to stop, and I put my arms around his legs, begging, and that made him fall over, and he hurt himself on an old plough. Then I knew that when he got up he’d kill me - really beat me until I was dead, Father, beat me with anything handy, beat me over the head - so I ran for it. As Providence would have it, there was a rail line next to that field of ours, and there was a freight passing, and I got aboard before Dad could catch me, and I never went back, not while Dad was alive, not while Mother was alive. My Mother was a saint—’


  Was the giant sobbing there in the dark?


  The catalogue of mortal sins ran on; Father O’Malley was astonished at their triviality, though he kept his peace on that point. This man who had passed through some of the worst prisons in the land was almost untouched by such experiences. As if a little child, clearly he was guiltless of sexual offences. He fought only in self-defence - or for five or ten dollars, against professional pugs at county fairs, where he was beaten invariably. He never had destroyed property wantonly, or stolen without need. He had been arrested for mere vagrancy, on most occasions; and his long sentences had been imposed because he had tried to escape from serving his short sentences. Frank Sarsfield was a fool: a medieval fool, that is; one of Shakespeare’s half-wise clowns; one of those fools who, the Moslems say, lie under God’s particular protection.


  They passed on to venial sins, there in the deathly cold of St Enoch’s. Father O’Malley grew weary of the recital, but Sarsfield was so earnest! ‘And is there anything fairly recent?’ the confessor inquired at last, hoping that the ordeal was nearly over.


  ‘Something that may have been recent, Father, though I’m not sure: it might have been last night, or it might have been sixty years ago. Let me tell you, Father, this was a scary thing, and I paid for it. I killed six men in one house.’


  ‘What was that you said?’


  ‘I killed six men in one house, Father - almost as good, I guess, as the Brave Little Tailor, “Seven at one blow!” ’Here the confessional shook, as if a heavy shudder had run through the man’s great body. ‘I kept yelling, “All heads off but mine!” and off they came. I used an axe that one of them had tried to use on me.’


  Father O’Malley sat stupefied in the dark. Was Sarsfield a maniac? Had he really done this atrocity - and perhaps not in one house only? And having confessed this so fully, would Sarsfield spare the confessor? He managed to gasp, ‘You classify this as a venial sin? ’ It sounded absurd - both the offence and the interrogation.


  ‘Oh, the classifying’s up to you, Father. I don’t know if it *as a sin at all. I hadn’t much choice about it. Those were the worst men that had broken out of prison, killers and worse than killers, and they were after a young mother and her three little daughters. After I butted in, it was either those six or yours truly. It turned out to be both, Father. It was the only time in my life I didn’t behave like a coward, so you know better than I do whether I sinned. Maybe I took Heaven by storm.’


  Father O’Malley, trying frantically to form some plan of action, played for time. ‘You don’t know whether you did this yesterday or sixty years ago? ’


  ‘No, Father, it’s all mixed up in my head; and usually, as you know, my memory is good - the one thing I was proud of. Probably it’s because so much has happened to me since that bloody fight, since I stood in that room like a slaughterhouse.’ The shudder came again.


  ‘What do you mean, something happened to you?’


  ‘Why, Father, being shot, and bleeding like a pig on the stairs and in the snow, and then the great long journey - all alone, except for the Watchers. But it turned out better than I deserved, Father. There’s a poem by somebody named Blake, William Blake. I can’t put into words most of what happened to me after I died, but these lines give you a notion of it:


  I give you the end of a golden string,


  Only wind it into a ball,


  It will lead you in at Heaven’s gate


  Built in Jerusalem’s wall.’


  Justin O’Malley had been a voluble priest, sometimes jocular. But at what Sarsfield had just said, he was struck dumb. The silence grew so intense that Father O’Malley could hear his pocket watch, a good venerable quiet watch, ticking enormously in the empty church; but he dared not draw that watch to find out the time; perhaps this lunatic, this vast overwhelming lunatic Sarsfield, might think he was reaching for something else.


  For his part, the madman sat silent also, as if awaiting the imposition of a salutary penance. Father O’Malley shook where he sat. Could Sarsfield detect his dread? Yes, yes, he was supposed to impose a penance now. What penance should a priest impose for the real or imaginary crimes of a homicidal maniac who thinks himself already dead? Father O’Malley could not collect himself. He began to babble hurriedly whatever came into his imperilled head:


  ‘For your grave sins, say ten Hail Marys... What trivial rubbish was he uttering? Ten Hail Marys for murdering a half-dozen men? Yet the brute on the other side of the curtain was murmuring, like a small boy, ‘Yes, Father; I’ll do that, Father...


  As if in a nightmare, Father O’Malley dashed from the insufficient penance to the implausible pardon. How much free will had this Frank ever been able to exercise, as boy or as man? Had he ever been perfectly sane? But put that aside, Justin: you’ve no time just now for casuistry.


  ‘May the almighty and merciful Lord grant you pardon, absolution...Had he gone mad himself? What impelled him to absolve so casually such a sinner as this? Yet Father O’Malley rushed through the old formula. Then Frank Sarsfield interrupted:


  ‘Father, would you say the rest in Latin, please? They used it all the time when I was a boy. Maybe the words count for more if they’re Latin, my mother, rest her, would have said so.’


  ‘If you like,’ O’Malley told his monstrous penitent - rather gratified, even in this dreadful moment, to encounter an Old Breed sinner. He hastened on:


  ‘Passio Domini nostri Iesu Christi, merita beatae Mariae Virginis, et omnium Sanctorum...’ Father O’Malley stumbled a little; it had been long since he had run through the Latin for a penitent; but he finished... et praemium vitae aeternae. Amen.’


  ‘Amen!’ Sarsfield responded, his stentorian voice echoing through the high-vaulted church. ‘Doesn’t that mean reward of everlasting life? I heard those Latin words for years and years, Father, and never thought about them.’


  O’Malley muttered some banality; he was more immediately concerned at this moment for his own aged mortal envelope, at the mercy of this night visitor. Sarsfield seemed to expect something more, here in the confessional. ‘Pax vobiscum’ Father O’Malley breathed.


  ‘Et cum spiritu tuo,’ Sarsfield responded, and then rose, bumping against the wooden wall of the confession box as he blundered his way out. Father O’Malley wished dearly that he might have remained in the confessional, for his part, until dawn should have come and this grim wanderer should have left St Enoch’s. But that was not to be. He too groped his way to the aisle.


  A baker’s dozen of votive candles burned near the high altar, the only illumination of the church this fierce night; their flames wavered in the draught.


  ‘Father,’ the voice was saying right beside him, ‘there’s some prayer for somebody dying or dead. Could we go down on our knees and say that together?’ He must mean the Recommendation for a Departing Soul.


  ‘Kyrie, eleison,’ Father O’Malley commenced, kneeling at the nearest bench. To his horror, Sarsfield knelt very close beside him, shoulder to shoulder, in this spreading empty church - as if there were happy contagion in sanctity.


  ‘It will be all right to do this in English, Father,’ Sarsfield muttered, ‘begging your pardon, because I want to understand all of it.’


  ‘Holy Abel, all ye choirs of the just, Holy Abraham... Father O’Malley rattled through the calendar - John the Baptist, Joseph, patriarchs and prophets, Peter, Paul, Andrew, John, apostles and evangelists, innocents, Stephen, Lawrence, martyrs, Sylvester, Gregory, Augustine, bishops and confessors, Benedict, Francis, Camillus, John of God, monks and hermits, Mary Magdalen, Lucy, virgins and widows, saints. ‘From Thy wrath, from the peril of death, from an evil death, from the pains of hell, from all evil, from the power of the devil, through Thy birth, through Thy cross and passion, through Thy death and burial, through Thy glorious resurrection...’ Where was he? Where was he, indeed? ‘In the day of judgment, we sinners beseech thee, hear us... O Lord, deliver him... Libera eum, Dominie.’


  ‘Libera nos,' Sarsfield put in, as if responding. ‘Lord, have mercy, Christ, have mercy; Lord, have mercy.’


  On and on Father O’Malley ran, the killer right against him in the dark, shifting from English to Latin, from Latin to English, as the spirit moved him, Sarsfield now and again responding irregularly or joining the priest in some passage that he seemed to recall. What a memory! Abruptly Sarsfield’s voice drowned out O’Malley’s:


  ‘Mayest thou never know aught of the terror of darkness, the gnashing of teeth in the flames, the agonies of torment. May Satan most foul, with his wicked crew, give way before us; may he tremble at our coming with the Angels that attend us, and flee away into the vast chaos of eternal night. Let God arise, and let His enemies be scattered; and let them that hate Him flee from before His face. As smoke vanisheth, so let them vanish away; as wax melteth before the fire, so let the wicked perish at the presence of God; and let the just feast and rejoice before God. May, then, all the legions of hell be confounded and put to shame, nor may the ministers of Satan dare to hinder our way.’


  Then Father O’Malley was permitted to resume. The recommendation seemed to eat up hours, though really only minutes could be elapsing. At length he thought they had finished, and fell silent with a final ‘Amen’. Would this killer make an end of him now? But Sarsfield said, ‘I think, Father, there’s a prayer to Our Lord Jesus Christ that a dying man says himself, jf he can, and it won’t do any harm for the pair of us to say that too.’


  With fear and trembling, Father O’Malley began to utter that prayer, and Sarsfield joined him. Sarsfield’s voice grew louder and louder as they approached the end:


  ‘Do Thou, O Lord, by these Thy most holy pains, which we, though unworthy, now call to mind, and by Thy holy cross and death, deliver Thy servants praying here from the pains of hell, and vouchsafe to lead us whither Thou didst lead the good Thief who was crucified with Thee.’ A few more words, and this second prayer was done.


  Father O’Malley could not run away; for Sarsfield sat between him and the aisle, and the other end of their bench ended against the stone wall. To have tried to clamber over the bench-back in front of them would have been too conspicuous, perhaps inviting violence. Sarsfield remained upon his knees, as if sunk in a long silent prayer, but presently sat back on the bench.


  ‘You must have read about those people that claim to have come back from death, Father,’ Sarsfield told him, rather hesitantly. Father O’Malley scarcely could make out Sarsfield’s face at all. ‘You know - there’s some woman doctor wrote a book about cases like that, and there’s other books, too. Most of them tell about some long tunnel, and at the end of it everything’s hunkydory.’


  Justin O’Malley murmured acknowledgement. Did this fellow mean to experiment in that fashion with his confessor?


  ‘Well, Father, it isn’t like that - not like that at all.’ Sarsfield bent to lift up the kneeler, giving more room down below for his big boots. ‘Once a man’s dead, Father O’Malley, he stays dead; he doesn’t come back in the flesh and walk around, not unless Jesus Christ does for him what he did for Lazarus. Those tunnel people were close to death, that’s all: they never went over the edge. Just being close isn’t the same condition.


  ‘It’s my experience, Father, that when you cross over there’s a hesitation and lingering, for a little while. Then you move on out, and that’s scary, because you don’t know where you’re going; you’ve got no notion whatsoever. It’s not that happy little tunnel with light at the end. Why, it’s more like a darkling plain, Father. And you’re all alone, or seem to be, except where those ignorant armies clash by night. On and on you go. And when you think or feel that at last you’ve arrived at the strait gate which leadelh unto life - well, then you meet the Watchers.’


  The Sleepless Ones, the Watchers! Into Father O’Malley’s awareness flashed some lines from Gerontius:


  Like beasts of prey, who, caged within their bars,


  In a deep hideous purring have their life,


  And an incessant pacing to and fro.


  ‘Understand, Father,’ Sarsfield went on, ‘I’m trying to put into words for you some experiences that words don’t fit. Somebody said, didn’t he, that all life is an allegory, and we can understand it only in parable? So when I tell you about the darkling plain, and about the Sleepless Ones, those Watchers, you’re not supposed to take me literally, not all the way. I’m just giving you an approximation, in words, of what you feel at your core. That’s the best I can do; I’m no philosophist and no poet.


  ‘But sure as hell’s a mantrap, it’s no Tunnel of Love you find yourself in when you cross over, Father O’Malley. Even if the Watchers don’t have claws literally, you sure know they’re after you, and they sure know your weakness. I suppose I got past them, almost to the destination, because I’m a fool who took Heaven by storm.’


  ‘But you tell me that you’ve come back amongst us living, Frank,’ Father O’Malley ventured. Just conceivably he might be able to draw this mad Frank Sarsfield, this berserker, back towards some degree of right reason - if he were very cautious in the endeavour. Would that he could recollect his Thomistic syllogisms at this hour! ‘So how can that be, Frank, when not long ago you told me that once a man’s dead, so far as this world of flesh is concerned, he stays dead? ’


  From Sarsfield, almost invisible, there came something like a chuckle. ‘Ah, I died right enough, Father; they shot me twice, and maybe three times. The thing is, I haven’t returned to the land of the living. I’ve come just far enough back to meet you in shadow land.’


