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  “I can hardly let you have the house for more than a year,” said the agent. “Mr. Nason expects his wife back from the Orient soon after, and he himself will be back by then. He’s letting the place furnished, with the exception of the single closed room in which they’ve stored their more personal belongings.”


  At least a year, mused Lorin Harcourt. Solitude and relative isolation in a modern house on the edge of Brancaster.


  “But can I be assured of that year?” he asked. “What about Mrs. Nason? Suppose she decides to return earlier?”


  “She won’t. She’s a writer of travel books, you know. She’s gone to Asia after material. I think he said she had an assignment, and couldn’t very well finish it before then. In any case, he has the renting of the house, and she’s not likely to interfere.”


  “And the closed room is that one on the ground floor?”


  The agent nodded. “It’s not as if you’d be shut out of it, or anything like that. It’s locked, but you’ll have the key to it with the others. Though there’s nothing in it you’d like, I’m sure.” In the face of Harcourt’s indecision, he added, “I don’t see why you’re hesitating, Mr. Harcourt. The fact is, the place seems ideal for your purpose. You need to get away after a bit of trouble like yours, and the Nason house looks like the ideal place.”


  Nor did Harcourt himself quite understand why he hesitated. He had looked over the house, and it had indeed seemed the right place. He wanted to get away somewhere in order to cut himself off from all familiar places. He was a retired teacher, who had recently suffered the sudden, accidental death of a son and his wife, and, being a sentimentalist, he preferred to remove himself for a while from the milieu associated with them. Moreover, he hoped to write a book himself, on the theory of education, and it seemed appropriate that he should do so in a house which had sheltered a published writer.


  Just the same, however much the house suited him, there had been an air of tension about it, as if it were not restful, belying its appearance. Now, pressed by the agent, he shrugged and resigned himself to the inevitable; there was no other house which came close to satisfying him.


  “Very well, I’ll sign,” he said.


  He moved in within a week.


  The house was built on the side of a hill. Gardens and lawn sloped down toward a little pond at its foot, and the second story of the house opened out on to the ground farther up the slope. The room which Harcourt chose as his own was a gracious one on the second floor. He had no doubt it had been used by Bertha Nason, as well. It was a room which stretched all the way along the house, with a wide picture window facing the pond and the rolling country beyond, and, on the other end, French doors opening out to the slope near the top of the hill.


  In but a few days he was settled and in comfort. In a few more he had thoroughly explored the pleasant country and familiarized himself with Brancaster. In a fortnight he had begun to set down an outline for his projected book, the subject of which, though insufferably dull to the average reader, was nevertheless of singular interest to him, as he imagined it would certainly be to every other educator in the country.


  Harcourt was a man of methodical habits. He set himself to work just three hours every day. He spent an additional hour hiking, two more hours puttering in the garden and grounds, and, apart from time for his frugal meals, he spent the balance of his day and evening reading. He slept just eight hours, neither more nor less, and very few sounds disturbed his sleep.


  One night, however, during his fourth week at the Nason house, Harcourt’s rest was troubled. He had partaken too heavily of oysters, and his stomach, unaccustomed to such rich food, protested. He went to bed with misgivings, which were adequately justified. He found it possible to close his eyes, to will himself to sleep, but not to go to sleep. After two hours of trying, he got up and put on his dressing-gown, with the intention of walking out into the moonlit summer night until the edge of his distress should have worn off and he might return with more assurance of being able to sleep.


  It was just as he was stepping from his bedroom that he heard sounds from below. He stopped in amazement and listened.


  He heard a peculiarly flat, nasal voice speaking. Unquestionably a human voice, he told himself. But try as he might, he could distinguish no word.


  Harcourt was a woefully imaginative man. He conceived instantly that burglars had broken into the house and were systematically looting it. He perceived in the following instant that he might be held responsible for anything which was taken. Like many men, danger to life and limb held little terror for Harcourt; but an assault on his purse was another matter entirely.


