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Herr Boggelmann
By Ron Ripley

	 

	The cabinet was beautiful.

	Jonathan MacCaul stood in front of the piece of furniture, hands clasped behind his back, palms damp with excitement.

	Heart pounding, his eyes followed the intricate pattern of the dark inlay as it coursed through the pale wood. Silver latch plates with delicate scrollwork, highlighted by an aged patina, kept the cabinet’s two, narrow doors firmly shut.

	Magnificent, Jonathan thought, taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly. Truly magnificent.

	A small table with a single drawer stood to the left of the cabinet. The wood and inlay matched that of the larger piece, and the lion-head drawer pull was of the same silver as the cabinet’s latch plates. On the tabletop’s polished surface stood an ivory note card in a whalebone stand. In neat and precise letters, information concerning the two pieces was written.

	The provenance of this pair of exquisitely crafted pieces is quite impressive, Jonathan read. Originally, these were discovered in the late 19th Century in Munich, Germany. The craftsman, who signed the pieces only as ‘F. Höffler,’ used a variety of woods, some of which were imported from as far as modern Turkey, as evidenced by the cypress tree inlay.

	Shortly before the start of the Second World War, the pieces were brought to America, where they belonged to Mr. Henry Pétite. Upon his passing, the pieces were discovered in a locked room accessible only by a narrow stairwell in the master bedroom, and thus they have made their way to our humble shop.

	Regrettably, the cabinet is not for sale. The table, however, is. We feel that it is well worth the price of $15,000.

	Jonathan nodded his head in agreement at the price but frowned at the idea of separating the two.

	His eyes moved from the larger piece to the smaller, and his frown tightened.

	Wiping his hands on his pants, Jonathan took hold of the cool silver lion-head and eased the drawer open. The sweet, pleasant scent of pipe tobacco enveloped him, and he smiled.

	As he pulled the drawer out to its full extension, he heard a gentle click within and stopped. His heart rate quickened and he took a moment to gather himself. Glancing around to make certain no one in the large shop was paying much attention to him, he leaned forward and peered into the drawer.

	At the far back, he saw a small key, no larger than the length of his pinky.

	Excited, he reached in and brought it into the open.

	Like the drawer pull and the latch plates, the key was made of silver and was covered in the same, beautiful scroll work.

	Licking his lips excitedly, Jonathan slid the drawer back into place, leaving only a half-inch open.

	I can put it back in a minute, he thought. This may not even be the key to the cabinet. I need to ask if there is one.

	Straightening up, he walked to the main desk and tapped the silver desk bell for service.

	A portly gentleman, red-faced and sweating at his brows, waddled out of the back office, adjusted the collar of the dress shirt he wore, and asked, “How may I help you, sir?”

	“I was wondering about the cabinet, the one from Munich,” Jonathan explained. “I’d like to take a look inside, if I may.”

	“Ah,” the gentleman said, sighing apologetically. “I am afraid that we do not have a key. It is one of the reasons we have not listed it for sale.”

	“One of the reasons?” Jonathan asked, confused.

	The gentleman smiled. “Yes, the other is that some of our workers, and a few customers, have complained that the cabinet makes them uncomfortable when they pass it. Also, two have reported that they can hear whispering. Especially late in the evening.”

	“How strange,” Jonathan murmured, glancing back at the cabinet.

	“It is,” the gentleman said. “I take it you’re interested in them?”

	“Of course,” Jonathan confessed. “They are truly magnificent. I am considering taking the smaller piece since it is for sale, but I’d like a closer look at it.”

	“By all means,” the gentleman said, chuckling. “It is as you see it. The drawer is not locked, so please, feel free to look inside it. Should you need any more assistance, I will be in the office. One of our front desk women is ill, so we’re scrambling to get all the shifts covered.”

	“Ah, well, thank you,” Jonathan said. With a slight incline of his head, he turned away and walked back to the table. Behind him, he heard the heavy shuffling tread of the portly gentleman returning to the office.

