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INTRODUCTION

There are perhaps two good reasons for selecting a ghost
story to read; though several bad ones, of which the worst is
the quest for a sadistic thrill, something that is better sought
in a daily newspaper.

The first good reason is the need we all must feel for some
degree of reconciliation with death. The second is vaguer
but more continuously present in the consciousness of most
of us: the need to escape, at least occasionally, from a mechan-
istic world, ever more definable, ever more predictable, and,
therefore, ever more unsatisfying and frustrating, As an
antidote to daily living in a compulsorily egalitarian society, a
good ghost story, against all appearances, can bring real joy.
The reader may actually depart from it singing,

In the Introduction to the first “Fontana Book of Great
Ghost Stories,” I remarked that the successful ghost story is
akin to poetry and seems to emerge from the same strata of
the unconscious. I reminded the reader of these things in the
Introduction to the second collection, and now venture to do
so once more, because this affinity and this origin are at the
heart of ghost story writing, reading, choice, and criticism.
The successful ghost story does not close a door and leave
inside it still another definition, a still further solution. On
the contrary, it must open a door, preferably where no one
had previously noticed a door to exist; and, at the end, leave
it open, or, possibly, ajar. A door ajar is often, of couse,
more teasing to the imagination (““worse,” as children put it)
than a door wide open. We think we want certainty and
security, but the steadily increasing popularity of ghost
stories is only one of many contemporary indications that, in
our “hearts,” or our unconscious minds (ten times wider than
our conscious, say the experts), we want no such stuff. Our
unconscious knows full well that if this hard, tangible world
of ubiquitous decay were all there is, we should every one of
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8 INTRODUCTION

us draw back at the threshold of it, and out odd race cease to
exist. As so much more of us is unconscious than conscious,
this means that we know it; and so continue to live.

For our allotted time, of course. The ghost story helps, in
some small degree, to reconcile us with death, not only by
suggesting that all of us, or many, or some, survive it, but
also by justifying the death institution itself, illuminating it as
an instrument of justice.

“A ministeting angel shall my sister be
When thou liest howling.”

Thus the acceptable aspiration; but the ghost stoty, including
the ghost story from which these lines were taken, provides
visual and audible evidence of its truth. It may be a creepy
business when, in the small hours, Uncle Joe makes his return
and gazes, proud or distraught, upon us as we huddle be-
tween the sheets; but at least it suggests, first, that we too
may not be obliterated when we die, and, second, that the
chances and evils of the world are knitted up into justice at
the end. . . . Justice is what most people seem to crave for
(perhaps modified by mercy, but only slightly), and it is not
for the present writer to inquire further into this aspect of
“the matter, for space would hardly permit.

Uncle Joe’s return sounds like a rather commonplace
affair, as these things go, though not necessarily the less re-
assuring for that, in the ways just indicated; but the un-
conscious, from which ghost stories rise, and, conceivably,
ghosts too, is boundless, or at least mercifully unbounded by
the present state of knowledge. The ghost story, therefore,
can include ingredients from the totality of experience, as can
poetry; mainly, once mote, expetience which is neither fully
conscious nor a field for deliberate and prudent selection.
Only poetry and the ghost story draw on a world so wide.

Wide is the world of ghosts in the more superficial sense
also; wide as the surface of the globe. In the present collec-
tion, Sir Arthur Quiller-Couch leads in a polar ghost, chillier
than the night outside; Lady Eleanor Smith materialises a
whole tropical island, with a picturesquely clad population,
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as suddenly as a competent medium will materialise the white
third finger of a lady who died young, with her very betrothal
ring on it. Lady Eleanot’s island is also the true fabric of wish-
fulfilment in the westetn world, set dowa by the author with
a strange, calm stare; and riddled with inconsistency as all
wish-fulfilment must be. And this may be the moment to
remind the reader of Quiller-Couch’s novel, Dead Man’s
Rock: few novels contain such scenes of spiritual terror, and
few show such confidence in the winding of fantastic incident.
Only certain elements in the book would qualify as super-
natural by the standard of a literal-minded editor, but the
entire work glitters with unnatural phosphorescence, which,
like phosphorous, enters the reader’s blood. It contains the
best face-at-the-window scene ever written. Quiller-Couch
was a master of these effects. What more fearful place could
there be for an unearthly intruder than the snowy waste of
The Seventh Man?

Though it must be terrible to be so impossibly unable as in
the Antarctic to call to strangers for help, it can be hardly
better to be pursued by a ghost through a multitude of
Malays, Chinese, and Dyaks, all either indifferent or, quite
probably, on the ghost’s side, as in The End of the Flight by
Somerset Maugham, a distinguished writer and generous
benefactor of other writers, who has himself been so in-
famously pursued and vulturised since his death by high-
minded birds of prey.

There has been, in fact, no people and no culture without
ghosts, except, perhaps, the Communist (so far), and no land
without poltergeist disturbances from earliest times. But
England is generally regarded as the metropolis of the super-
natural, as of lyric poetry. In England you cannot gather
together more than twenty random people without it trans-
piring that at least one of them has had a paranormal ex-
perience, and very likely seen an apparition. What is more,
there will regularly be among the twenty a further person
who has been through something considerably more up-
setting than the tale told by the first speaker in the group; so
upsetting that the person does not care to talk about it, except
sometimes to a single individual of proven sympathy.
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Those who have embarked upon serious psychic research
will agree that what they find, though occasionally inexplic-
able and fascinating, tends to differ substantially from the
poetical ghost stories of fiction. Many of the British stories in
this book, however, derive palpably from quite common
experience. The strangeness of Mr. MacDiarmid’s rustic
intruder is of the Dr. Fell order (“the reason why, I cannot
tell”); perceptible only to that instant, almost clairvoyant,
apprehension which, for those gifted with it, says so vastly
more than careful feature-by-feature analysis can say to the
rest of us. How many people have 2 recurring dream, which
while it recurs, also shifts significantly, as does that of A. J.
Alan; though few of us, even when asleep, have minds so
elegant and orderly as to bring it to such a devastating up-
shot, while ourselves escaping injuryl The Man Who Came
Back is the work of a beautiful and sensitive stylist: Mr. Get-
hardi’s Of Mortal Love is the finest hard-to-come-by book in
English literature. Equally, The Case of Mr. Laucraf? is the
epitome of mid-nineteenth century London, and of its deni-
zens’ wild hopes and hidden fears. In it you can listen to the
Strand, when it still was the Strand; smell the sausages and
gas; be overcome by the mystery. If Besant and Rice ever
wrote anything better in any field, I have never found it. As
for Negotium Perambulans, by a writer for whom, as 2 son of
the Archbishop of Canterbury, ghosts were in the family,
what community in Cornwall lacks for at least one such tale
as this, complete with hortid witness in blood or runes, for
those who dare to look? Still, Cornwall is hardly England,
as British Railways are currently confirming.

There remain two stories which are on a larger scale. Of
my own, it would be indecorous to speak: I shall say only that
it is closely based on fact, as must, I imagine, be plain, what-

i ever else may be surmised. Of The Beckoning Fair One, it must
be said that it is one of the (possibly) six great masterpieces in
the field; constellated here with Algernon Blackwood’s The
Wendigo in the first collection, and Robert Hichens’s How
Love Came to Professor Guildea in the second. An almost
perfect story, its perfection is the more impressive by reason
of the unusual but indispensable length to which it is sus-
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tained. The mastetly characterisation, not by any means only
of the bewitched hero (for who can forget the odious Barrett,
and “I was arsking a blessing on our food’’?); the slenderness
of the ghostly mechanism, equalled only by its deadliness;
the so skilfully kept balance, however fierce the odds,
between Miss Bengough and her lethal rival; the author’s
disconcerting blend of worldly knowledge with unworldly
lyricism: these are among the elements in a story which brings
great power to the ninetiesish theme of the quest for per-
fection and the ruin to which the quest so regularly leads.
To break through the common round is so often to find one-
self surrounded.

The shortest ghost story in the world is said to run thus.
There were two strangers alone in a railway compartment.
“Do you believe in ghosts?” inquired the first, making con-
versation. “Yes,” replied the second; and vanished. And so
the present reader: seated after midnight, alone in the isolated
manor or headland villa, while the last cinders drop, he or she
hears the doorbell. After a longish period of no sound but
heartbeat, the chain is attached, the door slightly opened. No
one stands outside, or certainly no human being; nothing is
visible but the dead tree, nothing audible but the rising wind,
nothing tangible but the cold trickling in through the
vertical crack. The reader returns slowly to the embers;
unreassured, and leaving the chain in position. So it is with
most phantoms: nothing about them is so confirmatory as
nothing,

Robert Aickman






NEGOTIUM PERAMBULANS . ..

E. F. Benson

The casual tourist in West Cornwall may just possibly have
noticed, as he bowled along over the bare high plateau be-
tween Penzance and Land’s End, a dilapidated signpost
pointing down a steep lane and bearing on its battered finger
the faded inscription * Polearn 2 miles,” but probably very
few have had the curiosity to traverse those two miles in
order to see a place to which their guide-books award so
cursory a notice. It is described there, in a couple of unattrac-
tive lines, as a small fishing village with a church of no
particular interest except for certain carved and painted
wooden panels (originally belonging to an earlier edifice)
which form an altar-rail. But the church at St. Creed (the
tourist is reminded) has a similar decoration far superior
in point of preservation and interest, and thus even the
ecclesiastically disposed are not lured to Polearn. So meagre
a bait is scatce worth swallowing, and a glance at the very
steep lane which in dry weather presents a carpet of sharp-
pointed stones, and after a rain a muddy watercourse, will-
almost certainly decide him not to expose his motor or his
bicycle to risks like these in so sparsely populated a district.
Hardly a house has met his eye since he left Penzance, and
the possible trundling of a punctured bicycle for half a dozen
weary miles seems a high price to pay for the sight of a
few painted panels.

Polearn, therefore, even in the high noon of the tourist
season, is little liable to invasion, and for the rest of the
year I do not suppose that a couple of folk a day traverse
those two miles (long ones at that) of steep and stony
gradient. I am not forgetting the postman in this exiguous
estimate, for the days are few when, leaving his' pony
and cart at the top of the hill, he goes as far as the village,
since but a few hundred yards down the lane there stands

13



14 E. F. BENSON

a large white box, like a sea-trunk, by the side of the road,
with a slit for letters and a locked door. Should he have
in his wallet a registered letter or be the beacer of a parcel
too large for insertion in the square lips of the sea-trunk,
he must needs trudge down the hill and deliver the trouble-
some missive, leaving it in person on the owner, and
receiving some small reward of coin or refreshment for his
kindness, But such occasions are rare, and his general routine
is to take out of the box such letters as may have been
deposited there, and insert in their place such letters as he
has brought. These will be called for, perhaps that day
or perhaps the next, by an emissary from the Polearn post-
office. As for the fishermen of the place, who, in their
export trade, constitute the chief link of movement between
Polearn and the outside world, they would not dream of
taking their catch up the steep lane and so, with six miles
farther of travel, to the market at Penzance. The sea route
is shorter and easier, and they deliver their wares to the
pier-head. Thus, though the sole industry of Polearn is
sea-fishing, you will get no fish there unless you have be-
spoken your requirements to one of the fishermen. Back
come the trawlers as empty as a haunted house, while their
spoils are in the fish-train that is speeding to London.

Such isolation of a little community, continued, as it has
been, for centuries, produces isolation in the individual as
well, and nowhere will you find greater independence of
character than among the people of Polearn. But they
are linked together, so it has always seemed to me, by some
mysterious comprehension: it is as if they had all been
initiated into some ancient rite, inspired and framed by forces
visible and invisible. The winter storms that batter the
coast, the vernal spell of the spring, the hot, still summers,
the season of rains and autumnal decay, have made a spell
Wth.h, line by line, has been communicated to them, con-
cerning the powers, evil and good, that rule the world, and
manifest themselves in ways benignant or terrible . . .

