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    The Scream – 60 Horror Tales in One Edition assembles, in a single capacious volume, the essential imaginative terrain of Joseph Sheridan Le Fanu. It brings together his principal novels and novellas, the landmark story cycles that cemented his reputation, a broad array of shorter supernatural tales, and a contemporaneous biographical memoir. The purpose is both archival and experiential: to let readers follow the breadth of his Gothic and uncanny art while tracing its evolution across modes and lengths. Presented as a unified corpus by one of the great architects of subtle terror, this collection serves as an immersive gateway to his enduring mastery.

The contents span multiple prose forms. Readers will find full-length novels of mystery and sensation, tightly wound novellas, and linked story collections such as In a Glass Darkly and The Purcell Papers. Alongside these stand numerous independent tales, ranging from folkloric visitations and village chronicles to urban hauntings and studies in psychological disquiet. The volume concludes with a biography, the Memoir of Joseph Sheridan Le Fanu by Alfred Perceval Graves, which offers contemporaneous insights into the author’s life and milieu. No poems, diaries, letters, or plays are included here; the focus is squarely on prose fiction and a single biographical companion.

What unifies these diverse texts is a meticulous exploration of fear at the threshold of the explainable. Le Fanu repeatedly stages conflicts between rational inquiry and inexplicable disturbance, letting legal disputes, family secrets, and social proprieties erode under pressure from the uncanny. Irish big houses, rural lanes, and town enclaves become charged spaces where inheritance, reputation, and memory are haunted by omission and guilt. Ambiguity is cultivated through testimonies, manuscripts, and hearsay, so that apparitions and coincidences coexist with psychological fissures. The result is terror that lingers not in spectacle but in implication, pressing readers to weigh evidence against unease.

Le Fanu’s style is distinctive for its patient orchestration of atmosphere and the steady, almost forensic, unveiling of dread. Rooms, corridors, thresholds, and nocturnal landscapes are rendered with a tactile precision that turns setting into a pressure chamber. Narrators often work through indirection—delayed revelation, embedded documents, and cautious conjecture—so that each disclosure deepens the reader’s involvement. In a Glass Darkly employs the casebook structure of Dr. Martin Hesselius to frame investigations, while The Purcell Papers adopt the reflective voice of a priestly antiquary. Throughout, understatement, local color, and suggestive detail create terror by inference rather than assertion.

The significance of this body of work is both historical and artistic. Le Fanu helped shape the modern ghost story and the Irish Gothic, refining psychological approaches to terror that influenced subsequent writers of the supernatural. Carmilla, among his most renowned novellas, stands as a touchstone of vampire fiction for its atmosphere and intimate menace. Yet beyond singular landmarks, his achievement lies in fusing social observation, legal and domestic intrigue, and spectral disturbance into coherent, resonant narratives. The cumulative effect is a literature of anxiety and conscience, where moral ambiguity and haunted spaces illuminate the hidden architectures of everyday life.

Different entry points suit different readers. Those drawn to concise shocks and slowly accruing unease may begin with individual tales or the case histories of In a Glass Darkly. Readers who favor expansive plots and layered deception will find the novels—most notably Uncle Silas—rich in claustrophobic suspense and moral entanglement. The Purcell Papers display his early interest in Irish locales and anecdotal tradition, while the later stories refine his method into more economical, chilling forms. Across forms and periods, the throughline remains consistent: an exacting control of tone and structure that allows fear to emerge as a measured revelation.

Taken together, these works present the full register of Le Fanu’s art: the poised sentence, the insinuating detail, the haunted threshold between fact and fancy. The inclusion of Alfred Perceval Graves’s memoir adds biographical contour, situating the fiction within the cultural and literary currents of its time. Read sequentially or by theme, the volume reveals a writer who understood that the most unsettling specters are those that touch conscience, memory, and social fabric. The Scream is thus not merely an omnibus but a coherent portrait of a singular imagination, inviting both first-time readers and returning admirers to dwell in its carefully crafted shadows.





Historical Context




Table of Contents




    Joseph Sheridan Le Fanu (1814–1873), born in Dublin and reared partly in County Limerick near Lough Gur, wrote across a period of rapid Irish and British transformation. An Anglo-Irish Protestant educated at Trinity College Dublin (matriculated 1832; BA 1837), he fused Big House realism with Gothic and sensation modes. His fiction moves between Dublin’s Georgian streets and rural demesnes, from Chapelizod to imagined English counties, and outward to France, the Adriatic, and Styria. The arc from early tales later gathered as The Purcell Papers to novels like Uncle Silas (1864) and late collections such as In a Glass Darkly (1872) registers shifting anxieties about class, belief, and knowledge.

Ireland’s political and social upheavals shadow Le Fanu’s oeuvre. The legacy of the Act of Union (1801), Catholic Emancipation (1829), the Tithe War (1831–36), and the Great Famine (1845–49) inform his recurrent images of decaying estates and contested inheritance. The Young Ireland rising (1848), Fenian conspiracies (notably the 1867 rising), and the disestablishment of the Church of Ireland (1869) mark a steady erosion of the Ascendancy’s certainties. In that climate, plots revolving around title, guardianship, and the fragility of lineage—central to The Tenants of Malory, Wylder’s Hand, The Haunted Baronet, and The Wyvern Mystery—become political as well as domestic dramas of legitimacy and dispossession.

Le Fanu’s methods were shaped by the Victorian periodical marketplace. From 1838 he contributed to the Dublin University Magazine and served as its editor from 1861 to 1869, honing the serial’s art of cliffhangers, epistolary fragments, and nested testimony. This fostered the legal-inquisitorial textures of Guy Deverell, Checkmate, and Willing to Die, and the case-history frame of In a Glass Darkly. His reach into London magazines positioned him alongside sensation novelists Wilkie Collins and Mary Elizabeth Braddon, whose experiments with secrecy, bigamy, and financial crime paralleled his. The Dark Blue (1871–72) provided the first home for Carmilla, confirming his cross-channel reputation and responsiveness to metropolitan tastes.

Place anchors his spectral effects. Dublin’s Georgian fabric—Merrion Square (where he lived from 1856), Aungier Street’s decayed townhouses, the courts and quays—supplies the urban stage for An Account of Some Strange Disturbances in Aungier Street and Mr Justice Harbottle. Chapelizod, with its eighteenth-century echoes, undergirds The House by the Church-Yard and Ghost Stories of Chapelizod. Rural Limerick folklore, especially around Lough Gur, surfaces in Stories of Lough Guir and in fairy lore tales such as The Child That Went with the Fairies. This topography intersects with modernization—gaslight, new policing (Dublin Metropolitan Police, 1836), and expanding bureaucracy—against which old feuds, curses, and secrets refuse to recede.

Religious and intellectual ferment fed his supernatural. As son of a Church of Ireland clergyman, and creator of clerical voices like the Reverend Purcell, Le Fanu engages with Protestant introspection and post-Reformation doubt. The mid-century rise of spiritualism (from the Fox sisters, 1848), mesmerism, and popular science meets emergent psychiatry in Green Tea, where Dr Martin Hesselius diagnoses visions with medical and metaphysical hypotheses. Disputes over ritualism and the 1869 disestablishment deepened confessional unease, echoed in haunted judges, demonic familiars, and pacts of damnation. His tales keep open competing explanations—moral, theological, psychological—without stabilizing any one, mirroring a culture negotiating faith amid scientific confidence.