	Standing once more before the cabinet, Jonathan opened his hand and removed the key. With his heart thumping, he slid the key into the lock and opened the cabinet. The right door groaned gently, and a breath of warm air slipped out.

	The interior of the cabinet was as beautiful as the exterior; the theme of the inlay carried throughout the walls and shelves. Like the table, the cabinet smelled of pipe tobacco, as well as pleasant days.

	A pity, Jonathan thought, closing the door and locking it.

	He turned to the table and was surprised to see the drawer was out several inches farther than when he had left it.

	Or was it? he wondered.

	He couldn’t remember.

	Shaking his head at his own foolishness, Jonathan slipped the key into the back of the drawer, then closed it. He rested his hand on the pleasantly cool surface of the table, felt the unbelievable smoothness beneath his fingertips, and nodded.

	Yes, I need this table, he thought.

	 

	***

	 

	Within a quarter of an hour, the table was wrapped in multiple layers of blankets and secured firmly in the trunk of his SUV. While his account was significantly lighter, Jonathan knew he had made a wise investment.

	A piece like this, he thought, glancing at it in the rearview mirror, will only ever increase in value.

	The drive home felt as though it took far longer than usual, although the clock in the dashboard showed that it was a few minutes less than normal when he pulled into the semi-circle driveway.

	By the time he was climbing out of the driver’s seat, the butler was hurrying down the steps, smiling.

	“Good afternoon, sir,” he said, taking hold of the car door. “I wish you had called to let us know you were returning early. I would have met you here.”

	“I know you would have, Mr. Anders,” Jonathan said, smiling at the older man. “I was distracted, or I most certainly would have called you. I purchased a new table today. Would you be so kind as to bring it into the library?”

	“Of course, sir,” Mr. Anders replied. “I believe Mrs. Anders is in the kitchen, preparing this evening’s meal for you.”

	Jonathan nodded, handed the SUV’s keys to the butler, and walked inside. The sound of his heels against the marble tiles rang out sharply, and by the time he reached the kitchen at the back of the house, Mrs. Anders was in the doorway. Like her husband, she was older than Jonathan, and with the slightly rounded features of a woman who had spent her life in and around kitchens. While her husband wore the simple, unadorned garb of a butler, so too did she wear a similarly styled outfit in which to cook.

	“You’re home early, sir,” she said, and there was a note of gentle reproach in her voice.

	“Guilty as charged, Mrs. Anders,” Jonathan replied. He looked into the kitchen and saw that she was in the midst of placing different dishes in glass storage containers. “Mrs. Anders, how much did you cook?”

	“Enough for three days,” she stated, folding her arms over her chest.

	The Anders had served as his help for nine years, and her gesture of defiance was one Jonathan knew well.

	“I think that I am capable of dining out while you are away,” Jonathan said reproachfully.

	“Of that, sir, I have no doubt,” Mrs. Anders said. “But I also know you are a quiet man, and you would rather have your meals at home than out and about. So, I have taken the liberty of preparing your lunch and dinner for each day.”

	“And if you could have toasted my morning bread for me, you would have?” Jonathan said, shaking his head. “Thank you, Mrs. Anders. Truly. I wish you hadn’t. I wanted you to take this last bit of time to make certain you had everything for your trip.”

	“We have everything we need,” she said, smiling. “And as our flight doesn’t leave until this afternoon, I needed something to do.”

	“You could have gone shopping,” Jonathan said.

	“That baby,” she said, “will have everything she needs. The child is the first granddaughter on both sides of our son’s family. She’s apt to be spoiled before she’s three. Anyway, you’re right as rain now, sir, and I suspect my husband shall be itching to be off as soon as he’s done with your car.”

	“It may be a minute longer,” Jonathan said. “I’ve asked him to bring a table upstairs for me.”

	“Not that long, sir,” Mr. Anders said, entering the kitchen through a side door. “I’ve taken the liberty of unwrapping it. There was a place beside your reading chair, so that is where I set it.”