I came to Polearn first at the age of ten, a small boy,
weak and sickly, and threatened with pulmonary trouble.
My father’s business kept him in London, while for me
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abundance of fresh air and a mild climate were considered
essential conditions if I was to grow to manhood. His
sister had married the vicar of Polearn, Richard Bolitho,
himself native to the place, and so it came about that I spent
three years, as a paying guest, with my relations. Richard
Bolitho owned a fine house in the place, which he in-
habited in preference to the vicarage, which he let to a young
artist, John Evans, on whom the spell of Polearn had fallen,
for from year's beginning to year's end he never left it.
There was 2 solid roofed shelter, open on one side to the
air, built for me in the garden, and here I lived and slept,
passing scarcely one hour out of the twenty-four behind walls
and windows. I was out on the bay with the fisher-folk,
or wandering along the gorse-clad cliffs that climbed steeply
to right and left of the deep combe where the village
lay, or pottering about on the pier-head, or birds" nesting in
the bushes with the boys of the village. Except on Sunday
and for the few daily hours of my lessons, I might do
what I pleased so long as I remained in the open air. About
the lessons, there was nothing formidable; my uncle con-
ducted me through flowering bypaths among the thickets
of arithmetic, and made pleasant excursions into the ele-
ments of Latin grammar, and above all, he made me daily
give him an account, in clear and grammatical sentences,
of what had been occupying my mind or my movements.
Should I select to tell him about a walk along the cliffs, my
speech must be orderly, not vague, slip-shod notes of what
I had observed. In this way, too, he trained my observation,
for he would bid me tell him what flowers were in bloom, and
what birds hovered fishing over the sea or were building in
the bushes. For that I owe him a perennial gratitude, for
to observe and to express my thoughts in the clear spoken
word became my life’s profession.

But far more formidable than my weekday tasks was the
prescribed routine for Sunday. Some dark embers com-
pounded of Calvinism and mysticism smouldered in my
uncle’s soul, and made it a day of terror. His sermon in the
morning scorched us with a foretaste of the eternal fires
reserved for unrepentant sinners, and he was hardly less
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terrifying at the children’s service in the afterncon. Well do
I remember his exposition of the doctrine of guardian angels.
A child, he said, might think himself secure in such angelic
care, but let him beware of committing any of those numer-
ous offences which would cause his guardian to turn his face
from him, for as sure as there were angels to protect us,
there were also evil and awful presences which were ready
to pounce; and on them he dwelt with peculiar gusto.
Well, too, do I remember in the morning sermon his com-
mentary on the carved panels of the altar-rails to which
1 have already alluded. There was the angel of Annunciation
there, and the angel of Resurrection, but not less was
there the witch of Endor, and, on the fourth panel, a scene
that concerned me most of all. This fourth panel (he came
down from his pulpit to trace its time-worn features) rep-
resented the lych-gate of the church-yard at Polearn itself,
and indeed the resemblance when thus pointed out was
remarkable. In the entry stood the figure of a robed priest
bolding up a Cross, with which he faced a terrible creature
like a gigantic stug, that reared itself up in front of him.
That, so ran my uncle’s interpretation, was some evil agency,
such as he had spoken about to us children, of almost infinite
malignity and power, which could alone be combated by
firm faith and a pure heart. Below ran the legend ** Negotium
perambulans in tenebris" from the ninety-first Psalm. We
should find it translated there, “the pestilence that walketh
in darkness,” which but feebly rendered the Latin. It was
more deadly to the soul than any pestilence that can only
kill the body: it was the Thing, the Creature, the Business
that trafficked in the outer Darkness, a minister of God's
wrath on the unrighteous . . .

I could see, as he spoke, the looks which the congrega-
tion exchanged with each other, and knew that his words
were evoking a surmise, a remembrance. Nods and whispers
passed between them, they understood to what he alluded,
and with the inquisitiveness of boyhood I could not rest
till T had wormed the story out of my friends among the
fisher-boys, as, next morning, we sat basking and naked in
the sun after our bathe. One knew one bit of it, one another,
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but it pieced together into a truly alarming legend. In
bald outline it was as follows:

A church far more ancient than that in which my uncle
terrified us every Sunday had once stood not three hundred
yards away, on the shelf of level ground below the quarry
from which its stones were hewn. The owner of the land had
pulled this down, and erected for himself a house on the
same site out of these materials, keeping, in a very ecstasy
of wickedness, the altar, and on this he dined and played
dice afterwards. But as he grew old some black melan-
choly seized him, and he would have lights burning there
all night, for he had deadly fear of the darkness. On one
winter evening there sprang up such a gale as was never
before known, which broke in the windows of the room where
he had supped, and extinguished the lamps. Yells of terror
brought in his servants, who found him lying on the floor
with the blood stteaming from his throat. As they entered
some huge black shadow seemed to move away from him,
crawled across the floor and up the wall and out of the
broken window.

" There he lay a-dying,” said the last of my informants,
*and him that had been a great burly man was withered to
a bag o’ skin, for the critter had drained all the blood from
him. His last breath was a scream, and he hollered out
the same words as passon read off the screen.”

" Negotium perambulans in tenebris,” 1 suggested eagerly.

** Thereabouts. Latin anyhow.”

* And after that?” I asked.

“Nobody would go near the place, and the old house
rotted and fell in ruins till three years ago, when along come
Mr. Dooliss from Penzance, and built the half of it up
again. But he don’t care much about such critters, nor about
Latin, neither. He takes his bottle of whisky a day and gets
drunk’s a lord in the evening. Eh, I'm gwine home to my
dinner.”

Whatever the authenticity of the legend, I had certainly
heard the truth about Mr. Dooliss from Penzance, who
from that day became an object of keen curiosity on my
part, the more so because the quarry-house adjoined my
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uncle’s garden. The Thing that walked in the dark failed to
stir my imagination, and already I was so used to sleeping
alone in my shelter that the night bad no terrors for
me. But it would be intensely exciting to wake at some
timeless hour and hear Mr. Dooliss yelling, and conjecture
that the Thing had got him. )

But by degrees the whole story faded from my mind,
overscored by the more vivid interests of the day, and,
for the last two years of my out-door life in the vicarage
gardens, I seldom thought about Mr. Dooliss and the possible
fate that might await him for this temerity in living in the
place where that Thing of darkness had done business. Occa-
sionally I saw him over the garden fence, a great yellow lump
of a2 man, with slow and staggering gait, but never did I
set eyes on him outside his gate, either in the village street
or down on the beach. He interfered with none, and no
one interfered with him. If he wanted to run the risk of
being the prey of the legendary nocturnal monster, or
quietly drink himself to death, it was his affair. My uncle,
so I gathered, had made several attempts to see him when
first he came to live at Polearn, but Mr. Dooliss appeared to
have no use for parsons, but said he was not at home
and never returned the call.

After three years of sun, wind, and rain, I had completely
outgrown my early symptoms and had become a tough,
strapping youngster of thirteen. I was sent to Eton and
Cambridge, and in due course ate my dinners and became
a barrister. In twenty years from that time I was earning
a yearly income of five figures, and had already laid by
in sound securities a sum that brought me dividends which
would, for one of my simple tastes and frugal habits,
supply me with all the material comforts I needed on this
side of the grave. The great prizes of my profession were
already within my reach, but I had no ambition beckoning
me on, nor did I want a wife and children, being, I must
suppose, a natural celibate. In fact there was only one ambition
which through these busy years had held the lure of blue
and far-off hills to me, and that was to get back to Polearn,



Negotium Perambulans 19

and live once more isolated from the world with the sea
and the gorseclad hills for play-fellows, and the secrets
that lurked there for exploration. The spell of it had
been woven about my heart, and I can truly say that there
had hardly passed a day in all those years in which the thought
of it and the desire for it had been wholly absent from my
mind. Though I had been in frequent communication with
my uncle there during his lifetime, and, after his death,
with his widow who still lived there, I had never been
back to it since I embarked on my profession, for I knew
that if I went there, it would be a wrench beyond my power
to tear myself away again. But I had made up my mind
that when once I had provided for my own independence, I
would go back there not to leave it again. And yet I did
leave it again, and now nothing in the world would induce me
to turn down the lane from the road that leads from
Penzance to Land's End, and see the sides of the combe
rise stéep above the roofs of the village and hear the
gulls chiding as they fish in the bay. One of the things
invisible, of the dark powers, leaped into light, and I saw
it with my eyes.

The house where I had spent those three years of boyhood
had been left for life to my aunt, and when I made known
to her my intention of coming back to Polearn, she suggested
that, till I found a suitable house or found her proposal
unsuitable, I should come to live with her.

* The house is too big for a lone old woman,” she wrote,
"and I have often thought of quitting and taking a little
cottage sufficient for me and my requirements. But come
and share it, my dear, and if you find me troublesome, you
or I can go. You may want solitude—most people in
Polearn do—and will leave me. Or else I will leave you:
one of the main reasons of my stopping here all these yeacs
was a feeling that I must not let the old house starve.
Houses starve, you know, if they are not lived in. They
die a lingering death; the spirit of them grows weaker
and weaker, and at last fades out of them. Isn't this nonsense
to your London notions? . . .”

Naturally I accepted with warmth this tentative arrange-
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ment, and on an evening in June found myself at the
head of the lane leading down to Polearn, and once more
I descended into the steep valley between the hills. Time
had stood still apparently for the combe, the dilapidated
signpost (or its successor) pointed a rickety finger down
the lane, and a few hundred yards farther on was the
white box for the exchange of letters. Point after remembered
point met my eye, and what I saw was not shrunk, as
is often the case with the revisited scenes of childhood,
into a smaller scale. There stood the post-office, and there
the church and close beside it the vicarage, and beyond,
the tall shrubberies which separated the house for which
1 was bound from the road, and beyond that again the grey
roofs of the quarry-house damp and shining with the
moist evening wind from the sea. All was exactly as I remem-
bered it, and, above all, that sense of seclusion and isolation.
Somewhere above the tree-tops climbed the lane which joined
the main road to Penzance, but all that had become immeasur-
ably distant. The years that had passed since last I turned
in at the well-known gate faded like a frosty breath, and
vanished in this warm, soft air. There were law-courts
somewhere in memory's dull book which, if I cared to turn
the pages, would tell me that I had made a name and a
great income there. But the dull book was closed now, for
I was back in Polearn, and the spell was woven around me.

And if Polearn was unchanged, so too was Aunt Hester,
who met me at the door. Dainty and china-white she had
always been, and the years had not aged but only refined
her. As she sat and talked after dinner she spoke of all
that had happened in Polearn in that score of years, and yet
somehow the changes of which she spoke seemed but to
confirm the immutability of it all. As the recollection of
names came back to me, I asked her about the quarry-house
and Mr. Dooliss, and her face gloomed a little as with a
shadow of a cloud on a spring day.

“Yes, Mr. Dooliss,” she said, “ poor Mr. Dooliss, how
well I remember him, though it must be ten years and more
since he died. I never wrote to you about it, for it was
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all very dreadful, my dear, and I did not want to darken
your memories of Polearn. Your uncle always thought that
something of the sort might happen if he went on in his
wicked, drunken ways, and worse than that, and though
nobody knew exactly what took place, it was the sort of
thing that might have been anticipated.”

“But what more or less happened, Aunt Hester?” I
asked.