  Had this thing returned seeking whom he might devour? But Father O’Malley said aloud, ‘Why come back at all, Frank?’


  ‘I give you the end of a golden string, Father. I’d gone down the narrow way, as they call it in those old books, until I’d almost forgotten about what I’d left undone. Then I thought of you.


  ‘I can’t ever pay you that four hundred and ninety-seven dollars and eleven cents, not now, Father O’Malley. But that doesn’t much matter, not where rust doesn’t tarnish nor moth corrupt. All the same, I might pay you back some of your friendship.


  ‘Father Justin, I couldn’t think of any friend but you, as I slowed down there on the narrow way. The Watchers had my scent, but I stood still and thought about you. Nobody else ever gave me a meal without being asked for it, or lent me over a hundred dollars without much chance of getting it back, or - that was best of all, Father - ever talked with me for hours as if I had a mind and was worth passing the time with. So there on the narrow way, when it seemed as if the end would be just around the corner, I turned back towards St Enoch’s and you. I could do it because after I took up that axe in that lonely old house against those six men, I wasn’t a coward any longer.


  ‘I came back here, or maybe was sent back here, to lend you a hand on your journey, Father Justin. I know the way to the little gate, so to speak, fool though I am. It’s fearsome, Father, groping that way when the Watchers are purring in the dark. But the two of us together...’


  O’Malley’s dread of this madman had diminished a little, though a little only. Sarsfield might mean to take his confessor with him down to dusty death, but his mood of the moment was not hostile. If he could persuade Frank to settle himself down in the bed in the guest room, the poor crazy giant might sleep off his present frantic delusion. Frank must have footed it through the blizzard all the way to Albatross, from God knew where; perhaps extreme weariness had snapped Frank’s uncertain grip upon reality. Or if Frank Sarsfield actually had killed six men, only yesterday - why, Justin O’Malley could telephone the sheriff once Frank was abed, and check that out. The sheriff and his boys could take Frank sleeping, without harming him.


  ‘Come back into the rectory, Frank,’ Father O’Malley contrived to tell him, ‘before I take the end of that golden string of yours. Surely we’ve time enough to tidy my desk and have a cold chicken sandwich apiece, before we start rolling string into balls.’


  ‘We may blow off like tumbleweeds any moment now, Father,’ Frank answered. They returned to the passage between church and rectory. ‘Go on ahead, Frank,’ his confessor told him, dissimulating. ‘You know the way.’


  Sarsfield laughed. ‘Don’t you want me at your back, Father? I always was non-violent, till the last. It’s not Frank Sarsfield you have to worry about: keep an eye peeled for the Watchers. After you, Father.’


  So it was Father O’Malley who led the way back to the rectory, and up the stairs to his study. Every step of the way he had to nerve himself to keep from shuddering. Once, years ago - it came to him now - he had told Frank Sarsfield that some folk work out their Purgatory in this life, conceivably - and that he, Frank, might be one such. On another occasion, he had instructed Frank that for the Lord all time is eternally present; and that, knowing the heart, the Lord might have something especial in store for Frank Sarsfield, his failings notwithstanding.


  He might as well have preached in Mecca. Indeed the Lord did seem to have reserved something for Frank Sarsfield, heavy vessel for dishonour: the slaying of six men - and now perhaps the murder of the pastor of St Enoch’s. Why was this cup thrust upon Justin O’Malley? This came of leaving doors open to all comers. The Lord had dozed.


  The two of them entered the study. Someone was sitting at Father O’Malley’s desk - or rather, had relaxed there with his head resting upon his forearms.


  Justin O’Malley started back, pale as a ghost. Frank Sarsfield caught him before he could fall.


  ‘Ah, Father, it gave me such a twist myself, the first moment of awareness. I was looking at myself all blood, head to foot... Now don’t be afraid of what’s in that chair, Father. Look at it for the last time. We shall be changed.’


  Screwing his courage to the sticking place, Justin O’Malley looked fixedly at that silent old husk. The body slumped there had perished during sleep, without pain, the old heart ceasing to pump. The face had been his own.


  ‘We’re off to the gate built in Jerusalem’s wall,’ Frank was telling him.‘Few there be that find it, they say; but if we humble ourselves, Father, we’ll evade those pacing Sleepless Ones. I was sent to be your clown along the narrow way. Here, Father, take hold on yourself, we’re going...’


  The walls of the rectory fell away, and the winter landscape disintegrated, and for a moment Father O’Malley knew himself all fractured atoms.


  Then the two of them were upon what seemed a darkling plain, and a path led through the marshes. It was all far more real than Albatross, and more perilous, and more promising. There was no pain at O’Malley’s heart. Across the fens, drifting in the night breeze, corpse candles glimmered here and there. But the two of them could make out the high ground far beyond the bogs.


  ‘Let’s have no gnashing of teeth now, Father,’ Frank was crying, with a wild sort of laugh. ‘It’s the faint-hearted that the Watchers catch.’


  They strode forward as if they wore seven-league boots. At their backs, the sensual world which could be understood only in parable faded to the shadow of a shade.
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  Some say no evil thing that walks by night


  In fog, or fire, by lake, or moorish fen,


  Blew meager Hag, or stubborn unlaid ghost,


  No Goblin, or swart Faery of the mine.


  Hath hurtful power o’er true virginity.


  —Comus


  What occurred in my church last night must be committed to writing without delay. Having discovered my own feebleness, I do not know how long I might resist, should some other presence enter the church. Fork cast out the nightwalkers, and the girl, too, has gone, but there is no discharge in this war.


  Perhaps the one devil who stared me in the face may gather seven other spirits more wicked than himself, so that my last state should be worse than my first. If such ruin comes to pass, at least I will have set down these happenings. Knowledge of them might preserve my successor at this Church of the Holy Ghost.


  Successor? No likely prospect. Were I to depart, the bishop would lock the bronze doors —and soon demolish the hulking church, supposing him able to pay the wreckers' bills. Our bishop, saints forgive him, spends his days comminating the president of the United States and ordaining lesbians. The Right Reverend Soronson Hickey regards me as a disagreeable, if exotic, eccentric who fancies that he has a cure of souls — when every right-thinking cleric in this diocese has been instructed that the notion of souls is a fable. Had I been born white, the bishop would have thrust me out of the Church of the Holy Ghost months ago.


  Whoever you are, reading these scribbled pages — why, I may be dead or vanished, and the dear bishop may be my reader — I must first set down my name and station. I am Raymond Thomas Montrose, doctor of divinity, rector of the Church of the Holy Ghost in the parish of Hawkhill. This parish and the neighboring districts make up the roughest quarter of what is called the "inner city." I am an Episcopalian priest, the only reasonably orthodox clergyman remaining in Hawkhill, which Satan claims for his own.


  Thomas is my confirmation name, and my patron is Saint Thomas of Canterbury. Like my patron, I stand six feet four in my armor. Yes, armor; but my mail is black leather, and I sleep with a pistol hanging from my bedhead.


  A sergeant's son, I was born in Spanishtown, Jamaica, and I am shiny black: nobody excels me in negritude. The barmaids of Pentecost Road say I have a "cute British accent." I believe in the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost; the resurrection of the dead; and the life everlasting. I am celibate, not quite forty years of age, and since my ordination chaste of body. I have survived in Hawkhill a whole year.


  My rectory is a safe-house, after a fashion. Occasionally I lodge behind its thick walls and barred windows — the builders of a century gone built more wisely than they knew — girls off Pentecost Road, fugitive from their pimps. The bishop admonishes me that this unseemly hospitality may give rise to scandal. I have replied that I do not desire carnal knowledge of these young women. It is their souls I am after. At such superstitious discourse the bishop scowls. Were I a pathic, he would not reprove me.


  My Church of the Holy Ghost is Richardsonian Romanesque in style, erected more than a century ago, when red sandstone and Hawkhill were fashionable. The bishop has exiled me to the farthest frontier of his diocese, no other clergyman applying for my present rectorship. I accepted cheerfully enough a cure of souls in what the humorists of our daily press call the Demilitarized Zone of our city. Would that it really had been demilitarized. I did not obtain a permit for a pistol out of mere bravado.


  The Church of the Holy Ghost, Protestant Episcopal, looms handsomely though grimly over Merrymont Avenue, three blocks east of the junction with Pentecost Road. (In the believing early years of our city, those names were not thought absurd.) Some fine old houses still stand on Merrymont: many more have been burned by arsonists (often hired arsonists) or have fallen into hopeless ruin. Where once our upper classes gloried and drank deep, the owl and bat their revel keep — or, more literally, the poorest of our poor get drunk and disorderly whenever they can.


  I make no claim to have cured many souls near the junction of Pentecost and Merrymont. Occasionally my Sunday services are attended by as many as seventy persons (in a building that might seat seven hundred), a good many of them immigrants (chiefly illegal) from the Caribbean like myself. There is a peppering of quiet little people from southeastern Asia, and a salting of old white folk stranded in Hawkhill by the pace of change in our city. One of the last group, Mrs. Simmons, still has money, which enables me to keep the church doors open. The bishop doles me out next to nothing for any purpose.


  The sheltered broad steps ascending to the magnificent doors of my church are carpeted wall to wall, on clement days, by the Old Soldiers, winos and other derelicts; some bums sleep on those steps all night in summer, though not at this season. (Were I to let them lodge inside, they'd have the church befouled, looted, and desecrated within an hour.) A brace of policemen clear the Old Soldiers off the steps for my Sunday morning service. Some few of these Ancient Pistols even join my congregation, to escape snow or wind. I have made Anglo- Catholics of two or three.


  Though less poverty-racked than Merrymont Avenue, Pentecost Road is more dreadful. For Pentecost Road has become the heart of the domain of the pushers and the pimps. Young women and female children of several colors parade on Pentecost in hope of custom; so do a number of boys, also for general hire. "If you want it, we've got it," is the legend painted above the entrance to the best-patronized bar on Pentecost Road. At the devil's booth all things are sold.


  Besides believing earnestly in the doctrine of the soul, I believe with all my heart in Satan, whose territories are daily enlarged. I know myself for a castellan of Castle Perilous — my Church of the Holy Ghost looks like a mighty fortress — beset every hour by Satan's minions.


  Reader, whoever you are, you might call me an educated Salvation Nigger. I am called worse than that, frequently, on Pentecost Road. Few of Satan's minions on that street know me for a man of the cloth; they are not numbered among my communicants. In vestments, and with my hair brushed, I look unlike myself in my Pentecost Road armor. When I tour the Pentecost bars I wear a greasy broadbrim hat and a very loud suit under my leather jacket. Somehow the word has been passed round that I am an unsuccessful chiropractor who likes his rum drinks.


  I frequent Pentecost Road to snatch from the burning what brands I may. In this thankless labor I found an impossible coadjutor in the person of Fork Causland.


  A source of the rumor that I am a chiropractor is Fork Causland's custom of addressing me as Doc. But I am in his debt for much more than that.


  The first time I saw Fork, who will loom large in the pages of this document, he was descending nimbly from a bus — nimbly for a blind man, that is. Under his left arm he gripped a sheaf of placards announcing a wrestling match; these he was posting in the windows of barbershops and other small businesses. This bill-posting was one of the several means by which Causland supported himself, accepting no welfare payments.


  I watched while he clanked his brass-shod stick upon the sidewalk and cried out to the world, in jovial defiance, "Northwest comer of Beryl and Glemens! Don't tell me I don't know where I am!"


  Fork wore black goggles that fitted tight to his broad half-Indian face. Quite as invariably he wore, outdoors and in, a black derby hat — what would have been called a bowler, down where I was born. Although not tall, Fork was formidably constructed and in prime condition. His face-mask was the hardest visage that ever I have looked upon: "tough as nails," they say. Also, it was a face humorously stoical.


  On that street comer I merely stared at Fork, who brushed past me to enter a cafeteria. It was a week later that I first conversed with him, in the Mustang Bar, Pentecost Road.


  I was sipping a daiquiri — "pansy drink," a mugger type at the bar had growled, but I had stared him down — when somebody outside shouted, "The old Mustang! Wahoo!" Something rang upon concrete, and there bounced into view Fork Causland. I write "bounced": that is what he did. The burly blind man flung himself into the air, his left hand clutching the head of his stick; and he seemed to hold himself suspended in the air for half a minute, miraculously, his soles a foot or more above the pavement. Either Causland had a marvelously strong left wrist, or there was something preternatural about this blind man who could set at defiance the law of gravity.