Le Fanu’s continent is a theatre of estrangement. The Room in the Dragon Volant turns post-Napoleonic France into a labyrinth of conspiracy; Carmilla situates vampirism in Habsburg Styria; Spalatro evokes the Adriatic’s Catholic baroque under Habsburg shadow. Mid-century steam travel, guidebooks, and the fashion for the picturesque exported British anxieties about aristocracy, confession, and sexuality onto foreign terrains. The 1848 revolutions and transnational secret societies amplified suspicion of Continental intrigue, enriching his plots of imposture and surveillance. By juxtaposing English or Irish protagonists with alien manners and decayed palaces, he converts travel into a moral experiment and the border crossing into a portal for the uncanny.

Victorian gender and property regimes give his terror its legal teeth. Under coverture, heiresses were vulnerable to guardians and fortune-hunters; chancery delays and testamentary disputes invited manipulation. The Married Women’s Property Act (1870) modestly altered this, but Le Fanu’s major novels—Uncle Silas, The Murdered Cousin, Guy Deverell, and Catherine’s Quest—are set within an older framework where wills, settlements, and clandestine marriages imperil women’s bodies and estates. Sensation fiction’s appetite for poison, forged documents, and asylum threats aligns with his portrayal of the house as trap and the guardian as predator. His legal realism grounds the supernatural shimmer, making fear proceed from signatures as much as spectres.

Personal circumstances tint the late work’s duskiness. After the death of his wife Susanna in 1858, Le Fanu became famously reclusive in Merrion Square, earning the Dublin sobriquet “the Invisible Prince.” The final burst—In a Glass Darkly (1872), The Haunted Baronet (1871), and Willing to Die (1873)—fuses elegy and experiment. He died in Dublin on 7 February 1873, having bequeathed a template for the modern ghost story that influenced M. R. James and shaped Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1897) through Carmilla’s vampiric paradigm. Alfred Perceval Graves’s later Memoir of Joseph Sheridan Le Fanu helped fix his reputation, situating an Irish Gothic master within nineteenth-century print modernity.
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    Uncle Silas
A sheltered heiress is placed under the guardianship of her enigmatic uncle, whose charm conceals desperation and possibly lethal designs, creating a tense, claustrophobic country-house ordeal.
The Cock and Anchor
A historical Dublin romance intertwines political intrigue, duels, and criminal plots as a young heir’s fortunes tangle with a notorious tavern and a shadowy conspiracy.
The House by the Church-Yard
In 18th-century Chapelizod, a disinterred skull and old scandals spark a sprawling tale of neighbors, duels, and a long-suppressed murder mystery shaded by folklore.
Wylder’s Hand
A sensation novel of inheritance and a vanished bridegroom, where forged letters, social ambition, and a coldly calculating officer unsettle a respectable community.
Guy Deverell
Country-house intrigues revolve around contested lineage and buried crimes as a naive heir and a calculating adventurer become ensnared in schemes of identity and fortune.
The Tenants of Malory
A decaying Welsh mansion receives a succession of mysterious tenants whose hidden pasts, legal entanglements, and romantic deceptions converge in scandal and revelation.
Haunted Lives
Interlinked narratives depict men and women dogged by guilt, coincidence, and apparitions, suggesting that private crimes reappear as psychological and sometimes supernatural hauntings.
The Wyvern Mystery
An orphaned heroine marries into a brooding moorland household, where locked rooms, disappearances, and a master’s secrets hint at a crime in the past.
Checkmate
A late sensation tale of crossed inheritances and matrimonial plots, in which rival conspiracies play like a game of strategy until a decisive countermove unmasks the villainy.
Willing to Die
A threatened heiress navigates courtship, peril, and family secrets in provincial society, as mercenary suitors and concealed identities imperil her future.
The Haunted Baronet
A baronet’s youthful wrongdoing breeds a hereditary curse, and persistent apparitions press him toward confession and atonement in an Irish setting.
Spalatro
A dark Adriatic confession-narrative where a criminal recounts seduction, greed, and murder against the oppressive backdrop of a decaying coastal town.
In a Glass Darkly (collection)
Framed as Dr. Hesselius’s case files, these five studies blend occult inquiry with psychological dread, tracing inexplicable afflictions to moral, medical, or supernatural causes.
Green Tea
A clergyman develops a terrifying simian apparition after overstimulation and isolation, while Dr. Hesselius seeks a rational remedy for an irrational persecution.
The Familiar
A sea captain is stalked by a diminutive, relentless figure whose appearances escalate from taunts to doom-laden visitations.
Mr Justice Harbottle
A brutal judge is haunted by visions of a spectral tribunal that mirrors his own corrupt judgments.
The Room in the Dragon Volant
A young Englishman in France is lured into a romantic intrigue that masks a macabre conspiracy involving feigned death.
Carmilla
In a Styrian castle, a secluded girl befriends a mysterious visitor whose predatory affection reveals a hidden vampiric menace.
The Purcell Papers (collection)
Early tales framed by “Father Purcell,” mixing Irish folklore, satire, and Gothic mystery—from comic ballad pastiche and village anecdote to legends of haunted houses, cursed lineages, and uncanny dreams.
Madam Crowl’s Ghost
A maidservant witnesses eerie portents around a tyrannical matriarch’s deathbed, culminating in the disclosure of a long-concealed crime.
Squire Toby’s Will
A bitter inheritance feud and a spectral hound haunt a country house, testing the obstinacy and guilt of the surviving heir.
Dickon the Devil
A coachman’s legend of a cursed horse and malign master unfolds as a cautionary tale of pride, cruelty, and infernal rumor.
The Child That Went with the Fairies
In a rural parish, a disappearance attributed to the Good People reveals how longing and superstition can mask a tragic loss.
The White Cat of Drumgunniol
A folkloric vignette in which an uncanny cat leads to misadventure, hinting at fairy interference in human affairs.
An Account of Some Strange Disturbances in Aungier Street
A Dublin lodging is ravaged by nightly noises and apparitions that drive tenants to probe the house’s tragic past.
Ghost Stories of Chapelizod
Linked sketches from a Dublin suburb recount quaint encounters with spirits, local superstitions, and the comic side of the uncanny.
Wicked Captain Walshawe, of Wauling
The legacy of a ruthless smuggler taints his heirs, as a house and its relics transmit the malign influence of an unholy bargain.
Sir Dominick’s Bargain
A gentleman’s compact with dark forces yields prosperity at a price that steadily comes due.
Ultor de Lacy
An Irish legend of vengeance where an ancestral wrong summons a relentless avenger whose justice blurs into haunting.
The Vision of Tom Chuff
A hard-drinking laborer’s final hours are disturbed by a terrifying glimpse of the fate that awaits his soul.
Stories of Lough Guir
Folkloric episodes around an enchanted Irish lake relate fairy glamour, vanished castles, and the thin border between legend and life.
The Evil Guest
A mysterious lodger insinuates himself into a household, bringing with him menace, secrecy, and the hint of impending violence.
The Watcher
A solitary man becomes convinced a silent, malevolent presence dogs his steps, eroding his sanity and safety.
Laura Silver Bell
A young woman, charmed by elusive music and promises, is lured toward the fairies’ world to the despair of those who love her.
The Murdered Cousin
A domestic Gothic in which a suspicious death within an aristocratic family casts a long shadow over inheritance and trust.
The Mysterious Lodger
The arrival of an enigmatic tenant coincides with nocturnal disturbances and unexplained absences, hinting at a crime hiding in plain sight.
An Authentic Narrative of a Haunted House
A matter-of-fact chronicle of a residence plagued by apparitions and poltergeist-like phenomena that resist rational dismissal.
The Dead Sexton
Parish life is unsettled by the return—real or imagined—of a buried sexton, stirring old enmities and fear.
A Debt of Honor
A spectral encounter presses a living debtor to settle a promise that outlived its maker.
Devereux’s Dream
An ominous dream casts a premonitory shadow over a gentleman’s fate, shaping his choices with dread.
Catherine’s Quest
A brief mystery of a woman’s search for truth amid familial concealments and misdirection.
Haunted
A concise study of how a guilty secret can manifest as an external haunting, unsettling a seemingly ordinary household.
Pichon and Sons
A family firm is beset by uncanny warnings and financial peril after a founder’s misdeed, testing loyalty and conscience.
The Phantom Fourth
A card party receives an inexplicable fourth player, whose presence hints at mortality and unresolved business.
The Spirit’s Whisper
A whispered warning from beyond intervenes in mortal affairs, averting—or precipitating—calamity.
Dr. Feversham’s Story
A physician recounts a clinical encounter with the inexplicable, where medical observation brushes the supernatural.
The Secret of the Two Plaster Casts
A small forensic clue hidden in duplicated casts unmasks deception in a quiet provincial case.
What Was It?
A brief puzzle-story centered on an encounter that defies visibility and proof, challenging the limits of natural explanation.
Memoir of Joseph Sheridan Le Fanu by Alfred Perceval Graves
A contemporary biographical sketch recounting Le Fanu’s family, journalism and fiction career, literary milieu, and the temperament behind his ghostly art.
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IT WAS WINTER— that is, about the second week in November — and great gusts were rattling at the windows, and wailing and thundering among our tall trees and ivied chimneys — a very dark night, and a very cheerful fire blazing, a pleasant mixture of good round coal and spluttering dry wood, in a genuine old fireplace, in a sombre old room. Black wainscoting glimmered up to the ceiling, in small ebony panels; a cheerful chump of wax candles on the tea-table; many old portraits, some grim and pale, others pretty, and some very graceful and charming, hanging from the walls. Few pictures, except portraits long and short, were there. On the whole, I think you would have taken the room for our parlour. It was not like our modern notion of a drawing-room. It was a long room, too, and every way capacious, but irregularly shaped.

