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Sherwood Anderson

An Awakening
 

Belle Carpenter had a dark skin, grey eyes and thick lips. She was tall and strong. When black
thoughts visited her she grew angry and wished she were a man and could fight someone with her
fists. She worked in the millinery shop kept by Mrs. Nate McHugh and during the day sat trimming
hats by a window at the rear of the store. She was the daughter of Henry Carpenter, bookkeeper in
the First National Bank of Winesburg, Ohio1, and lived with him in a gloomy old house far out at the
end of Buckeye Street. The house was surrounded by pine trees and there was no grass beneath the
trees. A rusty tin eaves-trough had slipped from its fastenings at the back of the house and when the
wind blew it beat against the roof of a small shed, making a dismal drumming noise that sometimes
persisted all through the night.

When she was a young girl Henry Carpenter made life almost unbearable for his daughter,
but as she emerged from girlhood into womanhood he lost his power over her. The bookkeeper’s
life was made up of innumerable little pettinesses. When he went to the bank in the morning he
stepped into a closet and put on a black alpaca coat that had become shabby with age. At night when
he returned to his home he donned another black alpaca coat. Every evening he pressed the clothes
worn in the streets. He had invented an arrangement of boards for the purpose. The trousers to his
street suit were placed between the boards and the boards were clamped together with heavy screws.
In the morning he wiped the boards with a damp cloth and stood them upright behind the dining
room door. If they were moved during the day he was speechless with anger and did not recover his
equilibrium for a week.

The bank cashier was a little bully and was afraid of his daughter. She, he realized, knew the
story of his brutal treatment of the girl’s mother and hated him for it. One day she went home at noon
and carried a handful of soft mud, taken from the road, into the house. With the mud she smeared the
face of the boards used for the pressing of trousers and then went back to her work feeling relieved
and happy.

Belle Carpenter occasionally walked out in the evening with George Willard, a reporter on the
Winesburg Eagle. Secretly she loved another man, but her love affair, about which no one knew,
caused her much anxiety. She was in love with Ed Handby, bartender in Ed Griffith’s Saloon, and
went about with the young reporter as a kind of relief to her feelings. She did not think that her
station in life would permit her to be seen in the company of the bartender, and she walked about
under the trees with George Willard and let him kiss her to relieve a longing that was very insistent
in her nature. She felt that she could keep the younger man within bounds. About Ed Handby she
was somewhat uncertain.

Handby, the bartender, was a tall broad-shouldered man of thirty who lived in a room upstairs
above Griffith’s saloon. His fists were large and his eyes unusually small but his voice, as though
striving to conceal the power back of his fists, was soft and quiet.

At twenty-five the bartender had inherited a large farm from an uncle in Indiana2. When sold
the farm brought in eight thousand dollars which Ed spent in six months. Going to Sandusky3, on
Lake Erie4, he began an orgy of dissipation, the story of which afterward filled his home town with
awe. Here and there he went throwing the money about, driving carriages through the streets, giving

1 Ohio – the US state in the Midwest (106 125 sq. km), joined the USA after the American Revolutionary War in 1783.
2 Indiana – the US state in the Midwest (93 491 sq. km), joined the USA after the American Revolutionary War.
3 Sandusky – a city on Lake Erie in northern Ohio, founded by the British in 1745.
4 Lake Erie – one of the five Great Lakes on the USA-Canadian border.



.  Коллектив авторов, Н.  А.  Самуэльян.  «30 лучших рассказов американских писателей»

7

wine parties to crowds of men and women, playing cards for high stakes and keeping mistresses whose
wardrobes cost him hundreds of dollars. One night at a resort called Cedar Point he got into a fight
and ran amuck like a wild thing. With his fist he broke a large mirror in the wash-room of a hotel
and later went about smashing windows and breaking chairs in dance halls for the joy of hearing the
glass rattle on the floor and seeing the terror in the eyes of clerks, who had come from Sandusky to
spend the evening at the resort with their sweethearts.

The affair between Ed Handby and Belle Carpenter on the surface amounted to nothing. He
had succeeded in spending but one evening in her company. On that evening he hired a horse and
buggy at Wesley Moyer’s livery barn and took her for a drive. The conviction that she was the woman
his nature demanded and that he must get her, settled upon him and he told her of his desires. The
bartender was ready to marry and to begin trying to earn money for the support of his wife, but so
simple was his nature that he found it difficult to explain his intentions. His body ached with physical
longing and with his body he expressed himself. Taking the milliner into his arms and holding her
tightly, in spite of her struggles, he kissed her until she became helpless. Then he brought her back
to town and let her out of the buggy. ‘When I get hold of you again I’ll not let you go. You can’t play
with me,’ he declared as he turned to drive away. Then, jumping out of the buggy, he gripped her
shoulders with his strong hands. ‘I’ll keep you for good the next time,’ he said. ‘You might as well
make up your mind to that. It’s you and me for it and I’m going to have you before I get through.’

One night in January when there was a new moon George Willard, who was, in Ed Handby’s
mind, the only obstacle to his getting Belle Carpenter, went for a walk. Early that evening George
went into Ransom Surbeck’s pool room with Seth Richmond and Art Wilson, son of the town butcher.
Seth Richmond stood with his back against the wall and remained silent, but George Willard talked.
The pool room was filled with Winesburg boys and they talked of women. The young reporter got
into that vein. He said that women should look out for themselves that the fellow who went out with
a girl was not responsible for what happened. As he talked he looked about, eager for attention. He
held the floor for five minutes and then Art Wilson began to talk. Art was learning the barber’s trade
in Cal Prouse’s shop and already began to consider himself an authority in such matters as baseball,
horse racing, drinking and going about with women. He began to tell of a night when he with two
men from Winesburg went into a house of prostitution at the County Seat. The butcher’s son held a
cigar in the side of his mouth and as he talked spat on the floor. ‘The women in the place couldn’t
embarrass me although they tried hard enough,’ he boasted. ‘One of the girls in the house tried to get
fresh but I fooled her. As soon as she began to talk I went and sat in her lap. Everyone in the room
laughed when I kissed her. I taught her to let me alone.’

George Willard went out of the pool room and into Main Street. For days the weather had been
bitter cold with a high wind blowing down on the town from Lake Erie, eighteen miles to the north,
but on that night the wind had died away and a new moon made the night unusually lovely. Without
thinking where he was going or what he wanted to do George went out of Main Street and began
walking in dimly lighted streets filled with frame houses.