  Nobody else happened to be watching Fork's performance at that moment, but later I inquired among barflies about him. Some thought that Causland had been a circus performer in his youth, and had fallen from a high wire, destroying his eyes. Others said that he had been a sergeant of military police, blinded in line of duty. (If so, where was his pension?) Yet others suggested that acid had been thrown in his eyes when he was a strikebreaker, or perhaps a striker. Fork kept his own counsel. Surely that levitation-performance was odd, extremely odd; so were other feats of his, I was to learn.


  "This old Mustang!" Fork announced again, very loudly, to an uncaring Pentecost Road. He passed through the open doorway of the Mustang to seat himself at the blond piano in the middle of the smoky room. (The Mustang reeks with marijuana.) "The regular, Ozzie," Fork called to the barman. A waitress fetched him a tumbler of cheap whiskey. Having tossed off half his drink, Fork began to play that battered piano.


  I remember that he played "Redwing" — the taste of the elder spirits among the Mustang's patrons being oldfangled and sentimental; and he sang the lyrics in a melodious deep voice. 'The breeze is sighing, the night birds crying..." He elevated the lyrics from bathos to pathos. He was not a piano player merely, but a pianist, this blind chap.


  I asked the waitress the man's name. "Homer Causland, but for the last two years they've all called him Fork." She added, sotto voce, "Don't give him no cause to take offense."


  I shifted to a table beside the piano. "Mr. Causland," I said to him, "have you ever played the organ?"


  "You're from Jamaica?" he responded, without hesitation. His head turned in my direction, the hard, taut face inscrutable.


  "Not Long Island," I answered. "You've a good ear for speech, friend."


  "That's part of my survival strategy. You a doctor, maybe?"


  "Of divinity, Mr. Causland. I'm rector of Holy Ghost Church."


  "If you need somebody to play the organ there, Doc, you could look further than me and do worse. What do you pay?"


  We settled on five dollars a Sunday, all I could manage, but a substantial augmenting of Fork's income. I found that he could play Bach and


  Handel tolerably well from memory. Where Fork learned piano and organ he never confided to me.


  Pentecost Road took it for granted that Fork had "blown his lid" on some narcotic, so accepting his eccentricity.


  I found him neither mad nor half-mad, odd though he was. He was quickwitted, shrewd, and capable of serious reflection. From listening to records and tapes for the blind, he had picked up a miscellany of literary and philosophical knowledge. The recurrent extreme oddity of his public conduct — his acrobatic tricks (if such they were) and his shouting — I judged to be part of a general pose or blind (not to pun). Yet for what purpose this concealment of his real nature?


  In the course of a month, I extracted from Fork and from others the explanation of his sobriquet "Fork." That account, set down below, may seem a digression; but it is bound up with the unnerving things that occurred during the past week at my church.


  ***


  Pentecost Road respects one thing chiefly: successful violence, better even than riches. From such an act Fork Causland had obtained his familiar name and his high repute on Pentecost Road.


  Occasionally fragments of conversation of a sinister bent may be overheard by a sharp-eared man who for drinks and tips plays the piano in rough saloons. In the Mustang, Homer Causland happened to gather enough of one tipsy dialogue to recognize it as a conspiracy to murder. He informed the police.


  It was a gruesome, interesting case, that conspiracy to murder; but I am trying to be succinct. Despite Causland’s warning, the murder in question actually was perpetrated — while the police were trying to fit Causland's testimony into the jigsaw puzzle of the suspected conspiracy. It was the killing, the prolonged and hideous slaughter, of a disobedient young prostitute.


  Although Causland's evidence did not prevent the crime, it did enable the police to identify the three principal criminals, leaders of a "vice ring." They had been often arrested, yet scarcely ever convicted. Now the charge was homicide in the first degree.


  With his accustomed stoic courage, Causland testified fully in open court; the police rarely had been able to produce so convincing a witness. Nevertheless, an intimidated jury and a judge who disgraced the bench found the three accused not guilty.


  One of the accused was a Big Man on Pentecost Road: big in narcotics, big in prostitution. Generally he was called Sherm; sometimes Sherm the Screamer, from his accustomed mode of addressing young women under his control; also, perhaps, because of his talent for compelling other people to scream. He had been tried under the name (doubtless an alias, his original name being unknown in our city) of Sherman Stanton. He was a youngish man, lean, curly-haired, even handsome except for the persistent sneer on his face. Nobody knew where Sherm had come from before he began to dominate Pentecost Road's traffic in drugs and flesh.


  Such talented and aggressive criminals build up a following of young men and women, moved by the emulatory passion, in such districts as Hawkhill. Sherm, despite his nasty manners and ways, obtained a large and devoted following. What was less usual, he riveted his grip upon his dupes by posing as an occult prophet of sorts. Oh, he was clever!


  We have a sufficient number of queer creeds in Jamaica, but Sherm's pseudoreligion was worse than any of those. In some ways his rubbish — cribbed from paperback novels, possibly — resembled the cult of Thuggee. How much of his own mystagogy about Kali and Ishtar did Sherm the Screamer actually believe? He was after domination of minds and bodies — especially bodies, but he seems to have subscribed to some of his own devilish dogmas. He claimed to be able to project his essence out of the body, and to travel as pure kinetic energy through space and time. Also, he declared that he could not perish.


  The pretense of exotic religiosity was of some utility to him. I am told that he tried to obtain exemption from property taxes for the storefront "church" that was his ring's headquarters; and he hired a lawyer to plead the first clause of the First Amendment when police asked for a warrant to search that "church." One detective remarked unguardedly to a reporter, "Hell, that 'Church of Ishtar and Kali' is just a kinky bawdy house."


  When I write that some of us are engaged in a holy war, I mean that literally. We are a scant rear guard, and we are losing, here below, in this fallen age. Like the Celts of the Twilight, we go forth often to battle, but rarely to victory.


  Satan is come among us as a raging lion, having great wrath. Sherm was a limb of Satan: that, too, I mean literally. He corrupted and peddled young girls for the pleasure of seeing them destroyed. He laughed whenever he had persuaded some fool to burn out his own brains on hard drugs. In our day the Sherms multiply and prosper. You have only to spend a year in the neighborhood of Pentecost Road to understand that Satan is a person and a conscious force, no figure of myth merely. He takes possession of empty vessels. On Pentecost Road I learned that the time is out of joint — and that though I could not set it right, still might I set my face against temptation, as did my patron Thomas a Becket. I digress: I must keep to the point, for the night cometh when no man shall work.


  ***


  But at my back in a cold blast I hear


  The rattle of the bones, and chuckle


  spread from ear to ear.


  Yes, Sherm and his friends were set at liberty. This enabled them to deal with Causland, whose testimony had come near to getting them life sentences. Sherm the Screamer did not tolerate informers on Pentecost Road. Blind Homer Causland knew what to expect.


  Prosecutor and police conveniently forgot Causland, when the trial had ended in acquittal; they had plenty of fish to fry. Had he gone to the prosecutor's office, perhaps some nominal protection might have been extended to him; but Causland, a lone wolf, didn't bother. He hadn't the money, or perhaps the will, to leave the city altogether. Once upon a time Causland may have been good with a gun, possibly in the line of duty but a blind man has no use for such toys. All Causland could do was to wait upon the event, which might lie in the hand of God or in the hand of Satan.


  On his way home from bill-posting one afternoon, Causland halted at a tumbledown secondhand shop. He had a speaking acquaintance with the proprietress, an alcoholic crone.


  "What you rummagin' for today, Homer?"


  "Garden tools, Mrs. Mattheson."


  "Pardon me sayin' so, but I didn't never hear of no blind man growin' no garden." Mrs. Mattheson tittered at her own wit.


  "Why, Mrs. Mattheson, a blind beggar can make a compost heap. Do you have in stock such a thing as a pitchfork?"


  She did: an old rusty one, the upper part of its hickory shaft somewhat split. Causland fingered the crack, asked for a small saw, and skillfully sawed off the upper portion of the shaft, shortening the tool by a foot. He paid Mrs. Mattheson sixty-five cents for this purchase, and a quarter more for a little old greasy whetstone.


  Causland lived in a tall brick house that had seen better days — much better. So had his ancient Christian Science landlady. A battered cast-iron fence still surrounded the yard. The several tenants, whatever their moral attributes, were tolerably clean and quiet. Three effeminate young men occupied most of the ground floor. Causland had one room on the top floor; a narrow staircase was the only normal means of access. But Causland’s room was one of three in which the Christian Science landlady, Mrs. Bauer, took a peculiar pride. Those three had, or could have had, dumbwaiter service. The dumbwaiter was a forgotten token of genteel living on Merrymont Avenue. Though nothing much had gone up or down the dumbwaiter for years, its electric controls remained operable.


  Causland's room (which I saw for the first time only last week, when we had important matters to discuss) had been furnished by the landlady. It was an old-fashioned widow's room, actually, with austere straight-backed chairs, cane-seated, bought cheaply about 1900; a vast, heavy, venerable wardrobe; an old chest; a pine table; a narrow iron bedstead. Everything was desiccated, and the lace curtains seemed ready to disintegrate. Yet the room was clean. Blind men, I suppose, are indifferent to furniture styles and the hues of wallpaper.


  The one feature of that room to relieve the eye was the glossy-varnished oaken door to the dumbwaiter. It was a large dumbwaiter — possibly it had been used for carrying firewood and coals, before the house's fireplaces had been bricked up and papered over — so that a slim man might open the door and climb into the contraption, if he chose.


  Causland's lodging house stood on Merrymont, only three blocks east of my church. Here, in point of continuity, I digress again. By chance, one midnight I found myself strolling a few yards to Fork Causland's rear as he proceeded home. He was accompanied by boon companions, Old Soldiers, one on either side of him. It was a slippery winter night. The Old Soldiers reeled and staggered alarmingly, but Causland swaggered confidently between them, striking the sidewalk with his stick as he went, his derby roofed with snow.


  "Where you livin' now, Fork?" one Old Soldier ventured. "Same place where — where you give it to 'em?"


  "Same place, my friend; old Mother Bauer's, top floor, hot as a fry-pan in summer and cold as James Bay these winter months."


  "You don't have no bad feelin' about stayin' on there, Mr. Causland?" the other Old Soldier inquired. (This latter comrade was a white-bearded character known on Pentecost Road as The Ambassador from Poland.) "I don't mean a troubled conscience, like they say. I mean — well, like sumpthin might jump out an' grab you?"


  "Ambassador," Fork Causland said to his second henchman, "keep on that way, and you'll earn yourself a split lip. Wahoo! Take me to old Mother Bauer’s, boys, or I'll jump out and grab you! Wahoo!"


  Then Fork performed another of those astonishing tricks of his. He took his stick between his teeth; flung himself straight upward with a muscular jump; as he descended, he thrust his rigid forefingers upon the arms of his tipsy companions. Then he rode along as if those two were his native bearers, his feet well clear of the ground, he seemingly supported only by those strong forefingers of his resting on the Old Soldiers' forearms.


  His companions did not seem oppressed by his weight, though they kept their forearms extended and parallel with the ground, as if they had done Fork like service before. On they reeled for another block. Fork riding between them, chanting some old tune I did not recognize. When they were about to cross Thistle Street, Fork dropped back to the sidewalk to swagger along as before.


  I never have seen such a thing done by anybody else. I do not know if this may have been some sort of acrobatic play. Surely the two Old Soldiers were no acrobats. I don't know how to convey the wonder that I felt at that moment. Was I wandering in a world of maya, of illusion? Could any man make himself weightless when he chose?


  At some distance I followed the three companions to the walk that led up to Mrs. Bauer's house with the cast-iron railings. Causland slapped his comrades on the back, roared good night, and positively trotted all by himself up the steep steps of the porch, to vanish behind a handsome antique door. The Old Soldiers reeled onward, probably toward some cheap lodging house or Salvation Army hostel; I retreated to my citadel of a rectory.


  But I am running ahead of my proper narrative. Of course the above nocturnal mystery occurred long after the battle at Mrs. Bauer's lodging house, which converted Homer Causland into Fork Causland. I turn back to the dumbwaiter and the compost fork. Causland had whetted well the prongs' points. I surmise that there must have been a faint smile on his hard-as-nails sightless face as he fingered the tines.


  ***


  No police patrol cars rove Hawkhill at three of the morning. As Sergeant Shaugnessy said to me the other day, when I was imploring him for some effective help rescuing girls, "What's all the world to a man when his wife's a widdy?" At that hour especially, Hawkhill belongs to Satan's limbs like Sherm the Screamer.