“Well, of course I can’t tell you everything, for no one
knew it. But he was a very sinful man, and the scandal
about him at Newlyn was shocking. And then he lived,
too, in the quarry-house . . . I wonder if by any chance you
remember a sermon of your uncle’s when he got out of the
pulpit and explained that panel in the altar-rail, the one,
I mean, with the horrible creature rearing itself up outside
the lych-gate?”

" Yes, I remember perfectly,” said I

" Ah. It made an impression on you, I suppose, and so
it did on all who heard him, and that impression got stamped
and branded on us all when the catastrophe occurred.
Somehow Mr. Dooliss got to hear about your uncle’s sermon,
and in some drunken fit he broke into the church and
smashed the panel to atoms. He seems to have thought that
there was some magic in it, and that if he destroyed that
he would get rid of the terrible fate that was threatening
him. For I must tell you that before he committed that
dreadful sacrilege he had been a haunted man: he hated
and feared darkness, for he thought that the creature on the
panel was on his track, but that as long as he kept lights
burning it could not touch him. But the panel, to his
disordered mind, was the root of his terror, and so, as I said,
he broke into the church and attempted—you will see
why I said °attempted’—to destroy it. It certainly was
found in splinters next morning, when your uncle went
into church for matins, and knowing Mr. Dooliss’s fear of
the panel, he went across to the quarry-house afterwards
and taxed him with its destruction. The man never denied
it; he boasted of what he had done. There he sat, though
it was early morning, drinking his whisky.
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“*I've settled your Thing for you,’ he said, ‘and your
sermon too. A fig for such superstitions.’

“Your uncle left him without answering his blasphemy,
meaning to go straight into Penzance and give information
to the police about this outrage to the church, but on his
way back from the quarry-house he went into the church
again, in order to be able to give details about the damage, and
there in the screen was the panel, untouched and uninjured.
And yet he had himself seen it smashed, and Mr. Dooliss
had confessed that the destruction of it was his work. But
there it was, and whether the power of God had mended
it or some other power, who knows?”

This was Polearn indeed, and it was the spirit of Polearn
that made me accept all Aunt Hester was telling me as
attested fact. It had happened like that. She went on in her
quiet volce.

* Your uncle recognised that some power beyond police was
at work, and he did not go to Penzance or give information
about the outrage, for the evidence of it had vanished.”

A sudden spate of scepticism swept over me.

* There must have been some mistake,” I said. * It hadn’t
been broken . . .”

She smiled.

" Yes, my dear, but you have been in London so long,”
she said. “Let me, anyhow, tell you the rest of my story.
That night, for some reason, I could not sleep. It was
very hot and airless; I dare say you will think that the
sultry conditions accounted for my wakefulness. Once and
again, as I went to the window to see if I could admit more
air, I could see from it the quarry-house, and I noticed
the first time that I left my bed that it was blazing with
lights. But the second time I saw that it was all in darkness,
and as I wondered at that, I heard a terrible scream, and
the moment afterwards the steps of some one coming at full
speed down the road outside the gate. He yelled as he
ran; ‘Light, light!” he called out. ‘'Give me light, or it
will catch me!" It was very terrible to hear that, and 1
went to rouse my husband, who was sleeping in the dressing-
room across the passage. He wasted no time, but by now
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the whole village was aroused by the screams, and when
he got down to the pier he found that all was over. The tide
was low, and on the rocks at its foot was lying the body
of Mr. Dooliss. He must have cut some artery when he fell
on those sharp edges of stone, for he had bled to death,
they thought, and though he was a big burly man, his corpse
was but skin and bones. Yet there was no pool of blood
round him, such as you would have expected. Just skin
and bones as if every drop of blood in his body had been
sucked out of him!”

She leaned forward.

“You and I, my dear, know what happened,” she said,
** or at least can guess. God has His instruments of vengeance
on those who bring wickedness into places that have been
holy. Dark and mysterious are His ways.”

Now what I should have thought of such a story if it had
been told me in London I ran easily imagine. There was
such an obvious explanation: the man in question had been
a drunkard, what wonder if the demons of delirium pursued
him? But here in Polearn it was different.

* And who is in the quarry-house now?” I asked. ' Years
ago the fisher-boys told me the story of the man who first
built it and of his horrible end. And now again it has
happened. Surely no one has ventured to inhabit it once
more?”’

I saw in her face, even before I asked that question, that
somebody had done so.

“Yes, it is lived in again,” she said, " For there is no
end to the blindness . . . I don’t know if you remember him.
He was the tenant of the vicarage many years ago.”

** John Evans,” said I

“Yes. Such a nice fellow he was too. Your uncle
was pleased to get so good a tenant. And now——"

She rose.

" Aunt Hester, you shouldn’t leave your sentences un-
finished,” 1 said.

She shook her head.

“My dear, that sentence will finish itself,” she said.
" But what a time of night! I must go to bed, and you too,
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or they will think we have to keep lights burning here through
the dark hours.”

Before getting into bed I drew my curtains wide and
opened all the windows to the warm tide of the sea air
that flowed softly in. Looking out into the garden I could
see in the moonlight the roof of the shelter, in which for
three years I had lived, gleaming with dew. That, as much
as anything, brought back the old days to which I had now
returned, and they seemed of one piece with the present,
as if no gap of more than twenty years sundered them. The
two flowed into one like globules of mercury uniting into
a softly shining globe, of mysterious lights and reflections.
Then, raising my eyes a little, I saw against the black hill-
side the windows of the quarry-house still alight.

Morning, as is so often the case, brought no shattering
of my illusion. As I began to regain consciousness, I fancied
that I was a boy again waking up in the shelter in the
garden, and though, as I grew more widely awake, 1 smiled
at the impression, that on which it was based I found to be
indeed true. It was sufficient now as then to be here, to
wander again on the cliffs, and hear the popping of the
ripened seed-pods on the gorse-bushes; to stray along the
shore to the bathing-cove, to float and drift and swim in the
warm tide, and bask on the sand, and watch the gulls fishing,
to lounge on the pier-head with the fisher-folk, to see in their
eyes and hear in their quiet speech the evidence of secret
things not so much known to them as part of their instincts
and their very being. There were powers and presences
about me; the white poplars that stood by the stream
that babbled down the valley knew of them, and showed a
glimpse of their knowledge sometimes, like the gleam of
their white underleaves; the very cobbles that paved the
street were soaked in it . . . All that I wanted was to lie
there and grow soaked in it too; unconsciously, as a boy,
I had done that but now the process must be conscious. I
must know what stir of forces, fruitful and mysterious,
seethed along the hill-side at noon, and sparkled at night
on the sea. They could be known, they could even be
controlled by those who were masters of the spell, but
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never could they be spoken of, for they were dwellers in
the innermost, grafted into the eternal life of the world.
There were dark secrets as well as these clear, kindly powers,
and to these no doubt belonged the negotium perambulans
in tenebris which, though of deadly malignity, might be
regarded not only as evil, but as the avenger of sacrilegious
and impious deeds . . . All this was part of the spell of
Polearn, of which the seeds had long lain dormant in me.
But now they were sprouting, and who knew what strange
flower would unfold on their stems?

It was not long before I came across John Evans. One
morning, as I lay on the beach, there came shambling across
the sand a man stout and middle-aged with the face of
Silenus. He paused as he drew near and regarded me from
narrow eyes.

* Why, you're the little chap that used to live in the
parson’s garden,” he said. " Don’t you recognise me?"”

I saw who it was when he spoke: his voice, I think
instructed me, and recognising it, I could see the features
of the strong, alert young man in this gross caricature.

“Yes, you're John Evans,” I said. * You used to be very
kind to me: you used to draw pictures for me.”

*So I did, and I'll draw you some more. Been bathing?
That's a risky performance. You never know what lives in
the sea, nor what lives on the land for that matter. Not
that 1 heed them. I stick to work and whisky. God!
I've learned to paint since I saw you, and drink too for
that matter. I live in the quarry-house, you know, and
it's a powerful thirsty place. Come and have a look at my
things if you're passing. Staying with your aunt, are you?
I could do a wonderful portrait of her. Interesting face;
she knows a lot. People who live at Polearn get to know
a lot, though I don’t take much stock in that sort of knowl-
edge myself.”

I do not know when I have been at once so repelled and
interested. Behind the mere grossness of his face there
lutked something which, while it appalled, yet fascinated
me. His thick lisping speech had the same quality. And
his paintings, what would they be like? . . .
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“I was just going home,” I said. " T'll gladly come in, if
you'll allow me.”

He took me through the untended and overgrown garden
into the house which I had never yet entered. A great grey
cat was sunning itself in the window, and an old woman
was laying lunch in a corner of the cool hall into which
the door opened. It was built of stone, and the carved
mouldings let into the walls, the fragments of gargoyles and
sculptured images, bore testimony to the truth of its having
been built out of the demolished church. In one corner was
an oblong and carved wooden table littered with a painter’s
apparatus and stacks of canvases leaned against the walls.

He jerked his thumb towards a head of an angel that was
built into the mantelpiece and giggled.

" Quite a sanctified air,” he said, “so we tone it down
for the purposes of ordinary life by a different sort of art.
Have a drink? No? Well, turn over some of my pictures
while I put myself to rights.”

He was justified in his own estimate of his skill: he
could paint (and apparently he could paint anything), but
never have I seen pictures so inexplicably hellish. There
were exquisite studies of trees, and you knew that something
lurked in the flickering shadows. There was a drawing of
his cat sunning itself in the window, even as I had just
now seen it, and yet it was no cat but some beast of awful
malignity. There was a boy stretched naked on the sands,
not human, but some evil thing which had come out of
the sea. Above all, there were pictures of his garden over-
grown and junglelike, and you knew that in the bushes
were presences ready to spring out on you . . .

" Well, do you like my style?” he said as he came up,
glass in hand. (The tumbler of spirits that he held had not
been diluted.) “I try to paint the essence of what I see,
not the mere husk and skin of it, but its nature, where
it comes from and what gives it birth. There’s much in
common between a cat and a fuchsia-bush if you look at
them closely enough. Everything came out of the slime of the
pit, and it’s all going, back there. I should like to do a picture
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of you some day. I'd hold the mirror up to Nature, as
that old lunatic said.”

After this first meeting I saw him occasionally throughout
the months of that wonderful summer. Often he kept to his
house 2nd to his painting for days together, and then perhaps
some evening I would find him lounging on the pier, always
alone, and every time we met thus the repulsion and interest
grew, for every time he seemed to have gone farther along 2
path of secret knowledge towards some evil shrine where
complete initiation awaited him . . . And then suddenly the
end came.

I had met him thus one evening on the cliffs while the
October sunset still burned in the sky, but over it with
amazing rapidity there spread from the west a great black-
ness of cloud such as I have never seen for denseness.
The light was sucked from the sky, the dusk fell in ever
thicker layers. He suddenly became conscious of this.

“ I must get back as quick as I can,” he said. " It will be
dark in a few minutes, and my servant is out. The lamps
will not be lit.” ,

He stepped out with extraordinary briskness for one who
shambled and could scarcely lift his feet, and soon broke
out into a stumbling run. In the gathering darkness I could
see that his face was moist with the dew of some unspoken
terror.

* You must come with me,” he panted, * for so we shall
get the lights burning the sooner. I cannot do without light.”

I had to exert myself to the full to keep up with him,
for terror winged him, and even so I fell behind, so that
when I came to the garden gate, he was already half-way up -
the path to the house. I saw him enter, leaving the door
wide, and found him fumbling with matches. But his
band so trembled that he could not transfer the light to
the wick of the Jamp.

* But what’s the hurry about?” I asked.

Suddenly his eyes focused themselves on the open door
behind me, and he jumped from his seat beside the table
which had once been the altar of God, with a gasp and a
scream.
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“No, no!” he cried. “Keep it off! . . .”