Out of doors under the black sky filled with stars he forgot his companions of the pool room.
Because it was dark and he was alone he began to talk aloud. In a spirit of play he reeled along
the street imitating a drunken man and then imagined himself a soldier clad in shining boots that
reached to the knees and wearing a sword that jingled as he walked. As a soldier he pictured himself
as an inspector, passing before a long line of men who stood at attention. He began to examine the
accoutrements of the men. Before a tree he stopped and began to scold. ‘Your pack is not in order,’
he said sharply. ‘How many times will I have to speak of this matter? Everything must be in order
here. We have a difficult task before us and no difficult task can be done without order.’

Hypnotized by his own words the young man stumbled along the board sidewalk saying more
words. ‘There is a law for armies and for men too,’ he muttered, lost in reflection. ‘The law begins
with little things and spreads out until it covers everything. In every little thing there must be order,
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in the place where men work, in their clothes, in their thoughts. I myself must be orderly. I must
learn that law. I must get myself into touch with something orderly and big that swings through the
night like a star. In my little way I must begin to learn something, to give and swing and work with
life, with the law.’

George Willard stopped by a picket fence near a street lamp and his body began to tremble.
He had never before thought such thoughts as had just come into his head and he wondered where
they had come from. For the moment it seemed to him that some voice outside of himself had been
talking as he walked. He was amazed and delighted with his own mind and when he walked on again
spoke of the matter with fervor. ‘To come out of Ransom Surbeck’s pool room and think things like
that,’ he whispered. ‘It is better to be alone. If I talked like Art Wilson the boys would understand me
but they wouldn’t understand what I have been thinking down here.’

In Winesburg, as in all Ohio towns of twenty years ago, there was a section in which lived day
laborers. As the time of factories had not yet come the laborers worked in the fields or were section
hands on the railroads. They worked twelve hours a day and received one dollar for the long day of
toil. The houses in which they lived were small cheaply constructed wooden affairs with a garden at
the back. The more comfortable among them kept cows and perhaps a pig, housed in a little shed
at the rear of the garden.

With his head filled with resounding thoughts George Willard walked into such a street on the
clear January night. The street was dimly lighted and in places there was no sidewalk. In the scene
that lay about him there was something that excited his already aroused fancy. For a year he had been
devoting all of his odd moments to the reading of books and now some tale he had read concerning
life in old world towns of the middle ages came sharply back to his mind so that he stumbled forward
with the curious feeling of one revisiting a place that had been a part of some former existence. On
an impulse he turned out of the street and went into a little dark alleyway behind the sheds in which
lived the cows and pigs.

For a half hour he stayed in the alleyway, smelling the strong smell of animals too closely housed
and letting his mind play with the strange new thoughts that came to him. The very rankness of the
smell of manure in the clear sweet air awoke something heady in his brain. The poor little houses
lighted by kerosene lamps, the smoke from the chimneys mounting straight up into the clear air, the
grunting of pigs, the women clad in cheap calico dresses and washing dishes in the kitchens, the
footsteps of men coming out of the houses and going off to the stores and saloons of Main Street, the
dogs barking and the children crying – all these things made him seem, as he lurked in the darkness,
oddly detached and apart from all life.

The excited young man, unable to bear the weight of his own thoughts, began to move cautiously
along the alleyway. A dog attacked him and had to be driven away with stones and a man appeared at
the door of one of the houses and began to swear at the dog. George went into a vacant lot and throwing
back his head looked up at the sky. He felt unutterably big and re-made by the simple experience
through which he had been passing and in a kind of fervor of emotion put up his hands, thrusting
them into the darkness above his head and muttering words. The desire to say words overcame him
and he said words without meaning, rolling them over on his tongue and saying them because they
were brave words, full of meaning. ‘Death,’ he muttered, ‘night, the sea, fear, loneliness.’ George
Willard came out of the vacant lot and stood again on the sidewalk facing the houses. He felt that
all of the people in the little street must be brothers and sisters to him and he wished he had the
courage to call them out of their houses and to shake their hands. ‘If there were only a woman here I
would take hold of her hand and we would run until we were both tired out,’ he thought. ‘That would
make me feel better.’ With the thought of a woman in his mind he walked out of the street and went
toward the house where Belle Carpenter lived. He thought she would understand his mood and that
he would achieve in her presence a position he had long been wanting to achieve. In the past when
he had been with her and had kissed her lips he had come away filled with anger at himself. He had
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felt like one being used for some obscure purpose and had not enjoyed the feeling. Now he thought
he had suddenly become too big to be used.

When George Willard got to Belle Carpenter’s house there had already been a visitor there
before him. Ed Handby had come to the door and calling Belle out of the house had tried to talk to
her. He had wanted to ask the woman to come away with him and to be his wife, but when she came
and stood by the door he lost his self-assurance and became sullen. ‘You stay away from that kid,’ he
growled, thinking of George Willard, and then, not knowing what else to say, turned to go away. ‘If
I catch you together I will break your bones and his too,’ he added. The bartender had come to woo,
not to threaten, and was angry with himself because of his failure.

When her lover had departed Belle went indoors and ran hurriedly upstairs. From a window at
the upper part of the house she saw Ed Handby cross the street and sit down on a horse block before
the house of a neighbor. In the dim light the man sat motionless holding his head in his hands. She
was made happy by the sight and when George Willard came to the door she greeted him effusively
and hurriedly put on her hat. She thought that as she walked through the streets with young Willard,
Ed Handby would follow and she wanted to make him suffer.

For an hour Belle Carpenter and the young reporter walked about under the trees in the sweet
night air. George Willard was full of big words. The sense of power that had come to him during the
hour in the darkness of the alleyway remained with him and he talked boldly, swaggering along and
swinging his arms about. He wanted to make Belle Carpenter realize that he was aware of his former
weakness and that he had changed. ‘You will find me different,’ he declared, thrusting his hands into
his pockets and looking boldly into her eyes. ‘I don’t know why but it is so. You have got to take me
for a man or let me alone. That’s how it is.’

Up and down the quiet streets under the new moon went the woman and the boy. When George
had finished talking they turned down a side street and went across a bridge into a path that ran up
the side of a hill. The hill began at Waterworks Pond and climbed upwards to the Winesburg Fair
Grounds. On the hillside grew dense bushes and small trees and among the bushes were little open
spaces carpeted with long grass, now stiff and frozen.

