
		
			[image: 9781787552425.jpg]
		

	
		
			This is a FLAME TREE Book

			Publisher & Creative Director: Nick Wells

			 Project Editor: Laura Bulbeck

			 Editorial Board: Catherine Taylor, Josie Mitchell, Gillian Whitaker

			Thanks to Will Rough

			Publisher’s Note: Due to the historical nature of the classic text, we’re aware that there may be some language used which has the potential to cause offence to the modern reader. However, wishing overall to preserve the integrity of the text, rather than imposing contemporary sensibilities, we have left it unaltered.

			FLAME TREE PUBLISHING

			6 Melbray Mews, Fulham, London SW6 3NS, United Kingdom

			www.flametreepublishing.com

			First published 2017

			Copyright © 2017 Flame Tree Publishing Ltd

			Stories by modern authors are subject to international copyright law, and are licensed for publication in this volume.

			PRINT ISBN: 978-1-78664-182-3

			EBOOK ISBN: 978-1-78755-242-5

			All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior written  permission of the publisher. 

			The cover image is created by Flame Tree Studio, based on artwork by Slava Gerj and Gabor Ruszkai.

			A copy of the CIP data for this book is available from the British Library.

			Introducing our new fiction list:

			FLAME TREE PRESS | FICTION WITHOUT FRONTIERS

			Award-Winning Authors & Original Voices 

			Horror, Crime, Science Fiction & Fantasy

			www.flametreepress.com

		

	
		
			Contents

			[image: ]

			Foreword by Roger Luckhurst

			Publisher’s Note

			Caterpillars

			E.F. Benson 

			The Boarded Window

			Ambrose Bierce 

			John Bartine’s Watch

			Ambrose Bierce 

			Bones of the Dead

			Daniele Bonfanti

			In the Court of the Dragon

			Robert W. Chambers 

			Crossroads

			Carolyn Charron

			The Mourning Woman

			E.E.W. Christman

			The Fifth Gable

			Kay Chronister

			The Dream Woman

			Wilkie Collins 

			The Upper Berth

			F. Marion Crawford 

			For the Blood is the Life

			F. Marion Crawford 

			Lot No. 249

			Arthur Conan Doyle 

			She’s Gone

			Morgan Elektra

			The Spider 

			Hanns Heinz Ewers 

			Carmilla

			J. Sheridan Le Fanu 

			The Southwest Chamber

			Mary Eleanor Wilkins Freeman 

			The Doom of the Griffiths

			Elizabeth Gaskell 

			Swim At Your Own Risk

			Matthew Gorman

			Edward Randolph’s Portrait

			Nathaniel Hawthorne 

			The Voice in the Night

			William Hope Hodgson 

			Worms of the Earth

			Robert E. Howard 

			The Mezzotint

			M.R. James 

			Casting the Runes

			M.R. James 

			Merry-Go-Round, Never Broke Down

			Jason L. Kawa

			The Murmur of Its Name

			Stephen Kotowych

			The Shunned House

			H.P. Lovecraft

			An Idle Dream, Quite Gone Now

			G.L. McDorman

			The Pool of the Stone God

			A. Merritt 

			This Time, Forever

			Michelle Muenzler

			The Power of Darkness

			Edith Nesbit 

			The Wondersmith

			Fitz-James O’Brien 

			William Wilson

			Edgar Allan Poe 

			The Vampyre

			John Polidori 

			Tracks in the Snow

			Cody Schroeder

			John Johnson

			Oliver Smith

			Magdala Amygdala

			Lucy A. Snyder

			My Brother Tom

			Mariah Southworth

			The Judge’s House

			Bram Stoker 

			The Bride

			Angela Sylvaine

			The Floating Girls: A Documentary

			Damien Angelica Walters

			The Final One Percent

			Desmond Warzel

			The Flowering of the Strange Orchid

			H.G. Wells 

			The Red Room

			H.G. Wells 

			Midnight Snack

			Michaël Wertenberg

			The House of the Nightmare

			Edward Lucas White 

			Manipulation

			Trisha J. Wooldridge

			Biographies & Sources

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Foreword: Supernatural Horror Short Stories
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			This collection of classic tales stretches all the way from John Polidori’s ‘The Vampyre’ (1819) to H.P. Lovecraft’s ‘The Shunned House’ (1937). Polidori’s story was the Romantic tale that first introduced the vampire as an aristocratic libertine to literature – Lord Ruthven is clearly the model for Bram Stoker’s Count Dracula. Polidori had worked as Lord Byron’s doctor, before being fired for cramping his boss’s style. When ‘The Vampyre’ was first published anonymously in London it was read as a sensational confession of Byron’s secret life. 

			The most recent of the classic fiction was a pulp horror by Lovecraft, published in the American magazine Weird Tales just before the Second World War. It is written in Lovecraft’s baroque style under completely different conditions from Polidori’s shocker: this is sensational horror fiction written for a mass audience that read the ‘shudder pulps’ that poured off the New York presses of the 1930s in their hundreds of thousands. That culture of reading was all to disappear with the onset of war in 1939.

			These tales bookend a remarkable century, often considered the golden age of the ghost story. It was an era in which the religious framework of the old Gothic romances of Ann Radcliffe and her myriad followers was replaced by something much more uncertain, anxious, and riven with doubt. That was mainly the fault of scientists such as Charles Lyell and Charles Darwin, pioneers of geology and biology, whose theories challenged the Biblical account of the creation of the world. Darwin, uncertain himself about the implications of his theory of natural selection, famously held off publishing The Origin of Species for as long as he could. After that, the authority of the sciences steadily grew while religious believers felt ever more hemmed in with doubt. This transition produced a lot of strange symptoms: new religions, a revival of the occult, and respectable intellectuals chasing empirical proof of spirits at the séance table. 

			Ghost stories and horror tales are also symptoms of this era. Ghosts thrive on hesitations: we know they are dubious stories from outdated, superstitious days. Yet, as Sigmund Freud once observed, a simple creak of a door or a bump in the night can throw the modern cynic back into childhood, paralysed with fear. Ghost stories are compromise formations, fictions that let us entertain the fugitive possibility that the supernatural may still be hiding in the natural.

			The authors in this collection represent the range of beliefs. E.F. Benson was the son of the Archbishop of Canterbury no less, yet wrote tales of particularly nasty hauntings. Arthur Conan Doyle trained first as a medic but ended his life as the leading advocate of Spiritualism. H.G. Wells was one of the first to be formally trained to teach biology in the 1880s and was (mostly) an atheist, although never as vitriolic in the view of a cruel and indifferent universe as the pitiless Lovecraft. There are many ways of coming to horror, it seems.

			Edgar Allan Poe influentially suggested that the best tales were read in one sitting, to achieve a full ‘unity of impression.’ This collection is perfectly designed just for that: bite-sized stories perfect for producing shivers of unease. Do enjoy, but maybe check behind the curtain.