  Sherm brought with him to Mrs. Bauer's house, at three of the morning, nine of his boys. As matters turned out, it would have been more prudent to have fetched fewer helpers; but hubris now afflicted Sherm the Screamer. Having special plans for the informing blind piano player, he prepared to fend off any interference. Probably the original design was to snatch Causland, lock him into the trunk of one of the cars, and transport him elsewhere, to be tormented at leisure — perhaps in Sherm's "church." Sherm left the drivers in both of the cars, with the motors running quietly.


  A merciful providence had sent Mrs. Bauer crosstown that weekend to visit a niece. Sherm's boys had successfully jimmied the front door when one of the three limp-wristed young men living on the ground floor happened to open the door of their apartment, intending to put out a milk bottle.


  "What do you guys want?" he demanded. Eight men were filing into the corridor, all of them high on something costly. The tenant made out their faces. "Oh God! Billie, call the cops!" he screeched back to one of his friends.


  They sapped him the next moment, and burst over his body into the ground-floor apartment. This taste of blood broke the invaders' fragile control over themselves. Roaring, they worked over the other two young men with blackjacks and bars. (One of those unfortunates was crippled lifelong, after that night.) The victims' screams roused the tenant at the top of the house. Causland always had been a light sleeper.


  Instantly he understood what must be occurring below. In no way could he assist the ground-floor trio. The diversion downstairs gave him three or four minutes' grace, and for such an event he had made some preparation. Being a very strong man, he was able to thrust the huge wardrobe hard against his door. Back of the wardrobe he forced the iron bedstead. Thus, he filled completely the space between the doorway and the outer wall of his room. His door opening inward, this defensive strategy made it impossible for the door to be opened by his enemies, no matter how numerous and frantic they were: they might have to chop their way through with axes, or else use explosives. Either method would require time and noise. He was well aware of the possibility that so baffled, they might instead bum down the whole house, with him inside.


  There was no salvation for him through a window — not three flights up, with no fire escape, and he blind. With admirable presence of mind, Causland took his whole cash reserve, seventy dollars, from his money belt. The bills and some private papers he concealed under the carpet. Then he took up his pitchfork.


  Now the gang came roaring up the stairs and burst against his barricaded door. He recognized some of the voices: they were careless in their howling, which signified that they did not mean him to come alive out of this, to bear witness against them. In particular he knew the torturer's voice of Sherm the Screamer.


  "Come on, open up, Causland!" they were shouting, surprised at not being able to budge his door. "We're just going to ask you some questions." Causland said nothing in reply. He had no telephone in his room; and though he might shriek from a window, no one would rush to his assistance in this neighborhood, at this hour. No neighbor would venture so much involvement as to call the police, for that matter — not unless the tumult at Mrs. Bauer's house should threaten to spread to the adjacent houses.


  Those smashing at his door were up to their eyes in heroin, he guessed. Somebody out there was clearheaded enough to grunt, "Get the door off the hinges!" But their superfluity of numbers hampered the assailants in that narrow corridor. Then someone screamed — oh, he knew that voice — "There's another way!" Causland heard three or four men pounding back down the stairs. Meanwhile, the savage smashing at the door continued.


  Yes, there was another way: Sherm's men must have learned about Mrs. Bauer's dumbwaiter. That device was no escape route for Homer Causland, for its mechanism could not be operated from within the dumbwaiter itself; and besides, what figure would a blind man make, emerging below, helpless before his enemies? Therefore, Causland took his stand in a shadowy convenient comer, as he planned, awaiting the event.


  The clanking of the dumbwaiter's chain and the growling of its motor, like Halloween sound effects, gave Causland plenty of notice of his enemy’s approach. The car in the shaft halted opposite the aperture of Causland's room now; the man within knew what he was doing. It still might have been possible for Causland to press the "down" button by the dumbwaiter door, in hope of returning the car to the ground floor. But Causland preferred tactics more decisive.


  "Hold it, Ralph!" the man in the car shouted to his helper below. "I'm getting out." It was the Screamer's dreadful voice.


  Sherm had risen by audacity. And after all, how much resistance could be offered by a blind piano player, twice Sherm's years?


  Sherm banged open the dumbwaiter door and began to scramble through the narrow opening, into the total darkness of Causland's room. He cracked his head against the oaken doorframe, trying to emerge quickly, and cursed. Happily for Fork, as matters turned out, Sherm was carrying a sawed-off shotgun. "Homer Causland, you old stoolie," the Screamer screamed, "get down on your knees and start begging!"


  "Hi!" said Causland, softly, from the shadows. "I've got something here for you, Screamer." As Sherm swung toward him, raising the shotgun, Causland lunged. He contrived to drive the prongs of the fork straight through Sherm's lean belly. The force of Causland's rush bowled Sherm over, and Causland fell upon him. "Good-bye, Sherm," Causland panted.


  Then Sherm the Screamer screamed his loudest ever. Causland heard the shotgun crash to the floor of his room. Groping about, he encountered the shaft of the fork; he tried to extract it from the belly of his enemy, whose heels were drumming on the floor. But this was an awkward undertaking, and Causland feared that meanwhile the door of his room might be taken off behind him.


  So, panting, he managed in the darkness to thrust the dying Sherm, headfirst, back into the dumbwaiter. Blind Homer pressed the "down" button, sending the fatal car on its return journey, to bear back to his disciples the Screamer, perforated, with the fork still in him. Like the beasts, the Prophet Sherm could perish, after all.


  Disposing of Sherm had required about one minute. Yes, the door had been lifted off its hinges now; Causland's ears informed him that his adversaries were trying to kick their way through the second barrier, the sturdy back of the enormous wardrobe.


  From the bottom of the stairs, a member of the gang shouted up, desperate, "Christ, guys, he's gutted Sherm! Get through that door and smash him!"


  Causland had the shotgun in his hands: a double-barreled repeater. His fingers checked its triggers and magazine. This gun would do very well.


  Shifting his station to the foot of the iron bedstead, seven feet from the tottering wardrobe, he pointed the barrels carefully. There was mighty confusion beyond that blocked doorway, some men running upstairs and others downstairs. Sherm's screams from below seemed less vigorous: Causland had angled his fork somewhat upward when he had made that dread thrust.


  Now the carved doors of the wardrobe splintered into fragments, and a big body became entangled with the bedhead, struggling to enter the room. Causland gave this intruder one barrel.


  In the little bedroom that reverberation was exquisitely painful to Causland's sensitive auditory nerves; but the result of his discharge was exquisitely gratifying. A body crashed backward. Later Causland learned that he had aimed a trifle high, so taking off the man's face.


  Now Causland must carry the war into Africa. Risky strategy, that; yet not so risky as to wait for the gang to set the house afire. Gun at the ready, Causland clambered over some bloody bulky thing, through the demolished wardrobe. To clear the way, he fired the second barrel at a venture into the corridor beyond.


  Someone else shrieked, fell, lay groaning hideously. Causland heard the whole crowd of them tumbling back down the stairs. Kneeling to thrust his weapon between the wooden balusters, the blind champion fired downward, both barrels. To judge by the anguished complaints, he had severely damaged one or two of the enemy.


  Somebody fired back — a pistol, Causland judged — but missed him. Vexed, Causland gave them both barrels a second time: more screaming. It was like old times overseas.


  At that moment, the horn of one car waiting at the curb began to honk furiously; then the horn of the second car. Later he was told that the drivers, on edge, had heard the siren of an ambulance on Pentecost Road, and had taken that for a patrol car.


  Causland struggled back into his room. A small window looked toward Merrymont Avenue. Flinging up the sash, Causland fired into the blackness toward the honking. He heard the cars begin to pull away; again Causland fired in their direction. To his pleased surprise, there came a loud resounding bang, but not a gunshot: he must have hit a tire. A moment later a crash followed, for the car with a blown front tire,-in fact, had careened across the street and struck a tree.


  The other car roared away. Causland heard the running feet of the members of the gang abandoned by the driver. Then the house fell silent except for the horrid moaning of the man whom Causland had shot in the third-floor corridor.


  Having made his way down to Mrs. Bauer's telephone, Causland called the police. After five or six minutes, some of the bolder spirits in the neighborhood actually ventured out of their lairs and began to converse in hushed tones, before Mrs. Bauer's house. But nobody dared ascend the steps until the police arrived.


  Sergeant Shaugnessy and his men found one man dead, three dying, one shot in the legs and unable to walk, one stunned in a car that had rammed a tree, and gouts of blood on the sidewalk from one or two others who had escaped. Sherm the Screamer gave up the ghost in the ambulance bearing him to the hospital.


  In Causland's phrase, "Sergeant Shaugnessy was flabbergasted but appreciative. They didn't indict me for anything."


  After that he was "Fork" to boon companions and "Mr. Causland" to the less privileged. Nobody gave him trouble thereafter. He had attained the equivocal distinction of general recognition as Hawkhill's most accomplished resident. It is said in the Mustang that Fork sent a basket of poison ivy to Sherm's funeral; but that report I doubt. Wondrous to relate, all but two of the survivors of the attempt on Fork Causland were convicted on charges of attempted murder, criminal assault, unlicensed possession of a deadly weapon, or breaking and entering.


  Fork Causland's fearsome reputation enabled him to walk the streets of Hawkhill at any hour, unmugged. There arose a popular belief that in reality he was not blind at all, but had especially keen sight behind those dark goggles. Some took him for a undercover detective. Who could have killed Sherm and his boys without even seeing them? Or conceivably — this suggestion occurring particularly among Hawkhill's West Indian element — Causland was a conjure-man, invulnerable and deadly.


  Yes, he swaggered along the nocturnal streets. Yet the Screamer's band was not extinct; and those two who had survived the encounter at Mrs. Bauer's, and had not been imprisoned, would not forget. Fearsomeness wears thin with time, and the disciples of Sherm might take heart again. But Fork said no word of that.


  ***


  No one could enter my church without my knowledge. I must make that point wholly clear. Were it not so, there might be some quasi-rational explanation of last night's events.


  What is rare in American churches of the Romanesque revival, the Church of the Holy Ghost has a narthex, or galilee. (I prefer the latter term.) Above the broad steps frequented by the Old Soldiers of Merrymont Avenue, the great doors open upon this galilee, which traditionally is less sacred than the body of the church.


  Within this interior porch, or galilee, I conduct most of my business with comers to the church — particularly with the street girls. In a vaulted chamber off the galilee I maintain a desk, some chairs, and a typewriter; this chamber has a functioning fireplace. I frequent this sentry post (so to speak) of the Holy Ghost because it is situated near the grand entrance to the church's west front. Only at this point may the whole church complex be entered nowadays.


  For I have sealed the several other entrances, even that to the "service" regions of the complex, although closing the other doors has made it necessary for Lin, the Cambodian man whom I have appointed verger (janitor, in reality), to transport rubbish in a barrow to the west front. When I write "sealed," I mean bricked up. No doubt I have violated fire inspectors' rules; but the public authorities winking at worse offenses in Hawkhill, they have not troubled me concerning my precautions.


  The small roundheaded windows of the church, on the northern side, are set too high for burglers to operate without ladders; also, they are narrow, with a stone pillar fixed in the middle of each window arch. The rector who preceded me in this benefice had a heavy wire screen attached to the outer side of every window, to protect the painted glass from boys' stones. The southern windows face upon the cloister, not upon a street, and in effect are protected by the tall rectory.


  A benefaction from old Mrs. Simmons enabled me to secure the windows of the adjoining rectory with interior steel shutters. I have sealed the rectory's street doors, now reaching my rooms there by passing through the galilee and the cloister on the church's south side. Need I remark that no building is entirely secure against intruders who possess special tools for burglary? However that may be, on the nights to which I refer below, these defenses of the Holy Ghost were undisturbed, and no alarm sounded on the electronic warning system purchased out of the Simmons benefaction. I am satisfied that no one could have entered the church except through the galilee.


  In one of the great bronze doors (opened only on great feast days) of the west front is set a kind of postern door, also of bronze, so narrow as to admit only one person at a time. It is this small door through which everybody and everything pass ordinarily. Only the verger and I possess keys to this door, which moreover is secured within, when I am there, by a police lock and other devices. My small vaulted reception chamber or office is situated close to this postern, so that when I am at my desk I may see who enters and leaves the church. I am as much porter as rector. Thus all of my parishioners, and other callers, must pound the enormous bronze knocker or ring the electric bell if they would see me.


