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		Introduction
OTTO PENZLER

		 

		TALES OF THE SUPERNATURAL have been a fixture of the storytelling tradition since preliterate times, and the most popular form they have taken is the ghost story. This should not be at all surprising, as the fear of death and its aftermath has abided in the breasts of humans ever since they became cognizant of what it meant to no longer be alive in the manner in which it is traditionally understood. Animals, down to the most primitive invertebrates, share this fear without precisely being aware of what it means in a conscious sense, but they nonetheless do all they can to stay alive. The question of what follows the extinguishing of life probably does not keep mosquitoes or squirrels awake at night, but more than a few homo sapiens have pondered their uncertain futures with trepidation in the dark of night.

		All cultures on the planet have superstitions about the dead returning as spirits or phantoms—belief systems memorialized in drawings and writings from the very beginnings of civilization. In the Egyptian Book of the Dead, departed people are shown to return, not merely looking as they did in life, but dressed in similar garments. Therefore, apparently not only do dead people have the ability to materialize, making themselves visible again after they are gone, but so do textiles, leather, and metal.

		In the Bible, the story of King Saul calling on the Witch of Endor to summon the spirit of Samuel has been recorded, as have the questions surrounding whether Jesus after his resurrection was a living being or a ghost. From ancient texts in Greek mythology, various types of ghosts are described in Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, and Romans, notably Plutarch and Pliny the Younger, wrote about haunted houses.

		Literature of all eras abounds in ghosts stories. William Shakespeare often used ghosts in his plays, most famously in Hamlet and Macbeth, and Charles Dickens wrote the greatest pure ghost story of all time in A Christmas Carol. Others among the world’s greatest authors who have written in the genre include Ben Jonson, Horace Walpole, Jane Austen, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Guy de Maupassant, Edgar Allan Poe, Wilkie Collins, Edward Bulwer-Lytton, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Henry James, Edith Wharton, Oscar Wilde, Willa Cather, F. Scott Fitzgerald—well, really too many to continue.

		What is the great attraction of supernatural fiction in general, and the ghost story in particular? From the time of childhood, we have a fear of the dark (and rightly so, as we don’t know exactly what is lurking out there, wrapped in the black cloak of invisibility). Although it frightens them, children still love to hear scary stories at bedtime; just consider such fairy tales as Hansel and Gretel, Rapunzel, and Little Red Riding Hood. We never outgrow our love of fairy tales, even if in adulthood they take a more complex form as stories about vampires, serial killers, werewolves, or terrorists.

		Ghost stories may be told in many different tones and styles, ranging from the excruciatingly horrific to the absurdly humorous. Ghosts, after all, may have widely divergent goals. Some return from the dead to wreak vengeance; others want to help a loved one. Some are the spirits of people who were murdered or committed suicide and so could not rest because their time officially had not yet come and therefore walked the earth instead of stretching out comfortably in their graves. Some were playful, enjoying the tricks and pranks their invisibility allowed them, while others delighted in their own cruelty, committing acts of violence and terror for the sheer inexplicable pleasure of it.

		All these ghosts, and more, appear in this volume. You will meet ghosts who frighten you, who make you laugh, and for whom you will feel sorry. And they are true ghosts. I have tried to remain true to the notion that ghosts are spirits or specters of the dead. Some stories that frequently have appeared in other ghost story anthologies have nothing at all to do with ghosts. They may be trolls, or evil plants, vile fungi, monsters, or other creatures of that ilk. Rightly or not, I have attempted to be a bit of a narrow-minded purist about it all, not that it created a problem. There have been an astonishing number of outstanding ghost stories written by some of the finest authors who ever dared allow their dark creations to be set down on paper. It has been a confounding challenge to select the stories for this, the biggest collection of ghost stories ever compiled. It was tempting to include all the great classics but that would have filled to overflowing even this gigantic tome. It was equally tempting to stuff the pages with little-known stories, often every bit the equal of the cornerstone titles, but it is impossible to attempt to produce the definitive collection of ghost stories and omit M. R. James, Algernon Blackwood, H. P. Lovecraft, or Edith Wharton. Although I admire some of the supernatural tales of Henry James, especially “The Turn of the Screw,” he won’t be found here because that novella has been anthologized to death, is easy to find elsewhere, and is so long that a half-dozen other stories would have had to be sacrificed. Putting together an anthology is not a pure science, so there are contradictions galore. I’ve included “The Monkey’s Paw,” for example, which has also been anthologized to the point of being a cliché. Still, it’s short, didn’t use up too much space, and it is lively (unlike dear old Henry James—no offense). To make up for the very familiar stories, I’ve included some that you’ve never seen before, several of which appear in book form for the very first time. The Golden Age of the ghost story (the late Victorian and Edwardian eras) is fully represented, and so is the Golden Age of the pulp magazines (the 1920s and 1930s), while the contemporary masters have not been ignored.

		Whether this collection is best enjoyed next to a summer campfire or a winter fireplace is up to you. On the other hand, it is so enormous that it may endure through several seasons. Whenever you read it, I hope you have a shiveringly good time with it. After all, in the dead of night, who would not believe in ghosts?

		Although I read more than a thousand stories to find and identify those that I hope you will most enjoy, it would not have been possible to compile such a comprehensive and wide-reaching volume without the invaluable assistance of those who know a great deal more than I do. Sincere, if hopelessly inadequate, thanks are owed to Robert Weinberg, John Pelan, Chris Roden, Gardner Dozois, Joel Frieman, Harlan Ellison, John Knott, and those I’m forgetting who so freely and generously offered their assistance and expertise.
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		MR. ARCULARIS
Conrad Aiken

		ALTHOUGH CONRAD POTTER AIKEN (1889–1973) wrote well-received novels and about forty short stories, it is his poetry that has provided his primary literary reputation. He wrote his first poem at the age of nine and, four years later, memorized a volume of Poe’s poems, strongly influencing his early work. He was later devoted to the work of John Gould Fletcher and T. S. Eliot, changing his poetry to a more modern, Imagist style. His novels, notably Blue Voyage (1927), are reminiscent of James Joyce. Aiken’s most important book was The Selected Poems of Conrad Aiken (1929), which won the Pulitzer Prize and the Shelley Memorial Award.

		Born in Savannah, Georgia, he was the son of an old New England family and attended Harvard, then moved as a child to New Bedford, Massachusetts, later settling in Cambridge. His father, a brilliant but erratic doctor, took his young son to witness an eye operation and later killed his wife and himself while Conrad was still a boy. When World War I broke out, Conrad refused to serve, successfully insisting that writing poetry was an essential industry.