			Roger Luckhurst

			Publisher’s Note 

			This latest title in our deluxe Gothic Fantasy short story anthologies crawls with the dark fingers of terror, the chilling sensation of another presence sitting alongside you while you read the tales of horror laid out before you. From mysterious deaths to cursed objects, haunted houses and terrifying creatures – the array of masterfully penned classic fiction on offer in Supernatural Horror Short Stories will make you shudder to your very soul. We’ve included beloved works such as John Polidori’s The Vampyre and M.R. James’s ‘Casting the Runes’ alongside lesser-seen but no less terrifying works like Hanns Heinz Ewers’ ‘The Spider’.

			Every year the response to our call for submissions seems to grow and grow, giving us a rich universe of stories to choose from, but making our job all the more difficult in narrowing down the final selection. We’ve loved delving into so many dark and haunted spaces, and ultimately chose a selection of stories we hope sit alongside each other and with the classic selection, to provide a fantastic Supernatural Horror book for all to enjoy. 
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			Caterpillars

			E.F. Benson
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			I saw a month or two ago in an Italian paper that the Villa Cascana, in which I once stayed, had been pulled down, and that a manufactory of some sort was in process of erection on its site.

			There is therefore no longer any reason for refraining from writing of those things which I myself saw (or imagined I saw) in a certain room and on a certain landing of the villa in question, nor from mentioning the circumstances which followed, which may or may not (according to the opinion of the reader) throw some light on or be somehow connected with this experience.

			The Villa Cascana was in all ways but one a perfectly delightful house, yet, if it were standing now, nothing in the world – I use the phrase in its literal sense – would induce me to set foot in it again, for I believe it to have been haunted in a very terrible and practical manner.

			Most ghosts, when all is said and done, do not do much harm; they may perhaps terrify, but the person whom they visit usually gets over their visitation. They may on the other hand be entirely friendly and beneficent. But the appearances in the Villa Cascana were not beneficent, and had they made their ‘visit’ in a very slightly different manner, I do not suppose I should have got over it any more than Arthur Inglis did.

			The house stood on an ilex-clad hill not far from Sestri di Levante on the Italian Riviera, looking out over the iridescent blues of that enchanted sea, while behind it rose the pale green chestnut woods that climb up the hillsides till they give place to the pines that, black in contrast with them, crown the slopes. All round it the garden in the luxuriance of mid-spring bloomed and was fragrant, and the scent of magnolia and rose, borne on the salt freshness of the winds from the sea, flowed like a stream through the cool vaulted rooms.

			On the ground floor a broad pillared loggia ran round three sides of the house, the top of which formed a balcony for certain rooms of the first floor. The main staircase, broad and of grey marble steps, led up from the hall to the landing outside these rooms, which were three in number, namely, two big sitting-rooms and a bedroom arranged en suite. The latter was unoccupied, the sitting-rooms were in use. From these the main staircase was continued to the second floor, where were situated certain bedrooms, one of which I occupied, while from the other side of the first-floor landing some half-dozen steps led to another suite of rooms, where, at the time I am speaking of, Arthur Inglis, the artist, had his bedroom and studio. Thus the landing outside my bedroom at the top of the house commanded both the landing of the first floor and also the steps that led to Inglis’ rooms. Jim Stanley and his wife, finally (whose guest I was), occupied rooms in another wing of the house, where also were the servants’ quarters.

			I arrived just in time for lunch on a brilliant noon of mid-May. The garden was shouting with colour and fragrance, and not less delightful after my broiling walk up from the marina, should have been the coming from the reverberating heat and blaze of the day into the marble coolness of the villa. Only (the reader has my bare word for this, and nothing more), the moment I set foot in the house I felt that something was wrong. This feeling, I may say, was quite vague, though very strong, and I remember that when I saw letters waiting for me on the table in the hall I felt certain that the explanation was here: I was convinced that there was bad news of some sort for me. Yet when I opened them I found no such explanation of my premonition: my correspondents all reeked of prosperity. Yet this clear miscarriage of a presentiment did not dissipate my uneasiness. In that cool fragrant house there was something wrong.

			I am at pains to mention this because to the general view it may explain that though I am as a rule so excellent a sleeper that the extinction of my light on getting into bed is apparently contemporaneous with being called on the following morning, I slept very badly on my first night in the Villa Cascana. It may also explain the fact that when I did sleep (if it was indeed in sleep that I saw what I thought I saw) I dreamed in a very vivid and original manner, original, that is to say, in the sense that something that, as far as I knew, had never previously entered into my consciousness, usurped it then. But since, in addition to this evil premonition, certain words and events occurring during the rest of the day might have suggested something of what I thought happened that night, it will be well to relate them.

			After lunch, then, I went round the house with Mrs. Stanley, and during our tour she referred, it is true, to the unoccupied bedroom on the first floor, which opened out of the room where we had lunched.

			“We left that unoccupied,” she said, “because Jim and I have a charming bedroom and dressing-room, as you saw, in the wing, and if we used it ourselves we should have to turn the dining-room into a dressing-room and have our meals downstairs. As it is, however, we have our little flat there, Arthur Inglis has his little flat in the other passage; and I remembered (aren’t I extraordinary?) that you once said that the higher up you were in a house the better you were pleased. So I put you at the top of the house, instead of giving you that room.”

			It is true, that a doubt, vague as my uneasy premonition, crossed my mind at this. I did not see why Mrs. Stanley should have explained all this, if there had not been more to explain. I allow, therefore, that the thought that there was something to explain about the unoccupied bedroom was momentarily present to my mind.

			The second thing that may have borne on my dream was this.

			At dinner the conversation turned for a moment on ghosts. Inglis, with the certainty of conviction, expressed his belief that anybody who could possibly believe in the existence of supernatural phenomena was unworthy of the name of an ass. The subject instantly dropped. As far as I can recollect, nothing else occurred or was said that could bear on what follows.

			We all went to bed rather early, and personally I yawned my way upstairs, feeling hideously sleepy. My room was rather hot, and I threw all the windows wide, and from without poured in the white light of the moon, and the love-song of many nightingales. I undressed quickly, and got into bed, but though I had felt so sleepy before, I now felt extremely wide-awake. But I was quite content to be awake: I did not toss or turn, I felt perfectly happy listening to the song and seeing the light. Then, it is possible, I may have gone to sleep, and what follows may have been a dream. I thought, anyhow, that after a time the nightingales ceased singing and the moon sank. I thought also that if, for some unexplained reason, I was going to lie awake all night, I might as well read, and I remembered that I had left a book in which I was interested in the dining-room on the first floor. So I got out of bed, lit a candle, and went downstairs. I went into the room, saw on a side-table the book I had come to look for, and then, simultaneously, saw that the door into the unoccupied bedroom was open. A curious grey light, not of dawn nor of moonshine, came out of it, and I looked in. The bed stood just opposite the door, a big four-poster, hung with tapestry at the head. Then I saw that the greyish light of the bedroom came from the bed, or rather from what was on the bed. For it was covered with great caterpillars, a foot or more in length, which crawled over it. They were faintly luminous, and it was the light from them that showed me the room. Instead of the sucker-feet of ordinary caterpillars they had rows of pincers like crabs, and they moved by grasping what they lay on with their pincers, and then sliding their bodies forward. In colour these dreadful insects were yellowish-grey, and they were covered with irregular lumps and swellings. There must have been hundreds of them, for they formed a sort of writhing, crawling pyramid on the bed. Occasionally one fell off on to the floor, with a soft fleshy thud, and though the floor was of hard concrete, it yielded to the pincerfeet as if it had been putty, and, crawling back, the caterpillar would mount on to the bed again, to rejoin its fearful companions. They appeared to have no faces, so to speak, but at one end of them there was a mouth that opened sideways in respiration.