I turned and saw what he had seen. The Thing had
entered and now was swiftly gliding across the floor towards
him, like some gigantic caterpillar. A stale phosphorescent
light came from it, for though the dusk had grown to
darkness outside, I could see it quite distinctly in the awful
light of its own presence. From it too there came an odour
of corruption and decay, as from slime that has Jong lain
below water. It seemed to have no head, but on the front
of it was an orifice of puckered skin which opened and shut
and slavered at the edges. It was hairless, and slug-like
in shape and in texture. As it advanced its fore-part reared
itself from the ground, like a snake about to strike, and
it fastened on him. . . .

At that sight, and with the yells of his agony in my ears,
the panic which had struck me relaxed into a hopeless courage,
and with palsied, impotent hands I tried to lay hold of the
Thing. But I could not: though something material was
there, it was impossible to grasp it; my hands sunk in it as
in thick mud. It was like wrestling with a nightmare.

I think that but a few seconds elapsed before all was
over. The screams of the wretched man sank to moans
and mutterings as the Thing fell on him: he panted once
or twice and was still. For a moment longer there came
gurglings and sucking noises, and then it slid out even as
it had entered. I lit the lamp which he had fumbled with,
and there on the floor he lay, no more than a rind of skin in
loose folds over projecting bones.



THE END OF THE FLIGHT

W. Somerset Maugham

I shook hands with the skipper and he wished me good
luck. Then I went down to the lower deck, crowded with
natives, Malays, Chinese and Dyaks, and made my way
to the ladder; looking over the ship's side I saw that my
luggage was already in the boat. It was a large, clumsy-
looking craft, with a great square sail of bamboo matting,
and it was crammed full of gesticulating natives. I scrambled
in and a place was made for me. We were about three miles
from the shore and a stiff breeze was blowing. As we drew
near I saw that the coco-nut trees in green abundance grew
to the water’s edge, and among them I saw the brown roofs of
the village. A Chinese who spoke English pointed out to
me a white bungalow as the residence of the District
Officer; though he did not know it, it was with him I was
going to stay. I had a letter of introduction to him in my
pocket.

I felt somewhat forlorn when I landed and my bags were
set down beside me on the glistening beach. This was a
remote spot to find myself in, this little town on the north
coast of Borneo, and I felt a trifle shy at the thought of
presenting myself to a total stranger with the announcement
that I was going to sleep under his roof, eat his food
and drink his whisky, till another boat came in to take me
to the port to which I was bound.

But I might have spared myself these misgivings, for
the moment I reached the bungalow and sent in my letter,
he came out, a sturdy, ruddy, jovial man, of thirty-five perhaps,
and greeted me with heartiness. While he held my hand he
shouted to a boy to bring drinks and to another to look
after my luggage. He cut short my apologies.

* Good God, man, you have no idea how glad I am to
see you, Don't think I'm doing anything for you in putting

29
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you up. The boot’s on the other leg. And stay as long as
you damned well like. Stay 2 year.”

I laughed. He put away his day’s work, assuring me that
he bad nothing to do that could not wait till the morrow,
and threw himself into a long chair. We talked and drank
and talked. When the heat of the day wore off we went for
a long tramp in the jungle and came back wet to the skin.
A bath and a change were very grateful, and then we dined.
I was tired out and though my host was plainly willing to
go on talking straight through the night, I was obliged to
beg him to allow me to go to bed.

“ All right, Tll just come along to your room, and see
everything’s all right.”

It was a large room with verandas on two sides of it,
sparsely furnished, but with a huge bed protected by mos-
quito netting.

** The bed is rather hard,” said my host. * Do you mind?”

“Not a bit. I shall sleep without rocking to-night.”

My host looked at the bed reflectively.

“It was a2 Dutchman who slept in it last. Do you want
to hear a funny story?”

I wanted chiefly to go to bed, but he was my host, and being
at times somewhat of a humorist myself I know that it is
hard to have an amusing story to tell and find no listener.

** He came on the boat that brought you, on its last journey
along the coast; he came into my office and asked where the
dik bungalow was. I told him there wasa't one, but if
he hadn’t anywhere to go I didn’t mind putting him up. He
jumped at the invitation. I told him to have his kit sent
along.

**'This is all Pve got,” he said.

" He held out a little shiny black grip. It seemed a bit scanty,
but it was no business of mine, so I told him to go along to
the bungalow and I'd come as soon as I was through with
my work. While I was speaking the door of my office was
opened and my clerk came in. The Dutchman had his
back to the door and it may be that my clerk opened it a bit
suddenly. Anyhow the Dutchman gave a shout, jumped
about two feet into the air, and whipped out a revolver.
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* * What the hell are you doing?’ I said.

*“'When he saw it was the clerk, he collapsed. He leaned
against the desk, panting, and upon my word he was shak-
ing as though he'd got fever.

“*1 beg your pardon,’ he said. 'It's my nerves. My
nerves are terrible.’ ‘

"It looks like it,’ I said.

“1 was rather short with him. To tell you the truth, I
wished I hadn’t asked him to stop with me. He didn’t look
as though he'd been drinking a lot and I wondered if he was
some fellow the police were after. If he were, I said to
myself, he could hardly be such a fool as to walk right into
the lion’s den.

“*You'd better go and lie down,’ I said.

“He took himself off, and when I got back to my
bungalow, I found him sitting quite quietly, but bolt upright,
on the veranda. He'd had a bath and shaved, and put on
clean things and he looked fairly presentable.

“*Why are you sitting in the middle of the place like
that?” I asked him. ‘You'll be much more comfortable in
one of the long chairs.'

* 'I prefer to sit up,” he said.

*“Queer, I thought. But if 2 man in this heat would
rather sit up than lie down, it’s his own look out. He wasn’t
much to look at, tallish and heavily built, with a square
head and closecropped bristly hair. 1 should think he
was about forty. The thing that chiefly struck me about
him was his expression. There was a look in his eyes, blue
eyes they were and rather small, that beat me altogether,
and his face sagged as it were; it gave you the feeling
he was going to cry. He had a way of looking quickly
over his left shoulder as though he thought he heard
something. By God, he was nervous. But we had a couple
of drinks and he began to talk. He spoke English very well;
except for a slight accent you'd never have known that
he was a foreigner, and I'm bound to admit he was a good
talker. He'd been everywhere and he’d read any amount.
It was a treat to listen to him.

“We had three or four whiskies in the afternoon and
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2 lot of gin pahits later on, so that when dinner came along
we were by way of being rather hilarious, and I'd come
to the conclusion that he was a damned good fellow. Of course
we had a lot of whisky at dinner and I bappened to have
a bottle of Benedictine, so we had some liqueurs afterwards.
I can't help thinking we both got very tight.

“ And at last he told me why he’'d come. It was a rum
story.
ﬁy host stopped and looked at me with his mouth slightly
open as though, remembering it now, he was struck again
with its rumness.

“ He came from Sumatra, the Dutchman, and he’d done
something to an Achinese and the Achinese had sworn to kill
him. At first he made light of it, but the fellow tried
two or three times and it began to be rather a nuisance, so
he thought he’d better go away for a bit. He went over to
Batavia and made up his mind to have a good time. But when
he’'d been there a week he saw the fellow slinking along
a wall. By God, he'd followed him. It looked as though
he meant business. The Dutchman began to think it was
getting beyond a joke and he thought the best thing he
could do would be to skip off to Soerabaya. You know how
crowded the streets are there; he was strolling about one day
when he happened to turn round and saw the Achinese walking
quite quictly just behind him. It gave him a turn. It would
give anyone a turn.

" The Dutchman went straight back to his hotel, packed
his things, and took the next boat to Singapore. Of course
he put up at the Van Wyck, all the Dutch stay there, and
one day when he was having a drink in the courtyard
of the hotel, the Achinese walked in as bold as brass, looked
at him for a minute, and walked out again. The Dutch-
man told me he was just paralysed. The fellow could have
stuck his kris into him there and then and he wouldn't
have been able to move a hand to defend himself. The
Dutchman knew he was just biding his time; that damned
native was going to kill him, he saw it in his eyes, and he
weat all to pieces.”

“But why didn’t he go to the police?” I asked.
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“I don’t know. I expect it wasn't a thing he wanted the
police to be mixed up in.”

* But what had he done to the man?”

“I don’t know that either. He wouldn’t tell me. But
by the look he gave when I asked him, I expect it was some-
thing pretty rotten. I have an idea he knew he deserved
whatever the Achinese could do.”

My host lit a cigarette.

*“Go on,” I said.

“The skipper of the boat that runs between Singapore
and Kuching lives at the Van Wyck between trips and the
boat was starting at dawn. The Dutchman thought it a grand
chance to give the fellow the slip; he left his luggage at the
hotel and walked down to the ship with the skipper, as if
he were just going to see him off, and stayed on her when
she sailed. His nerves were all anyhow by then. He didn't
care about anything but getting rid of the Achinese. He felt
pretty safe in Kuching. He got a room at the rest-house and
bought himself a couple of suits and some shirts in the Chinese
shops. But he told me he couldnt sleep. He dreamed of
that man, and half a dozen times he awakened just as he
thought a kris was being drawn across his throat. By
God, I felt quite sorry for him. He just shook as he talked
to me and his voice was hoarse with terror. That was
the meaning of the look I had noticed. You remember, I told
you he had a funny look on his face and I couldn’t tell what
it meant. Well, it was fear.

*“And one day when he was in the club at Kuching he
looked out of the window and saw the Achinese sitting there.
Their eyes met. The Dutchman just crumpled up and fainted.
When he came to, his first idea was to get out. Well, you
know, there’s not a hell of a lot of traffic at Kuching and this
boat that brought you was the only one that gave him
a chance to get away quickly. He got on her. He was
positive the man was not on board.”

*“ But what made him come here?”

*Well, the old tramp stops at a dozen places on the
coast and the Achinese couldn’t possibly guess he’'d chosen
this one because he only made up his mind to get off when
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there was only one boat to take the passengers ashore, and
there weren't more than a dozen people in it.

“*I'm safe here for a bit at all events,” he said, ‘and if I
can only be quiet for a while I shall get my nerve back.”

*‘Stay as long as you like,” I said. ‘You're all right
here, at all events till the boat comes along next month,
and if you like we'll watch the people who come off.’

* He was all over me. I could see what a relief it was to
him.
It was pretty late and I suggested to him that we should
turn in. I took him to his room to see that it was all right.
He locked the door of the bath-house and bolted the
shutters, though I told him there was no risk, and when I
left him I heard him lock the door I had just gone out of.

“ Next morning when the boy brought me my tea I asked
him if he'd called the Dutchman. He said he was just going
to—1I heard him knock and knock again. Fuany, I thought.
The boy hammered on the door, but there was no answer.
I felt a little nervous, so I got up. I knocked too. We
made enough noise' to rouse the dead, but the Dutchman
slept on. Then I broke down the door. The mosquito curtains
were neatly tucked in round the bed. I pulled them open.
He was lying there on his back with his eyes open. He was
as dead as mutton. A kris lay across his throat, and say
I'm a liar if you like, but I swear to God, thete wasn’t
a wound about him anywhere. The room was empty.

* Funny, wasn't it?”

" Well, that all depends on your idea of humour,” I
replied.

My host looked at me quickly. .

“You don’t mind sleeping in that bed, do you?”

*“N-no. But I'd just as soon you'd told me the story to-
morrow morning.”