		Among his most important prose works are the novel King Coffin (1935), in which a man plans the perfect crime because of his hatred for humanity, then fails to commit the act; the disturbing short story “Silent Snow, Secret Snow,” in which the protagonist wages an internal battle with reality and frightening fantasy; and “Mr. Arcularis,” both of which were published in his collection, Among the Lost People (1934).

		“Mr. Arcularis” was originally published in the March 1931 issue of Harper’s; Aiken later adapted it as a play, produced in 1949 and published in 1957 by Harvard University Press. It was further adapted for several television dramas, including as episodes of Studio One in Hollywood (June 25, 1956), ITV Play of the Week (September 8, 1959), Great Ghost Tales (July 6, 1961), and as a made-for-television film in West Germany, which aired April 8, 1967.
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Mr. Arcularis
CONRAD AIKEN

		MR. ARCULARIS STOOD AT the window of his room in the hospital and looked down at the street. There had been a light shower, which had patterned the sidewalks with large drops, but now again the sun was out, blue sky was showing here and there between the swift white clouds, a cold wind was blowing the poplar trees. An itinerant band had stopped before the building and was playing, with violin, harp, and flute, the finale of “Cavalleria Rusticana.” Leaning against the window-sill—for he felt extraordinarily weak after his operation—Mr. Arcularis suddenly, listening to the wretched music, felt like crying. He rested the palm of one hand against a cold window-pane and stared down at the old man who was blowing the flute, and blinked his eyes. It seemed absurd that he should be so weak, so emotional, so like a child—and especially now that everything was over at last. In spite of all their predictions, in spite, too, of his own dreadful certainty that he was going to die, here he was, as fit as a fiddle—but what a fiddle it was, so out of tune!—with a long life before him. And to begin with, a voyage to England ordered by the doctor. What could be more delightful? Why should he feel sad about it and want to cry like a baby? In a few minutes Harry would arrive with his car to take him to the wharf; in an hour he would be on the sea, in two hours he would see the sunset behind him, where Boston had been, and his new life would be opening before him. It was many years since he had been abroad. June, the best of the year to come—England, France, the Rhine—how ridiculous that he should already be homesick!

		There was a light footstep outside the door, a knock, the door opened, and Harry came in.

		“Well, old man, I’ve come to get you. The old bus actually got here. Are you ready? Here, let me take your arm. You’re tottering like an octogenarian!”

		Mr. Arcularis submitted gratefully, laughing, and they made the journey slowly along the bleak corridor and down the stairs to the entrance hall. Miss Hoyle, his nurse, was there, and the Matron, and the charming little assistant with freckles who had helped to prepare him for the operation. Miss Hoyle put out her hand.

		“Good-by, Mr. Arcularis,” she said, “and bon voyage.”

		“Good-by, Miss Hoyle, and thank you for everything. You were very kind to me. And I fear I was a nuisance.”

		The girl with the freckles, too, gave him her hand, smiling. She was very pretty, and it would have been easy to fall in love with her. She reminded him of some one. Who was it? He tried in vain to remember while he said good-by to her and turned to the Matron.

		“And not too many latitudes with the young ladies, Mr. Arcularis!” she was saying.

		Mr. Arcularis was pleased, flattered, by all this attention to a middle-aged invalid, and felt a joke taking shape in his mind, and no sooner in his mind than on his tongue.

		“Oh, no latitudes,” he said, laughing. “I’ll leave the latitudes to the ship!”

		“Oh, come now,” said the Matron, “we don’t seem to have hurt him much, do we?”

		“I think we’ll have to operate on him again and really cure him,” said Miss Hoyle.

		He was going down the front steps, between the potted palmettos, and they all laughed and waved. The wind was cold, very cold for June, and he was glad he had put on his coat. He shivered.

		“Damned cold for June!” he said. “Why should it be so cold?”

		“East wind,” Harry said, arranging the rug over his knees. “Sorry it’s an open car, but I believe in fresh air and all that sort of thing. I’ll drive slowly. We’ve got plenty of time.”

		They coasted gently down the long hill toward Beacon Street, but the road was badly surfaced, and despite Harry’s care Mr. Arcularis felt his pain again. He found that he could alleviate it a little by leaning to the right, against the arm-rest, and not breathing too deeply. But how glorious to be out again! How strange and vivid the world looked! The trees had innumerable green fresh leaves—they were all blowing and shifting and turning and flashing in the wind; drops of rainwater fell downward sparkling; the robins were singing their absurd, delicious little four-noted songs; even the street cars looked unusually bright and beautiful, just as they used to look when he was a child and had wanted above all things to be a motorman. He found himself smiling foolishly at everything, foolishly and weakly, and wanted to say something about it to Harry. It was no use, though—he had no strength, and the mere finding of words would be almost more than he could manage. And even if he should succeed in saying it, he would then most likely burst into tears. He shook his head slowly from side to side.

		“Ain’t it grand?” he said.

		“I’ll bet it looks good,” said Harry.

		“Words fail me.”

		“You wait till you get out to sea. You’ll have a swell time.”

		“Oh, swell!… I hope not. I hope it’ll be calm.”

		“Tut tut.”

		When they passed the Harvard Club Mr. Arcularis made a slow and somewhat painful effort to turn in his seat and look at it. It might be the last chance to see it for a long time. Why this sentimental longing to stare at it, though? There it was, with the great flag blowing in the wind, the Harvard seal now concealed by the swift folds and now revealed, and there were the windows in the library, where he had spent so many delightful hours reading—Plato, and Kipling, and the Lord knows what—and the balconies from which for so many years he had watched the Marathon. Old Talbot might be in there now, sleeping with a book on his knee, hoping forlornly to be interrupted by any one, for anything.

		“Good-by to the old club,” he said.

		“The bar will miss you,” said Harry, smiling with friendly irony and looking straight ahead.

		“But let there be no moaning,” said Mr. Arcularis.

		“What’s that a quotation from?”

		“ ‘The Odyssey.’ ”

		In spite of the cold, he was glad of the wind on his face, for it helped to dissipate the feeling of vagueness and dizziness that came over him in a sickening wave from time to time. All of a sudden everything would begin to swim and dissolve, the houses would lean their heads together, he had to close his eyes, and there would be a curious and dreadful humming noise, which at regular intervals rose to a crescendo and then drawlingly subsided again. It was disconcerting. Perhaps he still had a trace of fever. When he got on the ship he would have a glass of whisky.… From one of these spells he opened his eyes and found that they were on the ferry, crossing to East Boston. It must have been the ferry’s engines that he had heard. From another spell he woke to find himself on the wharf, the car at a standstill beside a pile of yellow packing-cases.