			Then, as I looked, it seemed to me as if they all suddenly became conscious of my presence.

			All the mouths, at any rate, were turned in my direction, and next moment they began dropping off the bed with those soft fleshy thuds on to the floor, and wriggling towards me. For one second a paralysis as of a dream was on me, but the next I was running upstairs again to my room, and I remember feeling the cold of the marble steps on my bare feet. I rushed into my bedroom, and slammed the door behind me, and then – I was certainly wide-awake now – I found myself standing by my bed with the sweat of terror pouring from me. The noise of the banged door still rang in my ears. But, as would have been more usual, if this had been mere nightmare, the terror that had been mine when I saw those foul beasts crawling about the bed or dropping softly on to the floor did not cease then. Awake, now, if dreaming before, I did not at all recover from the horror of dream: it did not seem to me that I had dreamed. And until dawn, I sat or stood, not daring to lie down, thinking that every rustle or movement that I heard was the approach of the caterpillars. To them and the claws that bit into the cement the wood of the door was child’s play: steel would not keep them out.

			But with the sweet and noble return of day the horror vanished: the whisper of wind became benignant again: the nameless fear, whatever it was, was smoothed out and terrified me no longer. Dawn broke, hueless at first; then it grew dove-coloured, then the flaming pageant of light spread over the sky.

			The admirable rule of the house was that everybody had breakfast where and when he pleased, and in consequence it was not till lunch-time that I met any of the other members of our party, since I had breakfast on my balcony, and wrote letters and other things till lunch. In fact, I got down to that meal rather late, after the other three had begun. Between my knife and fork there was a small pill-box of cardboard, and as I sat down Inglis spoke.

			“Do look at that,” he said, “since you are interested in natural history. I found it crawling on my counterpane last night, and I don’t know what it is.”

			I think that before I opened the pill-box I expected something of the sort which I found in it.

			Inside it, anyhow, was a small caterpillar, greyish-yellow in colour, with curious bumps and excrescences on its rings. It was extremely active, and hurried round the box, this way and that.

			Its feet were unlike the feet of any caterpillar I ever saw: they were like the pincers of a crab. I looked, and shut the lid down again.

			“No, I don’t know it,” I said, “but it looks rather unwholesome. What are you going to do with it?”

			“Oh, I shall keep it,” said Inglis. “It has begun to spin: I want to see what sort of a moth it turns into.”

			I opened the box again, and saw that these hurrying movements were indeed the beginning of the spinning of the web of its cocoon. Then Inglis spoke again.

			“It has got funny feet, too,” he said. “They are like crabs’ pincers. What’s the Latin for crab?”

			“Oh, yes, Cancer. So in case it is unique, let’s christen it: ‘Cancer Inglisensis.’” Then something happened in my brain, some momentary piecing together of all that I had seen or dreamed. Something in his words seemed to me to throw light on it all, and my own intense horror at the experience of the night before linked itself on to what he had just said. In effect, I took the box and threw it, caterpillar and all, out of the window. There was a gravel path just outside, and beyond it, a fountain playing into a basin. The box fell on to the middle of this.

			Inglis laughed.

			“So the students of the occult don’t like solid facts,” he said. “My poor caterpillar!”

			The talk went off again at once on to other subjects, and I have only given in detail, as they happened, these trivialities in order to be sure myself that I have recorded everything that could have borne on occult subjects or on the subject of caterpillars. But at the moment when I threw the pill-box into the fountain, I lost my head: my only excuse is that, as is probably plain, the tenant of it was, in miniature, exactly what I had seen crowded on to the bed in the unoccupied room. And though this translation of those phantoms into flesh and blood – or whatever it is that caterpillars are made of – ought perhaps to have relieved the horror of the night, as a matter of fact it did nothing of the kind. It only made the crawling pyramid that covered the bed in the unoccupied room more hideously real.

			After lunch we spent a lazy hour or two strolling about the garden or sitting in the loggia, and it must have been about four o’clock when Stanley and I started off to bathe, down the path that led by the fountain into which I had thrown the pill-box. The water was shallow and clear, and at the bottom of it I saw its white remains. The water had disintegrated the cardboard, and it had become no more than a few strips and shreds of sodden paper. The centre of the fountain was a marble Italian Cupid which squirted the water out of a wine-skin held under its arm. And crawling up its leg was the caterpillar. Strange and scarcely credible as it seemed, it must have survived the falling-to-bits of its prison, and made its way to shore, and there it was, out of arm’s reach, weaving and waving this way and that as it evolved its cocoon.

			Then, as I looked at it, it seemed to me again that, like the caterpillar I had seen last night, it saw me, and breaking out of the threads that surrounded it, it crawled down the marble leg of the Cupid and began swimming like a snake across the water of the fountain towards me. It came with extraordinary speed (the fact of a caterpillar being able to swim was new to me), and in another moment was crawling up the marble lip of the basin. Just then Inglis joined us.

			“Why, if it isn’t old ‘Cancer Inglisensis’ again,” he said, catching sight of the beast. “What a tearing hurry it is in!”

			We were standing side by side on the path, and when the caterpillar had advanced to within about a yard of us, it stopped, and began waving again as if in doubt as to the direction in which it should go. Then it appeared to make up its mind, and crawled on to Inglis’ shoe.

			“It likes me best,” he said, “but I don’t really know that I like it. And as it won’t drown I think perhaps –”

			He shook it off his shoe on to the gravel path and trod on it.

			All afternoon the air got heavier and heavier with the Sirocco that was without doubt coming up from the south, and that night again I went up to bed feeling very sleepy; but below my drowsiness, so to speak, there was the consciousness, stronger than before, that there was something wrong in the house, that something dangerous was close at hand. But I fell asleep at once, and – how long after I do not know – either woke or dreamed I awoke, feeling that I must get up at once, or I should be too late. Then (dreaming or awake) I lay and fought this fear, telling myself that I was but the prey of my own nerves disordered by Sirocco or what not, and at the same time quite clearly knowing in another part of my mind, so to speak, that every moment’s delay added to the danger. At last this second feeling became irresistible, and I put on coat and trousers and went out of my room on to the landing. And then I saw that I had already delayed too long, and that I was now too late.

