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    A seemingly ordinary neighborhood becomes a crucible where unseen influences press upon human frailties and choices. Witching Hill by E. W. Hornung, best known as the creator of A. J. Raffles, turns from gentleman-thief bravado to a quieter, more unsettling inquiry into character and circumstance. The book gathers its power from a single place and the people it attracts, inviting readers to watch how atmosphere and rumor can shape conduct. Without relying on spectacle, Hornung builds a mood of encroaching disquiet, suggesting that the past—or what people believe about it—can linger in the present with disarming persistence.

Published in the early twentieth century, Witching Hill belongs to a period when English fiction was probing the borderlands between realism and the uncanny. Its setting is an English residential community whose common landmark, a hill, provides the book’s unifying axis. While Hornung was a popular writer of crime and adventure, here he assembles a sequence of linked narratives that blend psychological observation with hints of mystery. The result is not a conventional detective story but a study of behavior under pressure. Expectations of Edwardian comfort meet a subtler, more insinuating unease, and the form mirrors that tension with episodic elegance.

The premise is simple and suggestive: an observant narrator recounts a succession of episodes involving residents connected by proximity to the hill and by the whispers attached to it. Each narrative stands on its own while contributing to a composite portrait of a community tested by rumor, coincidence, and conscience. The hill functions less as a stage for overt marvels than as a catalyst for decisions that might have gone otherwise. Readers encounter shifting voices and circumstances, but the constant is the place itself, a presence that seems to draw out what is latent in people who believe themselves secure.

Hornung uses this framework to explore themes of respectability, temptation, and the psychology of place. The book asks how far rational moderns will go in disregarding—or obeying—old stories, and what happens when reputation collides with impulse. It also weighs private guilt against public image, suggesting that communities collude in both concealment and exposure. The precarious balance between chance and destiny remains unresolved by design, preserving ambiguity without resorting to overt supernatural explanation. In that uncertainty lies the book’s fascination: readers must decide whether the hill exerts an influence or whether the true force is belief itself.

Stylistically, Witching Hill favors economy over ornament. Hornung’s sentences move with quiet confidence, his characterization achieved through deft external detail and suggestive understatement. Suspense arises not from elaborate puzzles but from small moral inflections, the pause before a decision, the shift in a relationship’s temperature. A recurring setting binds the pieces into an organic whole, and motifs echo from one episode to the next, encouraging attentive reading. The tone can be wry without cruelty and grave without melodrama. Crucially, the narrative voice stays close enough to register feeling yet far enough to sustain the cool appraisal the material invites.

Contemporary readers may find Witching Hill strikingly current in its attention to how environments shape behavior and how communities narrate themselves. It raises questions about the stories places tell us—and the stories we tell about places—to justify choices, excuses, or fears. The book rewards readers who appreciate psychological subtlety, moral ambiguity, and the slow accumulation of unease over tidy resolution. It also offers a path into Hornung beyond the exuberance of his celebrated thief, revealing a writer attentive to social texture and inner weather. That breadth of interest keeps the work alive, inviting reflection alongside quiet suspense.

Approached on its own terms, Witching Hill offers an experience of immersion rather than disclosure: the pleasure lies in watching patterns emerge, not in waiting for last-minute revelations. Enter with the awareness that the hill is both a locale and a lens, and that explanations will often be provisional, human, and fallible. Notice how rumor alters conduct, how proximity breeds both fellowship and strain, and how small choices compound. Read for the atmosphere that accumulates between lines, for the moral questions left gently open, and for the sly intelligence guiding the whole. The hill endures; its meanings are yours to weigh.
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    Witching Hill unfolds in a newly built suburban estate clustered around a small, historic rise long known by its suggestive name. A recent arrival narrates, describing fresh roads, tidy villas, and the promise of modern comfort set against an older landscape with persistent legends. Local talk recalls a spring, an ancient tree, and darker stories embedded in the soil. The hill’s reputation for unsettling human behavior is treated as rumor by the practical-minded, yet it is openly discussed by longer-standing residents. The narrator adopts an observant, nonjudgmental stance, recording how everyday life begins to intersect with the place’s peculiar history.