	“You’re a mind reader, Mr. Anders,” Jonathan said, pleased. “Now, not another word from either of you about anything else. You’re to go and enjoy your newest grandchild. If you need more time, simply call, and I will be quite fine.”

	Mr. Anders shook his head, and Mrs. Anders said, “Sir, we love our son dearly, but we will all be happy to go our separate ways once Sunday comes along.”

	Jonathan chuckled, and over the next few minutes said farewell to the Anders and pressed a small envelope in their hands. A gift for their granddaughter from him. He refused to tell them what the envelope contained, for he knew they would be horrified at the amount of the check he had written.

	I spent only slightly more on the table today, he thought, closing and locking the door behind them. There are far worse ways to spend my money than on children and harmless hobbies.

	Jonathan armed the security system and went upstairs to the library.

	The shades were still open and he paused at the first window. He gazed out over the rolling hills of his property and eyed the distant, dark gray clouds with some curiosity.

	I should read the weather report, he thought. Then, he changed his mind. The generator would come online of its own accord, should the power go out. He drew the shades closed, turned on the lights around the room, and walked over to his wet bar. Humming happily to himself, he poured a small serving of cognac, then retired to his chair.

	The table was precisely where Mr. Anders said it would be.

	Jonathan swirled his cognac, took a sip and relaxed in the plush leather of his chair. His eyes roved about his library lazily, taking in the comforting and familiar sights. Old, leather-bound books purchased more for their aesthetic appeal than the information contained within the pages decorated the shelves. A few human skulls, as well as excellent reproductions of early hominids, were mingled in. Photographs of well-known actors, each signed to him and protected within a heavy silver frame, rounded out the decorations.

	The furniture was equally stylish, and each piece was far more important to him than the brick-a-brack on the shelves.

	He had a pair of matching leather club chairs from an esteemed and infamous chapter of the Hellfire Club in Paris. The coffee table was carved from the salvaged beams of an English country estate. A long, low hall table that had once belonged to Albert Speer stood between a pair of windows.

	And now, you, Jonathan thought, smiling down at his newest acquisition.

	If only I could have purchased the cabinet, he thought. And he knew there might still be a chance. I’ll bring the key in next week. Perhaps even Sunday when the Anders return. Yes, I don’t see how the dealer could deny me then.

	Why was it kept locked away for so many years? Jonathan wondered. Was it stolen?

	Even if the piece was stolen, it didn’t matter. Possession was nine-tenths of the law as far as he knew, and the table was his.

	He had paid for it.

	Mine and mine alone, Jonathan thought, and a pleased smile spread across his face. He finished the cognac, leaned forward, set it on the coffee table, and then relaxed once more in his chair.

	His face felt pleasantly flushed from the heat of the liquor, and while he wanted more, he resisted the urge to fetch the bottle.

	Instead, he closed his eyes and rested his head against the back of the chair.

	He breathed deeply, enjoying the silence.

	And then he opened his eyes.

	A soft scraping, nothing more than the sound of wood against wood, reached his ear, and Jonathan looked around.

	Nothing, he thought. I must have imagined it.

	But he didn’t believe that.

	Of the many vices he could be accused of, having an imagination was not one of them.

	Jonathan had made his fortune in the dot-com industry, and it was how his money continued to grow. Safe, easy investments.

	He continued to listen for several minutes and, when the sound didn’t repeat itself, he shrugged. Feeling better about not getting a second drink, he closed his eyes.

	Trying to remember what exactly Mrs. Anders had prepared for him, he wasn’t quite paying attention when he heard the scraping noise again. Only after a minute did he realize the sound had returned and, when he did, his eyes snapped open, and he sat up.

	What is making that terrible sound? Standing up, he walked around the room, peering at the windows and checking the floor vents for anything that might have drifted down into them.

	Finally, with nothing obvious standing out, he shrugged and returned to his seat.