A girl of a little more than seventeen, looking, I believe, younger still; slight and rather tall, with a great deal of golden hair, dark grey-eyed, and with a countenance rather sensitive and melancholy, was sitting at the tea-table, in a reverie. I was that girl.

The only other person in the room — the only person in the house related to me — was my father. He was Mr. Ruthyn, of Knowl, so called in this county, but he had many other places, was of a very ancient lineage, who had refused a baronetage often, and it was said even a viscounty, being of a proud and defiant spirit, and thinking themselves higher in station and purer of blood than two-thirds of the nobility into whose ranks it was said, they had been invited to enter. Of all this family lore I knew but little and vaguely; only what is to be gathered from the fireside talk of old retainers in the nursery.

I am sure my father loved me, and I know I loved him. With the sure instinct of childhood I apprehended his tenderness, although it was never expressed in common ways. But my father was an oddity. He had been early disappointed in Parliament, where it was his ambition to succeed. Though a clever man, he failed there, where very inferior men did extremely well. Then he went abroad, and became a connoisseur and a collector; took a part, on his return, in literary and scientific institutions, and also in the foundation and direction of some charities. But he tired of this mimic government, and gave himself up to a country life, not that of a sportsman, b rather of a student, staying sometimes at one of his places and sometimes at another, and living a secluded life.

Rather late in his life he married, and his beautiful young wife died, leaving me, their only child, to his care. This bereavement, I have been told, changed him — made him more odd and taciturn than ever, and his temper also, except to me, more severe. There was also some disgrace about his younger brother — my uncle Silas — which he felt bitterly.

He was now walking up and down this spacious old room, which, extending round an angle at the far end, was very dark in that quarter. It was his wont to walk up and down thus, without speaking — an exercise which used to remind me of Chateaubriand’s father in the great chamber of the Château de Combourg. At the far end he nearly disappeared in the gloom, and then returning emerged for a few minutes, like a portrait with a background of shadow, and then again in silence faded nearly out of view.

This monotony and silence would have been terrifying to a person less accustomed to it than I. As it was, it had its effect. I have known my father a whole day without ounce speaking to me. Though I loved him very much, I was also much in awe of him.

While my father paced the floor, my thoughts were employed about the events of a month before. So few things happened at Knowl out of the accustomed routine, that a very trifling occurrence was enough to set people wondering and conjecturing in that serene household. My father lived in remarkable seclusion; except for a ride, he hardly ever left the grounds of Knowl; and I don’t think it happened twice in the year that a visitor sojourned among us.

There was not even that mild religious bustle which sometimes besets the wealthy and moral recluse. My father had left the Church of England for some odd sect, I forget its name, and ultimately became, I was told, a Swedenborgian. But he did not care to trouble me upon the subject. So the old carriage brought my governess, when I had one, the old housekeeper, Mrs. Rusk, and myself to the parish church every Sunday. And my father, in the view of the honest rector who shook his head over him —“a cloud without water, carried about of winds, and a wandering star to whom is reserved the blackness of darkness”— corresponded with the “minister” of his church, and was provokingly contented with his own fertility and illumination; and Mrs. Rusk, who was a sound and bitter churchwoman, said he fancied he saw visions and talked with angels like the rest of that “rubbitch.”

I don’t know that she had any better foundation than analogy and conjecture for charging my father with supernatural pretensions; and in all points when her orthodoxy was not concerned, she loved her master and was a loyal housekeeper.

I found her one morning superintending preparations for the reception of a visitor, in the hunting-room it was called, from the pieces of tapestry that covered its walls, representing scenes à la Wouvermans, of falconry, and the chase, dogs, hawks, ladies, gallants, and pages. In the midst of whom Mrs. Rusk, in black silk, was rummaging drawers, counting linen, and issuing orders.

“Who is coming, Mrs. Rusk?”

Well, she only knew his name. It was a Mr. Bryerly. My papa expected him to dinner, and to stay for some days.

“I guess he’s one of those creatures, dear, for I mentioned his name just to Dr. Clay (the rector), and he says there is a Doctor Bryerly, a great conjurer among the sss sect — and that’s him, I do suppose.”

In my hazy notions of these sectaries there was mingled a suspicion of necromancy, and a weird freemasonry, that inspired something of awe and antipathy.

Mr. Bryerly arrived time enough to dress at his leisure, before dinner. He entered the drawing-room — a tall, lean man, all in ungainly black, with a white choker, with either a black wig, or black hair dressed in imitation of one, a pair of spectacles, and a dark, sharp, short visage, rubbing his large hands together, and with a short brisk not to me, whom he plainly regarded merely as a child, he sat down before the fire, crossed his legs, and took up a magazine.