Early episodes focus on neighbors meeting, alliances forming, and a sense of community taking shape. Small incidents—misplaced items, sudden quarrels, uncharacteristic moods—draw attention, though they are initially dismissed as ordinary misunderstandings. The name of the hill enters conversations as shorthand for coincidence, then as a half-joking explanation for tensions no one quite admits to understanding. The narrator notes the shift from sociable curiosity to wary interest, as the new suburb’s optimism rubs against unease rooted in older tales. The pattern begins tentatively: minor troubles occur near the hill, and each leaves a faint echo that lingers longer than it should.

As the narrative proceeds, the incidents gather weight. A household known for respectability is upset by an impulsive act that threatens reputations without clearly revealing intentions or causes. A neighbor attributes the disturbance to an influence that cannot be named without inviting ridicule; others insist on common motives—pride, jealousy, fatigue. The narrator records both interpretations while recalling the hill’s earlier associations with trial, punishment, and rumor. A balance is maintained: skepticism remains plausible, but the accumulation of similar episodes encourages a more cautious curiosity. The matter is left unresolved, but it signals the story’s turn from isolated mishaps to a discernible, if ambiguous, pattern.

A separate thread follows a younger couple whose future seems settled until small misunderstandings compound in disquieting ways. A misplaced letter, a late return, and a chance meeting near the hilltop become more than the sum of their parts. The narrator observes how the setting itself—its stark profile at dusk, its quiet spring, its view back over the estate—frames decisions that might otherwise feel trivial. Friends offer practical advice, yet the couple’s confidence frays noticeably when the hill is invoked. No decisive explanation is provided, but the episode deepens the sense that place and perception are shaping conduct as much as personal intention.

Midway, the hill takes on the role of a tacit character within the suburb. Residents gravitate there to reflect, to settle differences, or to prove their disbelief. A bracing walk, a moonlit vigil, or a defiant jest undertaken on the rise’s crown is said to clear the air—or, in certain cases, to thicken it. An outspoken skeptic organizes a casual test of the legend’s power, drawing bystanders and nervous laughter. The outcome is neither dramatic nor conclusive, yet the resulting unease ripples through the close streets. The hill’s influence becomes a communal reference point, invoked in earnest and in jest, but rarely ignored.

In response, the narrator consults voices of reason: a medically minded neighbor, a practical friend, and an amateur historian with access to local records. They outline plausible causes—suggestion, sleeplessness, proximity, financial strain—and produce scraps of older narrative that are more suggestive than definitive. Deeds, parish notes, and anecdote offer context without proof. The narrator tests rational explanations against lived detail, describing small interventions: conversations at the right moment, a change of routine, a watchful kindness. Some tensions lessen. Others persist, especially those entangled with pride or secrecy. The inquiry neither endorses superstition nor dispels it; instead, it documents how belief and doubt coexist.

A crisis draws the threads together when an act at once ordinary and alarming jolts the neighborhood’s sense of security. The search for causes leads back, predictably but not simplistically, to the hill’s precincts. Night watches, hurried consultations, and strained civilities bind the residents closer even as opinions diverge. Old stories are retold with fresh emphasis, and recent memories are reinterpreted under new pressure. The narrator avoids sensational detail, focusing instead on the shifting attitudes: protective, suspicious, conciliatory. The event functions as a hinge, not a revelation, intensifying the book’s central ambiguity without collapsing it into either a moral lesson or a supernatural verdict.

After the crisis, the suburb adjusts. Some families move on; others recommit with fresh boundaries and modest caution. Practical measures—clearer routines, kinder vigilance, a reluctance to tempt fate—take hold without ceremony. The hill’s place in daily life grows quieter but not diminished; it remains a vantage point and a reminder, its name a shorthand for influences neither fully denied nor entirely admitted. The narrator reviews earlier episodes in light of recent events, noting recurrent tones—impulse, suspicion, reconciliation—rather than fixed outcomes. The estate regains its ordinary rhythms, yet carries a memory that subtly modulates how its residents speak, gather, and part.