THE BECKONING FAIR ONE

by Oliver Onions
X

The three or four “ To Let" boards had stood within the
low paling as long as the inhabitants of the little triangular
*Square” could remember, and if they had ever been
vertical it was a very long time ago. They now overhung
the palings each at its own angle, and resembled nothing
so much as a row of wooden choppers, ever in the act of fall-
ing upon some passers-by, yet never cutting off a tenant
for the old house from the stream of his fellows. Not that
there was ever any great “'stream™ through the square;
the stream passed a furlong and morc away, beyond the
intricacy of tenements and alleys and byways that had
sprung up since the old house had been built, hemming it in
completely; and probably the house itself was only suffered
to stand pending the falling-in of a lease or two, when
doubtless a clearance would be made of the whole neigh-
bouthood.

It was of bloomy old red brick, and built into its walls
were the crowns and clasped hands and other insignia of
insurance companies long since defunct. The children of
the secluded square had swung upon the low gate at the
end of the entrance-alley until little more than the solid top
bar of it remained, and the alley itself ran past boarded
basement windows on which tramps had chalked their cryptic
marks. The path was washed and worn uneven by the
spilling of water from the eaves of the encroaching next
house, and cats and dogs had made the approach their
own. The chances of a tenant did not seem such as to
warrant the keeping of the " To Let™ boards in a state of
legibility and repair, and as a matter of fact they were not
so kept.
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For six months Oleron had passed the old place twice
a day or oftener, on his way from his lodgings to the
room, ten minutes’ walk away, he had taken to work in;
and for six months no hatchet-like notice-board had fallen
across his path. This might have been due to the fact
that he usually took the other side of the square. But he
chanced one morning to take the side that ran past the broken
gate and the rain-worn entrance-alley, and to pause before
one of the inclined boards. The board bore, besides the
agent’s name, the announcement, written apparently about
the time of Oleron’s own early youth, that the key was to be
had at Number Six.

Now Oleron was already paying, for his separate bedroom
and workroom, more than an author who, without private
means, habitually disregards his public, can afford; and he
was paying in addition a small rent for the storage of the
greater part of his grandmother’s furniture. Moreover, it
invariably happened that the book he wished to read in bed
was at his working-quarters half a mile and more away, while
the note or letter he had sudden need of during the day
was as likely as not to be in the pocket of another coat
hanging behind his bedroom door. And there were other
inconveniences in having a divided domicile. Therefore
Oleron, brought suddenly up by the hatchet-like notice-
board, looked first down through some scanty privet-bushes
at the boarded basement windows, then up at the blank and
grimy windows of the first floor, and so up to the second
floor and the flat stone coping of the leads. He stood for
a minute thumbing his lean and shaven jaw; then, with
another glance at the board, he walked slowly across the
square to Number Six.

He knocked, and waited for two or three minutes, but,
although the door stood open, received no answer. He was
knocking again when a long-nosed man in shirt-sleeves ap-
peared.

*I was arsking a blessing on our food,” he said in severe
explanation.

Oleron asked if he might have the key of the old house;
and the long-nosed man withdrew again.
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Oleron waited for another five minutes on the step; then
the man, appearing again and masticating some of the food
of which he had spoken, announced that the key was lost.

*“But you wont want it,” he said. *The entrance door
isn’t closed, and a push’ll open any of the others. I'm an
agent for it, if you're thinking of taking it—"

Oleron recrossed the square, descended the two steps
at the broken gate, passed along the alley, and turned in at
the old wide doorway. To the right, immediately within
the door, steps descended to the roomy cellars, and the
staircase before him had a carved rail, and was broad and
handsome and filthy. Oleron ascended it, avoiding contact
with the rail and wall, and stopped at the first landing. A
door facing him had been boarded up, but he pushed
at that on his right hand, and an insecure bolt or staple
yiclded. He entered the empty first floor.

He spent a quarter of an hour in the place, and then
came out again. Without mounting higher, he descended
and recrossed the square to the house of the man who had
lost the key.

" Can you tell me how much the rent is?” he asked.

The man mentioned a figure, the comparative lowness of
which seemed accounted for by the character of the neigh-
bourhood and the abominable state of unrepair of the
place.

* Would it be possible to rent a single floor?™

The long-nosed man did not know; they might . . .

*'Who are they?”

The man gave Oleron the name of a firm of lawyers in
Lincoln’s Inn.

** You might mention my name—Barrett,” he added.

Pressure of work prevented Oleron from going down to
Lincoln’s Inn that afternoon, but he went on the morrow, and
was instantly offered the whole house as a purchase for
fifty pounds down, the remainder of the purchase-money
to remain on mortgage. It took bhim half an hour to dis-
abuse the lawyer's mind of the idea that he wished any-
thing more of the place than to rent a single floor of it.
This made certain hums and haws of a difference, and the
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lawyer was by no means certain that it lay within his power
to do as Oleron suggested; but it was finally extracted from
him that, provided the notice-board were allowed to remain
up, and that, provided it was agreed that in the event of the
whole house letting, the arrangement should terminate auto-
matically without further notice, something might be done.
That the old place should suddenly let over his head
seemed to Oleron the slightest of risks to take, and he
promised a decision within a week. On the morrow he
visited the house again, went through it from top to bottom,
and then went home to his lodgings to take a bath.

He was immediately taken with that portion of the house
he had already determined should be his own. Scraped clean
and repainted, and with that old fumiture of Oleron’s
grandmother’s, it ought to be entirely charming. He went
to the storage warehouse to refresh his memory of his half-
forgotten belongings, and to take measurements; and thence
he went to a decorator’s. He was very busy with his regulac
work, and could have wished that the notice-board had
caught his attention either a few months eatlier or clse
later in the year; but the quickest way would be to suspend
work entirely until after his removal . . .

A fortnight later his first floor was painted throughout
in a tender, elder-flower white, the paint was dry, and
Oleron was in the middle of his installation. He was animated,
delighted; and he rubbed his hands as he polished and made
disposals of his grandmother’s effects—the tall lattice-paned
china cupboard with its Detby and Mason and Spode, the
large folding Sheraton table, the long, low bookshelves (he
had had two of them * copied”), the chairs, the Sheffield
candlesticks, the riveted rose-bowls. These things he set
against his newly painted elder-white walls—walls of wood
panelled in the happiest proportions, and moulded and
coffered to the low-seated window-recesses in a mood of
gaiety and rest that the builders of rooms no longer know.
The ceilings were lofty, and faintly painted with an old
pattern of stars; even the tapering mouldings of his iron
fireplace were as delicately designed as jewellery; and Oleron
walked about rubbing his hands, frequently stopping for
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the mere pleasure of the glimpses from white room to white
room . . .

“ Charming, charming!” he said to himself. “I wonder
what Elsie Bengough will think of this!"

He bought a bolt and a Yale lock for his door, and shut
off his quarters from the rest of the house. If he now
wanted to read in bed, his book could be had for stepping
into the next room. All the time, he thought how exceed-
ingly lucky he was to get the place. He put up a hat-rack
in the little square hall, and hung up his hats and caps
and coats; and passers through the small triangular square
late at night, looking up over the little serried row of wooden
“To Let” hatchets, could see the light within Oleron’s
red blinds, or else the sudden darkening of one blind
and the illumination of another, as Oleron, candlestick in
hand, passed from room to room, making final settlings of his
furniture, or preparing to resume the work that his removal
had interrupted,

11

As far as the chief business of his life—his writing—was
concerned, Paul Oleron treated the world a good deal better
than he was treated by it; but he seldom took the trouble
to strike a balance, or to compute how far, at forty-four
years of age, he was behind his points on the handicap. To
have done so wouldn't have altered matters, and it might
have depressed Oleron. He had chosen his path, and was
committed to it beyond possibility of withdrawal. Perhaps he
had chosen it in the days when he had been easily swayed
by something a little disinterested, a little generous, a little
noble; and had he ever thought of questioning himself he
would still have held to it that a life without nobility and
generosity and disinterestedness was no life for him. Only
quite recently, and rarely, had he even vaguely suspected that
there was more in it than this; but it was no good anticipat-
ing the day when, he supposed, he would reach that maximum
point of his powers beyond which he must inevitably decline,
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and be left face to face with the question whether it would not
have profited him better to have ruled his life by less exigent
ideals.

In the meantime, his removal into the old house with the
insurance marks built into its brick merely interrupted Romilly
Bisbop at the fifteenth chapter.

As this tall man with the lean, ascetic face moved about
his new abode, arranging, changing, altering, hardly yet
into the working-stride again, he gave the impression of
almost spinster-like precision and nicety. For twenty years
past, in a score of lodgings, garrets, flats, and rooms fur-
nished and unfurnished, he had been accustomed to doing
many things for himself, and he had discovered that it
saves time and temper to be methodical. He had arranged
with the wife of the long-nosed Barrett, a stout Welsh
woman with a falsetto voice, the Merionethshire accent
of which long residence in London had not perceptibly modi-
fied, to come across the square each morning to prepare his
breakfast, and also to * turn the place out ” on Saturday morn-
ings; and for the rest, he cven welcomed a little housework
as a relaxation from the strain of writing.

His kitchen, together with the adjoining strip of an apart-
ment into which a modern bath had been fitted, overlooked
the alley at the side of the house; and at one end of it was
a large closet with a door, and a square sliding hatch in
the upper part of the door. This had been a powder-closet, and
through the hatch the elaborately dressed head had been
thrust to receive the click and puff of the powder-pistol.
Oleron puzzled a little over this closet; then, as its use
occurred to him, he smiled faintly, a little moved, he knew
not by what . . . He would have to put it to a very different
purpose from its original one; it would probably have to
serve as his larder . . . It was in this closet that he made
a discovery. The back of it was shelved, and, rammaging on
an upper shelf that ren deeply into the wall, Oleron found
a couple of mushroom-shaped old wooden wig-stands. He
did not know how they had come to be there. Doubtless the
painters had turned them up somewhere or other, and had
put them there. But his five rooms, as a whole, were short
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of cupboard and closet-room; and it was onmly by the
exercise of some ingenuity that he was able to find places for
the bestowal of his household linen, his boxes, and his
seldom-used but not-to-be-destroyed accumulations of papers.

It was in the early spring that Oleron entered on his
tenancy, and he was anxious to have Romilly ready for publica-
tion in the coming autumn. Nevertheless, he did not intend
to force its production. Should it demand longer in the
doing, so much the worse; he realised its importance, its
crucial importance, in his artistic development, and it must
have its own length and time. In the workroom he had
recently left he had been making excellent progress; Romilly
bad begun, as the saying is, to speak and act of herself;
and he did not doubt she would continue to do so the
moment the distraction of his removal was over. This
distraction was almost over; he told himself it was time he
pulled himself together again; and on a March morning
he went out, returned again with two great bunches of yellow
daffodils, placed one bunch on his mantelpiece between
the Shefheld sticks and the other on the table before him,
and took out the half-completed manuscript of Romilly
Bishop.

But before beginning work he went to a small rosewood
cabinet and took from a drawer his cheque-book and pass-
book. He totted them up, and his monk-like face grew
thoughtful. His installation had cost him more than he had
intended it should, and his balance was rather less than fifty
pounds, with no immediate prospect of more.

“H'm! I'd forgotten rugs and chintz curtains and so forth
mounted up so,” said Oleron. * But it would have been
a pity to spoil the place for the want of ten pounds or so
« « . Well, Romilly simply must be out for the antumn, that’s
all. So here goes——"

He drew his papers towards him.

But he worked badly; or, rather, he did not work at
all. The square outside had its own noises, frequent and
new, and Oleron could only hope that he would speedily
become accustomed to these. First came hawkers, with their
carts and cries; at midday the children, returning from school,
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trooped into the square and swung on Oleron’s gate; and
when the children had departed again for afternoon school,
an itinerant musician with a mandoline posted himself
beneath Oleron’s window and began to strum. This was a
not unpleasant distraction, and Oleron, pushing up his
window, threw the man a penny. Then he returned to his
table again . . .