This treatment was mortifying, and I remember very well the resentment of which he was quite unconscious.

His stay was not very long; not one of us divined the object of his visit, and he did not prepossesses us favourably. He seemed restless, as men of busy habits do in country houses, and took walks, and a drive, and read in the library, and wrote half a dozen letters.

His bed-room and dressing-room were at the side of the gallery, directly opposite to my father’s, which had a sort of ante-room en suite, in which were some of his theological books.

The day after Mr. Bryerly’s arrival, I was about to see whether my father’s water caraffe and glass had been duly laid on the table in this ante-room, and in doubt whether he was there, I knocked at the door.

I suppose they were too intent on other matters to hear, but receiving no answer, I entered the room. My father was sitting in his chair, with his coat and waistcoat off, Mr. Bryerly kneeling on a stool beside him, rather facing him, his black scratch wig leaning close to my father’s grizzled hair. There was a large tome of their divinity lore, I suppose, open on the table close by. The lank black figure of Mr. Bryerly stood up, and he concealed something quickly in the breast of his coat.

My father stood up also, looking paler, I think, than I ever saw him till then, and he pointed grimly to the door, and said, “Go.”

Mr. Bryerly pushed me gently back with his hands to my shoulders, and smiled down from his dark features with an expression quite unintelligible to me.

I had recovered myself in a second, and withdrew without a word. The last thing I saw at the door was the tall, slim figure in black, and the dark, significant smile following me: and then the door was shut and locked, and the two sssians were left to their mysteries.

I remember so well the kind of shock and disgust I felt in the certainty that I had surprised them at some, perhaps, debasing incantation — a suspicion of this Mr. Bryerly, of the ill-fitting black coat, and white choker — and a sort of fear came upon me, and I fancied he was asserting some kind of mastery over my father, which very much alarmed me.

I fancied all sorts of dangers in the enigmatical smile of the lank high-priest. The image of my father, as I had seen him, it might be, confessing to this man in black, who was I knew not what, haunted me with the disagreeable uncertainties of a mind very uninstructed as to the limits of the marvellous.

I mentioned it to no one. But I was immensely relieved when the sinister visitor took his departure the morning after, and it was upon this occurrence that my mind was now employed.

Some one said that Dr. Johnson resembled a ghost, who must be spoken to before it will speak. But my father, in whatever else he may have resembled a ghost, did not in that particular; for no one but I in his household — and I very seldom — dared to address him until first addressed by him. I had no notion how singular this was until I began to go out a little among friends and relations, and found no such rule in force anywhere else.

As I leaned back in my chair thinking, this phantasm of my father came, and turned, and vanished with a solemn regularity. It was a peculiar figure, strongly made, thick-set, with a face large, and very stern; he wore a loose, black velvet coat and waistcoat. It was, however, the figure of an elderly rather than an old man — though he was then past seventy — but firm, and with no sign of feebleness.

I remember the start with which, not suspecting that he was close by me, I lifted my eyes, and saw that large, rugged countenance looking fixedly on me, from less than a yard away.

After I saw him, he continued to regard me for a second or two; and then, taking one of the heavy candlesticks in his gnarled hand, he beckoned me to follow him; which, in silence and wondering, I accordingly did.

He led me across the hall, where there were lights burning, and into a lobby by the foot of the back stairs, and so into his library.

It is a long, narrow room, with two tall, slim windows at the far end, now draped in dark curtains. Dusky it was with but one candle; and he paused near the door, at the left-hand side of which stood, in those days, an old-fashioned press or cabinet of carved oak. In front of this he stopped.

He had odd, absent ways, and talked more to himself, I believe, than to all the rest of the world put together.

“She won’t understand,” he whispered, looking at me enquiringly. “No, she won’t. Will she?”

Then there was a pause, during which he brought forth from his breast pocket a small bunch of some half-dozen keys, on one of which he looked frowningly, every now and then balancing it a little before his eyes, between his finger and thumb, as he deliberated.

I knew him too well, of course, to interpose a word.

“They are easily frightened — ay, they are. I’d better do it another way.”

And pausing, he looked in my face as he might upon a picture.

“They are — yes — I had better do it another way — another way; yes — and she’ll not suspect — she’ll not suppose.”

Then he looked steadfastly upon the key, and from it to me, suddenly lifting it up, and said abruptly, “See, child,” and, after a second or two, “Remember this key.”

It was oddly shaped, and unlike others.

“Yes, sir.” I always called him “sir.”

“It opens that,” and he tapped it sharply on the door of the cabinet. “In the daytime it is always here,” at which word he dropped it into his pocket again. “You see? — and at night under my pillow — you hear me?”

“Yes, sir.”

“You won’t forget this cabinet — oak — next the door — on your left — you won’t forget?”

“No, sir.”

“Pity she’s a girl, and so young — ay, a girl, and so young — no sense — giddy. You say, you’ll remember?”

“Yes, sir.”

“It behoves you.”

He turned round and looked full upon me, like a man who has taken a sudden resolution; and I think for a moment he had made up his mind to tell me a great deal more. But if so, he changed it again; and after another pause, he said slowly and sternly —

“You will tell nobody what I have said, under pain of my displeasure.”

“Oh! no, sir!”

“Good child!”

“Except,” he resumed, “under one contingency; that is, in case I should be absent, and Dr. Bryerly — you recollect the tin gentleman, in spectacles and a black wig, who spent three days here last month — should come and enquire for the key, you understand, in my absence.”

“Yes, sir.”

So he kissed me on the forehead, and said —

“Let us return.”

Which, accordingly, we did, in silence; the storm outside, like a dirge on a great organ, accompanying our flitting.


Chapter 2. 
Uncle Silas
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WHEN WE REACHED the drawing-room, I resumed my chair, and my father his slow and regular walk to and fro, in the great room. Perhaps it was the uproar of the mind that disturbed the ordinary tenor of his thoughts; but, whatever was the cause, certainly he was unusually talkative that night.

After an interval of nearly half an hour, he drew near again, and sat down in a high-backed arm-chair, beside the fire, and nearly opposite to me, and looked at me steadfastly for some time, as was his wont, before speaking; and said he —

“This won’t do — you must have a governess.”

In cases of this kind I merely set down my book or work, as it might be, and adjusted myself to listen without speaking.

“Your French is pretty well, and you Italian; but you have no German. Your music may be pretty good — I’m no judge — but your drawing might be better — yes — yes. I believe there are accomplished ladies — finishing governesses, they call them — who undertake more than any one teacher would have professed in my time, and do very well. She can prepare you, and next winter, then, you shall visit France and Italy, where you may be accomplished as highly as you please.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“You shall. It is nearly six months since Miss Ellerton left you — too long without a teacher.”

Then followed an interval.

“Dr. Bryerly will ask you about that key, and what it opens; you show all that to him, and no one else.”

“But,” I said, for I had a great terror of disobeying him in even so minute a matter, “you will then be absent, sir — how am I to find the key?”

He smiled on me suddenly — a bight but wintry smile — it seldom came, and was very transitory, and kindly though mysterious.

“True, child; I’m glad you are so wise; that, you will find, I have provided for, and you shall know exactly where to look. You have remarked how solitary I live. You fancy, perhaps, I have not got a friend, and you are nearly right — nearly, but not altogether. I have a very sure friend — one — a friend whom I once misunderstood, but now appreciate.”