The book closes by emphasizing enduring uncertainty. Witching Hill becomes a study in how setting, story, and human nature interlace, not a final proof of hidden forces. The narrator offers no conclusive theory, only the record of linked lives that seem, at intervals, to drift toward the hill’s orbit and then away again. Modern conveniences and suburban order stand intact, but the past retains a quiet leverage through rumor, symbol, and place. The central message is measured: people are moved by where they live as much as by what they intend. The last note preserves ambiguity, leaving the suburb—and the reader—thoughtful rather than convinced.
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    E. W. Hornungs Witching Hill, published in 1913, is set in the suburban fringe of London in the late Edwardian period, just before the First World War. The locale evokes a newly built estate clustered around an ancient rise nicknamed "Witching Hill," where fresh roads, villas, and residents associations abut older rural memory. Electric trams, suburban rail, and the Underground had pushed city life outward, while semi-detached houses and garden squares embodied the eras confidence in planning and respectability. The time and place combine modern bureaucratic orderocal bylaws, rates, committeesith lingering folklore and class anxieties. Hornung situates his interlinked episodes amid the social frictions of commuter England: privacy versus publicity, property versus community, and rational design contending with irrational fear.

The garden suburb movement most directly frames the books world. Letchworth Garden City (Hertfordshire, founded 1903) pioneered self-contained planning with green belts, followed by Hampstead Garden Suburb (from 1907), championed by Henrietta Barnett and designed by Raymond Unwin and Barry Parker. The Housing, Town Planning, etc., Act 1909, steered by John Burns, empowered local authorities to prepare planning schemes, curtail speculative slums, and shape healthier layouts. By the 1911 census, the London metropolitan region exceeded seven million people, and Middlesex parishes saw rapid growth as new estates spread along railway corridors. Characteristic featuresong leases, restrictive covenants, and residents committeesefined respectable life. Witching Hill mirrors this built environment: its stories revolve around covenants, committees, neighborly surveillance, and the fragile civility of a planned enclave whose orderly streets cannot contain older impulses, resentments, and rumors.

Behind the suburbs name lies the long English history of witchcraft accusations and their afterlives in local lore. Statutes against witchcraft appeared in 1563 and were tightened under James I in 1604; the East Anglian witch-hunts led by Matthew Hopkins (16451647) produced hundreds of accusations and numerous executions across Essex and Suffolk. After the Restoration, prosecutions declined; among the last known executions in England were the Bideford witches, hanged in 1682. The Witchcraft Act 1735 reframed witchcraft as fraudulent pretense, signaling a shift from belief to skepticism. Yet place-names, tales of gibbets, and communal memory lingered in villages absorbed by expanding cities. Hornung taps this palimpsest: Witching Hills reputation exerts social pressure, shaping gossip, scapegoating, and moral panics among modern residents who pride themselves on rationality yet respond to fear and stigma in recognizably early modern ways.

Liberal social reform profoundly altered Edwardian domestic life. The Liberal landslide of 1906 ushered in Old Age Pensions (1908), the Peoples Budget of 1909 (David Lloyd George, with Winston Churchill at the Board of Trade), and the Parliament Act 1911, which curtailed the House of Lords veto. The National Insurance Act 1911 introduced health and unemployment insurance. Such measures were financed through graduated taxation and super-taxes, intensifying debates over rates and property values in new suburbs. Witching Hill reflects this climate of fiscal and moral accounting: characters quarrel over assessments, amenities, and obligations within the estate, dramatizing the uneasy balance between communal provision and individual proprietorship that defined middle-class suburban politics.