		“We’re here because we’re here because we’re here,” said Harry.

		“Because we’re here,” added Mr. Arcularis.

		He dozed in the car while Harry—and what a good friend Harry was!—attended to all the details. He went and came with tickets and passports and baggage checks and porters. And at last he unwrapped Mr. Arcularis from the rugs and led him up the steep gangplank to the deck, and thence by devious windings to a small cold state-room with a solitary porthole like the eye of a cyclops.

		“Here you are,” he said, “and now I’ve got to go. Did you hear the whistle?”

		“No.”

		“Well, you’re half asleep. It’s sounded the all-ashore. Good-by, old fellow, and take care of yourself. Bring me back a spray of edelweiss. And send me a picture post-card from the Absolute.”

		“Will you have it finite or infinite?”

		“Oh, infinite. But with your signature on it. Now you’d better turn in for a while and have a nap. Cheerio!”

		Mr. Arcularis took his hand and pressed it hard, and once more felt like crying. Absurd! Had he become a child again?

		“Good-by,” he said.

		He sat down in the little wicker chair, with his overcoat still on, closed his eyes, and listened to the humming of the air in the ventilator. Hurried footsteps ran up and down the corridor. The chair was not too comfortable, and his pain began to bother him again, so he moved, with his coat still on, to the narrow berth and fell asleep. When he woke up, it was dark, and the porthole had been partly opened. He groped for the switch and turned on the light. Then he rang for the steward.

		“It’s cold in here,” he said. “Would you mind closing the port?”

		. . .

		The girl who sat opposite him at dinner was charming. Who was it she reminded him of? Why, of course, the girl at the hospital, the girl with the freckles. Her hair was beautiful, not quite red, not quite gold, nor had it been bobbed; arranged with a sort of graceful untidiness, it made him think of a Melozzo da Forli angel. Her face was freckled, she had a mouth which was both humorous and voluptuous. And she seemed to be alone.

		He frowned at the bill of fare and ordered the thick soup.

		“No hors d’œuvres?” asked the steward.

		“I think not,” said Mr. Arcularis. “They might kill me.”

		The steward permitted himself to be amused and deposited the menu card on the table against the water-bottle. His eyebrows were lifted. As he moved away, the girl followed him with her eyes and smiled.

		“I’m afraid you shocked him,” she said.

		“Impossible,” said Mr. Arcularis. “These stewards, they’re dead souls. How could they be stewards otherwise? And they think they’ve seen and known everything. They suffer terribly from the déjà vu. Personally, I don’t blame them.”

		“It must be a dreadful sort of life.”

		“It’s because they’re dead that they accept it.”

		“Do you think so?”

		“I’m sure of it. I’m enough of a dead soul myself to know the signs!”

		“Well, I don’t know what you mean by that!”

		“But nothing mysterious! I’m just out of hospital, after an operation. I was given up for dead. For six months I had given myself up for dead. If you’ve ever been seriously ill you know the feeling. You have a posthumous feeling—a mild, cynical tolerance for everything and every one. What is there you haven’t seen or done or understood? Nothing.”

		Mr. Arcularis waved his hands and smiled.

		“I wish I could understand you,” said the girl, “but I’ve never been ill in my life.”

		“Never?”

		“Never.”

		“Good God!”

		The torrent of the unexpressed and inexpressible paralyzed him and rendered him speechless. He stared at the girl, wondering who she was and then, realizing that he had perhaps stared too fixedly, averted his gaze, gave a little laugh, rolled a pill of bread between his fingers. After a second or two he allowed himself to look at her again and found her smiling.

		“Never pay any attention to invalids,” he said, “or they’ll drag you to the hospital.”

		She examined him critically, with her head tilted a little to one side, but with friendliness.

		“You don’t look like an invalid,” she said.

		Mr. Arcularis thought her charming. His pain ceased to bother him, the disagreeable humming disappeared, or rather, it was dissociated from himself and became merely, as it should be, the sound of the ship’s engines, and he began to think the voyage was going to be really delightful. The parson on his right passed him the salt.

		“I fear you will need this in your soup,” he said.

		“Thank you. Is it as bad as that?”

		The steward, overhearing, was immediately apologetic and solicitous. He explained that on the first day everything was at sixes and sevens. The girl looked up at him and asked him a question.

		“Do you think we’ll have a good voyage?” she said.

		He was passing the hot rolls to the parson, removing the napkins from them with a deprecatory finger.

		“Well, madam, I don’t like to be a Jeremiah, but——”

		“Oh, come,” said the parson, “I hope we have no Jeremiahs.”

		“What do you mean?” said the girl.

		Mr. Arcularis ate his soup with gusto—it was nice and hot.

		“Well, maybe I shouldn’t say it, but there’s a corpse on board, going to Ireland; and I never yet knew a voyage with a corpse on board that we didn’t have bad weather.”

		“Why, steward, you’re just superstitious! What nonsense!”

		“That’s a very ancient superstition,” said Mr. Arcularis. “I’ve heard it many times. Maybe it’s true. Maybe we’ll be wrecked. And what does it matter, after all?” He was very bland.

		“Then let’s be wrecked,” said the parson coldly.

		Nevertheless, Mr. Arcularis felt a shudder go through him on hearing the steward’s remark. A corpse in the hold—a coffin? Perhaps it was true. Perhaps some disaster would befall them. There might be fogs. There might be icebergs. He thought of all the wrecks of which he had read. There was the Titanic, which he had read about in the warm newspaper room at the Harvard Club—it had seemed dreadfully real, even there. That band, playing “Nearer My God to Thee” on the after-deck while the ship sank! It was one of the darkest of his memories. And the Empress of Ireland—all those poor people trapped in the smoking-room, with only one door between them and life, and that door locked for the night by the deck-steward, and the deck-steward nowhere to be found! He shivered, feeling a draft, and turned to the parson.

		“How do these strange delusions arise?” he said.

		The parson looked at him searchingly, appraisingly—from chin to forehead, from forehead to chin—and Mr. Arcularis, feeling uncomfortable, straightened his tie.

		“From nothing but fear,” said the parson. “Nothing on earth but fear.”

		“How strange!” said the girl.