I wondered silently whether it could be Uncle Silas.

“He’ll make a call, some day soon; I’m not quite sure when. I won’t tell you his name — you’ll hear that soon enough, and I don’t want it talked of; and I must make a little journey with him. You’ll not be afraid of being left alone for a time?”

“And have you promised, sir?” I answered, with another question, my curiosity and anxiety overcoming my awe. He took my questioning very good-humouredly.

“Well — promise? — no, child; but I’m under condition; he’s not to be denied. I must make the excursion with him the moment he calls. I have no choice; but, on the whole, I rather like it — remember, I say, I rather like it.”

And he smiled again, with the same meaning, that was at once stern and sad. The exact purport of these sentences remained fixed in my mind, so that even at this distance of time I am quite sure of them.

A person quite unacquainted with my father’s habitually abrupt and odd way of talking, would have fancied that he was possibly a little disordered in his mind. But no such suspicion for a moment troubled me. I was quite sure that he spoke of a real person who was coming, and that his journey was something momentous; and when the visitor of whom he spoke did come, and he departed with him upon that mysterious excursion, I perfectly understood his language and his reasons for saying so much and yet so little.

You are not to suppose that all my hours were passed in the sort of conference and isolation of which I have just given you a specimen; and singular and even awful as were sometimes my tête-à-têtes with my father, I had grown so accustomed to his strange ways, and had so unbounded a confidence in his affection, that they never depressed or agitated me in the matter you might have supposed. I had a great deal of quite a different sort of chat with good old Mrs. Rusk, and very pleasant talks with Mary Quince, my somewhat ancient maid; and besides all this, I had now and then a visit of a week or so at the house of some one of our country neighbours, and occasionally a visitor — but this, I must own, very rarely — at Knowl.

There had come now a little pause in my father’s revelations, and my fancy wandered away upon a flight of discovery. Who, I again thought, could this intending visitor be, who was to come, armed with the prerogative to make my stay-at-home father forthwith leave his household goods — his books and his child — to whom he clung, and set forth on an unknown knight-errantry? Who but Uncle Silas, I thought — that mysterious relative whom I had never seen — who was, it had in old times been very darkly hinted to me, unspeakable unfortunate or unspeakably vicious — whom I had seldom heard my father mention, and then in a hurried way, and with a pained, thoughtful look. Only once he had said anything from which I could gather my father’s opinion of him, and then it was so slight and enigmatical that I might have filled in the character very nearly as I pleased.

It happened thus. One day Mrs. Rusk was in the oak-room, I being then about fourteen. She was removing a stain from a tapestry chair, and I watched the process with a childish interest. She sat down to rest herself — she had been stooping over her work — and threw her head back, for her neck was weary, and in this position she fixed her eyes on a portrait that hung before her.

It was a full-length, and represented a singularly handsome young man, dark, slender, elegant, in a costume then quite obsolete, though I believe it was seen at the beginning of this century — white leather pantaloons and top-boots, a buff waist-coat, and a chocolate-coloured coat, and the hair long and brushed back.

There was a remarkable elegance and a delicacy in the features, but also a character of resolution and ability that quite took the portrait out of the category of mere fops or fine men. When people looked at it for the first time, I have so often heard the exclamation —“What a wonderfully handsome man!” and then, “What a clever face!” An Italian greyhound stood by him, and some slender columns and a rich drapery in the background. But though the accessories were of the luxurious sort, and the beauty, as I have said, refined, there was a masculine force in that slender oval face, and a fire in the large, shadowy eyes, which were very peculiar, and quite redeemed it from the suspicion of effeminacy.

“Is not that Uncle Silas?” said I.

“Yes, dear,” answered Mrs. Rusk, looking, with her resolute little face, quietly on the portrait.

“He must be a very handsome man, Mrs. Rusk. Don’t you think so?” I continued.

“He was, my dear — yes; but it is forty years since that was painted — the date is there in the corner, in the shadow that comes from his foot, and forty years, I can tell you, makes a change in most of us;” and Mrs. Rusk laughed, in cynical good-humour.

There was a little pause, both still looking on the handsome man in top-boots, and I said —

“And why, Mrs. Rusk, is papa always so sad about Uncle Silas?”

“What’s that, child?” said my father’s voice, very near. I looked round, with a start, and flushed and faltered, receding a step from him.

“No harm, dear. You have said nothing wrong,” he said gently, observing my alarm. “You said I was always sad, I think, about Uncle Silas. Well, I don’t know how you gather that; but if I were, I will now tell you, it would not be unnatural. Your uncle is a man of great talents, great faults, and great wrongs. His talents have not availed him; his faults are long ago repented of; and his wrongs I believe he feels less than I do, but they are deep. Did she say any more, madam?” he demanded abruptly of Mrs. Rusk.

“Nothing, sir,” with a stiff little courtesy, answered Mrs. Rusk, who stood in awe of him.

“And there is no need, child,” he continued, addressing himself to me, “that you should think more of him at present. Clear your head of Uncle Silas. One day, perhaps, you will know him — yes, very well — and understand how villains have injured him.”

Then my father retired, and at the door he said —

“Mrs. Rusk, a word, if you please,” beckoning to that lady, who trotted after him to the library.

I think he then laid some injunction upon the housekeeper, which was transmitted by her to Mary Quince, for from that time forth I could never lead either to talk with me about Uncle Silas. They let me talk on, but were reserved and silent themselves, and seemed embarrassed, and Mrs. Rusk sometimes pettish and angry, when I pressed for information.

Thus curiosity was piqued; and round the slender portrait in the leather pantaloons and top-boots gathered many-coloured circles of mystery, and the handsome features seemed to smile down upon my baffled curiosity with a provoking significance.

Why is it that this form of ambition — curiosity — which entered into the temptation of our first parent, is so specially hard to resist? Knowledge is power — and power of one sort or another is the secret lust of human souls; and here is, beside the sense of exploration, the undefinable interest of a story, and above all, something forbidden, to stimulate the contumacious appetite.


Chapter 3. 
A New Face
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I THINK IT was about a fortnight after that conversation in which my father had expressed his opinion, and given me the mysterious charge about the old oak cabinet in his library, as already detailed, that I was one night sitting at the great drawing-room window, lost in the melancholy reveries of night, and in admiration of the moonlighted scene. I was the only occupant of the room; and the lights near the fire, at its farther end, hardly reached to the window at which I sat.

The shorn grass sloped gently downward from the windows till it met the broad level on which stood, in clumps, or solitarily scattered, some of the noblest timber in England. Hoar in the moonbeams stood those graceful trees casting their moveless shadows upon the grass, and in the background crowning the undulations of the distance, in masses, were piled those woods among which lay the solitary tomb where the remains of my beloved mother rested.

The air was still. The silvery vapour hung serenely on the far horizon, and the frosty stars blinked brightly. Everyone knows the effect of such a scene on a mind already saddened. Fancies and regrets float mistily in the dream, and the scene affects us with a strange mixture of memory and anticipation, like some sweet old air heard in the distance. As my eyes rested on those, to me, funereal but glorious woods, which formed the background of the picture, my thoughts recurred to my father’s mysterious intimations and the image of the approaching visitor; and the thought of the unknown journey saddened me.