But it was no good. He came to himself, at long intervals,
to find that he had been looking about his room and won-
dering how it had formerly been furnished—whether a settee
in buttercup or petunia satin had stood under the farther
window, whether from the centre moulding of the light lofty
ceiling had depended a glimmering crystal chandelier, or
where the tambour-frame or the picquet-table bad stood . . .
No, it was no good; he had far better be frankly doing
nothing than getting fruitlessly tired; and he decided that
he would take a walk, but, chancing to sit down for a moment,
dozed in his chair instead.

" This won't do,” he yawned when he awoke at half-past
four in the afternoon; “I must do better than this to-
morrow——""

And he felt so deliciously lazy that for some minutes he
even contemplated the breach of an appointment he had
for the evening.

The next morning he sat down to work without even per-
mitting himself to answer one of his three letters—two of
them tradesmen’s accounts, the third a note from Miss Ben-
gough, forwarded from his old address. It was a jolly day of
white and blue, with a gay noisy wind and a subtle turn in the
colour of growing things; and over and over again, once
or twice a minute, his room became suddenly light and then
subdued again, as the shining white clouds rolled north-
eastwards over the square. The soft fitful illumination was
reflected in the polished surface of the table and even in the
footworn old floor; and the morning noises had begun again.

Oleron made a pattern of dots on the paper before him,
and then broke off to move the jar of daffodils exactly
opposite the centre of a creamy panel. Then he wrote a sen-
tence that ran continuously for a couple of lines, after which
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it broke off into notes and jottings. For a time he succeeded
in persuading himself that in making these memoranda
he was really working; and then he rose and began to pace
his room. As he did so, he was struck by an idea. It was
that the place might possibly be a little better for more
positive colour. It was, perhaps, a thought to0 pale—mild and
sweet as a kind old face, but a little devitalised, even wan
. . . Yes, decidedly it would bear a robuster note—more and
richer flowers, and possibly some warm and gay stuff for
cushions for the window-seats . . .

*“ Of course, I really can’t afford it,” he muttered, as he
went for a two-foot and began to measure the width of the
window-recesses . . .

In stooping to measure a recess, his attitude suddenly
changed to one of interest and attention. Presently he rose
again, rubbing his hands with gentle glee.

“Oho, oho!” he said. *These look to me very much
like window-boxes, nailed up. We must look into this!
Yes, those are boxes, or I'm . . . oho, this is an adventure!”

On that wall of his sitting-room there were two windows
(the third was in another corner), and, beyond the open
bedroom door, on the same wall, was another. The seats
of all had been painted, repainted, and painted again; and
Oleron’s investigating finger had barely detected the old
nail-heads beneath the paint. Under the ledge over which he
stooped an old keyhole also had been puttied up. Oleron
took out his penknife.

He worked carefully for five minutes, and then went
into the kitchen for a hammer and chisel. Driving the
chisel cautiously under the seat, he started the whole lid
slightly. Again using the penknife, he cut along the hinged
edge and outward along the ends; and then he fetched a
wedge and a wooden mallet.

*“ Now for our little mystery——" he said.

The sound of the mallet on the wedge seemed, in that
sweet and pale apartment, somehow a little brutal—nay, even
shocking. The panelling rang and rattled and vibrated to the
blows like a sounding-board. The whole house seemed to
echo; from the roomy cellarage to the garrets above a flock



44 OLIVER ONIONS

of echoes seemed to awake, and the sound got a little
on Oleron’s nerves. All at once he paused, fetched a duster,
and muffled the mallet . . . When the edge was sufficiently
raised he put his fingers under it and lifted. The paint
flaked and starred a little; the rusty old nails squeaked
and grunted; and the lid came up, laying open the box
beneath. Oleron looked into it. Save for a couple of inches
of scurf and mould and old cobwebs it was empty.

“No treasure there,” said Oleron, a little amused that he
should have fancied there might have been. ** Romslly will
still have to be out by the autumn. Let's have a look at the
others.”

He turned to the second window.

The raising of the two remaining seats occupied him uatil
well into the afternoon. That of the bedroom, like the first,
was empty; but from the second seat of his sitting-room he
drew out something yielding and folded and furred over an
inch thick with dust. He carried the object into the kitchen,
and having swept it over a bucket, took 2 duster to it.

It was some sort of a large bag, of an ancient frieze-like
material, and when unfolded it occupied the greater part of
the small kitchen floor. In shape it was an irregular, a very
irregular, triangle, and it had a couple of wide flaps, with
the remains of straps and buckles. The patch that had been
uppermost in the folding was of a faded yellowish brown;
but the rest of it was of shades of crimson that varied accord-
ing to the exposure of the parts of it.

“Now whatever can that have been?” Oleron mused as
he stood surveying it . . . I give it up. Whatever it is, it's
settled my work for to-day, I'm afraid—-"

He folded the object up carclessly and thrust it into a corner
of the kitchen; then, taking pans and brushes and an old
knife, he returned to the sitting-room and began to scrape
and to wash and to line with paper his newly discovered
receptacles. When he had finished, he put his spare boots and
books and papers into them; and he dlosed the lids again,
amused with his little adventure, but also a little anxious
for the hour to come when he should settle fairly down to his
work again.
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It piqued Oleron a little that his friend, Miss Bengough,
should dismiss with a glance the place he himself had
found so singularly winning. Indeed she scarcely lifted
her eyes to it. But then she had always been more or less
like that—a little indifferent to the graces of life, careless
of appearances, and perhaps a shade more herself when she
ate biscuits from a paper bag than when she dined with
greater observance of the conveniences. She was an uan-
attached journalist of thirty-four, large, showy, fair as butter,
pink as a dog-rose, reminding one of a florist’s picked
specimen bloom, and given to sudden and ample movements
and moist and explosive utterances. She “pulled a better
living out of the pool” (as she expressed it) than Oleron
did; and by cunningly disguised puffs of drapers and haber-
dashers she *pulled” also the greater part of her very
varied wardrobe. She left small whirlwinds of air behind
her when she moved, in which her veils and scarves flut-
tered and spun.

Oleron heard the fluery of her skirts on his staircase and
her single loud knock at his door when he had been a
month in this new abode. Her garments brought in the
outer air, and she flung a bundle of ladies’ journals down on
a chair.

"“Don’t knock off for me,” she said across a mouthful
of large-headed hatpins as she removed her hat and veil
"I didn't know whether you were straight yet, so I've
brought some sandwiches for lunch. You've got coffee, I sup-
poset—No, don’t get up—I'll find the kitchen——"

“Oh, that’s all right, I'll clear these things away. To
tell the truth, I'm rather glad to be interrupted,” said
Oleron.

He gathered his work together and put it away. She
was already in the kitchen; he heard the running of water
into the kettle. He joined her, and ten minutes later fol-
lowed her back to the sitting-room with the coffee and
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sandwiches on a tray. They sat down, with the tray on a
small table between them.

“'Well, what do you think of the new place?” Oleron
asked as she poured out coffee.

“H'm! ... Anybody'd think you were going to get married,
Paul.”

He laughed.

“Oh no. But it's an improvement on some of them, isn't
it?"

“Is it? I suppose it is; I don’t know. I liked the last
place, in spite of the black ceiling and no water-tap. How's
Romilly?”

Oleron thumbed his chin.

“Hm! I'm rather ashamed to tell you. The fact is,
I've not got on very well with it. But it will be all right on
the night, as you used to say.”

** Stuck?™

* Rather stuck.”

* Got any of it you care to read to me? . . .”

Oleron had long been in the habit of reading portions
of his work to Miss Bengough occasionally. Her comments
were always quick and practical, sometimes directly useful,
sometimes indirectly suggestive. She, in return for his con-
fidence, always kept all mention of her own work sedulously
from him. His, she said, was “real work”; hers merely
filled space, not always even grammatically.

“I'm afraid there isn’t,” Oleron replied, still meditatively
dry-shaving his chin. Then he added, with a little burst
of candour, *The fact is, Elsie, I've pot written—not
actually written—very much more of it—any more of it, in
fact. But, of course, that doesn’t mean I haven't progressed.
I've progressed. I've progressed, in one sense, rather alarm-
ingly. I'm now thinking of reconstructing the whole thing.”

Miss Bengough gave a gasp. * Reconstructing!”

**Making Romilly herself a different type of woman. Some-
how, I've begun to feel that I'm not getting the most out
of her. As she stands, I've certainly lost interest in her
to some extent.”
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* But—but—" Miss Bengough protested, “you had
her so real, so living, Paul!”

Oleron smiled faintly. He had been quite prepared for
Miss Bengough's disapproval. He wasn't surprised that she
liked Romilly as she at present existed; she would. Whether
she realised it or not, there was much of herself in his
fictitious creation. Naturally Romilly would scem * real,”
* living,” to her . . .

“But are you really serious, Paul?” Miss Bengough asked
presently, with a round-eyed stare.

* Quite serious.”

* You're really going to scrap those fifteen chapters?™

“I didn’t exactly say that.”

* That fine, rich love scene?”

“1 should only do it reluctantly, and for the sake of
something I thought better.”

“And that beautiful, beamsiful description of Romilly on
the shore?”

“It wouldn’t necessarily be wasted,” he said a little un-
easily.

But Miss Bengough made a large and windy gesture, and
then let him have it.

** Really, you are foo trying!” she broke out. "I do wish
sometimes you'd remember you're human, and live in a
world! You know I'd be the Jast to wish you to lower your
standard one inch, but it wouldn't be lowering it to bring
it within human comprehension. Oh, you're sometimes alto-
gether too godlike! . . . Why, it would be a wicked, criminal
waste of your powers to destroy those fifteen chapters!
Look at it reasonably, now. You've been working for
nearly twenty years; you've now got what you've been
working for almost within your grasp; your affairs are at
a most critical stage (oh, don't tell me; I know you're
about at the end of your money); and here you are, deliber-
ately proposing to withdraw a thing that will probably make
your name, and to substitute for it something that ten to
one nobody on earth will ever want to read—and small
blame to them! Really, you try my patience!"
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Oleron had shaken his head slowly as she had talked.
It was an old story between them. The noisy, able, prac-
tical journalist was an admirable friend—up to a certain
point; beyond that . . . well, each of us knows that point
beyond which we stand alone. Elsie Bengough sometimes
said that had she had one-tenth part of Oleron’s genius there
were few things she could not have done—thus making
that genius a quantitatively divisible thing, a sort of ingredi-
ent, to be added to or subtracted from in the admixture of his
work. That it was a qualitative thing, essential, indivisible,
_informing, passed her comprehension. Their spirits parted
company at that point. Oleron knew it. She did not appear
to know it.

" Yes, yes, yes,” he said a little wearily, by and by, * prac-
tically you're quite right, entirely right, and I haven't a
word to say. If I could only turn Romilly over to you you'd
make an enormous success of her. But that can’t be, and I,
for my part, am seriously doubting whether she’s worth my
while. You know what that means.”

* What does it mean?” she demanded bluntly.

* Well,” he said, smiling wanly, ** what does it mean when
you're convinced a thing isn’t worth doing? You simply don’t
do it.”

Miss Bengough's eyes swept the ceiling for assistance
against this impossible man.

* What utter rubbish!"” she broke out at last. * Why,
when I saw you last you were simply oozing Romilly; you
were turning her off at the rate of four chapters a week;
if you hadn’t moved you'd have had her three-pacts done by
now. What on earth possessed you to move right in the
middle of your most important work?”

