The Dampmere Mystery

By John Kendrick Bangs

Dawson wished to be done; he had a tremendous bit of writing to do, which could not be done in
New York, where his friends were congantly interrupting him, and that is why he had taken the
little cottage a& Dampmere for the early spring months. The cottage just suited him. It was remote
from the village of Dampmere, and the rentd was suspicioudy reasonable; he could have had a
ningty-nine years lease of it for nothing, had he chosen to ask for it, and would promise to keep
the premises in repair; but he was not aware of that fact when he made his arrangements with the
agent. Indeed, there was a great ded that Dawson was not aware of when he took the place. If
there hadn't been he never would have thought of going there, and this story would not have
been written.

It was late in March when, with his Chinese servant and his madtiff, he entered into possesson
and began the writing of the story he had in mind. It was to be the effort of his life People
reading it would forget Thackeray and everybody ese, and would, furthermore, never wish to
see another book. It was to be the literature of al time—past and present and future; in it al
previous work was to be forgotten, al future work was to be rendered unnecessary.

For three weeks everything went smoothly enough, and the work upon the grest <ory
progressed to the author's satisfaction; but as Easter approached something queer seemed to
devdop in the Dampmere cottage. It was undefindble, intangible, invisble, but it was there.
Dawson’'s har would not stay down. When he rose up in the morning he would find every sngle
hair on his heed standing erect, and plaster it as he would with his brushes dipped in water, it
could not be induced to lie down again. More inconvenient than this his slken musache was
affected in the same way, 0 that ingead of drooping in a soft fascinating curl over his lip, it dso
rose up like a row of bayonets and lay flat agang either sde of his nose; and with this singular
hiraute fliction there came into Dawson's heart a feding of apprehenson over something, he
knew not what, that speedily developed into an uncontrollable terror that pervaded his whole
being, and more thoroughly destroyed his ability to work upon his immortal story than ten
incongderate New Y ork friends dropping in on him in his busy hours could possibly have done.

“What the dickens is the matter with me?’ he sad to himsdf, as for the sxteenth time he
brushed his rebelious locks. “What has come over my hair? And what under the sun am | afrad
of? The idea of a man of my sSze looking under the bed every night for—for something—
burglar, spook, or what | don't know. Waking a midnight shivering with fear, waking in the
broad light of day filled with terror; by Jovel | amogt wish | was Chung Lee down in the
kitchen, who goes about his business undisturbed.”

Having said this, Dawson looked about him nervoudy. If he had expected a dagger to be
plunged into his back by an unseen foe he could not have looked around more anxioudy; and
then he fled, actudly fled in terror into the kitchen, where Chung Lee was preparing his dinner.
Chung was only a Chinaman, but he was a living creature, and Dawson was afraid to be aone.

“Wdl, Chung,” he said, as affably as he could, “thisis a pleasant change from New Y ork, eh?’

“Plutty good,” replied Chung, with a vacant stare at the pantry door. “Me likes Noo Lork dlee
same. Dampeemere kind of flunny, Mister Dawson.”



“Funny, Chung?’ queried Dawson, observing for the firg time that the Chinaman's queue
stood up as draight as a garden stake, and amost scraped the celling as its owner moved about.
“Funny?’

“Y eppee, flunny,” returned Chung, with a shiver. “Me no likee. Me flightened.”

“Oh, come!” said Dawson, with an affected lightness. “What are you afraid of 7’

“Slumting,” said Chung. “Do’ know what. Go to bled; no deepee; pigtaill no stay down; heart
go thump dlee night.”

“By Jove!” thought Dawson; “he’ s got it too!”

“Evlyting flunny here” resumed Chung.

“Jack he no likee too.”

Jack was the madtiff.

“What's the matter with Jack?’ queried Dawson. “Y ou don’t mean to say Jack’s afrad?’

“Do’ know if he*flaid,” said Chung, “He growl most time.”

Clearly there was no comfort for Dawson here. To rid him of his fears it was evident that
Chung could be of no asssance, and Chung's feding that even Jack was affected by the
uncanny something was by no means reassuring. Dawson went out into the yard and whistled for
the dog, and in a moment the magnificent anima came bounding up. Dawson patted him on the
back, but Jack, instead of rgoicing as was his wont over this token of his master’s affection, gave
a yep of pain, which was quite in accord with Dawson’'s own fedings, for gentle though the pat
was, his hand after it felt as though he had pressed it upon a bunch of needles.

“What's the matter, old fdlow?’” sad Dawson, ruefully rubbing the pam of his hand. “Did |
hurt you?’

The dog tried to wag his tall, but unavalingly, and Dawson was agan filled with consternation
to observe that even as Chung's queue stood high, even as his own hair would not lie down, <0 it
was with Jack’s soft furry skin. Every hair on it was erect, from the tip of the poor beast’s nose to
the end of his tal, and o0 iff withd that when it was pressed from without it pricked the dog
within.

“There seems to be some darch in the ar of Dampmere” sad Dawson, thoughtfully, as he
turned and walked dowly into the house. “1 wonder what the deuceit dl means?’

And then he sought his desk and tried to write, but he soon found that he could not possibly
concentrate his mind upon his work. He was continualy oppressed by the feding that he was not
adone. At one moment it seemed as if there were a pair of eyes peering a him from the northeast
corner of the room, but as soon as he turned his own anxious gaze in that direction the difficulty
seemed to lie in the southwest corner.