Womens suffrage agitation shaped public space and domestic expectations between 1905 and 1914. The Womens Social and Political Union (WSPU), founded by Emmeline Pankhurst in 1903, escalated tactics with mass rallies (Hyde Park, 1908), Black Friday (November 1910), window-smashing campaigns in 1912, and the 1913 Cat and Mouse Act (Temporary Discharge for Ill Health) to manage hunger-striking prisoners. Emily Wilding Davisons fatal protest at the Epsom Derby in June 1913 underscored the movements visibility. In Hornungs suburban microcosm, committee rooms, drawing rooms, and sidewalks become arenas where expectations of ladylike conduct are policed. The book echoes these tensions as women navigate respectability, discretion, and agency within a community quick to judge deviation.

Edwardian fascination with crime and modern policing provided a powerful backdrop. Scotland Yard adopted fingerprint identification in 1901 under Sir Edward Henry, and sensational cases such as the Dr. Hawley Harvey Crippen murder (1910) showcased wireless telegraphy and international pursuit. Cheap dailies like the Daily Mail amplified scandal, while libel law and the new forensic expertise redefined evidence and reputation. Hornung, famed for his Raffles tales, deploys this milieu in Witching Hill: suspicions of burglary, blackmail, and small frauds ripple through the estate, inviting amateur detection and neighborhood surveillance. The stories probe how modern investigative zeal collides with privacy and how a respectable facade can mask anxieties about exposure.

The Second Boer War (18991902) influenced ideas of masculinity, citizenship, and national efficiency. Britain lost over 22,000 soldiers; scorched-earth tactics and concentration camps caused roughly 26,000 deaths among Boer civilians, sparking controversy. Postwar reforms encouraged physical training, cadet corps, and, from 1908, the Boy Scouts under Robert Baden-Powell. Demobilized officers, imperial clubs, and patriotic rituals permeated urban and suburban culture. Witching Hill reflects this sensibility in the habits and hierarchies of its male residents, whose clubbable codes, suspicion of outsiders, and readiness to enforce discipline color neighborhood governance. The martial ethos yields solidarity during crises but also rationalizes heavy-handed control when rumor and fear ascend the hill.

As social or political critique, Witching Hill exposes the brittleness of Edwardian suburban order. Planned streets, covenants, and committees promise harmony yet incubate status competition, intrusive governance, and moral panic. Hornung shows how property, rates, and respectability entangle with gendered expectations, policing, and the stigmas of class and origin. The estates witching underscores scapegoating dynamics: when modern certainties falter, communities revive premodern logics of blame. By juxtaposing town-planning rationalism with folklores afterlife, the book critiques speculative capitalisms shallow solidarities and the inequities of a system that protects appearances more readily than people, revealing the eras fault lines in law, belief, and power.
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CHAPTER I



Unhallowed Ground



I saw a bedizened beauty go mad before my eyes.



CHAPTER II



The House with Red Blinds



I drove Delavoye before me.



CHAPTER III



A Vicious Circle



A handsome, sinister creature, in a brown flowing wig and raiment as fine as any on the walls.



Trying to tug the fierce moustache out of his mild face.



A heavy blackthorn held in murderous poise.



CHAPTER IV



The Local Colour



CHAPTER V



The Angel of Life



His thin arms locked round the neck of the young nurse.



CHAPTER VI



Under Arms



Delavoye fired over my head.



CHAPTER VII



The Locked Room



CHAPTER VIII



The Temple of Bacchus



THE END
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The Witching Hill Estate Office was as new as the Queen Anne houses[1] it had to let, and about as worthy of its name. It was just a wooden box with a veneer of rough-cast and a corrugated iron lid. Inside there was a vast of varnish on three of the walls; but the one opposite my counter consisted of plate-glass worth the rest of the structure put together. It afforded a fine prospect of Witching Hill Road, from the level crossing by the station to the second lamp-post round the curve.