			The whole of the landing of the first floor below was invisible under the swarm of caterpillars that crawled there. The folding doors into the sitting-room from which opened the bedroom where I had seen them last night were shut, but they were squeezing through the cracks of it and dropping one by one through the keyhole, elongating themselves into mere string as they passed, and growing fat and lumpy again on emerging. Some, as if exploring, were nosing about the steps into the passage at the end of which were Inglis’ rooms, others were crawling on the lowest steps of the staircase that led up to where I stood. The landing, however, was completely covered with them: I was cut off. And of the frozen horror that seized me when I saw that I can give no idea in words.

			Then at last a general movement began to take place, and they grew thicker on the steps that led to Inglis’ room. Gradually, like some hideous tide of flesh, they advanced along the passage, and I saw the foremost, visible by the pale grey luminousness that came from them, reach his door. Again and again I tried to shout and warn him, in terror all the time that they would turn at the sound of my voice and mount my stair instead, but for all my efforts I felt that no sound came from my throat. They crawled along the hinge-crack of his door, passing through as they had done before, and still I stood there, making impotent efforts to shout to him, to bid him escape while there was time.

			At last the passage was completely empty: they had all gone, and at that moment I was conscious for the first time of the cold of the marble landing on which I stood barefooted. The dawn was just beginning to break in the Eastern sky.

			Six months after I met Mrs. Stanley in a country house in England. We talked on many subjects and at last she said:

			“I don’t think I have seen you since I got that dreadful news about Arthur Inglis a month ago.”

			“I haven’t heard,” said I.

			“No? He has got cancer. They don’t even advise an operation, for there is no hope of a cure: he is riddled with it, the doctors say.”

			Now during all these six months I do not think a day had passed on which I had not had in my mind the dreams (or whatever you like to call them) which I had seen in the Villa Cascana.

			“It is awful, is it not?” she continued, “and I feel I can’t help feeling, that he may have –”

			“Caught it at the villa?” I asked.

			She looked at me in blank surprise.

			“Why did you say that?” she asked. “How did you know?”

			Then she told me. In the unoccupied bedroom a year before there had been a fatal case of cancer. She had, of course, taken the best advice and had been told that the utmost dictates of prudence would be obeyed so long as she did not put anybody to sleep in the room, which had also been thoroughly disinfected and newly white-washed and painted. But – 
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			The Boarded Window

			Ambrose Bierce
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			In 1830, only a few miles away from what is now the great city of Cincinnati, lay an immense and almost unbroken forest. The whole region was sparsely settled by people of the frontier – restless souls who no sooner had hewn fairly habitable homes out of the wilderness and attained to that degree of prosperity which today we should call indigence, than, impelled by some mysterious impulse of their nature, they abandoned all and pushed farther westward, to encounter new perils and privations in the effort to regain the meagre comforts which they had voluntarily renounced. Many of them had already forsaken that region for the remoter settlements, but among those remaining was one who had been of those first arriving. He lived alone in a house of logs surrounded on all sides by the great forest, of whose gloom and silence he seemed a part, for no one had ever known him to smile nor speak a needless word. His simple wants were supplied by the sale or barter of skins of wild animals in the river town, for not a thing did he grow upon the land which, if needful, he might have claimed by right of undisturbed possession. There were evidences of ‘improvement’ – a few acres of ground immediately about the house had once been cleared of its trees, the decayed stumps of which were half concealed by the new growth that had been suffered to repair the ravage wrought by the axe. Apparently the man’s zeal for agriculture had burned with a failing flame, expiring in penitential ashes.

			The little log house, with its chimney of sticks, its roof of warping clapboards weighted with traversing poles and its ‘chinking’ of clay, had a single door and, directly opposite, a window. The latter, however, was boarded up – nobody could remember a time when it was not. And none knew why it was so closed; certainly not because of the occupant’s dislike of light and air, for on those rare occasions when a hunter had passed that lonely spot the recluse had commonly been seen sunning himself on his doorstep if heaven had provided sunshine for his need. I fancy there are few persons living today who ever knew the secret of that window, but I am one, as you shall see.

			The man’s name was said to be Murlock. He was apparently seventy years old, actually about fifty. Something besides years had had a hand in his ageing. His hair and long, full beard were white, his grey, lustreless eyes sunken, his face singularly seamed with wrinkles which appeared to belong to two intersecting systems. In figure he was tall and spare, with a stoop of the shoulders – a burden bearer. I never saw him; these particulars I learned from my grandfather, from whom also I got the man’s story when I was a lad. He had known him when living nearby in that early day.

			One day Murlock was found in his cabin, dead. It was not a time and place for coroners and newspapers, and I suppose it was agreed that he had died from natural causes or I should have been told, and should remember. I know only that with what was probably a sense of the fitness of things the body was buried near the cabin, alongside the grave of his wife, who had preceded him by so many years that local tradition had retained hardly a hint of her existence. That closes the final chapter of this true story – excepting, indeed, the circumstance that many years afterward, in company with an equally intrepid spirit, I penetrated to the place and ventured near enough to the ruined cabin to throw a stone against it, and ran away to avoid the ghost which every well-informed boy thereabout knew haunted the spot. But there is an earlier chapter – that supplied by my grandfather.

			When Murlock built his cabin and began laying sturdily about with his axe to hew out a farm – the rifle, meanwhile, his means of support – he was young, strong and full of hope. In that eastern country whence he came he had married, as was the fashion, a young woman in all ways worthy of his honest devotion, who shared the dangers and privations of his lot with a willing spirit and light heart. There is no known record of her name; of her charms of mind and person tradition is silent and the doubter is at liberty to entertain his doubt; but God forbid that I should share it! Of their affection and happiness there is abundant assurance in every added day of the man’s widowed life; for what but the magnetism of a blessed memory could have chained that venturesome spirit to a lot like that?

			One day Murlock returned from gunning in a distant part of the forest to find his wife prostrate with fever, and delirious. There was no physician within miles, no neighbour; nor was she in a condition to be left, to summon help. So he set about the task of nursing her back to health, but at the end of the third day she fell into unconsciousness arid so passed away, apparently, with never a gleam of returning reason.

			From what we know of a nature like his we may venture to sketch in some of the details of the outline picture drawn by my grandfather. When convinced that she was dead, Murlock had sense enough to remember that the dead must be prepared for burial. In performance of this sacred duty he blundered now and again, did certain things incorrectly, and others which he did correctly were done over and over. His occasional failures to accomplish some simple and ordinary act filled him with astonishment, like that of a drunken man who wonders at the suspension of familiar natural laws. He was surprised, too, that he did not weep – surprised and a little ashamed; surely it is unkind not to weep for the dead. “Tomorrow,” he said aloud, “I shall have to make the coffin arid dig the grave; and then I shall miss her, when she is no longer in sight; but now – she is dead, of course, but it is all right – it must be all right, somehow. Things cannot be so bad as they seem.”