As he walked behind the woman up the hill George Willard’s heart began to beat rapidly and
his shoulders straightened. Suddenly he decided that Belle Carpenter was about to surrender herself
to him. The new force that had manifested itself in him had he felt been at work upon her and had
led to her conquest. The thought made him half drunk with the sense of masculine power. Although
he had been annoyed that as they walked about she had not seemed to be listening to his words, the
fact that she had accompanied him to this place took all his doubts away. ‘It is different. Everything
has become different,’ he thought and taking hold of her shoulder turned her about and stood looking
at her, his eyes shining with pride.

Belle Carpenter did not resist. When he kissed her upon the lips she leaned heavily against
him and looked over his shoulder into the darkness. In her whole attitude there was a suggestion of
waiting. Again, as in the alleyway, George Willard’s mind ran off into words and, holding the woman
tightly, he whispered the words into the still night. ‘Lust,’ he whispered, ‘lust and night and women.’

George Willard did not understand what happened to him that night on the hillside. Later, when
he got to his own room, he wanted to weep and then grew half insane with anger and hate. He hated
Belle Carpenter and was sure that all his life he would continue to hate her. On the hillside he had
led the woman to one of the little open spaces among the bushes and had dropped to his knees beside
her. As in the vacant lot, by the laborers’ houses, he had put up his hands in gratitude for the new
power in himself and was waiting for the woman to speak when Ed Handby appeared.

The bartender did not want to beat the boy, who he thought had tried to take his woman away.
He knew that beating was unnecessary, that he had power within himself to accomplish his purpose
without that. Gripping George by the shoulder and pulling him to his feet he held him with one hand
while he looked at Belle Carpenter seated on the grass. Then with a quick wide movement of his



.  Коллектив авторов, Н.  А.  Самуэльян.  «30 лучших рассказов американских писателей»

10

arm he sent the younger man sprawling away into the bushes and began to bully the woman, who had
risen to her feet. ‘You’re no good,’ he said roughly. ‘I’ve half a mind not to bother with you. I’d let
you alone if I didn’t want you so much.’

On his hands and knees in the bushes George Willard stared at the scene before him and tried
hard to think. He prepared to spring at the man who had humiliated him. To be beaten seemed
infinitely better than to be thus hurled ignominiously aside.

Three times the young reporter sprang at Ed Handby and each time the bartender, catching
him by the shoulder, hurled him back into the bushes. The older man seemed prepared to keep the
exercise going indefinitely but George Willard’s head struck the root of a tree and he lay still. Then
Ed Handby took Belle Carpenter by the arm and marched her away.

George heard the man and woman making their way through the bushes. As he crept down
the hillside his heart was sick within him. He hated himself and he hated the fate that had brought
about his humiliation. When his mind went back to the hour alone in the alleyway he was puzzled,
and stopping in the darkness, listened, hoping to hear again the voice, outside himself, that had so
short a time before put new courage into his heart. When his way homeward led him again into the
street of frame houses he could not bear the sight and began to run, wanting to get quickly out of the
neighborhood that now seemed to him utterly squalid and commonplace.
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John Kendrick Bangs

The Water Ghost of Harrowby Hall
 

The trouble with Harrowby Hall was that it was haunted, and, what was worse, the ghost did not
content itself with merely appearing at the bedside of the afflicted person who saw it, but persisted
in remaining there for one mortal hour before it would disappear.

It never appeared except on Christmas Eve, and then as the clock was striking twelve, in which
respect alone was it lacking in that originality which in these days is a sine qua non5 of success in
spectral life. The owners of Harrowby Hall had done their utmost to rid themselves of the damp
and dewy lady who rose up out of the best bedroom floor at midnight, but without avail. They had
tried stopping the clock, so that the ghost would not know when it was midnight; but she made her
appearance just the same, with that fearful miasmatic personality of hers, and there she would stand
until everything about her was thoroughly saturated.

Then the owners of Harrowby Hall caulked up every crack in the floor with the very best quality
of hemp, and over this was placed layers of tar and canvas; the walls were made water-proof, and
the doors and windows likewise, the proprietors having conceived the notion that the unexorcised
lady would find it difficult to leak into the room after these precautions had been taken; but even
this did not suffice. The following Christmas Eve she appeared as promptly as before, and frightened
the occupant of the room quite out of his senses by sitting down alongside of him and gazing with
her cavernous blue eyes into his; and he noticed, too, that in her long, aqueously bony fingers bits
of dripping sea-weed were entwined, the ends hanging down, and these ends she drew across his
forehead until he became like one insane. And then he swooned away, and was found unconscious in
his bed the next morning by his host, simply saturated with sea-water and fright, from the combined
effects of which he never recovered, dying four years later of pneumonia and nervous prostration at
the age of seventy-eight.

The next year the master of Harrowby Hall decided not to have the best spare bedroom opened
at all, thinking that perhaps the ghost’s thirst for making herself disagreeable would be satisfied by
haunting the furniture, but the plan was as unavailing as the many that had preceded it.

The ghost appeared as usual in the room – that is, it was supposed she did, for the hangings
were dripping wet the next morning, and in the parlor below the haunted room a great damp spot
appeared on the ceiling. Finding no one there, she immediately set out to learn the reason why, and
she chose none other to haunt than the owner of the Harrowby himself. She found him in his own
cosy room drinking whiskey – whiskey undiluted – and felicitating himself upon having foiled her
ghostship, when all of a sudden the curl went out of his hair, his whiskey bottle filled and overflowed,
and he was himself in a condition similar to that of a man who has fallen into a water-butt. When he
recovered from the shock, which was a painful one, he saw before him the lady of the cavernous eyes
and sea-weed fingers. The sight was so unexpected and so terrifying that he fainted, but immediately
came to, because of the vast amount of water in his hair, which, trickling down over his face, restored
his consciousness.