Framed and glazed in the great window, this was not a picture calculated to inspire a very young man; and yet there was little to distract a brooding eye from its raw grass-plots and crude red bricks and tiles; for one's chief duties were making out orders to view the still empty houses, hearing the complaints of established tenants, and keeping such an eye on painters and paperhangers as was compatible with "being on the spot if anybody called." An elderly or a delicate man would have found it nice light work; but for a hulking youth fresh from the breeziest school in Great Britain, where they live in flannels and only work when it is wet or dark, the post seemed death in life. My one consolation was to watch the tenants hurrying to the same train every morning, in the same silk hat and blacks, and crawling home with the same evening paper every night. I at any rate enjoyed comparatively pure air all day. I had not married and settled down in a pretentious jerry-building where nothing interesting could possibly happen, and nothing worth doing be ever done. For that was one's first feeling about the Witching Hill Estate; it was a place for crabbed age and drab respectability, and a black coat every day of the week. Then young Uvo Delavoye dropped into the office from another hemisphere, in the white ducks and helmet of the tropics. And life began again.[1q]

"Are you the new clerk to the Estate?" he asked if he might ask, and I prepared myself for the usual grievance. I said I was, and he gave me his name in exchange for mine, with his number in Mulcaster Park[4], which was all but a continuation of Witching Hill Road. "There's an absolute hole in our lawn," he complained—"and I'd just marked out a court. I do wish you could come and have a look at it."

There was room for a full-size lawn-tennis court behind every house on the Estate. That was one of our advertised attractions. But it was not our business to keep the courts in order, and I rather itched to say so.

"It's early days," I ventured to suggest; "there's sure to be holes at first, and I'm afraid there'll be nothing for it but just to fill them in."

"Fill them in!" cried the other young man, getting quite excited. "You don't know what a hole this is; it would take a ton of earth to fill it in."

"You're not serious, Mr. Delavoye."

"Well, it would take a couple of barrow-loads. It's a regular depression in the ground, and the funny thing is that it's come almost while my back was turned. I finished marking out the court last night, and this morning there's this huge hole bang in the middle of one of my side-lines! If you filled it full of water it would take you over the ankles."

"Is the grass not broken at the edges?"

"Not a bit of it; the whole thing might have been done for years."

"And what like is this hole in shape?"

Delavoye met me eye to eye. "Well, I can only say I've seen the same sort of thing in a village churchyard, and nowhere else," he said. "It's like a churchyard starting to yawn!" he suddenly added, and looked in better humour for the phrase.

I pulled out my watch. "I'll come at one, when I knock off in any case, if you can wait till then."

"Rather!" he cried quite heartily; "and I'll wait here if you don't mind, Mr. Gillon. I've just seen my mother and sister off to town, so it fits in rather well. I don't want them to know if it's anything beastly. May we smoke in here? Then have one of mine."

And he perched himself on my counter, lighting the whole place up with his white suit and animated air; for he was a very pleasant fellow from the moment he appeared to find me one. Not much my senior, he had none of my rude health and strength, but was drawn and yellowed by some tropical trouble[5] (as I rightly guessed) which had left but little of his outer youth beyond a vivid eye and tongue. Yet I would fain have added these to my own animal advantages. It is difficult to recapture a first impression; but I think I felt, from the beginning, that those twinkling, sunken eyes looked on me and all things in a light of their own.

"Not an interesting place?" cried young Delavoye, in astonishment at a chance remark of mine. "Why, it's one of the most interesting in England! None of these fine old crusted country houses are half so fascinating to me as the ones quite near London. Think of the varied life they've seen, the bucks and bloods galore, the powder and patches, the orgies begun in town and finished out here, the highwaymen waiting for 'em on Turnham Green! Of course you know about the heinous Lord Mulcaster[2] who owned this place in the high old days? He committed every crime in the Newgate Calendar[3], and now I'm just wondering whether you and I aren't by way of bringing a fresh one home to him."