In all that concerned his religion, from very early association, there was to me something of the unearthly and spectral.

When my dear mamma died I was not nine years old; and I remember, two days before the funeral, there came to Knowl, where she died, a thin little man, with large black eyes, and a very grave, dark face.

He was shut up a good deal with my dear father, who was in deep affliction; and Mrs. Rusk used to say, “It is rather odd to see him praying with that little scarecrow from London, and good Mr. Clay ready at call, in the village; much good that little black whipper-snapper will do him!”

With that little black man, on the day after the funeral, I was sent out, for some reason, for a walk; my governess was ill, I know, and there was confusion in the house, and I dare say the maids made as much of a holiday as they could.

I remember feeling a sort of awe of this little dark man; but I was not afraid of him, for he was gentle, though sad — and seemed kind. He led me into the garden — the Dutch garden, we used to call it — with a balustrade, and statues at the farther front, laid out in a carpet-pattern of brilliantly-coloured flowers. We came down the broad flight of Caen stone steps into this, and we walked in silence to the balustrade. The base was too high at the spot where we reached it for me to see over; but holding my hand, he said, “Look through that, my child. Well, you can’t; but I can see beyond it — shall I tell you what? I see ever so much. I see a cottage with a steep roof, that looks like gold in the sunlight; there are tall trees throwing soft shadows round it, and flowering shrubs, I can’t say what, only the colours are beautiful, growing by the walls and windows, and two little children are playing among the stems of the trees, and we are on our way there, and in a few minutes shall be under those trees ourselves, and talking to those little children. Yet now to me it is but a picture in my brain, and to you but a story told by me, which you believe. Come dear; let us be going.”

So we descended the steps at the right, and side by side walked along the grass lane between tall trim walls of evergreens. The way was in deep shadow, for the sun was near the horizon; but suddenly we turned to the left, and there we stood in rich sunlight, among the many objects he had described.

“Is this your house, my little men?” he asked of the children — pretty little rosy boys — who assented; and he leaned with his open hand against the stem of one of the trees, and with a grave smile he nodded down to me, saying —

“You see now, and hear, and feel for yourself that both the vision and the story were quite true; but come on, my dear, we have further to go.”

And relapsing into silence we had a long ramble through the wood, the same on which I was now looking in the distance. Every now and then he made me sit down to rest, and he in a musing solemn sort of way would relate some little story, reflecting, even to my childish mind, a strange suspicion of a spiritual meaning, but different from what honest Mrs. Rusk used to expound to me from the Parables, and, somehow, startling in its very vagueness.

Thus entertained, though a little awfully, I accompanied the dark mysterious little “whipper-snapper” through the woodland glades. We came, to me quite unexpectedly, in the deep sylvan shadows, upon the grey, pillared temple, four-fronted, with a slanting pedestal of lichen-stained steps, the lonely sepulchre in which I had the morning before seen poor mamma laid. At the sight the fountains of my grief reopened, and I cried bitterly, repeating, “Oh! mamma, mamma, little mamma!” and so went on weeping and calling wildly on the deaf and the silent. There was a stone bench some ten steps away from the tomb.

“Sit down beside me, child!” said the grave man with the black eyes, very kindly and gently. “Now, what do you see there?” he asked, pointing horizontally with his stick towards the centre of the opposite structure.

“Oh, that — that place where poor mamma is?”

“Yes, a stone wall with pillars, too high for either you or me to see over. But ——”

Here he mentioned a name which I think must have been Swedenborg, from what I afterwards learnt of his tenets and revelations; I only know that it sounded to me like the name of a magician in a fairy tale; I fancied he lived in the wood which surrounded us, and I began to grow frightened as he proceeded.

“But Swedenborg sees beyond it, over, and through it, and has told me all that concerns us to know. He says your mamma is not there.”

“She is taken away!” I cried, starting up, and with streaming eyes, gazing on the building which, though I stamped my feet in my distraction, I was afraid to approach. “Oh, is mamma taken away? Where is she? Where have they brought her to?”

I was uttering unconsciously very nearly the question with which Mary, in the grey of that wondrous morning on which she stood by the empty sepulchre, accosted the figure standing near.

“Your mamma is alive, but too far away to see or hear us; but Swedenborg, standing here, can see and hear her, and tells me all he sees, just as I told you in the garden about the little boys and the cottage, and the trees and flowers which you could not see, but believed in when I told you. So I can tell you now as I did then; and as we are both, I hope, walking on to the same place, just as we did to the trees and cottage, you will surely see with your own eyes how true is the description which I give you.”

I was very frightened, for I feared that when he had done his narrative we were to walk on through the wood into that place of wonders and of shadows where the dead are visible.

He leaned his elbow on his knee, and his forehead on his hand, which shaded his downcast eyes, and in that attitude described to me a beautiful landscape, radiant with a wondrous light, in which, rejoicing, my mother moved along an airy path, ascending among mountains of fantastic height, and peaks, melting in celestial colouring into the air, and peopled with human beings translated into the same image, beauty, and splendour. And when he had ended his relation, he rose, took my hand, and smiling gently down on my pale, wondering face, he said in the same words he had spoken before —

“Come, dear, let us be going.”

“Oh! no, no, no — not now,” I said, resisting, and very much frightened.

“Home, I mean, dear. We cannot walk to the place I have described. We can only reach it through the gate of death, to which we are all tending, young and old, with sure steps.”

“And where is the gate of death?” I asked in a sort of whisper, as we walked together, holding his hand very fast, and looking stealthily. He smiled sadly and said —

“When, sooner or later, the time comes, as Hagar’s eyes were opened in the wilderness, and she beheld a fountain of water, so shall each of us see the door open before us, and enter in and be refreshed.”

For a long time after this walk I was very nervous; the more so for the awful manner in which Mrs. Rusk received my statement — with stern lips and upturned hands and eyes, and an angry expostulation: “I do wonder at you, Mary Quince, letting the child walk into the wood with that limb of darkness. It is a mercy he did not show her the devil, or frighten her out of her senses, in that lonely place!”

Of these Swedenborgians, indeed, I know no more than I might learn from good Mrs. Rusk’s very inaccurate talk. Two or three of them crossed in the course of my early life, like magic-lantern figures, the disk of my very circumscribed observation. All outside was and is darkness. I once tried to read one of their books upon the future state — heaven and hell; but I grew after a day or two so nervous that I laid it aside. It is enough for me to know that their founder either saw or fancied he saw amazing visions, which, so far from superseding, confirmed and interpreted the language of the Bible; and as dear papa accepted their ideas, I am happy in thinking that they did not conflict with the supreme authority of holy writ.

Leaning on my hand, I was now looking upon that solemn wood, white and shadowy in the moonlight, where, for a long time after that ramble with the visionary, I fancied the gate of death, hidden only by a strange glamour, and the dazzling land of ghosts, were situate; and I suppose these earlier associations gave to my reverie about my father’s coming visitor a wilder and a sadder tinge.


Chapter 4. 
Madame De La Rougierre
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ON A SUDDEN, on the grass before me, stood an odd figure — a very tall woman in grey draperies, nearly white under the moon, courtesying extraordinarily low, and rather fantastically.

I stared in something like a horror upon the large and rather hollow features which I did not know, smiling very unpleasantly on me; and the moment it was plain that I saw her, the grey woman began gobbling and cackling shrilly — I could not distinctly hear what through the window — and gesticulating oddly with her long hands and arms.

