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Mrs. Meade and the Invisible Lodger

Mrs. Henney had been going back and forth between the kitchen and the front hall, twiddling the hem of her apron nervously between her fingers and waiting, and when at last the front door opened she hastened forward with relief.

“Mrs. Meade, might I speak to you a moment? It’s—it’s quite absurd, but most distressing, and I really don’t know what to do.”

Mrs. Henney had met the most sensible of her lady boarders with such a plea on more than one occasion before, and Mrs. Meade, who knew that “most distressing” could mean anything from a mishap with the milk to a potential felony, always listened with commendable patience. “Why, of course, Mrs. Henney. What seems to be the trouble?”

“Well, I don’t know quite how to tell it,” said Mrs. Henney; “it’s such an odd thing; but it’s been dreadfully on my mind all this last week, and I’d feel better if I could consult you about it!”

It did not take much to fluster Mrs. Henney, but there was a puzzled note beneath the flusterment, and Mrs. Meade was a person who was interested in puzzles. So she unpinned her hat and laid it and her shawl and reticule aside and followed Mrs. Henney into her private sitting-room, a tiny apartment that managed to seem neat in spite of being crowded with potted plants and framed photographs and crocheted doilies and antimacassars dripping from every available article of furniture like Spanish moss. The two ladies sat down, and Mrs. Henney pleated up the hem of her apron and smoothed it out several times, until Mrs. Meade entreated her to begin at the beginning.

“Well,” said Mrs. Henney, “you know I’ve rented my third-floor back?”

“Why, yes, I did know. To a young gentleman, isn’t that correct? I remember you mentioned it perhaps two weeks ago. But I don’t believe I’ve met him yet.”

“That’s just the trouble,” said Mrs. Henney. “No one has!”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Just as I say! Not one of my other ladies or gentlemen has laid eyes on him. When he took the room he asked for a latchkey, for he said he went out to work very early and often came back late, and didn’t want to disturb the rest of the house; and since I was anxious to rent the room I agreed. He goes out quite, quite early, even before I’m up myself, and comes back long after everyone has gone to bed, and has never once been seen about the house in the daytime, not even on a Saturday or Sunday. None of my other ladies or gentlemen have so much as passed him in the hall.”

“Nor have I,” said Mrs. Meade thoughtfully. “But that isn’t so unusual, is it, Mrs. Henney? If a gentleman works long hours—”

“That isn’t all of it,” said Mrs. Henney. She twisted her fingers together and leaned forward a little. “No one outside the house has ever seen him either!”

She nodded vigorously in answer to Mrs. Meade’s surprised look. “I was in the General Store a week ago, and I mentioned my new lodger to Mr. Benton, and he couldn’t recall ever having seen him, and didn’t know the name of Albert Barnes—for that was the name the young gentleman gave me. I thought that was a bit peculiar, and so after church on Sunday I began to ask different people about him—and none of them had ever seen him either. People from all over town: Mrs. Cooper, and her eldest son—the Hammonds—Mr. Farley—not one of them knew anyone called Albert Barnes. Well, after that I began to be a bit perturbed. He doesn’t take his meals here, so naturally I thought he must eat somewhere. So I sent my Jessie to talk to one of the maids at the Colonial, and the waitress at the café by the depot, and she found out somehow at the other two eating-houses too—he doesn’t go to any of them.”

“Perhaps he buys bread and cheese at a grocer’s and eats in his room.”

“But Mr. Benton has never seen him, and his store is only a few blocks away. And I went into the other stores, Mrs. Meade, and managed to talk to the storekeepers and mention the young man who lodges with me, and they didn’t know him either. And that isn’t all. I went down to the depot, thinking that naturally he must be new in Sour Springs, and I talked to the station-master, and he can’t recall any strange young man getting off the train around the time Mr. Albert Barnes came to lodge with me!”

“How very perplexing!” said Mrs. Meade, more and more thoughtful. “You saw him at least once, of course, Mrs. Henney, when you rented him the room. What was he like?”

“He was quite an ordinary young man. About twenty-one or twenty-five, you know, with brown hair, pleasant-looking without being handsome, and dressed respectable but not expensive—the sort of young man who might be a clerk, or in an office, or shop, you know.”

“Perfectly. And he didn’t tell you where he was employed?”

“No, he just said something that I don’t recall about working in Sour Springs. I suppose I should have asked for references, Mrs. Meade, as I usually do, but I don’t mind telling you that money has been a bit tight lately, and I was anxious to rent the third-floor back…”

“Now, I want you to think carefully for a minute, Mrs. Henney: are you quite certain you had never seen the young man yourself before?”

Mrs. Henney fished helplessly among her recollections for a moment, and shook her head. “Yes…no…well…I don’t know. He was such an ordinary-looking young man, you know, that I might have seen him before but not known him from half a dozen others…but I was quite sure at the time he must be new in Sour Springs. I never heard the name Albert Barnes here before, that I’m sure.”

“And you’re quite sure he actually lives in the room? He didn’t rent it and then go away, out of town, leaving you thinking he was still returning to the house every night?”

