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The London stagecoach[1] dropped me at the gatelodge of Grantley
Grange, and according to my usual custom I started up to the Hall on
foot. It was such a pleasant Christmas morning as perhaps is not
often seen, and might well have tempted to a longer walk than that
short mile up the carefully trimmed avenue. There had been a slight
fall of snow, a mere sprinkle indeed; but it was sufficient to clothe
the brown turf with a dainty tint of pearl, and to make the dry
leaves rattle crisp beneath the feet, and to project the great oaks
in seemingly more ancient grandeur against the brightened background
and generally to give an unusually cheery and exhilerating aspect to
the whole scenery of the park.

When I had nearly reached the Hall, the church clock struck noon,
and immediately all the bells began to ring out a merry Christmas
peal. Up and down, hither and thither, now a snatch of tune and again
a meaningless clashing of all the bells at once--single notes and
double and triple concords, and, in fact, everything that
well-disposed bells ever can or will do--so it ran on right cheerily.
Now it was that I anticipated my Uncle Ruthven[2] would hasten out to
meet and welcome me. For I knew that he was fond of listening to the
chimes; and when the changes were being sounded upon them he would
not unfrequently sit at the open window, the better to enjoy
them.

And of course, as I could now plainly see the Hall through the
leafless trees, he from his open window could as readily watch my
approach. Somewhat to my momentary chagrin, however, he did not come
forth or even meet me at the door, and I was suffered to enter
unannounced. And passing through the main hall, I wandered into the
library.

There I found my Uncle Ruthven standing in the middle of the
floor, his head thrown back, his eyes fixed intently upon the
opposite wall, one arm raised in front to the level of his face, the
other hand thrown behind him, an expression of resolute determination
impressed upon every feature, his whole appearance and position
resembling that of the antique Quolt Thrower.

Evidently he had been engaged in similar action; for, in a moment,
he stepped to the other side of the room, picked up a short, fat book
which had been thrown thither, and replaced it upon the table.

"Anatomy of Melancholy[3]," he remarked, turning to me with a little
chuckling laugh. "The first person who for a long while has got the
book all through him--eh, Geoffrey? Though, of course, we all relish
a little of it, now and then. Hit him directly upon the breast, and
it went through him as through a summer mist, dropping out behind
between his shoulder blades. Of course he has vanished, taking the
hint of not being longer wanted here."

"Who, Uncle Ruthven?" I asked.

"Why, the ghost, of course," was the answer.

I was a little startled at this. It is true that I had sometimes
thought that the library at Grantley Grange might be just the place
for ghosts[5]. It was wainscoted heavily with carved oak darkened in
tint with the seasoning of four centuries. Above, the walls were
covered with hangings of Spanish leather[4], stamped in quaint pattern.
The fireplace was deep set and broad--so deep and broad, indeed, that
the great logs smoldering within appeared no larger than ordinary
sticks. The windows were projected into oriels with heavy mullions
and let in the light, encumbered with a thousand stray shadows. The
tables and chairs and high bookcases seemed almost immovable with
their sculptured massiveness, and as though designed for a race of
giants. Queer lamps hung from the ceiling and grotesque candlesconces
projected themselves from the walls, each with heavy metal shades
that would shut in more light than they sent forth. Over the mantel
and beside the doors were paintings blackened with age; a Salvator
Rosa, turned by the grime of time into a mere confusion of different
shadows, with only here and there a touch of faded light for
contrast, and, on either hand, eight or ten old portraits in ruffs
and crimson coats and armor, cracked and worm-eaten and sometimes
almost undistinguishable in face, but serving in costume to show the
different careers into which, in times past, the fates or
inclinations of the originals had carried them. A gloomy old library,
indeed, full of crevices that would not stay closed, and cobwebs that
could not be got at, and drafts that came from no one knew where, and
flickering shades that seemed to obey no philosophic law, but stole
here and there across wall and ceiling as their fancy led them. So
that not unnaturally it appeared at times as though the place could
never have been made for man's enjoyment, but rather as a hall for
witches' Sabbath or ghostly revels; and as I watched the subdued and
hesitating flickering of an errant sunbeam across the tarnished gilt
pattern of the Spanish leather, it was not difficult for queer
fancies and imaginings to take hold of me. But, after all, they were
mere idle conceits, and at the most I had not for an instant
anticipated the actual presentment of unearthly visitants.