Oleron tried to put her off with a recital of inconveniences,
but she wouldnt have it. Perhaps in her heart she partly
suspected the reason. He was simply mortally weary of
the narrow circumstances of his life. He had had twenty
years of it—twenty years of garrets and roof-chambers and
dingy flats and shabby lodgings, and he was tired of dingi-
ness and shabbiness. The reward was as far off as ever—or
if it was not, he no longer cared as once he would have
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cared to put out his hand and take it. It is all very well
to tell a man who is at the point of exhaustion that only,
another effort is required of him; if he cannot make it
he is as far off as ever . . .

** Anyway,” Oleron summed up, *'I'm happier here than
I've been for a long time. That's some sort of a justification.”

" And doing no work,” said Miss Bengough pointedly.

At that a trifling petulance that had been gathering in
Oleron came to a head.

* And why should I do nothing but work?” he demanded.
* How much happier am I for it? I don’t say I don’t love
my work—when it's done; but I hate doing it. Sometimes
it's an intolerable burden that I simply long to be rid of.
Once in many weeks it has a2 moment, one moment, of glow
and thrills for me; I remember the days when it was all
glow and thrill; and now I'm forty-four, and it’s becoming
drudgery. Nobody wants it; I'm ceasing to want it myself;
and if any ordinary sensible man were to ask me whether
I didn’t think I was 2 fool to go on, I think I shounld agree
that T was.”

‘Miss Bengough’s comely pink face was serious.

*“But you knew all that, many, many years ago, Paul—and
still you chose it,” she said in a low voice.

" Well, and how should I have known?” he demanded.
“I dido’t know. I was told so. My heart, if you like,
told me so, and I thought I knew. Youth always thinks
it knows; then one day it discovers that it is nearly
ﬁ.fty_'"

* Forty-four, Paul—"

* —forty-four, then—and it finds that the glamour isn’t
in front, but behind. Yes, I knew and chose, if that’s know-
ing and choosing . . . but it’s a costly choice we're called on
to make when we're young!”

Miss Bengough'’s eyes were on the floor. Without moving
them she said, * You're not regretting it, Paul?”

* Am I not?” he took her up. “ Upon my word, I've lately
thought I am! What do I get in return for it all?”

“You know what you get,” she replied.

He might have known from her tone what else he could



30 OLIVER ONIONS

have had for the holding up of a finger—herself. She knew,
but could not tell him, that he could have done no better thing
for himself. Had he, any time these ten years, asked her to
marry him, she would have replied quietly, * Very well;
when?” He had never thought of it . ..

*Yours is the real work,” she continued quictly. ** With-
out you we jackals couldn’t exist. You and a few like you
hold everything upon your shoulders.”

For a minute there was a silence. Then it occurred to
Oleron that this was common vulgar grumbling. It was not
his habit. Suddenly he rose and began to stack cups and
plates on the tray.

“Sorry you catch me like this, Elsie,” he said, with a
little laugh. *. .. No, I'll take them out; then we'll go for
a walk if you like . . .”

He carried out the tray, and then began to show Miss
Bengough round his flat. She made few comments. In the
kitchen she asked what an old faded square of reddish frieze
was, that Mrs. Barrett used as a cushion for her wooden
chair.

" That? T should be glad if you could tell me what it is,”
Oleron replied as he unfolded the bag and related the story
of its finding in the window-seat.

“I think I know what it is,” said Miss Bengough. “It's
been used to wrap up a harp before putting it into its
case.”

By Jove, that’s probably just what it was,” said Oleron.
"I could make neither head nor tail of it . . .”

They finished the tour of the flat, and returned to the
sitting-room.

** And who lives in the rest of the house?” Miss Bengough
asked.

“I dare say a tramp sleeps in the cellar occasionally.

Nobody else.”

“"Hm! ... Well, I'll tell you what I think about it, if
you like.”

*I should like.”

“You'll never work here.”
* Oh?” said Oleron quickly. “ 'Why not?”
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“You'll never finish Romilly here. Why, I don’t know,
but you won’t. I know it. You'll have to leave before you
get on with that book.”

He mused for 2 moment, and then said:

“Isn't that a little—prejudiced, Elsie?”

* Perfectly ridiculous. As an argument it hasn’t a leg to
stand on. But there it is,” she replied, her mouth once more
full of the large-headed hatpins.

Oleron was reaching down his hat and coat. He laughed.

“1 can only hope you're entirely wrong,” he said, ™ for
1 shall be in a serious mess if Romilly isn't out in the

autumn.”

1v

As Oleron sat by his fire that evening, pondering Miss
Bengough's prognostication that difficulties awaited him in
his work, he came to the conclusion that it would have been
far better had she kept her beliefs to herself. No man
does a thing better for having his confidence damped at
the outset, and to speak of difficulties is in a sense to make
them. Speech itself becomes a deterrent act, to which other
discouragements accrete until the very event of which warn-
ing is given is as likely as not to come to pass. He heartily
confounded her. An influence hostile to the completion of
Romilly had been born.

And in some illogical, dogmatic way women seem to have,
she had attached this antagonistic influence to his new abode.
Was ever anything so absurd! " You'll never finish Romilly
here” . . . Why not? Was this her idea of the luxury that
saps the springs of action and brings 2 man down to indolence
and dropping out of the race? The place was well enough—it
was entirely charming, for that matter—but it was not so
demoralising as all that! No; Elsie had missed her mark
that time . . .

He moved his chair to look round the room that smiled,
positively smiled, in the firelight. He too smiled, as if pity
was to be entertained for a maligned apartment. Even that



52 OLIVER ONIONS

slight lack of robust colour he had remarked was not noticeable
in the soft glow. The drawn chintz curtains—they had a
flowered and trellised pattern, with baskets and oaten pipes
—fell in long quiet folds to the window-seats; the rows
of bindings in old bookcases took the light richly; the last
trace of sallowness had gone with the daylight; and, if the
truth must be told, it had been Elsie herself who had
seemed a little out of the picture.

That reflection struck him a little, and presently he re-
turned to it. Yes, the room had, quite accidentally, done Miss
Bengough a disservice that afternoon. It had, in some subtle
but unmistakable way, placed her, marked a contrast of qual-
ities. Assuming for the sake of argument the slightly ridi-
culous proposition that the room in which Oleron sat was
characterised by a certain sparsity and lack of vigour; so
much the worse for Miss Bengough; she certainly erred on
the side of redundancy and general muchness. And if one
must contrast abstract qualities, Oleron inclined to the
austere in taste . . .

Yes, here Oleron had made a distinct discovery; he won-
dered he had not made it before. He pictured Miss Ben-
gough again as she had appeared that afternoon—large, showy,
moistly pink, with that quality of the prize bloom exuding,
as it were from her; and instantly she suffered in his
thought. He even recognised now that he had noticed some-
thing odd at the time, and that unconsciously his attitude,
even while she had been there, had been one -of criticism.
The mechanism of her was a little obvious; her melting
humidity was the result of analysable processes; and behind
her there had seemed to lurk some dim shape emblematic of
mortality. He had never, during the ten years of their
intimacy, dreamed for a moment of asking her to marry him;
none the less, he now felt for the first time a thankfulness
that he had not done so . . .

Then, suddenly and swiftly, his face flamed that he
should be thinking thus of his friend. What! Elsie Ben-
gough, with whom he had spent weeks and weeks of after-
noons—she, the good chum, on whose help he would have
counted had all the rest of the world failed him—she,
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whose loyalty to him would not, he knew, swerve as long
as there was breath in her—Elsie to be even in thought
dissected thus! He was an ingrate and a cad . . .

Had she been there in that moment he would have
abased himself before her.

For ten minutes and more he sat, still gazing into the
fice, with that humiliating red fading slowly from his
cheeks. All was still within and without, save for a tiny
musical tinkling that came from his kitchen—the dripping
of water from an imperfectly turned-off tap into the vessel
beneath it. Mechanically he began to beat with his fingers
to the faintly heard falling of the drops; the tiny regular
movement seemed to hasten that shameful withdrawal from
his face. He grew cool once more; and when he resumed
his meditation he was all unconscious that he took it up
again at the same point . . .

It was not only her florid superfluity of build that he had
approached in the attitude of criticism; he was conscious
also of the wide differences between her mind and his own.
He felt no thankfulness that up to a certain point their
natures had ever run companionably side by side; he was
now full of questions beyond that point. Their intellects
diverged; there was no denying it; and, looking back, he
was inclined to doubt whether there had been any real coin-
cidence. True, he had read his writings to her and she had
appeared to speak comprehendingly and to the point; but
what can a man do who, having assumed that another sees
as he does, is suddenly brought up sharp by something that
falsifies and discredits all that has gone before? He doubted
all pow . . . It did for a moment occur to him that the man
who demands of a friend more than can be given to him is
in danger of losing that friend, but he put the thought
aside.

Again he ceased to think, and again moved his finger
to the distant dripping of the tap . . .

And now (he resumed by and by), if these things were
true of Elsie Bengough, they were also true of the creation
of which she was the prototype—Romilly Bishop. And
since he could say of Romilly what for very shame he could
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not say of Elsie, he gave his thoughts rein. He did so in
that smiling, firelighted room, to the accompaniment of
the faintly heard tap.

There was no longer any doubt about it; he hated the
central character of his novel. Even as he had described
her physically she overpowered the senses; she was coarse-
fibred, over-coloured, rank. It became true the moment he
formulated his thought; Gulliver had described the Brob-
dingnagian maids-of-honour thus: and mentally and spiritu-
ally she corresponded—was unsensitive, limited, common.
The model (he closed his eyes for a moment)}—the model
stuck out through fifteen wvulgar and blatant chapters to
such a pitch that, without seeing the reason, he had been
unable to begin the sixteenth. He marvelled that it had only
just dawned upon him.

And 7bis was to bave been his Beatrice, his vision! As
Elsie she was to have gone into the furnace of his art,
and she was to have come out the Woman all men desired!
Her thoughts were-to have been culled from his own finest,
her form from his dearest dreams, and her setting wherever he
could find one fit for her worth. He bhad brooded long
before making the attempt; then one day he had felt her
stir within him as a mother feels a quickening, and he had
begun to write; and so he had added chapter to chapter.

And those fifteen sodden chapters were what he had
produced !

Apgain he sat, softly moving his finger . . «

Then he bestirred himself.

She must go, all fifteen chapters of her. That was
settled. For what was to take her place his mind was a
blank; but one thing at a time; a man is not excused from
taking the wrong course because the right one is not im-
mediately revealed to him. Better would come if it was
to come; in the meantime——

He rose, fetched the fifteen chapters, and read them
over before he should drop them into the fire.

But instead of putting them into the fire he let them fall
from his hand. He became conscious of the dripping of
the tap again. It had a tinkling gamut of four or five notes,
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on which it rang irregular changes, and it was foolishly sweet
and dulcimer-like. In his mind Oleron could see the gather-
ing of each drop, its little tremble on the lip of the tap,
and the tiny percussion of its fall * Plink—plink,” mini-
mised almost to inaudibility. Following the lowest nose there
seemed to be a brief phrase, irregularly repeated; and pre-
sently Oleron found himself waiting for the recurrence of
this phrase. It was quite pretty . . .

But it did not conduce to wakefulness, and Oleron dozed
over his fire.

When he awoke again the fire had burned low and the
flames of the candles were licking the rims of the Sheffield
sticks. Sluggishly he rose, yawned, went his nightly round of
door-locks and window-fastenings, and passed into his bed-
room. Soon, he slept soundly.

But a curious little sequel followed on the morrow. Mrs.
Barrett usually tapped, not at his door, but at the wooden
wall beyond which lay Oleron’s bed; and then Oleron
rose, put on his dressing-gown, and admitted her. He was
not conscious that as he did so that morning he hummed
an air; but Mrs. Barrett lingered with her hand on the
door-knob and her face a little averted and smiling.