“No, he does use the room. I’ve heard him go downstairs in the morning, Mrs. Meade, and once I caught just a glimpse of him going out at the garden gate, and at least one time I heard him go upstairs late at night. And when I dusted the room this week I could tell it had been lived in: there were some of his things about, like a hair-brush and shaving things, and a necktie.”

“And he can’t be a traveling salesman, if he comes home every night,” mused Mrs. Meade. “Does Sheriff Royal know anything about him?”

“Well, I didn’t ask the sheriff,” said Mrs. Henney, shrinking a little. Mrs. Meade guessed she had been held back from that step by fear of implicating her superior boarding-house in anything that might not be quite respectable, as well as being a little afraid of the sheriff’s bluffness. “But I did just mention Mr. Barnes’ name to his young deputy, to see if he knew it, and he didn’t.”

She added anxiously, “You do see how peculiar it is, don’t you, Mrs. Meade? I know there are a good many people in Sour Springs, and everybody can’t be expected to know everybody, but it is the sort of town where everybody knows who everybody is, if you know what I mean.”

Mrs. Meade did know just what she meant. “Yes. It is peculiar—most peculiar. Not the fact that he only uses the room at night, which many busy gentlemen do, but the fact that nobody seems to see him after he passes out at your garden gate.”

“That’s just it,” said Mrs. Henney; “the very strangeness of it—that he doesn’t eat anywhere—and that I’m the only person who’s ever laid eyes on him…”

Her plump cheeks turned pale and her eyes grew round as she edged a little further forward on her chair and her voice dropped. “Mrs. Meade, do you think he can be quite…quite regularly human?”

“Mrs. Henney,” said Mrs. Meade firmly, “you are too sensible a woman to be giving any credence to the idea of ghosts at your age.” (Mrs. Meade was not sure this statement was true, but she thought it would do Mrs. Henney good to hear it.)

“You’re right, I’m sure,” said Mrs. Henney humbly, a little of the color coming back into her face. “But with the thinking, and worrying, and puzzling about it, my nerves are in such a state! A thing makes you most nervous when there’s no explanation for it.”

“But of course there is an explanation. The comforting thing, Mrs. Henney, is that no matter how odd a circumstance is, there is always an explanation for it, even if it is not immediately apparent. Now I will tell you what I think. If your lodger is spending his days in Sour Springs, even though no one seems to have met him or heard his name, then I think the logical conclusion is that he is going about all day under a different name altogether—probably a name they do know quite well. When you ask after an ordinary-looking young man with brown hair named Albert Barnes, recently arrived, it never occurs to them to connect him with another ordinary-looking man with brown hair who has lived here for some time.”

“But why on earth should he take my third-floor back under a false name?”

“That we can only learn once we discover his real one,” said Mrs. Meade. “I think I will sit up late tonight, Mrs. Henney, and try to catch a glimpse of the young man. If you do not object to leaving the gaslight on in the second-floor hall after you go to bed, as if by mistake—he must pass my door in going up to his room, and I will be able to get one good look at his face. Perhaps I will know him.”

Mrs. Henney was willing to expend any amount of gas in pursuit of peace of mind, and so eleven o’clock that night found Mrs. Meade arranged upon a slightly unsteady but comfortable seat composed of a cushioned footstool topped by the pillows from her bed, which placed close to her door gave her an eye-level view through the keyhole when seated upon it. The gaslight in the hall was adjusted to a nicety, low but not too low, and from a hasty experiment Mrs. Henney had participated in after her other boarders had retired, Mrs. Meade knew she would have about five seconds’ decent view of anyone passing along the hall.

At ten minutes past she heard the front door open and shut. A man’s footsteps came quietly up the stairs, and Mrs. Meade leaned forward on her pillowed perch, her eye close to the keyhole. The footsteps were at the top of the stairs…dulled on the carpet of the hall…and a young man came plainly into sight in the gaslight for a few seconds and then passed out of keyhole-view. Mrs. Meade sat back. The footsteps paused for a second at the end of the hall, and then the light went out. As the steps went on up to the third floor Mrs. Meade sat thinking. She had seen him before, she was sure, though she could not put a name to his face. She seemed to picture him behind a counter, though she had an idea it was not somewhere she herself shopped often. But she knew him. She was quite certain of that.

The next day Mrs. Meade went out to do some serious shopping. She made a few trifling purchases along the way to lend a touch of realism to the expedition, but also did a great deal of idle browsing, and inquiring about prices, and window-shopping, managing to set foot in nearly every place of business in Sour Springs. Of course the young man might be in an office, but even after multiple failures Mrs. Meade still retained the vague image of him behind a counter. He must be regularly employed, if he spent all day in Sour Springs.

Horses, she thought. Something to do with horses, not the livery…nor a teamster…And then she remembered the harness-shop and it was all beautifully clear. Mrs. Meade had no occasion to purchase anything there herself, but no doubt she had at some time glimpsed the young man who worked there through an open door.

To confirm her guess at once, she went straight to the shop itself. Mrs. Meade did not allow her total lack of a reason to inspect horse harness to stand in her way. Had Dr. Dunton been here? Mrs. Meade thought she had seen him crossing the street in this direction some ten minutes ago. No? Ah, well, it was from nearly a block away and she must have been
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