			He stood over the body in the fading light, adjusting the hair and putting the finishing touches to the simple toilet, doing all mechanically, with soulless care. And still through his consciousness ran an undersense of conviction that all was right – that he should have her again as before, and everything explained. He had had no experience in grief; his capacity had not been enlarged by use. His heart could not contain it all, nor his imagination rightly conceive it. He did not know he was so hard struck; that knowledge would come later, and never go. Grief is an artist of powers as various as the instruments upon which he plays his dirges for the dead, evoking from some the sharpest, shrillest notes, from others the low, grave chords that throb recurrent like the slow beating of a distant drum. Some natures it startles; some it stupefies. To one it comes like the stroke of an arrow, stinging all the sensibilities to a keener life; to another as the blow of a bludgeon, which in crushing benumbs. We may conceive Murlock to have been that way affected, for (and here we are upon surer ground than that of conjecture) no sooner had he finished his pious work than, sinking into a chair by the side of the table upon which the body lay, and noting how white the profile showed in the deepening gloom, he laid his arms upon the table’s edge, and dropped his face into them, tearless yet and unutterably weary. At that moment came in through the open window a long, wailing sound like the cry of a lost child in the far deeps of the darkening woods! But the man did not move. Again, and nearer than before, sounded that unearthly cry upon his failing sense. Perhaps it was a wild beast; perhaps it was a dream. For Murlock was asleep.

			Some hours later, as it afterward appeared, this unfaithful watcher awoke and lifting his head from his arms intently listened – he knew not why. There in the black darkness by the side of the dead, recalling all without a shock, he strained his eyes to see – he knew not what. His senses were all alert, his breath was suspended, his blood had stilled its tides as if to assist the silence. Who – what had waked him, and where was it?

			Suddenly the table shook beneath his arms, and at the same moment he heard, or fancied that he heard, a light, soft step – another – sounds as of bare feet upon the floor!

			He was terrified beyond the power to cry out or move. Perforce he waited – waited there in the darkness through seeming centuries of such dread as one may know, yet live to tell. He tried vainly to speak the dead woman’s name, vainly to stretch forth his hand across the table to learn if she were there. His throat was powerless, his arms and hands were like lead. Then occurred something most frightful. Some heavy body seemed hurled against the table with an impetus that pushed it against his breast so sharply as nearly to overthrow him, and at the same instant he heard and felt the fall of something upon the floor with so violent a thump that the whole house was shaken by the impact. A scuffling ensued, and a confusion of sounds impossible to describe. Murlock had risen to his feet. Fear had by excess forfeited control of his faculties. He flung his hands upon the table. Nothing was there!

			There is a point at which terror may turn to madness; and madness incites to action. With no definite intent, from no motive but the wayward impulse of a madman, Murlock sprang to the wall, with a little groping seized his loaded rifle, and without aim discharged it. By the flash which lit up the room with a vivid illumination, he saw an enormous panther dragging the dead woman toward the window, its teeth fixed in her throat! Then there were darkness blacker than before, and silence; and when he returned to consciousness the sun was high and the wood vocal with songs of birds.

			The body lay near the window, where the beast had left it when frightened away by the flash and report of the rifle. The clothing was deranged, the long hair in disorder, the limbs lay anyhow. From the throat, dreadfully lacerated, had issued a pool of blood not yet entirely coagulated. The ribbon with which he had bound the wrists was broken; the hands were tightly clenched. Between the teeth was a fragment of the animal’s ear. 

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			John Bartine’s Watch

			A Story by a Physician

			Ambrose Bierce
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			“The exact time? Good God! My friend, why do you insist? One would think – but what does it matter; it is easily bedtime – isn’t that near enough? But, here, if you must set your watch, take mine and see for yourself.”

			With that he detached his watch – a tremendously heavy, old-fashioned one – from the chain, and handed it to me; then turned away, and walking across the room to a shelf of books, began an examination of their backs. His agitation and evident distress surprised me; they appeared reasonless. Having set my watch by his, I stepped over to where he stood and said, “Thank you.”

			As he took his timepiece and reattached it to the guard I observed that his hands were unsteady. With a tact upon which I greatly prided myself, I sauntered carelessly to the sideboard and took some brandy and water; then, begging his pardon for my thoughtlessness, asked him to have some and went back to my seat by the fire, leaving him to help himself, as was our custom. He did so and presently joined me at the hearth, as tranquil as ever.

			This odd little incident occurred in my apartment, where John Bartine was passing an evening. We had dined together at the club, had come home in a cab and – in short, everything had been done in the most prosaic way; and why John Bartine should break in upon the natural and established order of things to make himself spectacular with a display of emotion, apparently for his own entertainment, I could nowise understand. The more I thought of it, while his brilliant conversational gifts were commending themselves to my inattention, the more curious I grew, and of course had no difficulty in persuading myself that my curiosity was friendly solicitude. That is the disguise that curiosity usually assumes to evade resentment. So I ruined one of the finest sentences of his disregarded monologue by cutting it short without ceremony.

			“John Bartine,” I said, “you must try to forgive me if I am wrong, but with the light that I have at present I cannot concede your right to go all to pieces when asked the time o’ night. I cannot admit that it is proper to experience a mysterious reluctance to look your own watch in the face and to cherish in my presence, without explanation, painful emotions which are denied to me, and which are none of my business.”

			To this ridiculous speech Bartine made no immediate reply, but sat looking gravely into the fire. Fearing that I had offended I was about to apologize and beg him to think no more about the matter, when looking me calmly in the eyes he said:

			“My dear fellow, the levity of your manner does not at all disguise the hideous impudence of your demand; but happily I had already decided to tell you what you wish to know, and no manifestation of your unworthiness to hear it shall alter my decision. Be good enough to give me your attention and you shall hear all about the matter.

			“This watch,” he said, “had been in my family for three generations before it fell to me. Its original owner, for whom it was made, was my great-grandfather, Bramwell Olcott Bartine, a wealthy planter of Colonial Virginia, and as stanch a Tory as ever lay awake nights contriving new kinds of maledictions for the head of Mr. Washington, and new methods of aiding and abetting good King George. One day this worthy gentleman had the deep misfortune to perform for his cause a service of capital importance which was not recognized as legitimate by those who suffered its disadvantages. It does not matter what it was, but among its minor consequences was my excellent ancestor’s arrest one night in his own house by a party of Mr. Washington’s rebels. He was permitted to say farewell to his weeping family, and was then marched away into the darkness which swallowed him up forever. Not the slenderest clew to his fate was ever found. After the war the most diligent inquiry and the offer of large rewards failed to turn up any of his captors or any fact concerning his disappearance. He had disappeared, and that was all.”

			Something in Bartine’s manner that was not in his words – I hardly knew what it was – prompted me to ask:

			“What is your view of the matter – of the justice of it?”