		Mr. Arcularis again looked at her—she had lowered her face—and again tried to think of whom she reminded him. It wasn’t only the little freckle-faced girl at the hospital—both of them had reminded him of some one else. Some one far back in his life: remote, beautiful, lovely. But he couldn’t think. The meal came to an end, they all rose, the ship’s orchestra played a feeble fox-trot, and Mr. Arcularis, once more alone, went to the bar to have his whisky. The room was stuffy, and the ship’s engines were both audible and palpable. The humming and throbbing oppressed him, the rhythm seemed to be the rhythm of his own pain, and after a short time he found his way, with slow steps, holding on to the walls in his moments of weakness and dizziness, to his forlorn and white little room. The port had been—thank God!—closed for the night: it was cold enough anyway. The white and blue ribbons fluttered from the ventilator, the bottle and glasses clicked and clucked as the ship swayed gently to the long, slow motion of the sea. It was all very peculiar—it was all like something he had experienced somewhere before. What was it? Where was it?… He untied his tie, looking at his face in the glass, and wondered, and from time to time put his hand to his side to hold in the pain. It wasn’t at Portsmouth, in his childhood, nor at Salem, nor in the rose-garden at his Aunt Julia’s, nor in the schoolroom at Cambridge. It was something very queer, very intimate, very precious. The jackstones, the Sunday-school cards which he had loved when he was a child … He fell asleep.

		The sense of time was already hopelessly confused. One hour was like another, the sea looked always the same, morning was indistinguishable from afternoon—and was it Tuesday or Wednesday? Mr. Arcularis was sitting in the smoking-room, in his favorite corner, watching the parson teach Miss Dean to play chess. On the deck outside he could see the people passing and repassing in their restless round of the ship. The red jacket went by, then the black hat with the white feather, then the purple scarf, the brown tweed coat, the Bulgarian mustache, the monocle, the Scotch cap with fluttering ribbons, and in no time at all the red jacket again, dipping past the windows with its own peculiar rhythm, followed once more by the black hat and the purple scarf. How odd to reflect on the fixed little orbits of these things—as definite and profound, perhaps, as the orbits of the stars, and as important to God or the Absolute. There was a kind of tyranny in this fixedness, too—to think of it too much made one uncomfortable. He closed his eyes for a moment, to avoid seeing for the fortieth time the Bulgarian mustache and the pursuing monocle. The parson was explaining the movements of knights. Two forward and one to the side. Eight possible moves, always to the opposite color from that on which the piece stands. Two forward and one to the side: Miss Dean repeated the words several times with reflective emphasis. Here, too, was the terrifying fixed curve of the infinite, the creeping curve of logic which at last must become the final signpost at the edge of nothing. After that—the deluge. The great white light of annihilation. The bright flash of death.… Was it merely the sea which made these abstractions so insistent, so intrusive? The mere notion of orbit had somehow become extraordinarily naked; and to rid himself of the discomfort and also to forget a little the pain which bothered his side whenever he sat down, he walked slowly and carefully into the writing-room, and examined a pile of superannuated magazines and catalogues of travel. The bright colors amused him, the photographs of remote islands and mountains, savages in sampans or sarongs or both—it was all very far off and delightful, like something in a dream or a fever. But he found that he was too tired to read and was incapable of concentration. Dreams! Yes, that reminded him. That rather alarming business—sleep-walking!

		Later in the evening—at what hour he didn’t know—he was telling Miss Dean about it, as he had intended to do. They were sitting in deck-chairs on the sheltered side. The sea was black, and there was a cold wind. He wished they had chosen to sit in the lounge.

		Miss Dean was extremely pretty—no, beautiful. She looked at him, too, in a very strange and lovely way, with something of inquiry, something of sympathy, something of affection. It seemed as if, between the question and the answer, they had sat thus for a very long time, exchanging an unspoken secret, simply looking at each other quietly and kindly. Had an hour or two passed? And was it at all necessary to speak?

		“No,” she said, “I never have.”

		She breathed into the low words a note of interrogation and gave him a slow smile.

		“That’s the funny part of it. I never had either until last night. Never in my life. I hardly ever even dream. And it really rather frightens me.”

		“Tell me about it, Mr. Arcularis.”

		“I dreamed at first that I was walking, alone, in a wide plain covered with snow. It was growing dark, I was very cold, my feet were frozen and numb, and I was lost. I came then to a signpost—at first it seemed to me there was nothing on it. Nothing but ice. Just before it grew finally dark, however, I made out on it the one word ‘Polaris.’ ”

		“The Pole Star.”

		“Yes—and you see, I didn’t myself know that. I looked it up only this morning. I suppose I must have seen it somewhere? And of course it rhymes with my name.”

		“Why, so it does!”

		“Anyway, it gave me—in the dream—an awful feeling of despair, and the dream changed. This time, I dreamed I was standing outside my state-room in the little dark corridor, or cul-de-sac, and trying to find the door-handle to let myself in. I was in my pajamas, and again I was very cold. And at this point I woke up.… The extraordinary thing is that’s exactly where I was!”

		“Good heavens. How strange!”

		“Yes. And now the question is, where had I been? I was frightened, when I came to—not unnaturally. For among other things I did have, quite definitely, the feeling that I had been somewhere. Somewhere where it was very cold. It doesn’t sound very proper. Suppose I had been seen!”

		“That might have been awkward,” said Miss Dean.

		“Awkward! It might indeed. It’s very singular. I’ve never done such a thing before. It’s this sort of thing that reminds one—rather wholesomely, perhaps, don’t you think?”—and Mr. Arcularis gave a nervous little laugh—“how extraordinarily little we know about the workings of our own minds or souls. After all, what do we know?”

		“Nothing—nothing—nothing—nothing,” said Miss Dean slowly.

		“Absolutely nothing.”

		Their voices had dropped, and again they were silent; and again they looked at each other gently and sympathetically, as if for the exchange of something unspoken and perhaps unspeakable. Time ceased. The orbit—so it seemed to Mr. Arcularis—once more became pure, became absolute. And once more he found himself wondering who it was that Miss Dean—Clarice Dean—reminded him of. Long ago and far away. Like those pictures of the islands and mountains. The little freckle-faced girl at the hospital was merely, as it were, the stepping-stone, the signpost, or, as in algebra, the “equals” sign. But what was it they both “equaled”? The jackstones came again into his mind and his Aunt Julia’s rose-garden—at sunset; but this was ridiculous. It couldn’t be simply that they reminded him of his childhood! And yet why not?

		They went into the lounge. The ship’s orchestra, in the oval-shaped balcony among faded palms, was playing the finale of “Cavalleria Rusticana,” playing it badly.