Now it so happened that the master of Harrowby was a brave man, and while he was not
particularly fond of interviewing ghosts, especially such quenching ghosts as the one before him, he
was not to be daunted by an apparition. He had paid the lady the compliment of fainting from the
effects of his first surprise, and now that he had come to he intended to find out a few things he felt
he had a right to know. He would have liked to put on a dry suit of clothes first, but the apparition
declined to leave him for an instant until her hour was up, and he was forced to deny himself that

5 sine qua non – necessary conditions. (Latin)
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pleasure. Every time he would move she would follow him, with the result that everything she came
in contact with got a ducking. In an effort to warm himself up he approached the fire, an unfortunate
move as it turned out, because it brought the ghost directly over the fire, which immediately was
extinguished. The whiskey became utterly valueless as a comforter to his chilled system, because it
was by this time diluted to a proportion of ninety per cent of water. The only thing he could do to
ward off the evil effects of his encounter he did, and that was to swallow ten two-grain quinine pills,
which he managed to put into his mouth before the ghost had time to interfere. Having done this, he
turned with some asperity to the ghost, and said:

‘Far be it from me to be impolite to a woman, madam, but I’m hanged if it wouldn’t please me
better if you’d stop these infernal visits of yours to this house. Go sit out on the lake, if you like that
sort of thing; soak the water-butt, if you wish; but do not, I implore you, come into a gentleman’s
house and saturate him and his possessions in this way. It is damned disagreeable.’

‘Henry Hartwick Oglethorpe,’ said the ghost, in a gurgling voice, ‘you don’t know what you
are talking about.’

‘Madam,’ returned the unhappy householder, ‘I wish that remark were strictly truthful. I was
talking about you. It would be shillings and pence – nay, pounds, in my pocket, madam, if I did not
know you.’

‘That is a bit of specious nonsense,’ returned the ghost, throwing a quart of indignation into the
face of the master of Harrowby. ‘It may rank high as repartee, but as a comment upon my statement
that you do not know what you are talking about, it savors of irrelevant impertinence. You do not
know that I am compelled to haunt this place year after year by inexorable fate. It is no pleasure to
me to enter this house, and ruin and mildew everything I touch. I never aspired to be a shower-bath,
but it is my doom. Do you know who I am?’

‘No, I don’t,’ returned the master of Harrowby. ‘I should say you were the Lady of the Lake,
or Little Sallie Waters.’

‘You are a witty man for your years,’ said the ghost.
‘Well, my humor is drier than yours ever will be,’ returned the master.
‘No doubt. I’m never dry. I am the Water Ghost of Harrowby Hall, and dryness is a quality

entirely beyond my wildest hope. I have been the incumbent of this highly unpleasant office for two
hundred years to-night.’

‘How the deuce did you ever come to get elected?’ asked the master.
‘Through a suicide,’ replied the spectre. ‘I am the ghost of that fair maiden whose picture hangs

over the mantel-piece in the drawing-room. I should have been your great-great-great-great-great-
aunt if I had lived, Henry Hartwick Oglethorpe, for I was the own sister of your great-great-great-
great-grandfather.’

‘But what induced you to get this house into such a predicament?’
‘I was not to blame, sir,’ returned the lady. ‘It was my father’s fault. He it was who built Harrowby

Hall, and the haunted chamber was to have been mine. My father had it furnished in pink and yellow,
knowing well that blue and gray formed the only combination of color I could tolerate. He did it
merely to spite me, and, with what I deem a proper spirit, I declined to live in the room; whereupon
my father said I could live there or on the lawn, he didn’t care which. That night I ran from the house
and jumped over the cliff into the sea.’

‘That was rash,’ said the master of Harrowby.
‘So I’ve heard,’ returned the ghost. ‘If I had known what the consequences were to be I should

not have jumped; but I really never realized what I was doing until after I was drowned. I had been
drowned a week when a sea-nymph came to me and informed me that I was to be one of her followers
forever afterwards, adding that it should be my doom to haunt Harrowby Hall for one hour every
Christmas Eve throughout the rest of eternity. I was to haunt that room on such Christmas Eves as
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I found it inhabited; and if it should turn out not to be inhabited, I was and am to spend the allotted
hour with the head of the house.’

‘I’ll sell the place.’
‘That you cannot do, for it is also required of me that I shall appear as the deeds are to be

delivered to any purchaser, and divulge to him the awful secret of the house.’
‘Do you mean to tell me that on every Christmas Eve that I don’t happen to have somebody in

that guest-chamber, you are going to haunt me wherever I may be, ruining my whiskey, taking all the
curl out of my hair, extinguishing my fire, and soaking me through to the skin?’ demanded the master.

‘You have stated the case, Oglethorpe. And what is more,’ said the water ghost, ‘it doesn’t make
the slightest difference where you are, if I find that room empty, wherever you may be I shall douse
you with my spectral pres – ’

Here the clock struck one, and immediately the apparition faded away. It was perhaps more of
a trickle than a fade, but as a disappearance it was complete.

‘By St. George and his Dragon6!’ ejaculated the master of Harrowby, wringing his hands. ‘It
is guineas to hot-cross buns that next Christmas there’s an occupant of the spare room, or I spend
the night in a bath-tub.’

But the master of Harrowby would have lost his wager had there been any one there to take
him up, for when Christmas Eve came again he was in his grave, never having recovered from the
cold contracted that awful night. Harrowby Hall was closed, and the heir to the estate was in London,
where to him in his chambers came the same experience that his father had gone through, saving
only that being younger and stronger, he survived the shock. Everything in his rooms was ruined –
his clocks were rusted in the works; a fine collection of water-color drawings was entirely obliterated
by the onslaught of the water ghost; and what was worse, the apartments below his were drenched
with the water soaking through the floors, a damage for which he was compelled to pay, and which
resulted in his being requested by his landlady to vacate the premises immediately.

The story of the visitation inflicted upon his family had gone abroad, and no one could be got
to invite him out to any function save afternoon teas and receptions. Fathers of daughters declined
to permit him to remain in their houses later than eight o’clock at night, not knowing but that some
emergency might arise in the supernatural world which would require the unexpected appearance of
the water ghost in this on nights other than Christmas Eve, and before the mystic hour when weary
churchyards, ignoring the rules which are supposed to govern polite society, begin to yawn. Nor would
the maids themselves have aught to do with him, fearing the destruction by the sudden incursion of
aqueous femininity of the costumes which they held most dear.

So the heir of Harrowby Hall resolved, as his ancestors for several generations before him had
resolved, that something must be done. His first thought was to make one of his servants occupy
the haunted room at the crucial moment; but in this he failed, because the servants themselves knew
the history of that room and rebelled. None of his friends would consent to sacrifice their personal
comfort to his, nor was there to be found in all England a man so poor as to be willing to occupy the
doomed chamber on Christmas Eve for pay.