			“My view of it,” he flamed out, bringing his clenched hand down upon the table as if he had been in a public house dicing with blackguards –”my view of it is that it was a characteristically dastardly assassination by that damned traitor, Washington, and his ragamuffin rebels!”

			For some minutes nothing was said: Bartine was recovering his temper, and I waited. Then I said:

			“Was that all?”

			“No – there was something else. A few weeks after my great-grandfather’s arrest his watch was found lying on the porch at the front door of his dwelling. It was wrapped in a sheet of letter paper bearing the name of Rupert Bartine, his only son, my grandfather. I am wearing that watch.”

			Bartine paused. His usually restless black eyes were staring fixedly into the grate, a point of red light in each, reflected from the glowing coals. He seemed to have forgotten me. A sudden threshing of the branches of a tree outside one of the windows, and almost at the same instant a rattle of rain against the glass, recalled him to a sense of his surroundings. A storm had risen, heralded by a single gust of wind, and in a few moments the steady plash of the water on the pavement was distinctly heard. I hardly know why I relate this incident; it seemed somehow to have a certain significance and relevancy which I am unable now to discern. It at least added an element of seriousness, almost solemnity. Bartine resumed:

			“I have a singular feeling toward this watch – a kind of affection for it; I like to have it about me, though partly from its weight, and partly for a reason I shall now explain, I seldom carry it. The reason is this: Every evening when I have it with me I feel an unaccountable desire to open and consult it, even if I can think of no reason for wishing to know the time. But if I yield to it, the moment my eyes rest upon the dial I am filled with a mysterious apprehension – a sense of imminent calamity. And this is the more insupportable the nearer it is to eleven o’clock – by this watch, no matter what the actual hour may be. After the hands have registered eleven the desire to look is gone; I am entirely indifferent. Then I can consult the thing as often as I like, with no more emotion than you feel in looking at your own. Naturally I have trained myself not to look at that watch in the evening before eleven; nothing could induce me. Your insistence this evening upset me a trifle. I felt very much as I suppose an opium-eater might feel if his yearning for his special and particular kind of hell were re-enforced by opportunity and advice.

			“Now that is my story, and I have told it in the interest of your trumpery science; but if on any evening hereafter you observe me wearing this damnable watch, and you have the thoughtfulness to ask me the hour, I shall beg leave to put you to the inconvenience of being knocked down.”

			His humor did not amuse me. I could see that in relating his delusion he was again somewhat disturbed. His concluding smile was positively ghastly, and his eyes had resumed something more than their old restlessness; they shifted hither and thither about the room with apparent aimlessness and I fancied had taken on a wild expression, such as is sometimes observed in cases of dementia. Perhaps this was my own imagination, but at any rate I was now persuaded that my friend was afflicted with a most singular and interesting monomania. Without, I trust, any abatement of my affectionate solicitude for him as a friend, I began to regard him as a patient, rich in possibilities of profitable study. Why not? Had he not described his delusion in the interest of science? Ah, poor fellow, he was doing more for science than he knew: not only his story but himself was in evidence. I should cure him if I could, of course, but first I should make a little experiment in psychology – nay, the experiment itself might be a step in his restoration.

			“That is very frank and friendly of you, Bartine,” I said cordially, “and I’m rather proud of your confidence. It is all very odd, certainly. Do you mind showing me the watch?”

			He detached it from his waistcoat, chain and all, and passed it to me without a word. The case was of gold, very thick and strong, and singularly engraved. After closely examining the dial and observing that it was nearly twelve o’clock, I opened it at the back and was interested to observe an inner case of ivory, upon which was painted a miniature portrait in that exquisite and delicate manner which was in vogue during the eighteenth century.

			“Why, bless my soul!” I exclaimed, feeling a sharp artistic delight – “how under the sun did you get that done? I thought miniature painting on ivory was a lost art.”

			“That,” he replied, gravely smiling, “is not I; it is my excellent great-grandfather, the late Bramwell Olcott Bartine, Esquire, of Virginia. He was younger then than later – about my age, in fact. It is said to resemble me; do you think so?”

			“Resemble you? I should say so! Barring the costume, which I supposed you to have assumed out of compliment to the art – or for vraisemblance, so to say – and the no mustache, that portrait is you in every feature, line, and expression.”

			No more was said at that time. Bartine took a book from the table and began reading. I heard outside the incessant plash of the rain in the street. There were occasional hurried footfalls on the sidewalks; and once a slower, heavier tread seemed to cease at my door – a policeman, I thought, seeking shelter in the doorway. The boughs of the trees tapped significantly on the window panes, as if asking for admittance. I remember it all through these years and years of a wiser, graver life.

			Seeing myself unobserved, I took the old-fashioned key that dangled from the chain and quickly turned back the hands of the watch a full hour; then, closing the case, I handed Bartine his property and saw him replace it on his person.

			“I think you said,” I began, with assumed carelessness, “that after eleven the sight of the dial no longer affects you. As it is now nearly twelve”– looking at my own timepiece – “perhaps, if you don’t resent my pursuit of proof, you will look at it now.”

			He smiled good-humoredly, pulled out the watch again, opened it, and instantly sprang to his feet with a cry that Heaven has not had the mercy to permit me to forget! His eyes, their blackness strikingly intensified by the pallor of his face, were fixed upon the watch, which he clutched in both hands. For some time he remained in that attitude without uttering another sound; then, in a voice that I should not have recognized as his, he said:

			“Damn you! It is two minutes to eleven!”

			I was not unprepared for some such outbreak, and without rising replied, calmly enough:

			“I beg your pardon; I must have misread your watch in setting my own by it.”

			He shut the case with a sharp snap and put the watch in his pocket. He looked at me and made an attempt to smile, but his lower lip quivered and he seemed unable to close his mouth. His hands, also, were shaking, and he thrust them, clenched, into the pockets of his sack-coat. The courageous spirit was manifestly endeavoring to subdue the coward body. The effort was too great; he began to sway from side to side, as from vertigo, and before I could spring from my chair to support him his knees gave way and he pitched awkwardly forward and fell upon his face. I sprang to assist him to rise; but when John Bartine rises we shall all rise.

			The post-mortem examination disclosed nothing; every organ was normal and sound. But when the body had been prepared for burial a faint dark circle was seen to have developed around the neck; at least I was so assured by several persons who said they saw it, but of my own knowledge I cannot say if that was true.

			Nor can I set limitations to the law of heredity. I do not know that in the spiritual world a sentiment or emotion may not survive the heart that held it, and seek expression in a kindred life, ages removed. Surely, if I were to guess at the fate of Bramwell Olcott Bartine, I should guess that he was hanged at eleven o’clock in the evening, and that he had been allowed several hours in which to prepare for the change.

			As to John Bartine, my friend, my patient for five minutes, and – Heaven forgive me! – my victim for eternity, there is no more to say. He is buried, and his watch with him – I saw to that. May God rest his soul in Paradise, and the soul of his Virginian ancestor, if, indeed, they are two souls. 
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			Bones of the Dead

			Daniele Bonfanti
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			“Are they ghosts, Mummy?”