  Heedlessly, he plunged down the stairs, pausing only long enough to take up his stout walking stick. He turned on lights as he went and called out maledictions on the malefactors he expected to encounter.


  He went from room to room and met no one.


  He tried all the doors and windows. There was no sign of illegal entry.


  Harcourt was thus left with but one possibility. Somehow someone must have jimmied a window of the closed room and got in.


  Forthwith he went back upstairs and got his keys.


  Despite the dangers his imagination conjured up before his mind’s eye, he did not hesitate to unlock the closed room. Since there had been nothing but a grave silence following his noisy descent of the stairs, he felt that he was justified in assuming that the miscreants, whoever they were, had made good their escape through the same window by which they had gained entry.


  The room sprang to life under the glow of the lights.


  Somehow, Harcourt had expected it to be packed full of things. Instead, he saw that it was only an ordinary sitting-room, with a lounge, now shrouded and covered against lint and dust, several chairs, a desk, and some other items of furniture. The door of a small closet stood open, revealing large hangers which evidently held many of Mrs. Nason’s dresses, all carefully encased in stiff paper to prevent deterioration during her stay in the Orient. But what caught Harcourt’s eye almost immediately was a disc recorder standing near the desk, together with stacks of discs, some manifestly used, others clearly not yet touched, ready for anyone who might care to use the recorder.


  In his excitement at this discovery, the further discovery that the windows of this room, too, bore no signs of tampering, was lost to Harcourt. He foresaw immediately how useful the disc recorder might be to him, as soon as he was ready to do the actual writing of his work on education. Moreover, the recorder was not the kind of property which could be harmed or worn down by his use of it; if Bertha Nason had known, furthermore, that another writer of even such modest pretensions as Harcourt were to occupy the house in her absence, he was firmly of the opinion that she would have expected and intended him to use the disc recorder.


  All else immediately became secondary to this prize. Without further ado, Harcourt moved the recorder upstairs to his study. He came back down for the discs, taking some of each along.


  Back in his room, he plugged the recorder in, selected a disc at random from the stack of used ones, and put it on. The clear, mellifluous tones of a woman’s voice sprang to life in the room.


  “The Mexican landscape and that of the American Southwest are in a great many respects similar. Heat dominates both—the shimmering of heat waves, perhaps even small mirages, and that constant kind of heat haze which is so prevalent wherever there is more sunlight than rain, more heat than temperate weather. There is an aura of great age about both—sometimes caught in monolithic rocks, sometimes in ancient Indian structures...”


  He shut off the machine, removed the disc, and dug deep down into the stack for another, which he put on in place of the first.


  He settled back to listen to this, though presumably, since Mrs. Nason wrote travelogues, it, too, would concern some corner of the earth with which the lady hoped to make her readers familiar.


  But no, he decided after a moment of listening, this was fiction.


  “But what, I often wonder, am I to do with Baxter? He dogs my days, literally. I can hardly tell you, Elisa, what a bore he has become. I suppose divorce is the answer, but he would fight it tooth and nail, for which I am realist enough hardly to blame him, for he has never had it so decent and good as now. Yet, when all is said and done—and will it ever be, I wonder? He is sometimes morose and brooding, sometimes exhilarated and effervescent, one never knows from day to day; when all is said and done, as I said, what must come of it all?”


  He shut this off, too. He had not realized that Mrs. Nason wrote fiction, but evidently she did. As a matter of fact, until he had come to look at the house, Harcourt had never even dreamed of the existence of Bertha Nason. The names he knew were virtually all in properly academic fields.


  This time he put on an unused disc, and prepared to speak.


  His words rolled out ponderously. “The proper course for the educator of the future to follow lies midway between the so-called progressive thought and the traditional curriculum. Somewhere there is a middle course; it must be found, and if it must be found at the expense of the greatly augmented extra-curricular activities which prevail in our time, then away with such activities, for schools are not


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  



OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
The
Disc Recorder

CLASSIC
SUPERNATURAL FICTION

August Derleth