Then the thought came to the heir to have the fireplace in the room enlarged, so that he might
evaporate the ghost at its first appearance, and he was felicitating himself upon the ingenuity of his
plan, when he remembered what his father had told him – how that no fire could withstand the lady’s
extremely contagious dampness. And then he bethought him of steam-pipes. These, he remembered,
could lie hundreds of feet deep in water, and still retain sufficient heat to drive the water away in
vapor; and as a result of this thought the haunted room was heated by steam to a withering degree,

6 St. George and his Dragon – a Christian martyr of the 3d century and the patron saint of England; St. George saved a Libyan
king’s daughter from the dragon and killed the monster in return for the promise that the people of Libya would be baptized.
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and the heir for six months attended daily the Turkish baths, so that when Christmas Eve came he
could himself withstand the awful temperature of the room.

The scheme was only partially successful. The water ghost appeared at the specified time, and
found the heir of Harrowby prepared; but hot as the room was, it shortened her visit by no more than
five minutes in the hour, during which time the nervous system of the young master was well-nigh
shattered, and the room itself was cracked and warped to an extent which required the outlay of a
large sum of money to remedy. And worse than this, as the last drop of the water ghost was slowly
sizzling itself out on the floor, she whispered to her would-be conqueror that his scheme would avail
him nothing, because there was still water in great plenty where she came from, and that next year
would find her rehabilitated and as exasperatingly saturating as ever.

It was then that the natural action of the mind, in going from one extreme to the other, suggested
to the ingenious heir of Harrowby the means by which the water ghost was ultimately conquered, and
happiness once more came within the grasp of the house of Oglethorpe.

The heir provided himself with a warm suit of fur under-clothing. Donning this with the furry
side in, he placed over it a rubber garment, tightfitting, which he wore just as a woman wears a jersey.
On top of this he placed another set of under-clothing, this suit made of wool, and over this was a
second rubber garment like the first. Upon his head he placed a light and comfortable diving helmet,
and so clad, on the following Christmas Eve he awaited the coming of his tormentor.

It was a bitterly cold night that brought to a close this twenty-fourth day of December. The air
outside was still, but the temperature was below zero. Within all was quiet, the servants of Harrowby
Hall awaiting with beating hearts the outcome of their master’s campaign against his supernatural
visitor.

The master himself was lying on the bed in the haunted room, clad as has already been
indicated, and then —

The clock clanged out the hour of twelve.
There was a sudden banging of doors, a blast of cold air swept through the halls, the door

leading into the haunted chamber flew open, a splash was heard, and the water ghost was seen standing
at the side of the heir of Harrowby, from whose outer dress there streamed rivulets of water, but
whose own person deep down under the various garments he wore was as dry and as warm as he
could have wished.

‘Ha!’ said the young master of Harrowby. ‘I’m glad to see you.’
‘You are the most original man I’ve met, if that is true,’ returned the ghost. ‘May I ask where

did you get that hat?’
‘Certainly, madam,’ returned the master, courteously. ‘It is a little portable observatory I had

made for just such emergencies as this. But, tell me, is it true that you are doomed to follow me about
for one mortal hour – to stand where I stand, to sit where I sit?’

‘That is my delectable fate,’ returned the lady.
‘We’ll go out on the lake,’ said the master, starting up.
‘You can’t get rid of me that way,’ returned the ghost. ‘The water won’t swallow me up; in fact,

it will just add to my present bulk.’
‘Nevertheless,’ said the master, firmly, ‘we will go out on the lake.’
‘But, my dear sir,’ returned the ghost, with a pale reluctance, ‘it is fearfully cold out there. You

will be frozen hard before you’ve been out ten minutes.’
‘Oh no, I’ll not,’ replied the master. ‘I am very warmly dressed. Come!’ This last in a tone of

command that made the ghost ripple.
And they started.
They had not gone far before the water ghost showed signs of distress.
‘You walk too slowly,’ she said. ‘I am nearly frozen. My knees are so stiff now I can hardly

move. I beseech you to accelerate your step.’
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‘I should like to oblige a lady,’ returned the master, courteously, ‘but my clothes are rather
heavy, and a hundred yards an hour is about my speed. Indeed, I think we would better sit down here
on this snowdrift, and talk matters over.’

‘Do not! Do not do so, I beg!’ cried the ghost. ‘Let me move on. I feel myself growing rigid as
it is. If we stop here, I shall be frozen stiff.’

‘That, madam,’ said the master slowly, and seating himself on an ice-cake – ‘that is why I have
brought you here. We have been on this spot just ten minutes, we have fifty more. Take your time
about it, madam, but freeze, that is all I ask of you.’

‘I cannot move my right leg now,’ cried the ghost, in despair, ‘and my overskirt is a solid sheet
of ice. Oh, good, kind Mr. Oglethorpe, light a fire, and let me go free from these icy fetters.’

‘Never, madam. It cannot be. I have you at last.’
‘Alas!’ cried the ghost, a tear trickling down her frozen cheek. ‘Help me, I beg. I congeal!’
‘Congeal, madam, congeal!’ returned Oglethorpe, coldly. ‘You have drenched me and mine for

two hundred and three years, madam. To-night you have had your last drench.’
‘Ah, but I shall thaw out again, and then you’ll see. Instead of the comfortably tepid, genial

ghost I have been in my past, sir, I shall be iced-water,’ cried the lady, threateningly.
‘No, you won’t, either,’ returned Oglethorpe; ‘for when you are frozen quite stiff, I shall send

you to a cold-storage warehouse, and there shall you remain an icy work of art forever more.’
‘But warehouses burn.’
‘So they do, but this warehouse cannot burn. It is made of asbestos and surrounding it are fire-

proof walls, and within those walls the temperature is now and shall forever be 416 degrees below
the zero point; low enough to make an icicle of any flame in this world – or the next,’ the master
added, with an ill-suppressed chuckle.

‘For the last time let me beseech you. I would go on my knees to you, Oglethorpe, were they
not already frozen. I beg of you do not doo – ’

Here even the words froze on the water ghost’s lips and the clock struck one. There was a
momentary tremor throughout the ice-bound form, and the moon, coming out from behind a cloud,
shone down on the rigid figure of a beautiful woman sculptured in clear, transparent ice. There stood
the ghost of Harrowby Hall, conquered by the cold, a prisoner for all time.