“There’s a woman at the window!” I gasped; “turn her away, please.”

If I had said a man, I suppose fat Branston would have summoned and sent forward a detachment of footmen. As it was, he bowed gravely, with a —

“Yes,‘m — shall’m.”

And with an air of authority approached the window.

I don’t think that he was pleasantly impressed himself by the first sight of our visitor, for he stopped short some steps of the window, and demanded rather sternly —

“What ye doin’ there, woman?”

To this summons, her answer, which occupied a little time, was inaudible to me. But Branston replied —

“I wasn’t aware, ma’am; I heerd nothin’; if you’ll go round that way, you’ll see the hall-door steps, and I’ll speak to the master, and do as he shall order.”

The figure said something and pointed.

“Yes, that’s it, and ye can’t miss of the door.”

And Mr. Branston returned slowly down the long room, and halted with out-turned pumps and a grave inclination before me, and the faintest amount of interrogation in the announcement —

“Please, ‘m, she says she’s the governess.”

“The governess! What governess?”

Branston was too well-bred to smile, and he said thoughtfully —

“P’raps, ‘m, I’d best ask the master.”

To which I assented, and away strode the flat pumps of the butler to the library.

I stood breathless in the hall. Every girl at my age knows how much is involved in such an advent. I also heard Mrs. Rusk, in a minute or two more, emerge I suppose from the study. She walked quickly, and muttered sharply to herself — an evil trick, in which she indulged when much “put about.” I should have been glad of a word with her; but I fancied she was vexed, and would not have talked satisfactorily. She did not, however, come my way; merely crossing the hall with her quick, energetic step.

Was it really the arrival of a governess? Was that apparition which had impressed me so unpleasantly to take the command of me — to sit alone with me, and haunt me perpetually with her sinister looks and shrilly gabble?

I was just making up my mind to go to Mary Quince, and learn something definite, when I heard my father’s step approaching from the library: so I quietly re-entered the drawing-room, but with an anxious and throbbing heart.

When he came in, as usual, he patted me on the head gently, with a kind of smile, and then began his silent walk up and down the room. I was yearning to question him on the point that just then engrossed me so disagreeably; but the awe in which I stood of him forbade.

After a time he stopped at the window, the curtain of which I had drawn, and the shutter partly opened, and he looked out perhaps with associations of his own, on the scene I had been contemplating.

It was not for nearly an hour after, that my father suddenly, after his wont, in a few words, apprised me of the arrival of Madame de la Rougierre to be my governess, highly recommended and perfectly qualified. My heart sank with a sure presage of ill. I already disliked, distrusted, and feared her.

I had more than an apprehension of her temper and fear of possibly abused authority. The large-featured, smirking phantom, saluting me so oddly in the moonlight, retained ever after its peculiar and unpleasant hold upon my nerves.

“Well, Miss Maud, dear, I hope you’ll like your new governess — for it’s more tha I do, just at present at least,” said Mrs. Rusk, sharply — she was awaiting me in my room. “I hate them Frenchwomen; they’re not natural, I think. I gave her her supper in my room. She eats like a wolf, she does, the great raw-boned hannimal. I wish you saw her in bed as I did. I put her next the clockroom — she’ll hear the hours betimes, I’m thinking. You never saw such a sight. The great long nose and hollow cheeks of her, and oogh! such a mouth! I felt a’most like little Red Riding–Hood — I did, Miss.”

Here honest Mary Quince, who enjoyed Mrs. Rusk’s satire, a weapon in which she was not herself strong, laughed outright.

“Turn down the bed, Mary. She’s very agreeable — she is, just now — all new-comers is; but she did not get many compliments from me, Miss — no, I rayther think not. I wonder why honest English girls won’t answer the gentry for governesses, instead of them gaping, scheming, wicked furriners? Lord forgi’ me, I think they’re all alike.”

Next morning I made acquaintance with Madame de la Rougierre. She was tall, masculine, a little ghastly perhaps, and draped in purple silk, with a lace cap, and great bands of black hair, too think and black, perhaps, to correspond quite naturally with her bleached and sallow skin, her hollow haws, and the fine but grim wrinkles traced about her brows and eyelids. She smiled, she nodded, and then for a good while she scanned me in silence with a steady cunning eye, and a stern smile.

“And how is she named — what is Mademoiselle’s name?” said the tall stranger.

“Maud, Madame.”

“Maud! — what a pretty name! Eh bien! I am very sure my dear Maud she will be very good little girl — is not so? — and I am sure I shall love you vary moche. And what ‘av you been learning, Maud, my dear cheaile — music, French, German, eh?”

“Yes, a little; and I had just begun the use of the globes when my governess went away.”

I nodded towards the globes, which stood near her, as I said this.

“Oh! yes — the globes;” and she spun one of them with her great hand. “Je vous expliquerai tout cela à fond.”

Madame de la Rougierre, I found, was always quite ready to explain everything “à fond;” but somehow her “explications,” as she termed them, were not very intelligible, and when pressed her temper woke up; so that I preferred, after a while, accepting the expositions just as they came.

Madame was on an unusually large scale, a circumstance which made some of her traits startling, and altogether rendered her, in her strange way, more awful in the eyes of a nervous child, I may say, such as I was. She used to look at me for a long time sometimes, with the peculiar smile I have mentioned, and a great finger upon her lip, like the Eleusinian priestess on the vase.

She would sit, too, sometimes for an hour together, looking into the fire or out of the window, plainly seeing nothing, and with an odd, fixed look of something like triumph — very nearly a smile — on her cunning face.

She was by no means a pleasant gouvernante for a nervous girl of my years. Sometimes she had accesses of a sort of hilarity which frightened me still more than her graver moods, and I will describe these by-and-by.


Chapter 5. 
Sights and Noises
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THERE IS NOT an old house in England of which the servants and young people who live in it do not cherish some traditions of the ghostly. Knowl has its shadows, noises, and marvellous records. Rachel Ruthyn, the beauty of Queen Anne’s time, who died of grief for the handsome Colonel Norbrooke, who was killed in the Low Countries, walks the house by night, in crisp and sounding silks. She is not seen, only heard. The tapping of her high-heeled shoes, the sweep and rustle of her brocades, her sighs as she pauses in the galleries, near the bed-room doors; and sometimes, on stormy nights, her sobs.

There is, beside, the “link-man,” a lank, dark-faced, black-haired man, in a sable suit, with a link or torch in his hand. It usually only smoulders, with a deep red glow, as he visits his beat. The library is one of the rooms he sees to. Unlike “Lady Rachel,” as the maids called her, he is seen only, never heard. His steps fall noiseless as shadows on floor and carpet. The lurid glow of his smouldering torch imperfectly lights his figure and face, and, except when much perturbed, his link never blazes. On those occasions, however, as he goes his rounds, he ever and anon whirls it round his head, and it bursts into a dismal flame. This is a fearful omen, and always portends some direful crisis or calamity. It occurs, however, only once or twice in a century.

I don’t know whether Madame had heard anything of these phenomena; but she did report what very much frightened me and Mary Quince. She asked us who walked in the gallery on which her bed-room opened, making a rustling with her dress, and going down the stairs, and breathing long breaths here and there. Twice, she said, she had stood at her door in the dark, listening to these sounds, and once she called to know who it was. There was no answer, but the person plainly turned back, and hurried towards her with an unnatural speed, which made her jump within her door and shut it.