			A warm laughter. “No, sweetie,” she says, chewing with a hand raised to cover her mouth. “Wow, these bones of the dead taste so good!” 

			The voice of another child – slightly older, female – agrees with enthusiasm while spraying crumbles all around, “They’re awesome, Mom!”

			The woman swallows. “Thank you, darling.”

			The younger child, a little boy maybe four years old, looks with fascination at the dishful of vertebrae-shaped cookies in his small hands; he holds it with utter care. “But, Mummy, you say they’re dead and they come back at night and eat the cookies…”

			The woman lays a gentle hand on his wild shock of hair, “There is no such thing as ghosts, sweetie. Come on, now be a good boy and set the dish on the table there, just by the candle so they’ll find it. They get pretty hungry, you know?”

			The child slowly, gingerly follows her instructions, placing the dish at the center of the walnut table, near a lit candle for the dead.

			“But, I don’t understand, Mummy. If they aren’t ghosts, then…”

			“Let’s say they’re…angels, okay?”

			A snort from the large fireplace at the end of the long terracotta-tiled kitchen, where an older woman, her hair thick and grey, is sitting on a heavy, carved rocking chair with her eyes on a fat paperback. The flame near her feet is scorching blackened chunks of cherrywood, its sweet scent mixing in the air thick with fresh baking, the lingering aroma of pizzoccheri – the few leftovers still encrust the dishes in the sink – and old furniture. Her eyes do not shift from the pages as everybody’s attention turns to her. Her Italian is much more accented, singsongy with the quick consonants and heavy vowels of the Bergamasque Alps, “They’re not angels. They’re souls.”

			The little girl crosses her arms and protests with a reproachful tone, “Souls don’t eat cookies, Granny.”

			It is her mother who answers, “They do this night.”

			“How can they?” the children respond in chorus.

			The door slams in the small hall nearby, and a serpent of cold, damp air slithers in. They turn to the kitchen doorway, filled a second later by a large figure, dark and hooded, gleaming with droplets of water.

			“Oh, you’re finally back,” the woman says.

			He throws back his hood revealing a bearded, angular face; he rubs his hands and breathes on them, while stomping his feet on the ground. “Brrr. Pretty cold out there. Sorry it took a while: the Roaming Chicken was missing again, but I found her. Did you already steal all of tomorrow’s bones of the dead?”

			“Saved a few for you to steal, and some survived for the dead, too. By the way, you’re just in time, Berto. Tell these little beasts how come souls eat cookies this night.” She looks at the kids. “Daddy knows these things, you know?”

			The man pulls off his jacket and crouches down to his children’s level, then spreads his arms in a gesture of invitation. They approach him and he puts a hand on each one’s shoulder, gathering them in a conspiratorial circle. The little boy complains, “Granny Teresa says they’re souls, but everybody knows: Souls can’t eat cookies.”

			Berto’s voice is plot-like too, “Oh, they can this night. Because this night is special. And these,” he points at the dish on the table, “these are very special cookies.” Berto takes a theatrical pause, letting them observe the unmoving off-white biscuits. “The ones that come back this night, they’re the souls of family ancestors. And this is the only night when they become partly substantial –”

			“What’s a parlysubashal?” the boy asks.

			“Partly substantial. It means they sort of have a body, but not really…”, he pinches his son’s belly, getting an amused squeal, “fleshy like ours. So, as they suddenly have a body, they suddenly feel hungry as well, ’cause they never eat where they are. They can stay until sunrise and eat the food of the living. And you know what’s the one thing to eat they miss the most?”

			“Cookies!”

			“Exactly, and now that I grabbed you…”, he says, and at the same time he stands up, holding the two of them at the waist with one arm each, lifting them up like they were sacks of potatoes. “Bedtime!”

			“Nooo!” The kids wriggle and twist, and he pretends to be knocked down as they break free. He springs up and chases them in a carousel around the table, the kids laughing uncontrollably. After the third round, Berto drops on a faded sofa, pretending to be out of breath, and addresses his wife, “I’m too old for this, Angela.”

			The children keep running and suddenly they are in a dogfight, their arms spread and machine-gun bursts erupting from their mouths, before becoming Formula One cars with crazily jerking steering wheels, dangerously skirting their grandmother’s rocking chair – her stance and expression do not stir, she just raises her eyes now and again, her eyebrows unmoving, and a hint of a smile colors her face. Their mother laughs while scraping the leftovers from the dishes into the chicken bin and then placing them into the dishwasher.

			When they become starship fighters laser-beaming each other across and under the table while arguing about who gets to be the alien craft, their father stands up and says with a firm voice, “Okay, kids, now bedtime for real.”

			“No, no, we want to wait for the ghosts!”

			Angela turns around raising a finger and laughing, “They’re not ghosts, I told you!”

			“We want to see them anyway!”

			Berto crosses his arms on his chest. “No way, youngsters, they come very, very late at night. Now, come with me and I’ll tell you a story.”

			“The one with the dogs and frogs!” the boy says, while his sister is screaming, “Not the one with the dogs and frogs!”

			“Double-time, troops, with me!”

			Bickering, the children follow Berto out of the kitchen and up the stony stairs, leaving the women alone.

			* * *

			Silence, broken by the popping of logs in the fireplace, pages of Teresa’s old book turning, and the humming of the dishwasher.

			While handwashing a large wooden spoon encrusted with Bitto cheese, Angela casts a quick look over her shoulder to her mother, then, without turning, casually says, “They asked about you down in town at Mass this morning.”

			“Mmm-hmm.”

			“It was a good sermon, you know? The Don was in one of his up days, talked about accepting death being the ultimate act of faith in Jesus, and…”

			“Mmm-hmm.”

			“Mum, you could come at least these holy days.”

			“I don’t care.”

			“The kids asked why you didn’t come to the graveyard this morning, if you’re coming tomorrow. What am I supposed to say to them?”

			“You’re the mother. You choose.”

			Angela dries her open hands in her apron, turning to look at her with rebuke. “Mum, come on, it’s been thirty years.” She glances at a framed photograph on a wall: a black-and-white, younger Teresa is there with an escort of four children, standing at a sort of military attention. They have their good-day dresses on, laces and crochets. Despite the young age, the smaller of the two girls has Angela’s big eyes and smile on her face, so that she really cannot be mistaken. The sixth figure in the picture is a handsome, square-shouldered and square-faced man with eyes black like his beard. He smiles broadly enveloping the two males in his strong arm, while Teresa is dead serious in the image. “Are you still angry with him?”

			“You bet I am.”

			“He made a mistake, Mum…”

			“He got drunk by mistake? Got drunk and went out hunting and fell in a gully and left me to raise four children alone? Mistake, you call it. That’s interesting.”