  The sacred vessels, the tapestries, and other furnishings of the Church of the Holy Ghost being highly valuable, efficient robbers might be attracted — were it not for the smoke grimed exterior of the building, which suggests impoverishment and dereliction. I have provided as best I might against casual thieves, and for the safety of the complex's temporary or permanent inmates. Yet all these precautions seemed futile last night.


  It should be understood that during daylight hours I make the nave accessible for private devotions (not that many take advantage of the opportunity) or for the rare visitor interested in the architecture of Holy Ghost Church. I do try to make sure that either the verger or his Cambodian wife (who does our mopping and the like) is present in nave or galilee during hours when the postern door is unlocked. So it is barely conceivable that some person might have crept into the church and concealed himself until yesterday night, perhaps in the blind- story. Yet such an explanation is even more improbable than the supposition I will imply toward the close of this document.


  When Fork Causland became our church organist, I offered him a key to the church, but he refused it, saying that he could ring for the verger or myself. From the first I was confident of his honesty. In corrupted Hawkhill, he appeared to have no corrupt habits. Though fond of whiskey, Fork never was drunken. He paid little or no attention to the girls hanging about the bars where he played the piano. The pushers feared him. His conversation was always decent and sometimes amusing. Considerably to my surprise, I found that he was familiar with our liturgy, and that he prayed in church.


  From asides in his talk, I gathered that he had been a wanderer, a beggar, a peddler, an acrobat, a carnival hand, a soldier — not in that order, presumably, but at one time or another. Was his proficiency at killing derived from military experience only? Two or three times I entered the church to hear the Dies lrae pouring from the organ: Fork at practice in his grim humorous fashion. "Doc," he would say, descending from his bench, "it will be with this city as with the cities of the plain." He was apt at biblical quotations and curious applications of them.


  Yet I cannot say that we grew intimate. My situation is lonely; I have no Hawkhill friends; I would have been glad if Fork had accepted my offer of a room in the rectory, that echoing habitation not being less homelike than his room at Mrs. Bauer's. He thanked me, but said, "I'm not a comfortable neighbor, Doc."


  I do not think that he held my color against me — not that he could discern it literally. And aside from chance drinking companions, clearly he had no friends of his own. He seemed armored by a self-sufficient stoicism. I envied him that.


  I inquired discreetly about Fork among my parishioners and among the denizens of Pentecost Road. Nobody seemed to know how long Causland had lived in Hawkhill. Some said, "Always, I guess"; others, "Three years, maybe"; yet others, "Never noticed him till this past winter." So far as I could ascertain, nobody ever had conversed seriously with Fork longer than I had. His oddity had tended to deter familiarities even before his bloody amazing victory at Mrs. Bauer's house. After Fork had killed Sherm and his chums, a certain deadliness seemed to hang about the piano player. (I did not sense it myself; I refer to a discernible reverent uneasiness among the habitues of the Pentecost bars). Despite Fork's isolation, somehow I fancied that of all the grotesques of Pentecost Road, he alone was permanent, the rest evanescent.


  Occasionally, after he had practiced at the creaky old vast organ, Causland and I talked in a parlor of the rectory, over tea brewed by the Cambodian woman. (Both of us took rum in our tea, in that damp stone building.) Fork could converse sensibly; also somewhat mystically. He knew all of Hawkhill's secrets, and sometimes hinted at mysteries of the world beyond the world, as if he were Tiresias, or Homer, or some other blind seer. Now and again he deferred, during these talks, to my theological learning - or what he took for my erudition.


  "Doc," he inquired at the session I best recollect, "what's possession? Being possessed by a spirit, I mean."


  I endeavored to explain the church's doctrine concerning this, but that was not what he wished to know.


  "I mean, Doc, how does it feel? Can something get inside you, and yet leave room enough for yourself? Can you be comfortable with it? Can you live with it as if it were your own brother? Can it help you?"


  Naturally I was startled by this. "Are you talking about yourself, Fork?"


  He nodded. "I think there's been somebody else with me for years now. Once, Doc, you said something about 'levitation' and that jumping I do — but then you beat around the bush. Well, it's not Saint Vitus's dance, Doc. Something that's got into me does the jumping — not that I object much. And when I was in real need, it lent me its sight."


  I drew a long breath. "You're talking about the time Sherm came for you?"


  "That's it. I know the Old Soldiers say I can really see whenever I want to. But that's a lie." He tapped his goggles. "I could take these off to show you


  what's underneath my eyelids, Doc; but that would give you a turn. All the same, somebody or something lent me sight that rough time."


  Fork's one indulgence, not counting the free whiskies, was Brazilian cigars. He unwrapped one now, and I lit it for him.


  He puffed on the black wrinkled thing. "I've told this to nobody but you, Doc. Let me tell you, it came as a blessed shock to me. I'd made my preparations blinder than any bat, and I didn't expect miracles. But when it happened, everything was coming at me so quick that I just accepted the sight, no questions asked at the moment. It didn't come upon me until the last chance. You better believe me, Doc." He blew smoke from his nostrils.


  "I kept this quiet because anybody that dared would have called me a damned liar. The moment Sherm pushed open that dumbwaiter door, sight came to me.


  Or maybe I shouldn't say 'sight': well, 'perception' — that's more the word. I seemed to see outlines. There was a twenty-watt bulb dangling in the dumbwaiter, and Sherm was outlined against it. That was no time for musing on miracles. I knew he couldn't make out hide nor hair of me. His outline, sort of like a paper doll, turned toward me, blindlike, when I spoke to him, and the outline of a shotgun went up to his shoulder. That cleared the way for me to dive under the gun and run him through the belly."


  Deftly he relit his cigar.


  "Mind you, Doc, I could make out only movement. So once I sent the elevator back down to the ground floor, I was blind as before. But when one of the gang broke through the wardrobe, I made out the shape of him plain, and blew the face off him. Then when I pushed into the corridor myself, I could — well, perceive, I guess — perceive the lot of Sherm's boys running downstairs, and I fired into the midst of them. And when I gave both barrels to that car outside the house, I could see the thing moving away from the curb. After that, right after that last shot, whatever lent the perception to me took it back again. Is there a name for what happened to me, Doc?"


  "Not a medical term, Fork," I said to him. "There's a psychological term: extrasensory perception. Lord knows what that means."


  "You half-believe me, don't you, Doc? Nobody else would. Well, what about the possession? Do you half- believe that, too?"


  Now the sun had sunk beneath the level of the barred windows of my rectory; we had no light but the glow from the coals in my fireplace. I shivered. "What could it be that's got into you? May it be a devil, do you think?"


  "I'm asking you, Doc. How the hell should I know?" Fork sprang up and performed a little song-and-dance routine in my parlor, chanting—


  He's a devil, he's a devil,


  He's a devil in his own home town.


  On the level, he's a devil...


  Then Fork sat down as abruptly as he had risen.


  "Look out, Doc: that was it, the thing in me, just now. He hears you. But no, I don't think it's a demon. It's a killer, though, and not pretty."


  The parlor door swung open; we both jumped at the sound and the draft of cold air. But it was only the verger's wife, my housekeeper, come to carry off the tea things. Evidently Fork thought that he had uttered too much already, for he clapped his derby on his large head and went out, back toward Pentecost Road.


  We never had opportunity to resume that chilling conversation about the possessed and the possessors. I suspect that Fork may have been capable of elaborate hoaxes, for the fun of them — but not on that dark subject.


  ***


  How often, my gun under my jacket, have I strolled almost the length of Pentecost Road, praying as I ambled! Desperate though the neighborhood is, some franchise eating houses make a good profit there, at high nocturnal risk of their cashiers. Much of the Road is brightly lit by neon. "Twenty Gorgeous Bottomless Dancers, Stark Naked or Your Money Back," one sign blinks on and off. I pass four or five massage parlors.


  Shoddy little theaters for X-rated films (their marquees promising more than they can deliver, in competition with the living flesh next door or down the road); "adult" bookshops for retarded adolescents and middle-aged illiterates; scantly stocked tiny "notion" shops that are fronts for narcotics peddling — these are the thriving enterprises of Pentecost Road, in this year of our Lord. The hideousness of it hurts as much as the depravity.


  Now I have to write about Julie Tilton.


  There is no coincidence: everything that occurs is part of a most intricate design.


  The Mustang, where the daiquiris are good (though nothing else there has any admixture of good in it), is situated at the intersection of Pentecost and Merrymont. A great deal of money changes hands, more or less surreptitiously, at those comers. For that reason the sidewalk outside the Mustang is frequented by mendicants. I usually give something to the old man with no legs, selling pencils, who rides a board to which four roller skates are fixed; he is there on the bitterest days. Another begging habitue is the idiot woman shaped like an interrogation point. Also, "religious" freaks are to be seen, especially an Indian fakir in nothing but a loincloth.


  The beggars and the madmen are outnumbered by the street girls, some promenading, some lounging against the wall, awaiting custom. Few are birds of paradise. I labor under no delusion about harlots. With very rare exceptions, the kindly prostitute is a creation of novelists and playwrights. As a class, such women are psychopathic, devouring, and treacherous. They have their uses, particularly to the police: in the hope of reward, or out of unblemished malice, they betray their bullies and lovers. I have discovered among them, on Pentecost Road, no heroic repentant Magdalene. All that I can accomplish among them, pastorally, is to persuade a few of the young ones, strutting down Pentecost under compulsion, to go back to their parents or to whomever in the home town might receive them. I have facilitated a number of such escapes, after conversations at my office in the galilee. The first stage on my underground railway is a lodging for a night in that safe-house, my rectory. They do not tempt me. Ever since my ordination, I have kept myself under a most strict discipline; and even had I not vowed myself to celibacy and chastity, still I would be no fool — though sensual, more sensual than most by nature.


  On Monday evening, as I approached the Mustang, the girls were particularly numerous and importunate. I shouldered my way among them — black hat, black face, black leather jacket — in my role of hard- drinking impecunious chiropractor. Just outside the door of the Mustang someone gripped me by the arm — but not with the customary unimaginative "Want to have some fun, honey?" This person was saying, "Brother, have you been washed in the blood of the Lamb7"


  I swung round. It was a young black man, fantastically dressed, a street preacher, wild-eyed. He had a companion.


  This colleague, seated in a sort of primitive wheelchair, was paler than death. He did not move a muscle, not even of lips or eyes. At first I took him for a paralytic, trundled about for a holy show by his preacher-captor. Then the thought flashed through my mind that this white boy, bareheaded, neatly dressed, might be a corpse: things not much less shocking are seen from time to time at Pentecost and Merrymont.


  "Brother, have you been saved?" the mad preacher was demanding of me. "Have you been washed in the blood of the Lamb7"


  I unfixed his hand from my arm. "Nobody can answer that question with full knowledge, brother," I told him.


  But already he had turned from me and was addressing the passing stream of tarts, procurers, pushers, drunkards, and males of various ages "out for a little fun." "Brothers and sisters," he was crying, "where'll you spend eternity? Wine is a mocker, strong drink is raging, and whoever is deceived thereby is not wise."


  He then plucked the white boy out of his chair and exhibited him at arm's length to the street people. Praise be, the pallid thing was an inanimate mannequin, marvelously realistic, after all. I wouldn't have to telephone Shaugnessy.


  "'Cept you take the Lord Jesus for your personal savior, you're no better 'n this here dummy!" the wild-eyed preacher was shouting. "Where you goin' to spend eternity? You want to spend it with the Whore o' Babylon and the Beast, whose number is six-six-six? The wages of sin is death. You want to be like this here dummy, no brains in your head? You want to be cast into the fire eternal? Brothers and sisters, death is all around us. Old Mister Death, he grabs you when you're on a high, when you're drinkin' and fomicatin', and he takes the breath out o' your body, leavin' you no better than this here dummy! He takes you where the worm never dieth and the fire is not quenched. 'Cept you follow the Lord Jesus, Ol' Man Death put his bony hand on you, and you curl up like a worm...."


  Two mighty hands took me by the shoulders, from behind. Their clutch was terribly painful; a shock like electricity ran through me. "Gottcha, Doc!" said Fork. "You come along with me into this hell on earth they call the Mustang. Wahoo!"


  His ears had singled me out in the crowd by my few words in retort to the street preacher.


  "In a minute, Fork, you Beast from the Abyss," I muttered.


  With his stick tucked under his arm, the blind man stood beside me, listening to the crazy preacher. "It always was a scandal, that faith, eh. Doc?" He poked me in the ribs with the head of his stick. "That there raving and ranting fellow — sort of like a caricature of you, eh, Doc?"


  "Go to hell, Fork," I told him.


  "All in good time. Doc; all in God's own good time." He chuckled harshly.