		“Good God!” said Mr. Arcularis, “can’t I ever escape from that damned sentimental tune? It’s the last thing I heard in America, and the last thing I want to hear.”

		“But don’t you like it?”

		“As music? No! It moves me too much, but in the wrong way.”

		“What, exactly, do you mean?”

		“Exactly? Nothing. When I heard it at the hospital—when was it?—it made me feel like crying. Three old Italians tootling it in the rain. I suppose, like most people, I’m afraid of my feelings.”

		“Are they so dangerous?”

		“Now then, young woman! Are you pulling my leg?”

		The stewards had rolled away the carpets, and the passengers were beginning to dance. Miss Dean accepted the invitation of a young officer, and Mr. Arcularis watched them with envy. Odd, that last exchange of remarks—very odd; in fact, everything was odd. Was it possible that they were falling in love? Was that what it was all about—all these concealed references and recollections? He had read of such things. But at his age! And with a girl of twenty-two! It was ridiculous.

		After an amused look at his old friend Polaris from the open door on the sheltered side, he went to bed.

		The rhythm of the ship’s engines was positively a persecution. It gave one no rest, it followed one like the Hound of Heaven, it drove one out into space and across the Milky Way and then back home by way of Betelgeuse. It was cold there, too. Mr. Arcularis, making the round trip by way of Betelgeuse and Polaris, sparkled with frost. He felt like a Christmas tree. Icicles on his fingers and icicles on his toes. He tinkled and spangled in the void, hallooed to the waste echoes, rounded the buoy on the verge of the Unknown, and tacked glitteringly homeward. The wind whistled. He was barefooted. Snow-flakes and tinsel blew past him. Next time, by George, he would go farther still—for altogether it was rather a lark. Forward into the untrodden! as somebody said. Some intrepid explorer of his own backyard, probably, some middle-aged professor with an umbrella: those were the fellows for courage! But give us time, thought Mr. Arcularis, give us time, and we will bring back with us the night-rime of the Obsolute. Or was it Absolute? If only there weren’t this perpetual throbbing, this iteration of sound, like a pain, these circles and repetitions of light—the feeling as of everything coiling inward to a centre of misery …

		Suddenly it was dark, and he was lost. He was groping, he touched the cold, white, slippery woodwork with his fingernails, looking for an electric switch. The throbbing, of course, was the throbbing of the ship. But he was almost home—almost home. Another corner to round, a door to be opened, and there he would be. Safe and sound. Safe in his father’s home.

		It was at this point that he woke up: in the corridor that led to the dining saloon. Such pure terror, such horror, seized him as he had never known. His heart felt as if it would stop beating. His back was toward the dining saloon; apparently he had just come from it. He was in his pajamas. The corridor was dim, all but two lights having been turned out for the night, and—thank God!—deserted. Not a soul, not a sound. He was perhaps fifty yards from his room. With luck he could get to it unseen. Holding tremulously to the rail that ran along the wall, a brown, greasy rail, he began to creep his way forward. He felt very weak, very dizzy, and his thoughts refused to concentrate. Vaguely he remembered Miss Dean—Clarice—and the freckled girl, as if they were one and the same person. But he wasn’t in the hospital, he was on the ship. Of course. How absurd. The Great Circle. Here we are, old fellow … steady round the corner … hold hard to your umbrella …

		In his room, with the door safely shut behind him, Mr. Arcularis broke into a cold sweat. He had no sooner got into his bunk, shivering, than he heard the night watchman pass.

		“But where—” he thought, closing his eyes in agony—“have I been?…”

		A dreadful idea had occurred to him.

		“It’s nothing serious—how could it be anything serious? Of course it’s nothing serious,” said Mr. Arcularis.

		“No, it’s nothing serious,” said the ship’s doctor urbanely.

		“I knew you’d think so. But just the same——”

		“Such a condition is the result of worry,” said the doctor. “Are you worried—do you mind telling me—about something? Just try to think.”

		“Worried?”

		Mr. Arcularis knitted his brows. Was there something? Some little mosquito of a cloud disappearing into the southwest, the northeast? Some little gnat-song of despair? But no, that was all over. All over.

		“Nothing,” he said, “nothing whatever.”

		“It’s very strange,” said the doctor.

		“Strange! I should say so. I’ve come to sea for a rest, not for a nightmare! What about a bromide?”

		“Well, I can give you a bromide, Mr. Arcularis——”

		“Then, please, if you don’t mind, give me a bromide.”

		He carried the little phial hopefully to his state-room, and took a dose at once. He could see the sun through his porthole. It looked northern and pale and small, like a little peppermint, which was only natural enough, for the latitude was changing with every hour. But why was it that doctors were all alike? and all, for that matter, like his father, or that other fellow at the hospital? Smythe, his name was. Doctor Smythe. A nice, dry little fellow, and they said he was a writer. Wrote poetry, or something like that. Poor fellow—disappointed. Like everybody else. Crouched in there, in his cabin, night after night, writing blank verse or something—all about the stars and flowers and love and death; ice and the sea and the infinite; time and tide—well, every man to his own taste.

		“But it’s nothing serious,” said Mr. Arcularis, later, to the parson. “How could it be?”

		“Why, of course not, my dear fellow,” said the parson, patting his back. “How could it be?”

		“I know it isn’t and yet I worry about it.”

		“It would be ridiculous to think it serious,” said the parson.

		Mr. Arcularis shivered: it was colder than ever. It was said that they were near icebergs. For a few hours in the morning there had been a fog, and the siren had blown—devastatingly—at three-minute intervals. Icebergs caused fog—he knew that.

		“These things always come,” said the parson, “from a sense of guilt. You feel guilty about something. I won’t be so rude as to inquire what it is. But if you could rid yourself of the sense of guilt——”

		And later still, when the sky was pink:

		“But is it anything to worry about?” said Miss Dean. “Really?”

		“No, I suppose not.”

		“Then don’t worry. We aren’t children any longer!”

		“Aren’t we? I wonder!”

		They leaned, shoulders touching, on the deck-rail, and looked at the sea, which was multitudinously incarnadined. Mr. Arcularis scanned the horizon in vain for an iceberg.

		“Anyway,” he said, “the colder we are the less we feel!”

		“I hope that’s no reflection on you,” said Miss Dean.

		“Here … feel my hand,” said Mr. Arcularis.

		“Heaven knows it’s cold!”

		“It’s been to Polaris and back! No wonder.”