	But once there, he stopped and stared.

	The drawer to the table was out.

	Not by much. Perhaps only a half-inch. Perhaps less.

	It doesn’t matter how wide, Jonathan chided himself. What matters is that it is open when it wasn’t a few minutes ago.

	How did it open?

	He tried to remember if he had opened it. Or if he had done something to cause it to open on its own.

	He shook his head.

	I couldn’t have.

	Cautiously, harboring a secret fear that the lion-head drawer pull might bite, Jonathan pushed the drawer closed. It slid back into place easily, the wood seeming to sigh.

	Dropping his hand, Jonathan stared at the table, waiting for something to happen.

	He counted to one hundred, and when nothing occurred, he lowered himself back into his chair, keeping his eyes on the drawer.

	Still, the table remained immobile, as it should.

	Jonathan felt his heart rate slow down as a rueful smile appeared on his face.

	Tired and alone, he thought. Neither of those is a good combination. Perhaps I should go into town for the evening?

	He shook his head at the idea, stretched out his legs, and folded his hands over his midsection as he closed his eyes.

	While he waited for the rest of his body to relax, he tried to settle his mind. He drew upon old, pleasant memories of childhood.

	He remembered his first bicycle, a BMX racer, metallic blue with black handgrips. In his mind, he saw the narrow wood paths he rode on, the tight streets of Lowell, Massachusetts. He recalled the path that dipped down by the river and shrank to a slim patch of worn and battered earth that ducked beneath the bridge and passed by the old homeless encampment.

	Suddenly, he could smell the river. The old, wet stink of dying fish and of trash caught on the sides. An old memory of the summer of his tenth birthday surfaced, much like the body of the homeless woman in the Nashua River. He remembered the way the firefighters had used a boat hook to latch onto her torn and water-logged dress, pulling the corpse closer to the shore. The brief, horrific moment when the body twisted and rolled, letting the sun and all those gathered on the shore to see the devastation wrought upon her face.

	The fish had eaten for days, and the water had swelled what little flesh remained.

	Jonathan had found himself staring into the dull, white eyes of the dead woman.

	His heart racing, he sat up, shivering.

	Why am I remembering that? he wondered, his hand shaking as he wiped cold sweat from the back of his neck. What a terrible day that was.

	Shuddering, he ran his hands through his hair and then stood up, picking up his glass. When he did, he paused, glancing around.

	The room was darker.

	As if the lights had dimmed. Almost imperceptibly, but enough for him to notice. He crossed the room to his desk, turned the green-shaded lamp on, and was surprised to see that it too didn’t cast the normal amount of illumination.

	Swallowing dryly, Jonathan poured himself a larger drink, set the bottle down, and nearly shrieked at the sound of a lock turning.

	Almost panting with fear, he went to the coffee table, put his glass upon it, and then froze in place, crouched over.

	The drawer to the table was open.

	He reached out with a trembling hand, touched the smooth, pale wood, and pushed the drawer in.

	A heartbeat later, it slid out.

	Not half an inch, but several.

	Leaving the cognac on the table, Jonathan backed up to the door, found the cool, cut crystal doorknob and twisted it.

	The knob refused to budge.

	He tried again, but the doorknob remained immobile. It didn’t give a fraction of an inch. He twisted around, grasped it with both hands and wrenched it from side to side.

	Nothing happened.

	He let go and locked his hands behind his neck, staring at the door, wondering how to get it open.

	I’ll call the security company. They can get in and let me out.

	Nodding his head vigorously, he retreated to his desk, picked up his phone and dialed.

	The line was picked up after the first ring, and before the company representative could speak, Jonathan said, “I need help.”

	“Es ist wahr?” a man asked in a language Jonathan didn’t recognize. “Das ist mir Wurst.”

	“What?” Jonathan asked, confused.

	“Ich bin Herr Boggelmann,” the voice on the other end said smoothly. “Ich bin euer Boggelmann, Herr MacCaul.”