"The ghost, did you say?" I therefore repeated, in some
amazement.

"Yes, the ghost. Has been here every Christmas for many a year.
Always comes just as the chimes strike up at noon, as regularly as
though they had waked him. If you had ever before this happened to
spend a Christmas with us, you might have met him yourself. Assumes
that he belongs to the house, and that therefore he has his vested
rights in it. Frightened me a little at the first, but have become
used to him now and do not care. Am rather disposed, indeed, to lord
it over him with high hand; and he is such a patient ghost that it
hardly seems to make much difference with him. Am sorry always, in
fact, if I speak crossly to him. But, then, you know my temper,
Geoffrey, and how little I can brook presumption. How, then, would
you feel if a ghost were to come, implying that he was the master of
the house and that you were merely a visitor? Getsjust so far,
indeed, and then vanishes without telling anything important."

I looked wonderingly at Uncle Ruthven thus calmly discoursing
about the supernatural.

"But do you ever let him get further than that?" I suggested, my
eyes wandering to the book upon the table.

"Perhaps not, Geoffrey--perhaps not. I suppose that if I were more
patient he would talk a little better to the purpose. But then I am
very quick tempered, and it is so exasperating, every Christmas to go
through the very same thing. I always throw a book at him and am
sorry for it afterward. It is certainly not the hospitable thing upon
my part. But then to be so constantly beset, year after year, and not
to know how many more there may be of them. For there is at least one
other ghost somewhere about the house, Geoffrey. I have never seen
him, but Bidgers the butler has, and he says it is as like this
fellow as two peas. And if I am too polite to them, who knows but
that they may be encouraged to come in swarms and make the house very
uncomfortable? But let us leave all that for the present. You will be
wanting to see your room, I suppose. The South Oriel, just past the
second landing. Bidgers will carry up your portmanteau."

"Am sorry, by the way, that Lilian has not yet returned from the
continent. She could, of course, make your stay much more pleasant
for you than I can. But will do my best, Geoffrey. Luncheon at one,
as usual." Escorted by Bidgers, I proceeded upstairs to the South
Oriel. It was a large apartment upon the south side of the house,
with a broad octagonal window projection. If possible, the furniture
was heavier and more antiquated than that of the library. There were
quaint old tapestry hangings to the bedstead, so queer and faded that
it seemed almost as though they might have been embroidered during
the Crusades. The wardrobe was a marvel of size and solidity, and
gave the impression that in troublous times, obnoxious owners of the
estate might have safely been concealed in a false recess. Other
articles of furniture were in similar style, and all together gave
quite a gloomy aspect to an apartment that naturally, if left to
itself, might have been well disposed to be cheerful. The effect was
not diminished by a dingy picture over the mantelshelf, representing
a funeral urn and drooping willow worked in hair, with an exceedingly
numerous and mournfully dressed family coming two by two down a
winding path to weep in concert around the tomb. While I gazed
solemnly at this work of art, a ragged yew tree kept striving at
every breath of wind to thrust one of its gnarled old branches in at
the window; and putting all things together, the cheerfulness went
out of me entirely, and the idea of ghosts came in quite as naturally
as in the library. I tried to shake it off, remembering my late
experience and not wishing to have my mind burdened with any further
queer fancies of the kind; and after a moment or two, indeed, seemed
to be succeeding very tolerably and became able to hum an operatic
drinking song with comparative ease and correctness. Just then,
however, happening to turn my head, I saw a strange figure standing
near the foot of the bed and gazing at me with fixed but not
unpleasing or unfriendly expression.