“Bah!” he cried, garting up and stamping his foot angrily upon the floor. “The idedl |, Charles
Dawson, a man of the world, scared by— by—wadl, by nothing. | don't believe in ghosts—and
yet—at times | do beieve that this house is haunted. My hair seems to fed the same way. It
gands up like stubble in a wheet-field, and one might as well try to brush the one as the other. At
this rate nothing'll get done. I'll go to town and see Dr. Bronson. Theré's something the matter
with me”

So off Dawson went to town.

“I suppose Bronson will think I'm a fool, but | can prove dl | say by my har,” he sad, as he
rang the doctor’s bell. He was ingantly admitted, and shortly after describing his symptoms he
cdled the doctor’ s atention to his hair.



If he had pinned his faith to this, he showed tha his faith was misplaced, for when the doctor
came to examine it, Dawson’s lar was lying down as softly as it ever had. The doctor looked at
Dawson for amoment, and then, with adry cough, he said:

“Dawson, | can conclude one of two things from wha you tdl me Either Dampmere is
haunted, which you and | as sane men can't believe in these days, or ese you ae playing a
practical joke on me. Now | don't mind a practica joke at the club, my dear fellow, but here, in
my office hours, | can't afford the time to like anything of the sort. | spesk frankly with you, old
fdlow. | haveto. | hateto doit, but, after al, you’ ve brought it on yoursdlf.”

“Doctor,” Dawson rejoined, “I believe I'm a sck man, ese this thing wouldn’t have happened.
| solemnly assure you that I've come to you because | wanted a prescription, and because |
believe mysdf badly off.”

“You cary it off wel, Dawson,” sad the doctor, severely, “but I'll prescribe. Go back to
Dampmere right away, and when you' ve seen the ghos, telegraph me and I’'ll come down.”

With this Bronson bowed Dawson out, and the latter, poor felow, soon found himsef on the
dreet utterly disconsolate. He could not blame Bronson. He could understand how Bronson
could come to believe that, with his hair as the only witness to his woes, and a witness that failed
him a the crucd moment, Bronson should regard his visit as the outcome of some club wager,
in many of which he had been involved previoudy.

“I guess his advice is good,” sad he, as he waked aong. “I'll go back right away—but
meanwhile I'll get Billie Perkins to come ou and spend the night with me, and well try it on
him. I'll ask him out for afew days”

Suffice it to say that Perkins accepted, and that night found the two eating supper together
outwardly serene. Perkins was quite interested when Chung brought in the supper.

“Wears his queue Pompadour, | see” he said, as he glanced a Chung's extraordinary head-
dress.

“Yes” sad Dawson, shortly.

“You wear your har that way yourself,” he added, for he was pleased as well as astonished to
note that Perkins s hair was manifesting an upward tendency.

“Nonsense,” said Perkins. “It’ sflat as a comic paper.”

“Look at yoursdf in the glass” said Dawson.

Perkins obeyed. There was no doubt about it. His hair was risng! He started back uneesily.

“Dawson,” he cried, “what is it? I've felt queer ever since | entered your front door, and |
assure you |’ ve been wondering why you wore your mustache like a pirate al the evening.”

“I can't account for it. I've got the cregps mysdlf,” said Dawson, and then he told Perkins all
that | have told you.

“Let’s—let’'s go back to New York,” said Perkins.

“Can't,” replied Dawson. “No train.”

“Then,” said Perkins, with ashiver, “let’sgo to bed.”

The two men retired, Dawson to the room directly over the parlor, Perkins to the gpartment
back of it. For company they left the gas burning, and in a short time were fast adegp. An hour
later Dawson awakened with a gtart. Two things oppressed him to the very core of his being.
Fird, the gas was out; and second, Perkins had unmistakably groaned.

He legped from his bed and hastened into the next room.

“Perkins,” he cried, “areyou ill?’

“Isthat you, Dawson?’ came a voice from the darkness.

“Yes. Did—did you put out the gas?’



“No.”

“Areyouill?’

“No; but I'm deuced uncomfortable What' s this mattress suffed with— needles?’

“Needles? No. It'sa hair mattress. Isn't it dl right?’

“Not by a great ded. | fed asif | had been deeping on a porcupine. Light up the gas and let’s
see what the troubleis”

Dawson did as he was told, wondering meanwhile why the gas had gone out. No one had
turned it out, and yet the key was unmistakably turned; and, what was worse, on ripping open
Perkins s mattress, a most disquieting state of affairs was disclosed.

Every single hair in it was standing on end!

A hdf-hour later four figures were to be seen wending their way northward through the
darkness—two men, a huge medtiff, and a Chinaman. The group was made up of Dawson, his
guest, his servant, and his dog. Dampmere was impossible; there was no train until morning, but
not one of them was willing to remain amoment longer at Dampmere, and so they had to walk.

“What do you suppose it was?’ asked Perkins, as they |eft the third mile behind them.

“I don't know,” sad Dawson; “but it must be something terrible. 1 don't mind a ghost that will
make the har of living beings gdand on end, but a namdess invishle something that affects a
meattress that way has a terrible potency that | have no desire to combat. It's a mystery, and, as a
rule, | like mygeries, but the mystery of Dampmere I d rather let lone”

“Don't say a word about the—ah—the mattress, Charlie” said Perkins, after awhile. “The
fdlows Il never beieveit.”

“No. | wasthinking that very same thing,” said Dawson.

And they were both true to Dawson's resolve, which is possbly why the mysery of
Dampmere has never been solved.

If any of my readers can furnish a solution, | wish they would do so, for I am very much
interested in the case, and | truly hate to leave a dory of this kind in so unsatisfactory a
condition.

A ghost gory without any solution strikes me as being about as ussful as a house without a
roof.