  "'Cept you repent, brothers and sisters, you gonna die the body of this death," the crazy preacher was exhorting some tarts and three beggars. He brandished the mannequin. "No brains, jes' like this here dummy; no heart, no guts, no nothin'. If you don't have no immortal soul washed in the blood of the Lamb, you got nothin'. Old Mister Death, he got your 'pointed day writ down on his calendar, you poor dummies...."


  "You've got some competition in the soul business, Doc," said Fork, half-needling me, half-serious. We were entering the Mustang. "You ever repent of taking up this line of work? Feel sorry about not marrying and taking up the cross in Hawkhill?"


  "It's a calling, Mr. Homer Causland; I wouldn't have it any other way. What's your calling? Speaking of Old Man Death, killing seems to be your talent."


  "In the line of duty, Doc: add that qualification. You're welcome to call me a rat, Reverend Doc. On one of those records for no-eyes, once, I heard a poem by some Scotchman about a rat's prayer:


  "God grant me that


  I carrion find,


  And may it stink:


  O Father, kind,


  Permit me drink


  Of blood ensoured...


  There is no waste


  Where rats are fed,


  And, for all haste,


  Grace shall be said."


  Fork had astounded me once again. "In what comer of hell did you hear that, you blind devil?"


  "Devil?" Not quite that, Doc; devil's cousin, maybe. Wahoo!"


  He sat down at his piano, called for his whiskey, and began to play. I took a table near him. The Mustang was two-thirds full, that night, of the lost. The blind devil played for them like an angel. Even to acid rock he imparted a somber pathos; or so it sounded to my priestly ears.


  I was roused out of a reverie brought on by Fork's "not marrying" when a girl's voice, a sweet one, said, "Excuse me, sir." She withdrew a chair from my table, turned it in Fork's direction, and sat waiting for him to pause in his playing. I saw her in profile.


  She was beautiful, but more than beautiful: lovely. She wore her blond hair long, very long. Nose, lips, and chin all were delicate and perfect; so was her figure. She was six feet tall at least. Her blue eyes were impossibly innocent. I judged her to be sixteen or seventeen years old. This was nobody off Pentecost Road. Face aside, she was dressed too decently for that.


  When Fork had stopped playing, she said to him, "Excuse me, sir. Maybe you can help me. Have you seen Alexander Tilton?”


  Fork turned toward her his poker face with its black goggles, taking the cigar from his mouth. He removed his derby. "Why do you ask a blind man a question like that, lady?"


  I watched her blush. Her fair skin was suffused with a soft delicious pink. "Oh, I'm sorry; I didn't know. I thought you looked like a man who might have met a good many people in this part of town."


  "I do, lady, but I never met anybody by that name. Doc, could you check at the bar?"


  I rose. Who wouldn't do anything for this young lady? Indeed, I bowed the first bow ever executed in the Mustang.


  "Meet the Reverend Raymond Montrose, rector of Holy Ghost Church, lady, even if he doesn't look it."


  "I don't want to disturb you, Reverend Montrose," the beauty said. She blushed again.


  "It's a pleasure, young lady," I assured her, stuttering a little. "But not 'Reverend Montrose,' if you please. Father Montrose, or Dr. Montrose, or


  even Mr. Montrose; but never Reverend Montrose. I'm a stickler for forms, being an Anglo-Catholic.”


  "Oh, I'm a Methodist, I'm afraid, Father."


  "Don't be afraid, not even in this bar. Excuse me, Miss..."


  "I'm Julie Tilton, and Alexander Tilton is my brother, twelve years older. The last letter he sent us was on the stationery of the Tangiers Motel, Pentecost Road, and so I got a room there, half an hour ago, but they hadn't heard of him, and said somebody at the Mustang Bar might know him. I took a taxi straight here." She was genuine!


  "You better check out of the Tangiers Motel, lady: they got something worse than the veterans' disease there. Doc, stop your bowing and scraping, and ask after one Alexander Tilton at the bar. I'll keep an eye on this Miss Tilton, in a manner of speaking." Fork resumed his derby.


  The bartender and the waitresses hadn't ever heard of an Alexander Tilton, they informed me. When I returned to the piano, I found three unpleasant young toughs standing by Fork and the girl, flies drawn to honey.


  "How about a dance, baby?" said the biggest of them.


  "Move on, brothers," I told them. They stared at me.


  "You heard Doc," Fork growled. "Scoot, boys."


  They went, swearing, but softly.


  "Pay them no mind, lady," said Fork. "They'll get their comeuppance before long, I promise you. Now this brother of yours — what did he look like?"


  "My grandmother and I haven't seen him for nearly ten years, but he must be very good-looking. He's about as tall as I am, and slim. The girls back home were wild about him. He got one — but that doesn't matter now." Another blush.


  "He used to write about once a year," she went on; "then, better than two years ago, he stopped writing. I thought everybody around here must know him, because he did so well in this city. He sent lots and lots of money home for us to keep for him. 'Bury it in the cellar in tight cans,' he wrote to us. Some people don't trust banks, I guess, and he's one of them. He even sends the cash in little sealed boxes, by special messangers! Except for letting us know his money was on its way, Sherm never told us much in his letters."


  "Sherm?" said Fork, drawling out the name.


  "Here in Hawkhill, Miss Tilton," I put in, "A good many people get lost-and not found. I thought you said your brother's name was Alexander."


  "Oh, it is. Father Montrose: Alexander Sherman Tilton. But we've called him Sherm in the family ever since I can remember."


  Fork, silent, relit his cigar.


  "Possibly there are other ways you might identify your brother, Miss Tilton," I continued. "His voice, for instance: was it soft as yours?"


  She smiled angelically. "Oh, no. Sherm always spoke very loudly — loud enough to hurt some people's ears. When he was angry, could he ever yell!"


  "Ummm," from Fork. "Now this brother Sherm, lady: did he ever use any other names?"


  "Not that I know of. Why should he7 But perhaps he used the 'Alexander' in this town, because he always signed his letters to us that way, as if he had gotten more formal. It was just 'Alexander,' not signing his last name. We mailed back letters to Alexander Tilton, at the post office box number he gave us; but he never answered until he decided to send more money home."


  I presented to her my engraved card, in the hope of achieving in Miss Tilton's admirable eyes a respectability that my beard and my fancy boots would not convey to her. Or might she, untraveled, fancy that all doctors of divinity went about so attired? "Did you have some particular reason," I inquired, "for coming all this distance to look for your brother?"


  "No, Father: it's just that he's my only brother, and I haven't any sisters, and Dad and Mom died five years ago. In his last letter, Sherm told me that I ought to come to the big city and live with him: that I'd really go places here. He practically ordered me to come. I wrote back that I would, whenever he wanted me to. He didn't answer me, though, so I waited until after graduation, and at last I decided that the thing for me to do was simply to come here and look him up. Here I am!"


  Yes, here she was, Iphigenia in Aulis, come unwittingly to the sacrifice. Here she was, a brand for me to snatch pastorally before she had been singed!


  "This gentleman at the piano is our church organist, Mr. Fork Causland," I informed her. I gave Fork a gentle, stealthy dig in his ribs. "He and I will do what we can to help you."


  "Sure, lady," Fork said. "I wouldn’t go asking around this here bar, if I were you."


  The three unpleasant young men had not scooted very far: I noticed them standing at the bar, scowling at us. I recollected, or thought I recollected, that two of them had been surreptitiously pointed out to me, months ago, as survivors of the Screamer's gang. It wouldn't do to linger. I put my hand on Fork's shoulder.


  "The two of us had best take Miss Tilton back in a taxi to the Tangiers Motel, Fork, and get her bags now. I can put her up at the rectory, if she doesn't mind."


  "Right, Doc — I guess. There's too many vermin at the Tangiers, lady. Just one more question, before we go." Fork swallowed the remnant of his whiskey. "Brother Sherm — in his last letter, better than two years ago, did he give you any idea of what he was going to have you do in this town?"


  "I'm quite a good typist, Mr. Fork, but Sherm didn't mention that. All he suggested was that he knew a lot of interesting boys to take me out." Here she colored more furiously than before.


  We made out way to the door, I running interference. All the men in the Mustang were staring, and three or four whistled loudly. "Where you takin' that kid, Fork?" somebody called out. Someone else muttered, "For Christ's sake, don't rile him."


  A taxi was at the curb, letting out a drunken fare. Julie Tilton got in with us two strangers, ingenuously. Possibly my "cute British accent" was reassurance of sorts. With no other two men from the Mustang would she have been able to check out of the Tangiers uninsulted — or worse than that. Coincidence again? I think not.


  "I fancy you come from a rather small town, Miss Tilton," I said on our way to the motel.


  "How did you know, Father? Titus isn't much more than a church, a general store, and a dozen houses. Sherm used to call it Hicksville or Endsville."


  "How you gonna keep 'em down on the farm, after they've seen Hawkhill?" Fork had been humming. He ceased, saying, "Julie, pardon my asking, but was this brother Sherm in more sorts of trouble than one, when he left Titus nearly ten years ago?"


  "He got himself into a peck of troubles, Mr. Fork. But he must have straightened himself up, or he couldn't have earned all that money to send home."


  At the flashy Tangiers, I though it prudent to go with Julie to her room for her suitcase. I was pleased and somewhat surprised to find the bag still there; they had not given her a key for her room. While Julie and I were down the hall, the desk clerk tried to make trouble about this guest being taken away by two men, but Fork gave him the rough side of his tongue. Undoubtedly the desk clerk had plans for the lady guest. He asked her to come back any time; he meant it.


  "How you goin' to keep 'em away from Pentecost, jazzin' around, paintin' the town?" Fork was humming as we drew up before the Church of the Holy Ghost.


  The lovely big girl was overwhelmed by the scale of my church. 'This must be a very religious town. Father Montrose I hope I’m not causing your wife too much trouble.”


  "Once upon a time, it was. I'm celibate, Miss Tilton. Our housekeeper, the verger's wife, will get your room in order and bring you tea — and a sandwich, if you’d care for one." Providentially, no fugitive street girl was lodged in the rectory that night. I unlocked the postern door, and we three entered.


  The galilee of my church had taken the galilee of Durham Cathedral for its model, in part. The rows of pillars, and the roundheaded arches with their


  chevron moldings, took Julie's breath away. From my office I rang a bell connected with the verger's rooms at the top of the rectory, summoning the little Cambodian woman, whose English was tolerable.


  We had our ingenue safe out of the Mustang, safe out of the Tangiers Motel. What next?


  "Will it be all right for me to stay here until I find my brother?" Julie asked, as the verger's wife waited to lead her across the cloister. "I don't know how to repay you, Father. I'm sure Sherm's somewhere very close; I just simply feel it."


  ***


  We could have ridden on to Mrs. Simmons's, Doc. She'd have taken the girl in if you'd asked her. It wouldn't have been like imposing a streetwalker on the old lady."


  "She's safer in the rectory, Fork."


  We two sat in my office off the galilee. It was midnight, and Miss Tilton doubtless was sleeping the sleep of the guiltless — a few rods distant from me.


  "Maybe," said Fork. "Probably they're looking for her right now."


  "Who in particular?"


  "Those three that wanted to dance with her at the Mustang. The guy that spoke to her and gave us some lip — I knew his voice. He was one of the two acquitted after my fracas at Mrs. Bauer's. His name's Franchetti. He's getting his nerve back, two years after the treatment I gave his pals. Sherm's sister would be worth plenty to him."


  "Is she actually Sherm's sister?"


  "Why not? It all fits together. I bet Franchetti saw they were two peas in a pod. Sherm must have told him she'd be along. What does the girl look like?"


  "A rose in bloom." I had not been able to keep my eyes off young Miss Tilton; I supplied particulars, perhaps too enthusiastically.


  'That's enough detail, Doc. Sherm was a good-looking goon, except for the smirk, they tell me. He was her height, her coloring, and 'Sherman Stanton' is close enough to 'Sherman Tilton.'"


  "But her coming straight to the man who executed her brother? That's too much of a coincidence, Fork."


  "There's wheels within wheels, Doc. She was sent, God knows why. It did give me a jolt when she said 'Sherm,' let me tell you."


  We fell silent for a minute or two.


  "We can't let Julie know what her brother was, nor how he ended," I said then.


  Fork nodded. "She's got to go back to Titus, pronto."


  "It won't be simple to persuade her of that, at least for a few days. She says her intuition tells her that Sherm's near at hand. Girls and their notions!"


  "She may not be so far wrong, Doc. That's been my intuition, too."


  "Don't be a fool, Fork."


  "I never would have lasted this long if I'd been a fool, not with the life I've led. Now look: in this here Middle Ages church of yours, you’ve talked to me more than once about death and judgment. You're a Middle Ages parson, Doc, and I'm with you. What's the teaching about what you've called 'the interval'?"