I remember feeling sorry he should talk like that, though it argued a type of mind that rather reconciled me to my own. I was never one to jump to gimcrack conclusions, and I said as much with perhaps more candour than the occasion required. The statement was taken in such good part, however, that I could not but own I had never even heard the name of Mulcaster until the last few days, whereas Delavoye seemed to know all about the family. Thereupon he told me he was really connected with them, though not at all closely with the present peer. It had nothing to do with his living on an Estate which had changed hands before it was broken up. But I modified my remark about the ancestral acres—and made a worse.

"I wasn't thinking of the place," I explained, "as it used to be before half of it was built over. I was only thinking of that half and its inhabitants—I mean—that is—the people who go up and down in top-hats and frock-coats!"

And I was left clinging with both eyes to my companion's cool attire.

"But that's my very point," he laughed and said. "These City fellows are the absolute salt of historic earth like this; they throw one back into the good old days by sheer force of contrast. I never see them in their office kit without thinking of that old rascal in his wig and ruffles, carrying a rapier instead of an umbrella; he'd have fallen on it like Brutus if he could have seen his grounds plastered with cheap red bricks and mortar, and crawling with Stock Exchange ants!"

"You've got an imagination," said I, chuckling. I nearly told him he had the gift of the gab as well.

"You must have something," he returned a little grimly, "when you're stuck on the shelf at my age. Besides, it isn't all imagination, and you needn't go back a hundred years for your romance. There's any amount kicking about this Estate at the present moment;[2q] it's in the soil. These business blokes are not all the dull dogs they look. There's a man up our road—but he can wait. The first mystery to solve is the one that's crying from our back garden."

I liked his way of putting things. It made one forget his yellow face, and the broken career that his looks and hints suggested, or it made one remember them and think the more of him. But the things themselves were interesting, and Witching Hill had more possibilities when we sallied forth together at one o'clock.

It was the height of such a June as the old century could produce up to the last. The bald red houses, too young to show a shoot of creeper, or a mellow tone from doorstep to chimney-pot, glowed like clowns' pokers in the ruthless sun. The shade of some stately elms, on a bit of old road between the two new ones of the Estate, appealed sharply to my awakened sense of contrast. It was all familiar ground to me, of course, but I had been over it hitherto with my eyes on nothing else and my heart in the Lowlands. Now I found myself wondering what the elms had seen in their day, and what might not be going on in the red houses even now.

"I hope you know the proper name of our road," said Delavoye as we turned into it. "It's Mulcaster Park, as you see, and not Mulcaster Park Road, as it was when we came here in the spring. Our neighbours have risen in a body against the superfluous monosyllable, and it's been painted out for ever."

In spite of that precaution Mulcaster Park was still suspiciously like a road. It was very long and straight, and the desired illusion had not been promoted by the great names emblazoned on some of the little wooden gates. Thus there was Longleat, which had just been let for £70 on a three-year tenancy, and Chatsworth with a C. P. card in the drawing-room window. Plain No. 7, the Delavoyes' house, was near the far end on the left-hand side, which had the advantage of a strip of unspoilt woodland close behind the back gardens; and just through the wood was Witching Hill House, scene of immemorial excesses, according to this descendant of the soil.

"But now it's in very different hands," he remarked as we reached our destination. "Sir Christopher Stainsby is apparently all that my ignoble kinsman was not. They say he's no end of a saint. In winter we see his holy fane from our back windows."

It was not visible through the giant hedge of horse-chestnuts now heavily overhanging the split fence at the bottom of the garden. I had come out through the dining-room with a fresh sense of interest in these Delavoyes. Their furniture was at once too massive and too good for the house. It stood for some old home of very different type. Large oil-paintings and marble statuettes had not been acquired to receive the light of day through windows whose upper sashes were filled with cheap stained glass. A tigerskin with a man-eating head, over which I tripped, had not always been in the way before a cast-iron mantelpiece. I felt sorry, for the moment, that Mrs. and Miss Delavoye were not at home; but I was not so sorry when I beheld the hole in the lawn behind the house.