The heir of Harrowby had won at last, and to-day in a large storage house in London stands the
frigid form of one who will never again flood the house of Oglethorpe with woe and sea-water.

As for the heir of Harrowby, his success in coping with a ghost has made him famous, a fame
that still lingers about him, although his victory took place some twenty years ago; and so far from
being unpopular with the fair sex, as he was when we first knew him, he has not only been married
twice, but is to lead a third bride to the altar before the year is out.
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Ambrose Bierce

An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge
 
 

Chapter I
 

A man stood upon a railroad bridge in northern Alabama7, looking down into the swift water
twenty feet below. The man’s hands were behind his back, the wrists bound with a cord. A rope
closely encircled his neck. It was attached to a stout cross-timber above his head and the slack fell to
the level of his knees. Some loose boards laid upon the ties supporting the rails of the railway supplied
a footing for him and his executioners – two private soldiers of the Federal army8, directed by a
sergeant who in civil life may have been a deputy sheriff. At a short remove upon the same temporary
platform was an officer in the uniform of his rank, armed. He was a captain. A sentinel at each end
of the bridge stood with his rifle in the position known as ‘support,’ that is to say, vertical in front
of the left shoulder, the hammer resting on the forearm thrown straight across the chest – a formal
and unnatural position, enforcing an erect carriage of the body. It did not appear to be the duty of
these two men to know what was occurring at the center of the bridge; they merely blockaded the
two ends of the foot planking that traversed it.

Beyond one of the sentinels nobody was in sight; the railroad ran straight away into a forest for
a hundred yards, then, curving, was lost to view. Doubtless there was an outpost farther along. The
other bank of the stream was open ground – a gentle slope topped with a stockade of vertical tree
trunks, loopholed for rifles, with a single embrasure through which protruded the muzzle of a brass
cannon commanding the bridge. Midway up the slope between the bridge and fort were the spectators
– a single company of infantry in line, at ‘parade rest,’ the butts of their rifles on the ground, the
barrels inclining slightly backward against the right shoulder, the hands crossed upon the stock. A
lieutenant stood at the right of the line, the point of his sword upon the ground, his left hand resting
upon his right. Excepting the group of four at the center of the bridge, not a man moved. The company
faced the bridge, staring stonily, motionless. The sentinels, facing the banks of the stream, might have
been statues to adorn the bridge. The captain stood with folded arms, silent, observing the work of
his subordinates, but making no sign. Death is a dignitary who when he comes announced is to be
received with formal manifestations of respect, even by those most familiar with him. In the code of
military etiquette silence and fixity are forms of deference.

The man who was engaged in being hanged was apparently about thirty-five years of age. He
was a civilian, if one might judge from his habit, which was that of a planter. His features were
good – a straight nose, firm mouth, broad forehead, from which his long, dark hair was combed
straight back, falling behind his ears to the collar of his well fitting frock coat. He wore a moustache
and pointed beard, but no whiskers; his eyes were large and dark gray, and had a kindly expression
which one would hardly have expected in one whose neck was in the hemp. Evidently this was no
vulgar assassin. The liberal military code makes provision for hanging many kinds of persons, and
gentlemen are not excluded.

The preparations being complete, the two private soldiers stepped aside and each drew away
the plank upon which he had been standing. The sergeant turned to the captain, saluted and placed
himself immediately behind that officer, who in turn moved apart one pace. These movements left

7 Alabama – the US state in the south (131 334 sq. km); the first Europeans who came there were the Spanish, the first settlement
was founded by the French in 1701; after the war of 1763, the territory was ceded to England.

8 the Federal army – the army of the federal government in the American Civil War of 1861–1865 with 11 Southern states.
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the condemned man and the sergeant standing on the two ends of the same plank, which spanned
three of the cross-ties of the bridge. The end upon which the civilian stood almost, but not quite,
reached a fourth. This plank had been held in place by the weight of the captain; it was now held by
that of the sergeant. At a signal from the former the latter would step aside, the plank would tilt and
the condemned man go down between two ties. The arrangement commended itself to his judgement
as simple and effective. His face had not been covered nor his eyes bandaged. He looked a moment
at his ‘unsteadfast footing,’ then let his gaze wander to the swirling water of the stream racing madly
beneath his feet. A piece of dancing driftwood caught his attention and his eyes followed it down the
current. How slowly it appeared to move! What a sluggish stream!

He closed his eyes in order to fix his last thoughts upon his wife and children. The water,
touched to gold by the early sun, the brooding mists under the banks at some distance down the
stream, the fort, the soldiers, the piece of drift – all had distracted him. And now he became conscious
of a new disturbance. Striking through the thought of his dear ones was sound which he could neither
ignore nor understand, a sharp, distinct, metallic percussion like the stroke of a blacksmith’s hammer
upon the anvil; it had the same ringing quality. He wondered what it was, and whether immeasurably
distant or nearby – it seemed both. Its recurrence was regular, but as slow as the tolling of a death knell.
He awaited each new stroke with impatience and – he knew not why – apprehension. The intervals
of silence grew progressively longer; the delays became maddening. With their greater infrequency
the sounds increased in strength and sharpness. They hurt his ear like the thrust of a knife; he feared
he would shriek. What he heard was the ticking of his watch.

He unclosed his eyes and saw again the water below him. ‘If I could free my hands,’ he thought,
‘I might throw off the noose and spring into the stream. By diving I could evade the bullets and,
swimming vigorously, reach the bank, take to the woods and get away home. My home, thank God,
is as yet outside their lines; my wife and little ones are still beyond the invader’s farthest advance.’

As these thoughts, which have here to be set down in words, were flashed into the doomed
man’s brain rather than evolved from it the captain nodded to the sergeant. The sergeant stepped aside.
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Chapter II

 
Peyton Fahrquhar was a well to do planter, of an old and highly respected Alabama family.