  He had cornered me with my own doctrine. "I know what you're thinking, Fork. Once upon a time, everybody believed it. When a man dies, that's not the end of his personality — not until the Last Judgment. There may be a kind of half-life, though the body has perished. After all, in the twentieth century we know what we call 'matter' is a collection of a power we don't understand. That arrangement falls apart when a body disintegrates; but the particles, the energy... ah, there's the rub, Fork. Even a consciousness may survive, Fork, in a twilight realm of which we receive glimpses, sometimes, that startle us, the living. Until the Last Judgment, what we call ghost..."


  "All right, Doc: that's your teaching, you believe it?"


  "Yes."


  "And you believe in possession?"


  "Yes."


  "Sherm was possessed, Doc, if ever a man was. Maybe I am, though not in the same way. Something might possess you. Watch your step."


  "What do you mean?"


  "You ought to know, Doc."


  I shrugged that off. Another interval of silence followed. Then I said, "Why did Sherm tell Julie to come to Hawkhill?"


  "Unnatural affection, Doc. After he’d taken his pleasure with her, he'd have peddled her on Pentecost Road."


  I crossed myself. "Lord! And this girl!"


  "Sherm drove out any goodness that had been in him, leaving himself empty. A demon entered in. You better believe me, Doc."


  I let my friend out of the church then, and he went his way into the darkness intrepidly; standing at the postern, I heard his stick striking the sidewalk occasionally as he made his way toward that desiccated room at Mrs. Bauer's.


  Having secured the door, I passed through nave and choir to the apse. Tall archaic carvings of saints loomed above me. For half an hour I knelt in prayer. "Pray for us sinners now and at the hour of our death." I prayed even for Sherm, unlikely creature. As 1 passed back through the nave, my eye somehow was drawn upward to the blindstory along the north wall. But if there had been any slight movement, it must have been a rat's: the vermin plagued us; I had extirpated them from the rectory, but they continued, a few of them, to haunt the church itself.


  In my rectory, I paused at Julie's door. The keys to the rectory's interior doors had been lost years ago. Should I knock? Should I simply look in upon her, silently, to make sure she was all right — and for a moment's glimpse of that perfect face in sleep? But restraining myself, I went on to my own whitewashed room (ascetic as any monk's cell), three doors farther on.


  The rectory was so well built, and fitted with such heavy doors and draperies, that the Cambodians on the top floor could hear nothing of noise on this ground floor, I reflected.


  ***


  On Tuesday morning the housekeeper served a decent breakfast to Julie and me in the dining room, so seldom used, musty and sepulchral. I found the young lady surprisingly perceptive; and she could converse animatedly. She was interested in my Church of the Holy Ghost; I, in her charms. Her face helped me somewhat to drive out gross images from my thoughts: its purity was foreign to Hawkhill. The delicate flair of the tall beauty's nostrils! I thought of her dead brother, so like, so different.


  She insisted upon combing the city for her brother. It would have been perilous to have taken her walking on the streets of Hawkhill, especially if the remnants of her brother's gang were looking for her. Having persuaded her to visit officialdom instead, I called a taxi and took the darling on a tour of police headquarters, city hall, the central post office, the county coroner's office. Nobody had heard of a youngish man called Alexander Tilton. Of course I did not inquire after a person called Sherman Stanton. Only four Tiltons were listed in the telephone directory, and from downtown we rang up all of those, unavailing.


  Sergeant Shaugnessy, Vice and Homicide Squad gave us half an hour of his time. That visit was risky; but though Shaugnessy stared at Julie fixedly, apparently he could not place the resemblance between this lovely innocent and the worst man in Hawkhill. He told us that if we would come back another day, he would try to go through his "morgue" of photographs with us. I did not mention that I intended to ship the girl back to Titus before that might occur. Happily Julie did not mention to the Sergeant that her brother's middle name was Sherman — though it is unlikely that he would have been quick-witted enough to make that improbable connection. Also, she said nothing about the money he sent home.


  I took her to dinner at a cafeteria downtown, and then we returned to the rectory. Fork stopped by a few minutes after we had got back; we reported to him our failure.


  "For all you know, Julie," said Fork, "your brother may have moved on east, or west. There’s an Amtrak train tomorrow noon that could take you within ten miles of Titus; I stopped by the station. Oh, you know about that? Take it, girl, take it."


  It entered my mind that I did not wish to let her go so soon. She was protesting to Fork that she was ready to stay here a week, if there were any chance of finding Brother Sherm.


  "There'll be other trains, Fork," I said. "Or she could fly back, about the end of this week."


  "And you'll comfort Julie spiritually until then?" Fork inquired, in his most sardonic way. But the girl appeared to catch no imputation. I could have struck Fork.


  "Father Montrose already has given me such good advice!" she told the old blind devil. "He's taken me to see everybody who might know something about Sherm. I don't know what I can ever do to make it up to him for all his trouble."


  I almost said at that point, "I do know."


  "If you're going to hang on here, Julie," Fork was telling her, "don't go outdoors by yourself. Any girl's in danger on these streets, even in daylight — and you in particular, sweet girl graduate of Titus Rural High."


  "Why especially?" Her eyes widened.


  Fork ignored that question. "And if anything should happen to the reverend ecclesiastic here, call a taxi and go to Mrs. Simmons's house. Doc will write down the address for you."


  She was startled and concerned. "Why, whatever could happen to Father Montrose?"


  "Some of the boys at the Mustang Bar have it in for him now, and I'm told they've learned where he lives. That's one thing possible; there are other possibilities. Doc, take out your notepad and give her Mrs. Simmons's address right now."


  I did that.


  Julie was puzzled and shaken. "Ah, well," I told her, "that's merely for emergencies, which don't happen. But I'll telephone Mrs. Simmons to tell her about you."


  "I'll be off," Fork said, "and back tomorrow evening." Wednesday was his night for prolonged practice on the organ. "Keep her indoors, Doc. Tell her about Ol' Mister Death putting his bony hands on you here in Hawkhill. And Doc, exert your will, as you're given to saying in your sermons: don't let anything occupy you."


  He sauntered away down Merrymont — tapping past its boarded-up storefronts, its derelict gasoline stations, its fire-gutted mansions, its wastelands of unprofitable parking lots — a deadly, kind man. At the moment I hated him: he surmised too much. Now I most bitterly repent that malign emotion.


  It being nearly time for evensong, I must put on my vestments. I conscientiously perform my daily offices, although no one attends my services except on Sundays. Somehow I did not wish to have Julie at my vespers: I suppose now that I sensed, given my growing desire for her, how Julie for a congregation might have made evensong a mockery.


  "What shall we do with you while I'm in the church, Julie?” (The phrase itself sounded erotic to me.) "Possibly you need to write a letter home? Do you play dominoes? Perhaps we'll have a match when I come back."


  Or perhaps we'll have a match of something else, I added for my own delection, silently. I had begun to lose control of my fancies about this Miss Julie Tilton, kid sister of the pillar of unrighteousness. Othello, Desdemona, and the beast with two backs were only the beginning.


  That she was so innocent, and I under a vow, made these prospects yet more attractive. Abelard and Heloise! Or, from Notre Dame, the lascivious archdeacon and virginal Esmeralda. I would laugh, toying with her in the beginning, tugging at her long hair...


  Fork, the homicidal old devil, damn him, must have sensed my change of mood — my change of character, almost. What had he meant by his "don't let anything occupy you"? But Fork would not return until tomorrow evening. Meanwhile, Julie and I could have a very lively time. Perhaps. There were risks....


  While sinking into these amorous reveries, I had put on my vestments. I was about to enter the church, to celebrate evensong at the apsidal chapel of Saint Thomas of Canterbury, when the electric bell rang at the great doors. The Cambodian couple were out for the evening, at the cinema — a thoughtful suggestion of mine, that. Damn the bell: let it ring! But then, Julie might hear it and foolishly open the postern; Lord knows who might enter. No, I had best respond myself.


  I endeavored, while passing through the galilee to put Julie out of my mind. Her body had become an obsession, all six feet of her young inexperience. My amorous images were turning toward violent acts, in my mind's eye. It was as if the appetites of someone else...


  Releasing the several locks, I swung open the postern door. A big man stood there. By the light of the small bulb that bums above the door, I made out his face. It was Franchetti, once Sherm's chief enforcer, the man who had accosted Julie in the Mustang the previous night.


  Though not so massive as I am, Franchetti was tall and tough: that pleased me. Rather than slamming the door in his face, I said to him, "Good evening, Mr. Franchetti. You've come to evensong?"


  He seemed taken aback at my knowing his name, and he did not understand my invitation. Also, he may have been confused as to my identity: as I mentioned earlier, I look different in cassock and surplice.


  "Hi, Doc — I mean. Rev," he began. "You're the chief honcho here, right? I got a deal to make with you."


  "Do come in, Franchetti." I stood back to admit him.


  The spectacle of the dimly lit galilee obviously bewildered my visitor. To him this splendid Romanesque porch, with its shadows and mysterious columns and many arches, must have seemed like the setting for a horror movie — not that any mere film could be more horrid than Franchetti's own mode of existence. Locking automatically, the door closed behind him.


  "You've come to divine worship, Franchetti?"


  He snorted. "Some joker! Rev, we could do you a lot of damage."


  "I'm aware of that, Brother Franchetti. You might even murder me — or try to. It could turn out like your attempt on Causland."


  He stared at me; decided on a new tack. "O.K., Rev, let's drop that line. I came here to give you money, real money."


  "How much?"


  "A thousand bucks, right now, Rev."


  "For the succor of the poor?"


  He snorted again. "If that's the way you like to kid, Rev."


  "Possibly you expect something in exchange?"


  "We sure do. You're goin' to give us that young blonde you been amusin' yourself with. You got no claim on her."


  "You have7"


  "Sure. Sherm promised her to the boys two years ago, and he took it in the guts, but now we’re goin' to collect her."


  "You take her to be Sherm's sister?"


  "Sure, Rev. Sherm was goin' to have his kinky fun with her, and then turn her over to us to be eddicated for the street, understand? You didn't never meet Sherm? Well, her and Sherm coulda been identical twins, see, cept for differences in the right places. She's our stuff. You already had your pleasure, Rev, with what she's got."


  I sucked in my breath: he had shot near the mark. My adrenalin could not be restrained much longer. Yet I contrived to prolong our conversation for a few moments.


  "What makes you say that, dear Brother Franchetti?"


  "Hell, Rev, we found out you took in four or five kids, two of 'em our property, for your private use in this here crazyhouse of yours. None of 'em ever showed up on Pentecost again. What'd you do with 'em, Rev? Got 'em chained in the cellar? Buried in the cellar? I hate to think of what you done with them girls, Rev — and one of 'em a gold mine. Why, you're a public menace. Somebody ought to turn you in to the Pigs-"


  At this point in our dialogue I burst into laughter, hearty if hysterical. The sound echoed through the crepuscular galilee. Franchetti joined somewhat uneasily in the dismal mirth.


  If we poor feeble sinners — of whom I am the chief — are engaged in a holy war against the forces of Satan, we ought to ensure that not all the casualties fall on our side.


  "Franchetti," I said, "I have been unfair to you. Before you entered this place, I ought to have informed you that from the age of four upward, I was trained in the manly and martial arts by my sergeant-father, at Spanish-town. The door is locked. Do you think you can contrive to get out of this place alive7"


  Being an old hand at such encounters, Franchetti reached very swiftly for what he carried within his jacket. Yet I, strung up for this contest, was swifter. I gave him a left in the belly, a right to the jaw, took him by the throat and pounded his head against the sandstone wall. He collapsed without being able to draw, and I disarmed him. He slumped down to the flags.


  "You mistook me for a Creeping Jesus, perhaps," I remarked. I dragged him up and knocked him down again. Then I proceeded to kick and trample my victim, with truly hellish fury.


  I have been in many fights, principally before I was ordained, but never before had I treated a fallen adversary in that fashion. What was it Fork had said? "Watch out — something might get inside you, Doc?" I didn't care now.


  Having unlocked the door, I took the broken man by his ankles and dragged him outside, face down. I pulled him some distance, round the corner to the lane that runs alongside the north wall of the church. A large trash bin is chained there. In the chill rain, no witnesses passed. Having administered several more kicks to Franchetti, I heaved him into the bin, head down. The garbage truck would find him in the morning, if no one noticed the wreck before then. One more of the mugged would rouse no great sensation in Hawkhill. What Franchetti had done to others, now had been done to him.