It had the ugly shape and appearance which had reminded young Delavoye himself of a churchyard. I was bound to admit its likeness to some sunken grave, and the white line bisecting it was not the only evidence that the subsidence was of recent occurrence; the grass was newly mown and as short inside the hole as it was all over. No machine could have made such a job of such a surface, said the son of the house, with a light in his eyes, but a drop in his voice, which made me wonder whether he desired or feared the worst.

"What do you want us to do, Mr. Delavoye?" I inquired in my official capacity.

"I want it dug up, if I can have it done now, while my mother's out of the way."

That was all very well, but I had only limited powers. My instructions were to attend promptly to the petty wants of tenants, but to refer any matter of importance to our Mr. Muskett, who lived on the Estate but spent his days at the London office. This appeared to me that kind of matter, and little as I might like my place I could ill afford to risk it by doing the wrong thing. I put all this as well as I could to my new friend, but not without chafing his impetuous spirit.

"Then I'll do the thing myself!" said he, and fetched from the yard some garden implements which struck me as further relics of more spacious days. In his absence I had come to the same conclusion about a couple of high-backed Dutch garden chairs and an umbrella tent; and the final bond of fallen fortunes made me all the sorrier to have put him out. He was not strong; no wonder he was irritable. He threw himself into his task with a kind of feeble fury; it was more than I could stand by and watch. He had not turned many sods when he paused to wipe his forehead, and I seized the spade.

"If one of us is going to do this job," I cried, "it shan't be the one who's unfit for it. You can take the responsibility, if you like, but that's all you do between now and two o'clock!"

I should date our actual friendship from that moment. There was some boyish bluster on his part, and on mine a dour display which he eventually countenanced on my promising to stay to lunch. Already the sweat was teeming off my face, but my ankles were buried in rich brown mould. A few days before there had been a thunderstorm accompanied by tropical rain, which had left the earth so moist underneath that one's muscles were not taxed as much as one's skin. And I was really very glad of the exercise, after the physical stagnation of office life.

Not that Delavoye left everything to me; he shifted the Dutch chairs and the umbrella tent so as to screen my operations alike from the backyard behind us and from the windows of the occupied house next door. Then he hovered over me, with protests and apologies, until the noble inspiration took him to inquire if I liked beer. I stood upright in my pit, and my mouth must have watered as visibly as the rest of my countenance. It appeared he was not allowed to touch it himself, but he would fetch some in a jug from the Mulcaster Arms, and blow the wives of the gentlemen who went to town!

I could no more dissuade him from this share of the proceedings than he had been able to restrain me from mine; perhaps I did not try very hard; but I did redouble my exertions when he was gone, burying my spade with the enthusiasm of a golddigger working a rich claim, and yet depositing each spadeful with some care under cover of the chairs. And I had hardly been a minute by myself when I struck indubitable wood at the depth of three or four feet. Decayed wood it was, too, which the first thrust of the spade crushed in; and at that I must say the perspiration cooled upon my skin. But I stood up and was a little comforted by the gay blue sky and the bottle-green horse-chestnuts, if I looked rather longer at the French window through which Delavoye had disappeared.

His wild idea had seemed to me the unwholesome fruit of a morbid imagination, but now I prepared to find it hateful fact. Down I went on my haunches, and groped with my hands in the mould, to learn the worst with least delay. The spade I had left sticking in the rotten wood, and now I ran reluctant fingers down its cold iron into the earth-warm splinters. They were at the extreme edge of the shaft that I was sinking, but I discovered more splinters at the same level on the opposite side. These were not of my making; neither were they part of any coffin, but rather of some buried floor or staging. My heart danced as I seized the spade again. I dug another foot quickly; that brought me to detached pieces of rotten wood of the same thickness as the jagged edges above; evidently a flooring of some kind had fallen in—but fallen upon what? Once more the spade struck wood, but sound wood this time. The last foot of earth was soon taken out, and an oblong trap-door disclosed, with a rusty ring-bolt at one end.