			Angela does not answer; she takes the unmarked bottle of red wine on the kitchen counter and, as she removes the cork, a trace escapes, smelling like the end of summer. She pours a glass for herself and, while she moves to the window, she changes the subject, “By the way, know who I saw at the graveyard?”

			“Dead people, I guess.”

			While Angela’s lips sip the wine, her eyes are on the glaring moon sliding up from behind the mountain ridge, beneath towering clouds rising with a fluorescent grey glow. From the flattened summit, the ridge abandons gold-washed meadows, toward the black beech wood that spreads down until it meets the treeline at the edge of their garden. On both sides of the ridge, the woods plunge down to gloomy valleys – sparse lights on the Bergamo face outlining the trees, on the Lecco face a solid wall of blackness reaching up to gigantic waves against the ultramarine slice of the lower sky, and then turning abruptly into fearsome limestone fangs.

			Theirs is the last house of a hamlet nesting in a narrow saddle of the ridge: a line of about twenty buildings of large stones, fused together in two ranks flanking a winding cobbled street two-people wide. On one end of the street, a pitted, one-lane asphalt road ending in a slight widening now hosting two pickups and a four-wheel drive FIAT Panda; on the other, it loses itself in a trail. Only three of the buildings have their lights on, some of the others abandoned to their apparent ruin.

			“La Filomena,” she mutters, almost lost in thought, without taking her eyes away from the view.

			A snorting sound from her mother is the only comment.

			“You won’t believe it, but I talked her into giving me a piece of her starter dough! I used it for the bones of the dead,” she nods toward the cookies on the table.

			“That one is a stria,” grumbles Teresa. “Had I known, I wouldn’t have touched the blasted things. And you shouldn’t have either.”

			Angela turns around to look at her, and laughs heartily. “Perhaps she’s a witch – she certainly looks like one, a bit. But sure as hell her starter dough is outstanding, and the cookies quite proved it.”

			Teresa does not remark further. She ponderously closes the book with a whiff and thud, and straightens up, a slow and slightly stiff, but powerful movement. She is smaller than her daughter, who is tall and large-boned, but despite a slightly rigid stance the older woman looks sinewy and energetic. She lays the book on the carved mantelpiece and slowly steps, with a bobbing gait, to the stony staircase.

			“Already going to bed?”

			“Got some work to do in the garden early in the morning.”

			“But tomorrow is the Day of the Dead!”

			She snorts and goes up the stairs.

			* * *

			A sudden, stifled crash from downstairs.

			Angela is straddling Berto as she starts and half-turns, apparently mistreating him someway where it hurts, judging from the expression on his flushed face. She has turned right, to face the closed door, covering her generous motherly breasts with the linen as though someone had suddenly appeared at the threshold.

			“What’s the matter?” he asks, catching his breath, pain evaporating from his face yearning for more action.

			“Didn’t you hear?”

			“What?”

			“Downstairs, something broke.”

			“I didn’t hear anything, honey.” He reaches out with his hands to seek her breasts under the linen. “Come on, let’s –”

			She grabs his hands and takes them away, holding them. “I’m sure, Berto. I think it was a dish.”

			Berto grins. “Oh, I see. Must have been the kids, out looking for ghosts. They must have dropped the dish with the bones of the dead. Let’s just pretend we don’t know, okay?”

			She shakes her head. “Could be them. But I’m going to check anyway. Maybe they cut themselves.”

			And with a smooth movement she is on her feet, her strong body glistening with sweat in the moonlight. She throws a nightgown on and her hand is already on the door handle when the resigned Berto sighs, “Wait. I’m coming too.”

			As he puts on his pajama pants, she says, “We should have gone down anyway to make the cookies disappear, unless you want to see some very disappointed little faces tomorrow morning.”

			“Yep, I know. I just hoped we’d go a little later…”

			As they pad along the corridor, they can’t help but make the old wooden planks creak a little. Angela leans her head in the children’s room, just a couple of seconds, then retreats, looking at her husband with a frown. “They’re both sleeping. Soundly.”

			Berto spreads his arms, raising his eyebrows and smiling. “So there’s nothing to –” Then his face stiffens as he reads her expression. “Are you sure you heard the noise?”

			“Positive.”

			“Then it’s probably a mouse, but still, stay back,” he says resolutely, and begins stealthily descending the stairs with a compressed-spring look to all his wiry muscles. She follows two steps behind him, in an almost complete silence.

			As Berto appears in the kitchen doorway, his fists raised and closed, he opens his mouth and just stays there like that.

			Angela is still on the last step, her partial view of the kitchen is blotted out by her statuary husband. But it is way too cold, the air so dense and clashing with contrasting odors – the scent of flowers, irises, like the head of a newborn; and an acrid stench, hardly identifiable. She lunges forward to shake him and look inside, whispering hard, “What?”

			And then she sees the ghost.

			It is crouching, furiously lapping cookie crumbs with its black tongue from the ground littered with shattered ceramic. It does not seem to have noticed them yet. It has no hint of colors in the silvery moonlight and in the gentle, wavering blaze of the candle for the dead, just the milky white of his naked skin – the last layer of which looks like greased plastic wrap – and the deep black of the tongue and an oily smoke swirling slowly around its black-lipped mouth and head, filling in parts of its chest that seems to fade out of existence, dissolving where other parts materialize, or maybe solidifying into them.

			It turns its head and looks at them with deep wells bursting with black fire.

			A piercing, hissing snarl, like ground metal, pours out of its gaping mouth. And it moves toward them half-crawling and half-skittering on all fours, one of its legs and one of its arms bent at wrong angles as all its limbs seem to be animated in stop motion. Nevertheless, it is quick.

			Angela screams and shakes Berto and tugs him back a few clumsy steps with her, through the small hall and into the dinette, where they stumble backward and trip, with Angela landing on her back, having the wind knocked out of her as Berto falls hard upon her.

			Everything spins for a moment, and when the world comes back it is filled with the screaming face of the ghost – features indiscernible, like an overexposed photo, its stink of rank milk and burnt rubber and stale alcohol washing over Angela like a clammy fluid.

			Berto has rolled away from her, putting his arm across her chest to shield her as best he can. She crawls back but there is just the large solid-wood credenza there.

			The ghost reaches out with its tattered hands and then there is a chill around their necks – a sad, burning cold, together with a deep sense of desiccation and atrocious pins-and-needles, spreading fast.

			The objects around blur and the air becomes sharp and heavy and darkness fills the edges of sight, creeping in.

			A sudden, loud clatter.

			The ghost’s head swirls back one hundred and eighty degrees as some light returns at once. The cutting pain becomes numb and dull, swelling quickly.

			Teresa is on the doorless threshold of the illuminated hall, slamming two pans together and looking at the ghost fiercely. “Leave them alone, shitface.”

			Sluggishly, the ghost crawls backward, its head looking toward Teresa while its body still faces the couple. Its body parts are moving out of sync: head, spine, and belly seem more solid than the rest, more three-dimensional, but also more
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