The figure of a pleasant young fellow; hot, to all appearance,
over twenty-two years of age, and exhibiting a lifelike rotundity and
opacity that would have prevented any suspicion in my mind of the
supernatural, if I had not had my uncle's word for it, or if I had
discovered any way in which the stranger could have entered the room
without my seeing him. A handsome young fellow, courtly in manner and
dress, with coat of purple velvet, slashed and embroidered the whole
length of the sleeves, a dainty little rapier swinging at his side
and a plumed cap held in his hand. Hair falling in long curls over
his broad lace collar, and the beard twisted into a point, while the
small mustachios also twined into points turned up against the
cheeks. A mild, responsive kind of face, with courteous smiles and
replete with indications of gentle disposition.

"I am exceedingly happy to meet you," he remarked, playing with
the gold-lace upon his sword hilt. "The more so that since I have
been ill, so few persons come to visit me at all. I do not know that
I have seen anybody of late, excepting the butler; and even he
appears to be a new butler, most unaccountably put into possession by
some other and pretended authority. I must in-quire into it when I am
completely restored."

"You say that you have been ill?"

"Yes; a faintness and much uneasy want of rest at night,
principally arising from this lump in my chest; and that, in turn,
coming from the attack upon me by my brother Harold. Would be glad to
introduce him to you if it were not for that. But I put it to you
now: after what has happened could I show him any such attention, or,
indeed, associate with him at all? If cousin Beatrice were here,
now--" At this moment there came a rap at the door; and the ghost,
shrinking a little toward one side, began to pale before me, and I
saw that he was slowly fading away, beginning at the legs, and so the
line of invisibility extending upward until gradually the whole
figure had entirely vanished. Again I saw in its entirety the carved
footboard which he had hitherto partially obscured; there was nothing
left, indeed, to remind me of the strange visitant.

And opening the door I saw only Bidgers, the butler.

"Luncheon is ready, Master Geoffrey," he said. "No fish today, for
the West stage is not in, but the mushrooms is particularly fine.
Heard you talking to the ghost as I came along--the upstairs ghost,
not Sir Ruthven's downstairs ghost. Sir Ruthven has only seen the
downstairs one, but I've seen both. Saw this one last Christmas,
about this time. He would not speak to me, however, it being that I
am only the butler. They're very much alike, Master Geoffrey. There's
a very nice haunch of venison[6] for dinner today, let me recommend; and
the kidneys is not to be despised, either."
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After that, and during the remainder of my visit, nothing else
happened especially worthy of mention. The Christmas festivities
passed off as they generally do; and the next morning I returned to
London, where my recollection of the ghosts soon began to die away.
At first, indeed, as is natural, I could think of nothing else. But
inasmuch as my Uncle Ruthven had taken the matter so coolly, I began
to be impressed by a careful and more deliberate consideration of his
manner, and to wonder whether I might not have imagined many of the
most singular circumstances attending the incident; until, at last, I
concluded that there could have been no ghost at all, but that I must
have dreamed the whole story.

In addition, my time became so fully occupied that I had few
occasions in which I might engage in desultory wandering of idle
curiosity or speculation; for during the first eight months I was
diligently employed reading for my admission to the Bar. After that,
I was actively forgetting most of what I had learned, giving myself
up as escort to my cousin Lilian. She had returned from her travels
upon the continent, and with her father was stopping awhile in London
before continuing on to the Grange. It was my pleasing duty to remain
at Lilian's side most of the time, Sir Ruthven being glad to avoid
the toil of active companionship. I was very much in love with
Lilian, but would not for the world have prematurely told her of
it--it would have made her so tyrannical. At last, of course, we
quarreled. It was the day before Sir Ruthven and Lilian returned
home; and she informed me that she was going on the 10.45 stagecoach,
and that she would be seriously displeased if I attempted to see her
off. This looked well for me upon the whole, I thought, and I started
for the coach at once. As ill luck would have it, I missed it, a
circumstance which really helped my cause; since
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