I tugged at the ring-bolt without stopping to think; but the trap-door would not budge. Then I got out of the hole for a pickaxe that Delavoye had produced with the spade, and with one point of the pick through the ring I was able to get a little leverage. It was more difficult to insert the spade where the old timbers had started, while still keeping them apart, but this once done I could ply both implements together. There was no key-hole to the trap, only the time-eaten ring and a pair of hinges like prison bars; it could but be bolted underneath; and yet how those old bolts and that wood of ages clung together! It was only by getting the pick into the gap made by the spade, and prizing with each in turn and both at once, that I eventually achieved my purpose. I heard the bolt tinkle on hard ground beneath, and next moment saw it lying at the bottom of a round bricked hole.

All this must have occupied far fewer minutes than it has taken to describe; for Delavoye had not returned to peer with me into a well which could never have been meant for water. It had neither the width nor the depth of ordinary wells; an old ladder stood against one side, and on the other the high sun shone clean down into the mouth of a palpable tunnel. It opened in the direction of the horse-chestnuts, and I was in it next moment. The air was intolerably stale without being actually foul; a match burnt well enough to reveal a horseshoe passage down which a man of medium stature might have walked upright. It was bricked like the well, and spattered with some repulsive growth that gave me a clammy daub before I realised the dimensions. I had struck a second match on my trousers, and it had gone out as if by magic, when Delavoye hailed me in high excitement from the lawn above.

He was less excited than I expected on hearing my experience; and he only joined me for a minute before luncheon, which he insisted on our still taking, to keep the servants in the dark. But it was a very brilliant eye that he kept upon the Dutch chairs through the open window, and he was full enough of plans and explanations. Of course we must explore the passage, but we would give the bad air a chance of getting out first. He spoke of some Turkish summer-house, or pavilion, mentioned in certain annals of Witching Hill, that he had skimmed for his amusement in the local Free Library. There was no such structure to be seen from any point of vantage that he had discovered; possibly this was its site; and the floor which had fallen in might have been a false basement, purposely intended to conceal the trap-door, or else built over it by some unworthy successor of the great gay lord.

"He was just the sort of old sportsman to have a way of his own out of the house, Gillon! He might have wanted it at any moment; he must have been ready for the worst most nights of his life; for I may tell you they would have hanged him in the end if he hadn't been too quick for them with his own horse-pistol. You didn't know he was as bad as that? It's not a thing the family boasts about, and I don't suppose your Estate people would hold it out as an attraction. But I've read a thing or two about the bright old boy, and I do believe we've struck the site of some of his brightest moments!"

"I should like to have explored that tunnel."

"So you shall."

"But when?"

We had gobbled our luncheon, and I had drained the jug that my unconventional host had carried all the way from the Mulcaster Arms; but already I was late for a most unlucky appointment with prospective tenants, and it was only a last look that I could take at my not ignoble handiwork. It was really rather a good hole for a beginner, and a grave-digger could not have heaped his earth much more compactly. It came hard to leave the next stage of the adventure even to as nice a fellow as young Delavoye.

"When?" he repeated with an air of surprise. "Why to-night, of course; you don't suppose I'm going to explore it without you, do you?"

I had already promised not to mention the matter to my Mr. Muskett when he looked in at the office on his way from the station; but that was the only undertaking which had passed between us.

"I thought you said you didn't want Mrs. Delavoye to see the pit's mouth?"

It was his own expression, yet it made him smile, though it had not made me.

"I certainly don't mean either my mother or sister to see one end till we've seen the other," said he. "They might have a word too many to say about it. I must cover the place up somehow before they get back; but I'll tell them you're coming in this evening, and when they go aloft we shall very naturally come out here for a final pipe."

"Armed with a lantern?"

"No, a pocketful of candles. And don't you dress, Gillon, because I don't, even when I'm not bound for the bowels











"The voice I hear this passing night was heard
 In ancient days by emperor and clown."
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I saw a bedizened beauty go mad before my eyes.
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