		“Poor thing, poor thing!”

		“Warm it.”

		“May I?”

		“You can.”

		“I’ll try.”

		Laughing, she took his hand between both of hers, one palm under and one palm over, and began rubbing it briskly. The decks were deserted, no one was near them, every one was dressing for dinner. The sea grew darker, the wind blew colder.

		“I wish I could remember who you are,” he said.

		“And you—who are you?”

		“Myself.”

		“Then perhaps I am yourself.”

		“Don’t be metaphysical!”

		“But I am metaphysical!”

		She laughed, withdrew, pulled the light coat about her shoulders.

		The bugle blew the summons for dinner—“The Roast Beef of Old England”—and they walked together along the darkening deck toward the door, from which a shaft of soft light fell across the deck-rail. As they stepped over the brass door-sill Mr. Arcularis felt the throb of the engines again; he put his hand quickly to his side.

		“Auf wiedersehen,” he said. “To-morrow and to-morrow and to-morrow.”

		Mr. Arcularis was finding it impossible, absolutely impossible, to keep warm. A cold fog surrounded the ship, had done so, it seemed, for days. The sun had all but disappeared, the transition from day to night was almost unnoticeable. The ship, too, seemed scarcely to be moving—it was as if anchored among walls of ice and rime. Monstrous, that merely because it was June, and supposed, therefore, to be warm, the ship’s authorities should consider it unnecessary to turn on the heat! By day, he wore his heavy coat and sat shivering in the corner of the smoking-room. His teeth chattered, his hands were blue. By night, he heaped blankets on his bed, closed the porthole’s black eye against the sea, and drew the yellow curtains across it, but in vain. Somehow, despite everything, the fog crept in, and the icy fingers touched his throat. The steward, questioned about it, merely said, “Icebergs.” Of course—any fool knew that. But how long, in God’s name, was it going to last? They surely ought to be past the Grand Banks by this time! And surely it wasn’t necessary to sail to England by way of Greenland and Iceland!

		Miss Dean—Clarice—was sympathetic.

		“It’s simply because,” she said, “your vitality has been lowered by your illness. You can’t expect to be your normal self so soon after an operation! When was your operation, by the way?”

		Mr. Arcularis considered. Strange—he couldn’t be quite sure. It was all a little vague—his sense of time had disappeared.

		“Heavens knows!” he said. “Centuries ago. When I was a tadpole and you were a fish. I should think it must have been at about the time of the Battle of Teutoburg Forest. Or perhaps when I was a Neanderthal man with a club!”

		“Are you sure it wasn’t farther back still?”

		What did she mean by that?

		“Not at all. Obviously, we’ve been on this damned ship for ages—for eras—for æons. And even on this ship, you must remember, I’ve had plenty of time, in my nocturnal wanderings, to go several times to Orion and back. I’m thinking, by the way, of going farther still. There’s a nice little star off to the left, as you round Betelgeuse, which looks as if it might be right at the edge. The last outpost of the finite. I think I’ll have a look at it and bring you back a frozen rime-feather.”

		“It would melt when you got it back.”

		“Oh, no, it wouldn’t—not on this ship!”

		Clarice laughed.

		“I wish I could go with you,” she said.

		“If only you would! If only——”

		He broke off his sentence and looked hard at her—how lovely she was, and how desirable! No such woman had ever before come into his life; there had been no one with whom he had at once felt so profound a sympathy and understanding. It was a miracle, simply—a miracle. No need to put his arm around her or to kiss her—delightful as such small vulgarities would be. He had only to look at her, and to feel, gazing into those extraordinary eyes, that she knew him, had always known him. It was as if, indeed, she might be his own soul.

		But as he looked thus at her, reflecting, he noticed that she was frowning.

		“What is it?” he said.

		She shook her head, slowly.

		“I don’t know.”

		“Tell me.”

		“Nothing. It just occurred to me that perhaps you weren’t looking quite so well.”

		Mr. Arcularis was startled. He straightened himself up.

		“What nonsense! Of course this pain bothers me—and I feel astonishingly weak——”

		“It’s more than that—much more than that. Something is worrying you horribly.” She paused, and then with an air of challenging him, added, “Tell me, did you——”

		Her eyes were suddenly asking him blazingly the question he had been afraid of. He flinched, caught his breath, looked away. But it was no use, as he knew: he would have to tell her. He had known all along that he would have to tell her.

		“Clarice,” he said—and his voice broke in spite of his effort to control it—“It’s killing me, it’s ghastly! Yes, I did.”

		His eyes filled with tears, he saw that her own had done so also. She put her hand on his arm.

		“I knew,” she said. “I knew. But tell me.”

		“It’s happened twice again—twice—and each time I was farther away. The same dream of going round a star, the same terrible coldness and helplessness. That awful whistling curve …” He shuddered.

		“And when you woke up—” she spoke quietly—“where were you when you woke up? Don’t be afraid!”

		“The first time I was at the farther end of the dining saloon. I had my hand on the door that leads into the pantry.”

		“I see. Yes. And the next time?”

		Mr. Arcularis wanted to close his eyes in terror—he felt as if he were going mad. His lips moved before he could speak, and when at last he did speak it was in a voice so low as to be almost a whisper.

		“I was at the bottom of the stairway that leads down from the pantry to the hold, past the refrigerating-plant. It was dark, and I was crawling on my hands and knees … Crawling on my hands and knees!…”

		“Oh!” she said, and again, “Oh!”

		He began to tremble violently; he felt the hand on his arm trembling also. And then he watched a look of unmistakable horror come slowly into Clarice’s eyes, and a look of understanding, as if she saw … She tightened her hold on his arm.

		“Do you think …” she whispered.

		They stared at each other.

		“I know,” he said. “And so do you … Twice more—three times—and I’ll be looking down into an empty …”

		It was then that they first embraced—then, at the edge of the infinite, at the last signpost of the finite. They clung together desperately, forlornly, weeping as they kissed each other, staring hard one moment and closing their eyes the next. Passionately, passionately, she kissed him, as if she were indeed trying to give him her warmth, her life.

		“But what nonsense!” she cried, leaning back, and holding his face between her hands, her hands which were wet with his tears. “What nonsense! It can’t be!”

		“It is,” said Mr. Arcularis slowly.

		“But how do you know?… How do you know where the——”

		For the first time Mr. Arcularis smiled.

		“Don’t be afraid, darling—you mean the coffin?”

		“How could you know where it is?”

		“I don’t need to,” said Mr. Arcularis … “I’m already almost there.”