  On my way back to the postern, I noticed that Franchetti's billfold had fallen on the sidewalk. In it I found nearly two thousand dollars in hundred-dollar bills. The wallet and Franchetti's gun I flung down the opening of a convenient storm sewer. The bills I stuffed into our poor box within the galilee, so laying up treasure in heaven for Franchetti.


  I felt like Hercules or Thomas a Becket. Should I swagger down to Pentecost Road, seeking out Franchetti's two particular chums, to give them a dose of the same medicine? But I was weary: it was as if abruptly the destructive energy were being drained out of me. Instead, I went back into the church, forgetting evensong for the first time, and strode through the cloister to my rectory.


  Libido dominandi, for the time being, had driven out a different lust. Besides, exhaustion and disgust had begun to set in. I passed Julie's door, reeled into my own room, and slept in my vestments.


  ***


  Before breakfast, Sergeant Shaugnessy telephoned me to report that a man named Franchetti, who had a long criminal record, had been found badly damaged near my church, and now lay in critical condition in Receiving Hospital. He wondered if I had heard anything outside in the street, during the night. I informed him that no sounds penetrated through our great bronze doors. This seemed to satisfy the Sergeant, not solicitous for Franchetti's well-being. "Franchetti's got the d.t.'s," he informed me. "He keeps groaning that a nigger preacher who breaks bones took his money and beat his brains out."


  I contrived to be urbane with Julie at breakfast. My ambition to conquer somehow was diminished in the morning; I felt affection more than appetite. We spent the day visiting, by taxi, the city office of the FBI, the state police headquarters, and the hospitals: no discoveries about any Tilton.


  But as evening approached, images of concupiscence rose strong again in my head. I arranged for the verger and his wife, to their surprise, a second expedition to the flicks, in a suburb. They protested that the taxis would cost too much; I brushed that aside, handing them forty dollars. I would have Julie at my undisturbed disposal for at least three hours. Miss Tilton would be worth two twenties.


  Yet there was Fork to be reckoned with: I had almost forgotten that he would arrive about nine or nine-thirty to practice on the organ. Well, he had no key to the church: let him ring in vain for admittance. I would not be diverted from what Julie had to offer.


  I took the trouble to book a taxi, for precisely eight-thirty, to come to the church door and take the Cambodian couple to the suburban movie house. I would take Julie into the church itself, the moment they left: a piquant setting for what I intended. Tuesday night I had enjoyed battering Franchetti in the galilee; this night I would have the relish of sacrilege with Julie in the sanctuary.


  I knew what I was doing and just how I would go about everything, rejoicing in outrage. Yet something else in me still protested against this wildness.


  About seven o'clock, I went into the church, took some kneeler-cushions from pews, and laid them conveniently before the little altar in the apse-chapel of Thomas of Canterbury. Here I meant to celebrate my peculiar evensong with Julie Tilton.


  An interesting architectural feature of my Church of the Holy Ghost is a large entrance, at the crossing, to the crypt. The stair downward, and the balustrades that guard it, are of splendid marble. I am told that this construction closely resembles the approach to the tombs at a church in Padua, which I have not visited.


  As I returned from the apse toward the nave, I thought for a moment that I heard a voice down the sepulchral stair. Could it be the verger? My impression of a voice was so strong that I descended into the large low-vaulted crypt. I found everything in order, and no man or woman. My conflict of emotions must be affecting my perceptions. Julie would have to pay for that, in precisely an hour and a half.


  The two of us ate a simple dinner in the rectory; I told the Cambodian housekeeper not to bother with the dishes until she came back from the cinema. Julie must have thought my manner odd: I talked confusedly of everything under the sun and the moon —theology, Jamaica, low life in Hawkhill, the bishop, Fork (but there I checked my tongue), Mrs. Simmons, the lonely existence of a celibate. I stared hard at her all the while. Though presumably a little disturbed by my eccentricity, Julie remained pleasant, now and again asking a sensible question, and occasionally a naive one. I must have her.


  “I don't suppose you've ever been present at a liturgy of the sort we celebrate in this church, Julie."


  "Oh, no, Father Montrose, I haven't; but I'd just love to."


  "It happens that I have arranged a special evensong liturgy for you alone, Julie. You'll be my whole congregation, a few minutes from now, at our Chapel of Saint Thomas of Canterbury."


  Her assent was delicious. What was to follow might be rather rough on Miss Tilton, but delicious for me. Let the consequences be damned.


  I took my prize by the hand and led her to the galilee. My grasp did not startle her; quite possibly she thought it part of the liturgy.


  It was nearly half-past eight. The old Cambodian verger was unlocking the postern door.


  “Taxi honk. Father," he told me. "My wife, she come down in minute."


  I had held open the carved wooden doors to the nave, but Julie hung back. "Just a minute, Father: I'll say 'Have a good time' to the housekeeper when she comes down."


  Gripping her slender hand so that she winced a trifle, I tugged Julie through the entrance to the nave. "Come on, kid," I heard myself saying harshly, "we've got no time to waste."


  "Oh!" she cried.


  "What's wrong, Julie, you little fool?"


  "It's funny: you sounded just like Sherm then. It could have been his own voice, Father Montrose."


  ***


  We two stood at the foot of the central aisle. The Norman pillars of the nave interrupted the beams of dim religious light from such concealed fixtures as I had chosen to switch on. Far ahead of us, a huge ornate sanctuary lamp shone upon the high altar; and smaller sanctuary lamps glimmered from the side chapels.


  I squeezed her hand. "This is going to be a totally new experience for you, Julie. Perhaps you'll not enjoy all of it so much as I intend to."


  "Father, I just know it's going to be marvelous!"


  I had begun to lead her down that broad aisle.


  Then for a second time I heard a harsh, incoherent voice from the crypt stair near the crossing.


  I stopped dead. Julie almost tripped.


  "What's wrong. Father?"


  "I don't know.... What can have spoken?"


  "Spoken, Father? I didn't hear anyone at all."


  Then came the first scream, so terrible that I reeled against a bench end. Ah, the ghastly echoes of it in the nave, in the aisles, in the choir, back from the blindstory!


  "Oh, Father, are you all right? What's happening?"


  "My God, Julie, didn't you hear that howl?" I could do no more than whisper the inquiry to her.


  "I don't know what you mean. For just the littlest fraction of a second, though, I thought I heard my brother whispering in my ear."


  At that moment, in this dim sanctuary light, a head emerged above the balustrade of the crypt stair. Other heads followed it. They seemed like jelly, glistening.


  In the horror of that moment, I broke free from the spirit that had entered into me. I knew all of a sudden that I had been occupied and made an agent. Whether from shock or from grace, I was enabled to regain my will. Through me, these things from below had schemed to take Julie.


  Swinging round, I snatched up Julie and ran with her, bursting through the doors into the galilee. The verger and his wife were going out the door to


  take the taxi. Upon them I thrust my Julie.


  "Drive her to Mrs. Simmons's quick!" I ordered them. It seemed to me as if I were grunting like a hog. "Quick!" And to Julie, "Good-bye, my darling. Don't ever come back here!"


  Before I slammed the door behind them, I had one last glimpse of her astounded, pallid, lovely face, forbidden to me ever after.


  Then I ran back into the nave, to impede the damned invaders.


  ***


  Having emerged from the stair, the things were wavering slowly up the aisle toward me. In their insubstantiality they seemed to shimmer. There came four of them, inexpressibly loathsome. I knew they must be the men who had died on Causland's fork or by his gun.


  As they drew nearer, I could make out the face of the first only. Lips and nostrils were hideously contorted; yet the resemblence to Julie could not be denied. From the four wounds, gouts of blood had run down the thing's middle.


  In my extremity, I tried to stammer out the Third Collect;


  Lighten our darkness, we beseech thee, O Lord, and by thy great mercy defend us from all perils and dangers of this night, for the love of thy only Son, our Savior Jesus Christ.


  Yet the words, inaudible, stuck in my craw. Then came the Screamer's second tremendous howl, surely from the Pit. This thing had told his disciples that his essence could transcend space and time.


  I clutched a pillar. These "beasts with the souls of damned men" would overcome me, for too much of them had entered into me already. We were sib.


  That second screech was followed by an unbearable silence. The Sherm-thing's tormented face drew nearer mine. He would enter. We would be one.


  In that silence rang out the sound of brass upon stone. Fork thrust himself between me and the Screamer. "Wahoo!"


  It seemed to my eyes that Fork leaped twenty feet into the air; lingered suspended there; then returned, laughing as a hyena laughs.


  The four dead things shrank from him. They seemed gelatinous, deliquescent: no word might express the ghastliness of them.


  But Fork was all compact, glowing with energy, transfigured and yet in semblance himself, that hard, taut face invincible.


  "So must you ever be," said Fork, pointing at the four with his blindman's stick. "This place and this man are too much for you. Into the fire, Sherm and all!"


  They receded. Screaming, they were swept into nothingness. I fell.


  ***


  If it was consciousness I regained, that was an awareness of the world beyond the world. Incapable of speech or movement, I seemed to be lying in some shadowy, cold, enclosed, unknown place. Was it a sepulcher? The form of Fork Causland — derby, stick, cigar, and all — seemed to stand before me.


  "In the hour of need, you were a man, Doc," he said to me, "a man in the mold of your friend Thomas a Becket. It was the old Adam in you that admitted those four spirits from below, but the better part in you withstood them. I take off my hat to you" —and so he did, sweepingly, in Fork's sardonic way.


  "You'll not see the girl again, Doc, here below, nor Fork Causland. His time came; it would have come more terribly two years ago, had I not occupied him then and thereafter. The end arrived in a moment of grace, while he was on his way to reinforce you; and it will be well with poor Fork."


  Though I strove to speak, I failed; the semblance of Fork shook its head. "Listen. That you should see me without your blood freezing, I have come to you in the mask of your friend Fork. I shall come to you once more, Thomas Montrose — no, priest. I'll not specify the year, the day, the hour, humankind not being able to stand much reality — and then as a friend, civilly inviting you to enter upon eternity. Why, I'll stand then hat in hand before you, Doc, as I stand now. Shall I come in the semblance of Fork Causland on that occasion, too? I would please you."


  Lying rigid with fright, I could not reply to this being. He smiled Fork's stoical, humorous smile.


  "Do you take me for a demon, Doc? No, I'm not what possessed Sherm, or what came close to possessing you. Through Fork's lips I told you that I was only cousin to devils. I'm a messenger, penetrating Time, taking such shapes as I am commanded: sometimes merciful, sometimes retributory.


  "The old Greeks called me Thanatos. The Muslims call me Azrael. You may as well call me — why, Fork will do as well as any other name. Fast and pray, Doc. You have been tried, but not found wanting. In the fullness of time, as our blind friend Fork would have put it, 'I'll be seeing you.'"


  Then he was gone, taking everything with him.


  ***


  The ringing telephone on my bedside table woke me. Somehow the returned Cambodian church mice, taking me to be drunken merely, had contrived to drag me to my bed.


  "Reverend Montrose?" the efficient voice of a woman inquired from the receiver. "Do you know somebody named Homer Causland? We found your name and number in one of his pockets."


  "Yes. Something happened?"


  "Mr. Causland was struck by a hit-and-run driver shortly after eight-thirty last night. His body was taken to Receiving Hospital, but there wasn't anything we could do for him here. He didn't suffer. The police have got the driver and booked him for murder. Can you make the arrangements — that is, was Mr. Causland a friend of yours?"


  "My only one," I told her. "Requiescat in pace."


  I have sent Julie Tilton's bag by taxi to Mrs. Simmons's big house, and Mrs. Simmons will see that Julie flies home, however bewildered, this evening.


  If an energumen from below may penetrate even to the fastness of the church, how shall we prevail? Yet I fast and pray as one should who has been in the company of the dead damned, and has heard the speech of the Death Angel.


  In all of us sinners the flesh is weak; and the future, unknowable, has its many contrived corridors and issues. Lord, I am a miserable thing, and I am afraid.


  Puffed up with pride of spirit, by which fault fell the angels, I came near to serving the Prince of the Air. From the ravenous powers of darkness, O Lord, let me be preserved; and I entreat thee, do cast the lurking unclean spirits, instead, into the swine of Gadara.


  For hours I have sat here, meditating, now and again scribbling these pages at my table in the galilee. The coals having expired in the grate, I am cold now.


  The race is not to the swift, nor the battle to the strong.


  Winter coming on, this is a night of sleet. What is tapping now, so faintly, at the great knocker on the bronze door? It never can be she. Has the order of release been sent? "Watch ye, stand fast in the faith, quit you like men, be strong." I'll unbar the little door. Pray for us sinners now and at the hour of our death.
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