Being a slave owner and like other slave owners a politician, he was naturally an original secessionist
and ardently devoted to the Southern cause9. Circumstances of an imperious nature, which it is
unnecessary to relate here, had prevented him from taking service with that gallant army which had
fought the disastrous campaigns ending with the fall of Corinth10, and he chafed under the inglorious
restraint, longing for the release of his energies, the larger life of the soldier, the opportunity for
distinction. That opportunity, he felt, would come, as it comes to all in wartime. Meanwhile he did
what he could. No service was too humble for him to perform in the aid of the South, no adventure
too perilous for him to undertake if consistent with the character of a civilian who was at heart a
soldier, and who in good faith and without too much qualification assented to at least a part of the
frankly villainous dictum that all is fair in love and war.

One evening while Fahrquhar and his wife were sitting on a rustic bench near the entrance to
his grounds, a gray-clad soldier rode up to the gate and asked for a drink of water. Mrs. Fahrquhar
was only too happy to serve him with her own white hands. While she was fetching the water her
husband approached the dusty horseman and inquired eagerly for news from the front.

‘The Yanks11 are repairing the railroads,’ said the man, ‘and are getting ready for another
advance. They have reached the Owl Creek bridge, put it in order and built a stockade on the north
bank. The commandant has issued an order, which is posted everywhere, declaring that any civilian
caught interfering with the railroad, its bridges, tunnels, or trains will be summarily hanged. I saw
the order.’

‘How far is it to the Owl Creek bridge?’ Fahrquhar asked.
‘About thirty miles.’
‘Is there no force on this side of the creek?’
‘Only a picket post half a mile out, on the railroad, and a single sentinel at this end of the bridge.’
‘Suppose a man – a civilian and student of hanging – should elude the picket post and perhaps

get the better of the sentinel,’ said Fahrquhar, smiling, ‘what could he accomplish?’
The soldier reflected. ‘I was there a month ago,’ he replied. ‘I observed that the flood of last

winter had lodged a great quantity of driftwood against the wooden pier at this end of the bridge. It
is now dry and would burn like tinder.’

The lady had now brought the water, which the soldier drank. He thanked her ceremoniously,
bowed to her husband and rode away. An hour later, after nightfall, he repassed the plantation, going
northward in the direction from which he had come. He was a Federal.

9 the Southern cause – the southern states seceded from the Union in 1860–1861; the Northern and the Southern states had different
economies, different attitude to slavery, trade and the very idea of states’ rights.

10 Corinth – a city in northeastern Mississippi; the bloody battle took place to the north of the city during the American Civil War.
11 the Yanks – Yankees, a nickname of the citizens of New England states; the word was used by Southerners for Northerners

and Federal soldiers during the American Civil War.
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Chapter III

 
As Peyton Farquhar fell straight downward through the bridge he lost consciousness and was

as one already dead. From this state he was awakened – ages later, it seemed to him – by the pain of
a sharp pressure upon his throat, followed by a sense of suffocation. Keen, poignant agonies seemed
to shoot from his neck downward through every fiber of his body and limbs. These pains appeared to
flash along well defined lines of ramification and to beat with an inconceivably rapid periodicity. They
seemed like streams of pulsating fire heating him to an intolerable temperature. As to his head, he was
conscious of nothing but a feeling of fullness – of congestion. These sensations were unaccompanied
by thought. The intellectual part of his nature was already effaced; he had power only to feel, and
feeling was torment. He was conscious of motion. Encompassed in a luminous cloud, of which he
was now merely the fiery heart, without material substance, he swung through unthinkable arcs of
oscillation, like a vast pendulum. Then all at once, with terrible suddenness, the light about him shot
upward with the noise of a loud splash; a frightful roaring was in his ears, and all was cold and dark.
The power of thought was restored; he knew that the rope had broken and he had fallen into the
stream. There was no additional strangulation; the noose about his neck was already suffocating him
and kept the water from his lungs. To die of hanging at the bottom of a river! – the idea seemed
to him ludicrous. He opened his eyes in the darkness and saw above him a gleam of light, but how
distant, how inaccessible! He was still sinking, for the light became fainter and fainter until it was a
mere glimmer. Then it began to grow and brighten, and he knew that he was rising toward the surface
– knew it with reluctance, for he was now very comfortable. ‘To be hanged and drowned,’ he thought,
‘that is not so bad; but I do not wish to be shot. No; I will not be shot; that is not fair.’

He was not conscious of an effort, but a sharp pain in his wrist apprised him that he was trying
to free his hands. He gave the struggle his attention, as an idler might observe the feat of a juggler,
without interest in the outcome. What splendid effort! – what magnificent, what superhuman strength!
Ah, that was a fine endeavor! Bravo! The cord fell away; his arms parted and floated upward, the
hands dimly seen on each side in the growing light. He watched them with a new interest as first
one and then the other pounced upon the noose at his neck. They tore it away and thrust it fiercely
aside, its undulations resembling those of a water snake. ‘Put it back, put it back!’ He thought he
shouted these words to his hands, for the undoing of the noose had been succeeded by the direst
pang that he had yet experienced. His neck ached horribly; his brain was on fire, his heart, which had
been fluttering faintly, gave a great leap, trying to force itself out at his mouth. His whole body was
racked and wrenched with an insupportable anguish! But his disobedient hands gave no heed to the
command. They beat the water vigorously with quick, downward strokes, forcing him to the surface.
He felt his head emerge; his eyes were blinded by the sunlight; his chest expanded convulsively, and
with a supreme and crowning agony his lungs engulfed a great draught of air, which instantly he
expelled in a shriek!

He was now in full possession of his physical senses. They were, indeed, preternaturally keen
and alert. Something in the awful disturbance of his organic system had so exalted and refined them
that they made record of things never before perceived. He felt the ripples upon his face and heard
their separate sounds as they struck. He looked at the forest on the bank of the stream, saw the
individual trees, the leaves and the veining of each leaf – he saw the very insects upon them: the
locusts, the brilliant bodied flies, the gray spiders stretching their webs from twig to twig. He noted
the prismatic colors in all the dewdrops upon a million blades of grass. The humming of the gnats
that danced above the eddies of the stream, the beating of the dragon flies’ wings, the strokes of the
water spiders’ legs, like oars which had lifted their boat – all these made audible music. A fish slid
along beneath his eyes and he heard the rush of its body parting the water.
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He had come to the surface facing down the stream; in a moment the visible world seemed to
wheel slowly round, himself the pivotal point, and he saw the bridge, the fort, the soldiers upon the
bridge, the captain, the sergeant, the two privates, his executioners. They were in silhouette against the
blue sky. They shouted and gesticulated, pointing at him. The captain had drawn his pistol, but did not
fire; the others were unarmed. Their movements were grotesque and horrible, their forms gigantic.