		Before they separated for the night, in the smoking-room, they had several whisky cocktails.

		“We must make it gay!” Mr. Arcularis said. “Above all, we must make it gay. Perhaps even now it will turn out to be nothing but a nightmare from which both of us will wake! And even at the worst, at my present rate of travel, I ought to need two more nights! It’s a long way, still, to that little star.”

		The parson passed them at the door.

		“What! turning in so soon?” he said. “I was hoping for a game of chess.”

		“Yes, both turning in. But to-morrow?”

		“To-morrow, then, Miss Dean! And good night!”

		“Good night.”

		They walked once round the deck, then leaned on the railing and stared into the fog. It was thicker and whiter than ever. The ship was moving barely perceptibly, the rhythm of the engines was slower, more subdued and remote, and at regular intervals, mournfully, came the long reverberating cry of the foghorn. The sea was calm, and lapped only very tenderly against the side of the ship, the sound coming up to them clearly, however, because of the profound stillness.

		“ ‘On such a night as this—’ ” quoted Mr. Arcularis grimly.

		“ ‘On such a night as this——’ ”

		Their voices hung suspended in the night, time ceased for them, for an eternal instant they were happy. When at last they parted it was by tacit agreement on a note of the ridiculous.

		“Be a good boy and take your bromide!” she said.

		“Yes, mother, I’ll take my medicine!”

		In his state-room, he mixed himself a strong potion of bromide, a very strong one, and got into bed. He would have no trouble in falling asleep: he felt more tired, more supremely exhausted, than he had ever been in his life; nor had bed ever seemed so delicious. And that long, magnificent, delirious swoop of dizziness … the Great Circle … the swift pathway to Arcturus …

		It was all as before, but infinitely more rapid. Never had Mr. Arcularis achieved such phenomenal, such supernatural, speed. In no time at all he was beyond the moon, shot past the North Star as if it were standing still (which perhaps it was?), swooped in a long, bright curve round the Pleiades, shouted his frosty greetings to Betelgeuse, and was off to the little blue star which pointed the way to the Unknown. Forward into the untrodden! Courage, old man, and hold on to your umbrella! Have you got your garters on? Mind your hat! In no time at all we’ll be back to Clarice with the frozen rime-feather, the rime-feather, the snowflake of the Absolute, the Obsolete. If only we don’t wake … if only we needn’t wake … if only we don’t wake in that—in that—time and space … somewhere or nowhere … cold and dark … “Cavalleria Rusticana” sobbing among the palms; if a lonely … if only … the coffers of the poor—not coffers, not coffers, not coffers, Oh, God, not coffers, but light, delight, supreme white and brightness, whirling lightness above all—and freezing—freezing—freezing …

		At this point in the void the surgeon’s last effort to save Mr. Arcularis’s life had failed. He stood back from the operating table and made a tired gesture with a rubber-gloved hand.

		“It’s all over,” he said. “As I expected.”

		He looked at Miss Hoyle, whose gaze was downward, at the basin she held. There was a moment’s stillness, a pause, a brief flight of unexchanged comment, and then the ordered life of the hospital was resumed.

	
		AUGUST HEAT
William
Fryer Harvey

		POOR HEALTH PRETTY MUCH ruined the medical career of William Fryer Harvey (1885–1937) but it did give him the opportunity to become the writer of some of the most inventive horror stories of all time. Born into a very wealthy Quaker family in Yorkshire, he attended Balliol College at Oxford University, then received his medical degree from Leeds University. His frail condition sent him on a worldwide cruise and, on a stopover of several months in Australia, he began to write his first fiction pieces. Being a devotee of the works of Edgar Allan Poe clearly influenced his prose, which had similar overtones of dread. When England was drawn into World War I, Harvey joined a Friends’ Ambulance unit and served as a surgeon-lieutenant in the Royal Navy. While heroically performing surgery in the boiler room of a destroyer as it was sinking, the fumes from burning oil damaged his lungs, earning Harvey the Albert Medal for Lifesaving and a lifelong debilitating lung condition, eventually costing him his life at the age of fifty-two. Oddly, despite his horrific stories, Harvey had the reputation of being an exceptionally kind, gentle, and jovial man, much loved by all who knew him.

		His stories never enjoyed great success until he was “discovered” when The Beast with Five Fingers was filmed in 1946 with Robert Florey directing and Peter Lorre starring, inducing publishers on both sides of the Atlantic to collect the best of his horror fiction. “August Heat” served as the basis for an episode of a television series on three occasions: as episode one in the first season of Danger, airing on September 26, 1950; on On Camera, January 8, 1955, starring Patrick Macnee; and on Great Ghost Tales, August 3, 1961, starring James Broderick and Vincent Gardenia.

		“August Heat” was first published in Midnight House and Other Tales (London, J. M. Dent, 1910).
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August Heat
WILLIAM FRYER HARVEY

		Phenistone Road, Clapham,

		August 20th, 19—.

		I HAVE HAD WHAT I believe to be the most remarkable day in my life, and while the events are still fresh in my mind, I wish to put them down on paper as clearly as possible.

		Let me say at the outset that my name is James Clarence Withencroft.

		I am forty years old, in perfect health, never having known a day’s illness.

		By profession I am an artist, not a very successful one, but I earn enough money by my black-and-white work to satisfy my necessary wants.

		My only near relative, a sister, died five years ago, so that I am independent.

		I breakfasted this morning at nine, and after glancing through the morning paper I lighted my pipe and proceeded to let my mind wander in the hope that I might chance upon some subject for my pencil.

		The room, though door and windows were open, was oppressively hot, and I had just made up my mind that the coolest and most comfortable place in the neighbourhood would be the deep end of the public swimming bath, when the idea came.

		I began to draw. So intent was I on my work that I left my lunch untouched, only stopping work when the clock of St. Jude’s struck four.

		The final result, for a hurried sketch, was, I felt sure, the best thing I had done.

		It showed a criminal in the dock immediately after the judge had pronounced sentence. The man was fat—enormously fat. The flesh hung in rolls about his chin; it creased his huge, stumpy neck. He was clean shaven (perhaps I should say a few days before he must have been clean shaven) and almost bald. He stood in the dock, his short, clumsy fingers clasping the rail, looking straight in front of him. The feeling that his expression conveyed was not so much one of horror as of utter, absolute collapse.

		There seemed nothing in the man strong enough to sustain that mountain of flesh.

		I rolled up the sketch, and without quite knowing why, placed it in my pocket. Then with the rare sense of happiness which the knowledge of a good thing well done gives, I left the house.