	Before Jonathan could ask another question, the line went dead. He tried to call out again, but the phone wouldn’t work.

	With his heart pounding against his chest, Jonathan tried to calm himself. He closed his eyes, inhaled a long deep breath through his nose, and vomited on the floor. He staggered back to the desk and sat down harshly in his chair. The stench of vomit filled his nose and clung to his mouth.

	But it wasn’t enough to drive out a sudden, new smell.

	The dead woman.

	She had been rank, and foul, her odor one that gave him nightmares for years.

	Jonathan shook his head.

	There’s nothing dead in here. Not a thing at all. But there must be a bird or a mouse in the heating system, he thought. Something that’s causing this smell.

	The floor creaked behind him, and Jonathan whipped around.

	Nothing.

	But there was something.

	A cigarette butt on the floor by the desk.

	Jonathan could barely control his body as he bent over and picked it up.

	He turned the small remnant of the cigarette over in his hand, examined it, and saw a small, gold band wrapped around it. For a moment longer, he held the butt between his index finger and thumb, he then dropped it and let out a panicked shriek.

	The memory raced from the depths of the past to slam into him with a violent and unforgiving force.

	He saw the world through the filter of youth. The dead woman being pulled out of the water, the walk back to his bicycle. Walking the bike back through the woods towards home, trying to process what he had seen on the river bank.

	Pushing the bike beneath the bridge, and the old, scabrous hand that darted out of the darkness to latch onto his wrist with disturbing strength.

	Jonathan remembered stumbling back, half-dragging the preternaturally old man with him. He was dressed in rags, a filthy beast of a creature, whose red-rimmed eyes were wide, the pupils narrow. Cracked and bleeding lips spread as he smiled, revealing yellowed and broken teeth, gaps between the same.

	Have you come to see old Mark? The man’s voice had been rough, tinged with an accent that Jonathan’s ten-year-old self hadn’t been able to recognize. My Mary’s been in the water for days. They’re just getting her out now. Maybe they’ll bury her close by. I’ll see her then. But not yet. They might want to know why old Mark put his pig-sticker in her back. And that’s because she was a foul woman, boy. Foul.

	The man had pulled Jonathan closer, exhaling his fetid breath over Jonathan’s face.

	Foul, boy, Mark had said. All of them foul.

	Jonathan gasped as the memory vanished and he pushed away from the desk. He tripped, caught himself on his chair, and then jerked his head around as the lights in the room dimmed further. Shuddering, he walked with stiff legs to the door. He took hold of the doorknob, tried it again, and when it still refused to budge, he returned to his chair and sat down.

	Think! he screamed at himself. What’s wrong with me!

	Gripping the arms of the chair, he forced himself to take a long, deep breath in through his nose.

	The smell of the dead woman was gone.

	The stench of his own vomit as well.

	Both were smothered by the cloying, nauseating odor of Mark.

	The room was nearly dark.

	A feeling of desperation clawed its way up to Jonathan’s throat, squeezed, and drove him up and out of the chair.

	He walked clumsily to his desk and his eyes fell upon a large, ornate paperweight he had purchased years earlier. It was a large piece of jade, in the center of which was a grinning demon.

	It looked heavy enough to break the door open.

	Jonathan reached for the jade, and the phone rang.

	His hand stopped inches from the paperweight, his fingers twitching spasmodically.

	He picked up the receiver and brought it to his ear.

	“Hello?” he asked, his voice raw.

	“They knew it was me that done my Mary in, boy,” Mark whispered. “Was it you that spoke? Hm? Did you tell them what Mark did to his Mary?”

	Jonathan dropped the phone, snatched up the paperweight and ran to the door.

	He brought the jade down hard against the doorknob and the wood, smashing them both again and again. Chips of jade flew out into the room. Splinters of wood ricocheted off his face and sprang into his mouth.

	Jonathan didn’t care.

	The doorknob spun free, and Jonathan jammed his finger into the broken door, jerking it open.