“De-ar me!” her soft falsetto rose. * But that will be
a very o-ald tune, Mr. Oleron! I will not have heard it this
for-ty years!”

** What tune?” Oleron asked.

*The tune, indeed, that you was humming, sir.”

Oleron had his thumb in the flap of a letter. It re-
mained there.

"I was humming? . . . Sing it, Mrs. Barrett.”

Mrs. Barrett prut-prutted.

“1 have no voice for singing, Mr. Oleron; it was Ann
Pugh was the singer of our family; but the tune will be very
o-ald, and it is called * The Beckoning Fair One’.”

“Try to sing it,” said Oleron, his thumb still in the
envelope; and Mrs. Barrett, with much dimpling and con-
fusion, hummed the air.

* They do say it was sung to a harp, Mr. Oleron, and it
will be very o-ald,” she concluded.
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*And I was singing that?”

* Indeed you wass. I would not be likely to tell you lies.”

With a “Very well—let me have breakfast,” Oleron
opened his letter; but the trifling circumstance struck him as
more odd than he would have admitted to himself. The
phrase he had hummed had been that which he had associated
with the falling from the tap on the evening before.

v

Even more curious than that the commonplace dripping of
an ordinary watertap should have tallied so closely with
an actually existing air was another result it had, namely,
that it awakened, or seemed to awaken, in Oleron an
abnormal sensitiveness to other noises of the old house. It
has been remarked that silence obtains its fullest and most
impressive quality when it is broken by some minute sound;
and, truth to tell, the place was never still. Perhaps the
mildness of the spring air operated on its torpid old timbers;
perhaps Oleron’s fires caused it to stretch its old anatomy;
and certainly a whole world of insect life bored and bur-
rowed in its baulks and joists. At any rate Oleron had
only to sit quiet in his chair and to wait for 2 minute or two
in order to become aware of such a change in the auditory scale
as comes upon a man who, conceiving the midsummer woods
to be motionless and still, all at once finds his ear sharpened
to the crepitation of a myriad insects.

And he smiled to think of man’s arbitrary distinction
between that which has life and that which has not. Here,
quite apart from such recognisable sounds as the scampering
of mice, the falling of plaster behind his panelling, and
the popping of purses or coffins from his fire, was a whole
house talking to him had he but known its language. Beams
settled with a tired sigh into their old mortices; creatures
ticked in the walls; joints cracked, boards complained;
with no palpable stirring of the air window-sashes changed
their positions with a soft knock in their frames. And
whether the place had life in this sense or not, it had at
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all events a winsome personality. It needed but an hour
of musing for Oleron to conceive the idea that, as his own
body stood in friendly relation to his soul, so, by an extension
and an attenuation, his habitation might fantastically be
supposed to stand in some relation to himself. He even
amused himself with the far-fetched fancy that he might so
identify himself with the place that some future tenant,
taking possession, might regard it as in a semse haunted.
It would be rather a joke if he, a perfectly harmless author,
with nothing on his mind worse than a novel he had dis-
covered he must begin again, should turn out to be laying the
foundation of a future ghost! . . .

In proportion, however, as he felt this growing attachment
to the fabric of his abode, Elsic Bengough, from being
merely unattracted, began to show a dislike of the place that
was more and more marked. And she did not scruple to
speak of her aversion.

“It doesn’t belong to to-day at all, and for you especially
it's bad,” she said with decision. " You're only too ready
to let go your hold on actual things and to slip into apathy;
you ought to be in a place with concrete floors and a patent
gas-meter and 2 tradesmen’s lift. And it would do you
all the good in the world if you had a job that made you
scramble and rub elbows with your fellow-men. Now, if
I could get you a job, for, say, two or three days a week,
one that would allow you heaps of time for your proper
work—would you take it?” '

Somehow, Oleron resented a little being diagnosed like
this. He thanked Miss Bengough, but without a smile.

*Thank you, but I don’t think so. After all each of us
has his own life to live,” he could not refrain from adding.

* His own life to live! . . . How long is it since you were
out, Panl?”

** About two hours.”

"I don’t mean to buy stamps or to post a letter. How
long is it since you had anything like a stretch?”

“ Oh, some little time perhaps. I don’t know.”

" Since I was here last?”

*1 haven't been out much.”
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* And has Romilly progressed much better for your being
cooped up?”

“1 think she has. I'm laying the foundations of her. I
shall begin the actual writing presently.”

It seemed as if Miss Bengough had forgotten their tussle
about the first Romilly. She frowned, turning half away, and
then quickly turned again.

“Ah! ... So you've still got that ridiculous idea in your
head?”

“If you mean,” said Oleron slowly, “ that I've discarded
the old Romilly, and am at work on a new one, you're right.
I have still got that idea in my head.”

Something uncordial in his tone struck her; but she was
a fighter. His own absurd sensitiveness hardened her. She
gave a “Pshaw!” of impatience.

*'Where is the old one?” she demanded abruptly.

“'Why?” asked Oleron.

“1 want to see it. I want to show some of it to you
1 want, if you're not wool-gathering entirely, to bring you
back to your senses.”

This time it was he who turned his back. But when he
turned round again he spoke more gently.

“It’s no good, Elsie. I'm responsible for the way I go,
and you must allow me to go it—even if it should seem
wrong to you. Believe me, I am giving thought to it . . .
The manuscript? I was on the point of buming it, but I
didn’t. It's in that window-seat, if you must see it.”

Miss Bengough crossed quickly to the window-seat, and
lifted the lid. Suddenly she gave a little exclamation, and
put the back of her hand to her mouth. She spoke over
her shoulder :

“You ought to knock those nails in, Paul” she said.

He strode to her side.

" 'What? What is it? What's the matter?” he asked.
"I did knock them in—or, rather, pulled them out.”

“You left enough to scratch with,” she replied, showing
her hand. From the upper wrist to the kouckle of the little
finger a welling red wound showed.
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* Good—gracious!"” Oleron ejaculated . . . * Here, come
to the bathroom and bathe it quickly——"

He hurried her to the bathroom, turned on warm water,
and bathed and cleansed the bad gash. Then, still holding
the hand, he turned cold water on it, uttering broken phrases
of astonishment and concern.

*“Good Lord, how did that happen! As far as I koew
I'd . . . is this water too cold? Does that hurt? I can’t
imagine how on earth . . . there; that'll do——"

* No—one moment longer—I can bear it,” she murmured,
her eyes closed . . .

Presently he led her back to the sitting-room and bound
the hand in one of his bandkerchiefs; but his face did not
lose its exprssxon of perplexity. He had spent half a day
in opening and making serviceable the three window-boxes,
and he could not conceive how he had come to leave an
inch and a half of rusty nail standing in the wood. He himself
had opened the lids of each of them a dozen times and had
not noticed any nail; but there it was . . .

It shall come out now, at all events,” he muttered, as
he went for a pair of pincers. And he made no mistake about
it that time.

Elsie Bengough had sunk into a chair, and her face
was rather white; but in her hand was the manuscript of
Romilly. She had not finished with Romilly yet. Presently
she returned to the charge.

* Oh, Paul, it will be the greatest mistake you ever, ever
made if you do not publish this!"” she said.

He bung his head, genuinely distressed. He couldn’t
get that incident of the nail out of his head, and Romilly
occupied a second place in his thoughts for the moment.
But still she insisted; and when presently he spoke it was
almost as if he asked her pardon for something.

* What can I say, Elsie? I can only hope that when you
see the new version, you'll see how right I am. And if in
spite of all you don’t like her, well . . .” he made a hopeless
gesture. “Don't you see that I must be guided by my own
lights?”
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She was silent.

* Come, Elsie,” he said gently. * We've got along well so
far; don’t let us split on this.”

The last words had hardly passed his lips before he re-
gretted them. She had been nursing her injured hand,
with her eyes once more closed; but her lips and lids quiv-
ered simultaneously. Her voice shook as she spoke.

“1 can’t help saying it, Paul, but you are so greatly
changed.”

* Hush, Elsie,” he murmured soothingly; * you've had
a shock; rest for a while. How could I change?”

“T don’t know, but you are. You've not been yourself
ever since you came here. I wish you'd never seen the
place. It’s stopped your work, it’s making you into a person
I hardly know, and it's made me horribly anxious about
you. . . . Oh, how my hand is beginning to throb!”

" Poor child!” he murmured. * Will you let me take you
to a doctor and have it properly dressed?”

* No—I shall be all right presently—TI'l] keep it raised——"

She put her elbow on the back of her chair, and the
bandaged hand lightly on his shoulder.

At that touch an entirely new anxiety stirred suddenly
within him. Hundreds of times previously, on their jaunts
and excursions, she had slipped her hand within his arm
as she might have slipped it into the arm of a brother,
and he had accepted the little affectionate gesture as a
brother might have accepted it. But now, for the first
time, there rushed into his mind a hundred startling ques-
tions. Her eyes were still closed, and her head had fallen
pathetically back; and there was a lost and ineffable smile
on her parted lips. The truth broke in upon him. Good
God! ... And he had never divined it.

And stranger than all was that, now that he did see that
she was lost in love of him, there came to him, not sorrow
and humility and abasement, but something else that he
struggled in vain against—something entitely strange and
new, that, had he analysed it, he would have found to be
petulance and irritation and resentment and ungentleness.
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The sudden selfish prompting mastered him before he was
aware. He all but gave it words. What was she doing there
at all? Why was she not getting on with her own work?
Why was she here interfering with his? Who had given her
this guardianship over him that lately she had put forward
so assertively?—"" Changed "? It was she, not himself, who
had changed . . .

But by the time she had opened her eyes again he had
overcome his resentment sufficiently to speak gently, albeit
with reserve.

"I wish you would let me take you to a doctor.”

She rose.

“No, thank you, Paul,” she said. “I'll go now. If I
need a dressing I'll get one; take the other hand, please.
Goodbye——"

He did not attempt to detain her. He walked with her to
the foot of the stairs. Half-way along the narrow alley
she turned.

*It would be a long way to come if you happened not to
be in,” she said; “Tll send you a postcard the next time.”
At the gate she tumned again.

“Leave here, Paul,” she said, with a2 mournful look.
* Everything's wrong with this house.”

Then she was gone.

Oleron returned to his room. He crossed straight to the
window-box. He opened the lid and stood long looking at
it. Then he closed it again and turned away.

“ That’s rather frightening,” he muttered. “It’s simply
not possible that I should not have removed that nail . . .”

VI

Oleron knew vety well what Elsie had meant when she had
said that her next visit would be preceded by a postcard.
She, too, had realised that at last, at last he knew—knew,
and didn’t want her. It gave him a miserable, pitiful pang,
therefore, when she came again within a week, knocking
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at the door unannounced. She spoke from the landing; she
did not intend to stay, she said; and he had to press her
before she would so much as enter.

Her excuse for calling was that she had heard of an
inquiry for short stories that he might be wise to follow
up. He thanked her. Then, her business over, she seemed
anxious to get away again. Oleron did not seck to detain
her; even he saw through the pretext of the stories; and
he accompanied her down the stairs.

But Elsie Bengough had no luck whatever in that house. A
second accident befell her. Half-way down the staircase
there was the sharp sound of splintering wood, and she
checked a loud cry. Oleron knew the woodwork to be old,
but he himself had ascended and descended frequently enough
without mishap . . .

Elsie had put her foot through one of the stairs.

He sprang to her side in alarm.

" Oh, I say! My poor girl!”

She laughed hysterically.

“It's my weight—I know I'm getting fat——"

“Keep still—let me 