		I believe that I set out with the idea of calling upon Trenton, for I remember walking along Lytton Street and turning to the right along Gilchrist Road at the bottom of the hill where the men were at work on the new tram lines.

		From there onwards I have only the vaguest recollection of where I went. The one thing of which I was fully conscious was the awful heat, that came up from the dusty asphalt pavement as an almost palpable wave. I longed for the thunder promised by the great banks of copper-coloured cloud that hung low over the western sky.

		I must have walked five or six miles, when a small boy roused me from my reverie by asking the time.

		It was twenty minutes to seven.

		When he left me I began to take stock of my bearings. I found myself standing before a gate that led into a yard bordered by a strip of thirsty earth, where there were flowers, purple stock and scarlet geranium. Above the entrance was a board with the inscription—

		CHAS. ATKINSON
MONUMENTAL MASON
WORKER IN ENGLISH AND ITALIAN MARBLES

		From the yard itself came a cheery whistle, the noise of hammer blows, and the cold sound of steel meeting stone.

		A sudden impulse made me enter.

		A man was sitting with his back towards me, busy at work on a slab of curiously veined marble. He turned round as he heard my steps and I stopped short.

		It was the man I had been drawing, whose portrait lay in my pocket.

		He sat there, huge and elephantine, the sweat pouring from his scalp, which he wiped with a red silk handkerchief. But though the face was the same, the expression was absolutely different.

		He greeted me smiling, as if we were old friends, and shook my hand.

		I apologised for my intrusion.

		“Everything is hot and glary outside,” I said. “This seems an oasis in the wilderness.”

		“I don’t know about the oasis,” he replied, “but it certainly’s hot, as hot as hell. Take a seat, sir!”

		He pointed to the end of the gravestone on which he was at work, and I sat down.

		“That’s a beautiful piece of stone you’ve got hold of,” I said.

		He shook his head. “In a way it is,” he answered; “the surface here is as fine as anything you could wish, but there’s a big flaw at the back, though I don’t expect you’d ever notice it. I could never make really a good job of a bit of marble like that. It would be all right in the summer like this; it wouldn’t mind the blasted heat. But wait till the winter comes. There’s nothing quite like frost to find out the weak points in stone.”

		“Then what’s it for?” I asked.

		The man burst out laughing.

		“You’d hardly believe me if I was to tell you it’s for an exhibition, but it’s the truth. Artists have exhibitions: so do grocers and butchers; we have them too. All the latest little things in headstones, you know.”

		He went on to talk of marbles, which sort best withstood wind and rain, and which were easiest to work; then of his garden and a new sort of carnation he had bought. At the end of every other minute he would drop his tools, wipe his shining head, and curse the heat.

		I said little, for I felt uneasy. There was something unnatural, uncanny, in meeting this man.

		I tried at first to persuade myself that I had seen him before, that his face, unknown to me, had found a place in some out-of-the-way corner of my memory, but I knew that I was practising little more than a plausible piece of self-deception.

		Mr. Atkinson finished his work, spat on the ground, and got up with a sigh of relief.

		“There! what do you think of that?” he said, with an air of evident pride.

		The inscription which I read for the first time was this—

		SACRED TO THE memory
OF
JAMES CLARENCE WITHENCROFT
BORN JAN. 18TH, 1860
HE PASSED AWAY VERY SUDDENLY
ON AUGUST 20TH, 19—

		“In the midst of life we are in death.”

		For some time I sat in silence. Then a cold shudder ran down my spine. I asked him where he had seen the name.

		“Oh, I didn’t see it anywhere,” replied Mr. Atkinson. “I wanted some name, and I put down the first that came into my head. Why do you want to know?”

		“It’s a strange coincidence, but it happens to be mine.”

		He gave a long, low whistle.

		“And the dates?”

		“I can only answer for one of them, and that’s correct.”

		“It’s a rum go!” he said.

		But he knew less than I did. I told him of my morning’s work. I took the sketch from my pocket and showed it to him. As he looked, the expression of his face altered until it became more and more like that of the man I had drawn.

		“And it was only the day before yesterday,” he said, “that I told Maria there were no such things as ghosts!”

		Neither of us had seen a ghost, but I knew what he meant.

		“You probably heard my name,” I said.

		“And you must have seen me somewhere and have forgotten it! Were you at Clacton-on-Sea last July?”

		I had never been to Clacton in my life. We were silent for some time. We were both looking at the same thing, the two dates on the gravestone, and one was right.

		“Come inside and have some supper,” said Mr. Atkinson.

		His wife is a cheerful little woman, with the flaky red cheeks of the country-bred. Her husband introduced me as a friend of his who was an artist. The result was unfortunate, for after the sardines and watercress had been removed, she brought out a Doré Bible, and I had to sit and express my admiration for nearly half an hour.

		I went outside, and found Atkinson sitting on the gravestone smoking.

		We resumed the conversation at the point we had left off.

		“You must excuse my asking,” I said, “but do you know of anything you’ve done for which you could be put on trial?”

		He shook his head.

		“I’m not a bankrupt, the business is prosperous enough. Three years ago I gave turkeys to some of the guardians at Christmas, but that’s all I can think of. And they were small ones, too,” he added as an afterthought.

		He got up, fetched a can from the porch, and began to water the flowers. “Twice a day regular in the hot weather,” he said, “and then the heat sometimes gets the better of the delicate ones. And ferns, good Lord! they could never stand it. Where do you live?”

		I told him my address. It would take an hour’s quick walk to get back home.

		“It’s like this,” he said. “We’ll look at the matter straight. If you go back home tonight, you take your chance of accidents. A cart may run over you, and there’s always banana skins and orange peel, to say nothing of fallen ladders.”

		He spoke of the improbable with an intense seriousness that would have been laughable six hours before. But I did not laugh.

		“The best thing we can do,” he continued, “is for you to stay here till twelve o’clock. We’ll go upstairs and smoke; it may be cooler inside.”

		To my surprise I agreed.

		We are sitting now in a long, low room beneath the eaves. Atkinson has sent his wife to bed. He himself is busy sharpening some tools at a little oilstone, smoking one of my cigars the while.

		The air seems charged with thunder. I am writing this at a shaky table before the open window. The leg is cracked, and Atkinson, who seems a handy man with his tools, is going to mend it as soon as he has finished putting an edge on his chisel.

		It is after eleven now. I shall be gone in less than an hour.

		But the heat is stifling.

		It is enough to send a man mad.
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