When first such tales are told, they excite the nerves of the young and the ignorant intensely. But the special effect, I have found, soon wears out, and the tale simply takes its place with the rest. So it was with Madame’s narrative.

About a week after its relation, I had my experience of a similar sort. Mary Quince went down-stairs for a night-light, leaving me in bed, a candle burning in the room, and there, being tired, I fell asleep before her return. When I awoke the candle had been extinguished. But I heard a step softly approaching. I jumped up — quite forgetting the ghost, and thinking only of Mary Quince — and opened the door, expecting to see the light of her candle. Instead, all was dark, and near me I heard the fall of a bare foot on the oak floor. It was as if some one had stumbled. I said, “Mary,” but no answer came, only a rustling of clothes and a breathing at the other side of the gallery, which passed off towards the upper staircase. I turned into my room, freezing with horror, and clapt my door. The noise wakened Mary Quince, who had returned and gone to her bed half an hour before.

About a fortnight after this, Mary Quince, a very veracious spinster, reported to me, that having got up to fix the window, which was rattling, at about four o’clock in the morning, she saw a light shining from the library window. She could swear to its being a strong light, streaming through the chinks of the shutter, and moving, as no doubt the link was waved about his head by the angry “link-man.”

These strange occurrences helped, I think, just then to make me nervous, and prepared the way for the odd sort of ascendency which, through my sense of the mysterious and supernatural, that repulsive Frenchwoman was gradually, and it seemed without effort, establishing over me.

Some dark points of her character speedily emerged from the prismatic mist with which she had enveloped it.

Mrs. Rusk’s observation about the agreeability of new-comers I found to be true; for as Madame began to lose that character, her good-humour abated very perceptibly, and she began to show gleams of another sort of temper, that was lurid and dangerous.

Notwithstanding this, she was in the habit of always having her Bible open by her, and was austerely attentive at morning and evening services, and asked my father, with great humility, to lend her some translations of Swedenborg’s books, which she laid much to heart.

When we went out for our walk, if the weather were bad we generally made our promenade up and down the broad terrace in front of the windows. Sullen and malign at times she used to look, and as suddenly she would pat me on the shoulder caressingly, and smile with a grotesque benignity, asking tenderly, “Are you fatigue, ma chêre?” or “Are you cold-a, dear Maud?”

At first these abrupt transitions puzzled me, sometimes half frightened me, savouring, I fancied, of insanity. The key, however, was accidentally supplied, and I found that these excesses of demonstrative affection were sure to supervene whenever my father’s face was visible through the library windows.

I did not know well what to make of this woman, whom I feared with a vein of superstitious dread. I hated being alone with her after dusk in the school-room. She would sometimes sit for half an hour at a time, with her wide mouth drawn down at the corners, and a scowl, looking into the fire. If she saw me looking at her, she would change all this on the instant, affect a sort of languor, and lean her head upon her hand, and ultimately have recourse to her Bible. But I fancied she did not read, but pursued her own dark ruminations, for I observed that the open book might often lie for half an hour or more under her eyes and yet the leaf never turned.

I should have been glad to be assured that she prayed when on her knees, or read when that book was before her; I should have felt that she was more canny and human. As it was, those external pieties made a suspicion of a hollow contrast with realities that helped to scare me; yet it was but a suspicion — I could not be certain.

Our rector and the curate, with whom she was very gracious, and anxious about my collects and catechism, had an exalted opinion of her. In public places her affection for me was always demonstrative.

In like manner she contrived conferences with my father. She was always making excuses to consult him about my reading, and to confide in him her sufferings, as I learned, from my contumacy and temper. The fact is, I was altogether quiet and submissive. But I think she had a wish to reduce me to a state of the most abject bondage. She had designs of domination and subversion regarding the entire household, I now believe, worthy of the evil spirit I sometimes fancied her.

My father beckoned me into the study one day, and said he —

“You ought not to give poor Madame so much pain. She is one of the few persons who take an interest in you; why should she have so often to complain of your ill-temper and disobedience? — why should she be compelled to ask my permission to punish you? Don’t be afraid, I won’t concede that. But in so kind a person it argues much. Affection I can’t command — respect and obedience I may — and I insist on your rendering both to Madame.”

“But sir,” I said, roused into courage by the gross injustice of the charge, “I have always done exactly as she bid me, and never said one disrespectful word to Madame.”

“I don’t think, child, you are the best judge of that. Go, and amend.” And with a displeased look he pointed to the door. My heart swelled with the sense of wrong, and as I reached the door I turned to say another word, but I could not, and only burst into tears.

“There — don’t cry, little Maud — only let us do better for the future. There — there — there has been enough.”

And he kissed my forehead, and gently put me out and closed the door.

In the school-room I took courage, and with some warmth upbraided Madame.

“Wat wicked cheaile!” moaned Madame, demurely. “Read aloud those three — yes, those three chapters of the Bible, my dear Maud.”

There was no special fitness in those particular chapters, and when they were ended she said in a sad tone —

“Now, dear, you must commit to memory this pretty priaire for umility of art.”

It was a long one, and in a state of profound irritation I got through the task.

Mrs. Rusk hated her. She said she stole wine and brandy whenever the opportunity offered — that she was always asking her for such stimulants and pretending pains in her stomach. Here, perhaps, there was exaggeration; but I knew it was true that I had been at different times despatched on that errand and pretext for brandy to Mrs. Rusk, who at last came to her bedside with pills and a mustard blister only, and was hated irrevocably ever after.

I felt all this was done to torture me. But a day is a long time to a child, and they forgive quickly. It was always with a sense of danger that I heard Madame say she must go and see Monsieur Ruthyn in the library, and I think a jealousy of her growing influence was an ingredient in the detestation in which honest Mrs. Rusk held her.


Chapter 6. 
A Walk in the Wood
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TWO LITTLE PIECES of by-play in which I detected her confirmed my unpleasant suspicion. From the corner of the gallery I one day saw her, when she thought I was out and all quiet, with her ear and the keyhole of papa’s study, as we used to call the sitting-room next his bed-room. Her eyes were turned in the direction of the stairs, from which only she apprehended surprise. Her great mouth was open, and her eyes absolutely goggled with eagerness. She was devouring all that was passing there. I drew back into the shadow with a kind of disgust and horror. She was transformed into a great gaping reptile. I felt that I could have thrown something at her; but a kind of tear made me recede again toward my room. Indignation, however, quickly returned, and I came back, treading briskly as I did so. When I reached the angle of the gallery again, Madame, I suppose, had heard me, for she was half-way down the stairs.

“Ah, my dear cheaile, I am so glad to find you, and you are dress to come out. We shall have so pleasant walk.”

At that moment the door of my father’s study opened, and Mrs. Rusk, with her dark energetic face very much flushed, stepped out in high excitement.

“The Master says you may have the brandy-bottle, Madame, and I’m glad to be rid of it — I am.”

Madame courtesied with a great smirk, that was full of


































































OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
Joseph Sheridan

Le Fanu

ion

60 Horror Tales
One Edit

THE SCREAM -
in





OEBPS/Text/GP_Logo.png