	His shriek was so high, it was almost inaudible.

	He tripped as he turned and landed on his back, the paperweight tumbling and striking the floor heavily.

	The stench of putrid flesh and rotting clothes overwhelmed him as Mary shambled into the room.

	She smiled, and river water spilled out of her black mouth, splashing down onto the floor. Her lips moved, and water gurgled, a hideous sound escaping from her.

	Jonathan knew she was trying to speak.

	Knew she was trying to tell him something important.

	But he didn’t care.

	“She’s a sight, isn’t she, boy?” Mark asked from behind the woman, his voice coming from somewhere in the hall. “Oh, my Mary’s a looker alright. Done turned the head of half the world and caused the other half to faint with lust and desire. Yes, my Mary was one to chase after.”

	Jonathan let out a scream, the effort threatening to burst his lungs.

	A heartbeat later, the room was plunged into complete darkness as the door to the hall was slammed shut.

	Jonathan lay on the floor, panting and whimpering, his mind racing.

	He listened and heard nothing.

	Looked and saw only darkness.

	Smelled nothing in the air except his own bile.

	His body shook uncontrollably and he didn’t bother trying to stop it.

	Instead, he sobbed, gasped for breath, and let his fear drain out of him.

	As it did so, he felt sick again, but he managed to stop himself from vomiting.

	He rolled onto his side, dragged his knees up to his chest and wrapped his arms around his shins, tucking himself into a tight fetal position.

	His thoughts raced wildly, and he let them. All he wanted was for the world to return to normal.

	He thought of the Anders and wondered if they were still at the airport.

	I could call them back, he thought weakly. They would come, too. They would, for me.

	The phone rang, and Jonathan cried out.

	From his position on the floor, he could see the orange glow of the phone’s face as it showed the caller.

	Anders, Donald.

	Jonathan read the name again, shuddered with relief and managed to get to his feet. He reached the desk, plucked the phone from its cradle and whispered, “Mr. Anders.”

	“No,” a deep voice chuckled. “But I know you would like it to be.”

	Jonathan wanted to put the phone down, to turn and hide from the malice in the words spoken.

	But he couldn’t.

	He gripped the phone tightly and listened.

	“Your butler and his wife,” the voice continued. “They are gone. Yes? Yes, for the weekend, I believe I heard that. Your thoughts, they are loud, little Jonathan. Oh, so very loud. I have been away for a long time. No fool has found the key, and therefore no fool has opened my cage. Herr Höffler crafted the cage, you know. And Monsieur Pétite, once he realized what I was, he made certain to tuck me away.”

	Jonathan’s breath shuddered in and out of his mouth, each loud and obscene as the phone magnified it.

	“You are not a bright man, are you?” the voice said, and it chuckled. “That is quite alright. Your fear, it is palpable. It is a fine wine on my tongue. Exquisite, yes. But then, my palate has enjoyed nothing but dust these many years. And Monsieur Pétite, well, he knew nothing of fear. But you, little Jonathan, ah, you are flush with it. I confess myself enthralled.”

	Jonathan replaced the phone in its cradle.

	“You know, I am not in your phone,” the voice said from behind him.

	Jonathan shrieked and fell over the desk, knocking the phone and papers aside as he rolled to the floor.

	“I am here,” the voice whispered in his ear. “Everywhere all at once. It is poetic, is it not?”

	“Who are you?” Jonathan screamed, clamping his hands over his ears. “Who?”

	A burst of deep, resonant laughter filled the room and shook the windows in their frames. Books tumbled from the shelves, and Jonathan felt his entire body vibrate with the sound.

	“I am everything,” a little girl said sweetly from across the room.

	“And everyone,” his dead mother responded from the doorway.

	“Each thing you remember,” an unknown voice stated.

	“And everything you think you’ve forgotten,” Mark added.

	“I am,” the original voice said, “what you fear the most, and what you dread you’ll see when you close your eyes.”

	“Does this not ring
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