Suddenly he heard a sharp report and something struck the water smartly within a few inches
of his head, spattering his face with spray. He heard a second report, and saw one of the sentinels
with his rifle at his shoulder, a light cloud of blue smoke rising from the muzzle. The man in the
water saw the eye of the man on the bridge gazing into his own through the sights of the rifle. He
observed that it was a gray eye and remembered having read that gray eyes were keenest, and that all
famous marksmen had them. Nevertheless, this one had missed.

A counter-swirl had caught Farquhar and turned him half round; he was again looking at the
forest on the bank opposite the fort. The sound of a clear, high voice in a monotonous singsong now
rang out behind him and came across the water with a distinctness that pierced and subdued all other
sounds, even the beating of the ripples in his ears. Although no soldier, he had frequented camps
enough to know the dread significance of that deliberate, drawling, aspirated chant; the lieutenant on
shore was taking a part in the morning’s work. How coldly and pitilessly – with what an even, calm
intonation, presaging, and enforcing tranquility in the men – with what accurately measured interval
fell those cruel words:

‘Company!… Attention!… Shoulder arms!… Ready! … Aim!… Fire!’
Farquhar dived – dived as deeply as he could. The water roared in his ears like the voice of

Niagara12, yet he heard the dull thunder of the volley and, rising again toward the surface, met shining
bits of metal, singularly flattened, oscillating slowly downward. Some of them touched him on the
face and hands, then fell away, continuing their descent. One lodged between his collar and neck; it
was uncomfortably warm and he snatched it out.

As he rose to the surface, gasping for breath, he saw that he had been a long time under water;
he was perceptibly farther downstream – nearer to safety. The soldiers had almost finished reloading;
the metal ramrods flashed all at once in the sunshine as they were drawn from the barrels, turned in
the air, and thrust into their sockets. The two sentinels fired again, independently and ineffectually.

The hunted man saw all this over his shoulder; he was now swimming vigorously with the
current. His brain was as energetic as his arms and legs; he thought with the rapidity of lightning:

‘The officer,’ he reasoned, ‘will not make that martinet’s error a second time. It is as easy to
dodge a volley as a single shot. He has probably already given the command to fire at will. God help
me, I cannot dodge them all!’

An appalling splash within two yards of him was followed by a loud, rushing sound,
DIMINUENDO, which seemed to travel back through the air to the fort and died in an explosion
which stirred the very river to its deeps! A rising sheet of water curved over him, fell down upon
him, blinded him, strangled him! The cannon had taken an hand in the game. As he shook his head
free from the commotion of the smitten water he heard the deflected shot humming through the air
ahead, and in an instant it was cracking and smashing the branches in the forest beyond.

‘They will not do that again,’ he thought; ‘the next time they will use a charge of grape. I must
keep my eye upon the gun; the smoke will apprise me – the report arrives too late; it lags behind the
missile. That is a good gun.’

Suddenly he felt himself whirled round and round – spinning like a top. The water, the banks,
the forests, the now distant bridge, fort and men, all were commingled and blurred. Objects were
represented by their colors only; circular horizontal streaks of color – that was all he saw. He had
been caught in a vortex and was being whirled on with a velocity of advance and gyration that made

12 Niagara – Niagara Falls on the Niagara River in northeastern North America, on the USA-Canadian border.
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him giddy and sick. In few moments he was flung upon the gravel at the foot of the left bank of the
stream – the southern bank – and behind a projecting point which concealed him from his enemies.
The sudden arrest of his motion, the abrasion of one of his hands on the gravel, restored him, and
he wept with delight. He dug his fingers into the sand, threw it over himself in handfuls and audibly
blessed it. It looked like diamonds, rubies, emeralds; he could think of nothing beautiful which it did
not resemble. The trees upon the bank were giant garden plants; he noted a definite order in their
arrangement, inhaled the fragrance of their blooms. A strange roseate light shone through the spaces
among their trunks and the wind made in their branches the music of Aeolian harps13. He had no
wish to perfect his escape – he was content to remain in that enchanting spot until retaken.

A whiz and a rattle of grapeshot among the branches high above his head roused him from his
dream. The baffled cannoneer had fired him a random farewell. He sprang to his feet, rushed up the
sloping bank, and plunged into the forest.

All that day he traveled, laying his course by the rounding sun. The forest seemed interminable;
nowhere did he discover a break in it, not even a woodman’s road. He had not known that he lived
in so wild a region. There was something uncanny in the revelation.

By nightfall he was fatigued, footsore, famished. The thought of his wife and children urged
him on. At last he found a road which led him in what he knew to be the right direction. It was
as wide and straight as a city street, yet it seemed untraveled. No fields bordered it, no dwelling
anywhere. Not so much as the barking of a dog suggested human habitation. The black bodies of the
trees formed a straight wall on both sides, terminating on the horizon in a point, like a diagram in
a lesson in perspective. Overhead, as he looked up through this rift in the wood, shone great golden
stars looking unfamiliar and grouped in strange constellations. He was sure they were arranged in
some order which had a secret and malign significance. The wood on either side was full of singular
noises, among which – once, twice, and again – he distinctly heard whispers in an unknown tongue.

His neck was in pain and lifting his hand to it found it horribly swollen. He knew that it had a
circle of black where the rope had bruised it. His eyes felt congested; he could no longer close them.
His tongue was swollen with thirst; he relieved its fever by thrusting it forward from between his teeth
into the cold air. How softly the turf had carpeted the untraveled avenue – he could no longer feel
the roadway beneath his feet!

Doubtless, despite his suffering, he had fallen asleep while walking, for now he sees another
scene – perhaps he has merely recovered from a delirium14. He stands at the gate of his own home.
All is as he left it, and all bright and beautiful in the morning sunshine. He must have traveled the
entire night. As he pushes open the gate and passes up the wide white walk, he sees a flutter of female
garments; his wife, looking fresh and cool and sweet, steps down from the veranda to meet him. At
the bottom of the steps she stands waiting, with a smile of ineffable joy, an attitude of matchless
grace and dignity. Ah, how beautiful she is! He springs forwards with extended arms. As he is about
to clasp her he feels a stunning blow upon the back of the neck; a blinding white light blazes all about
him with a sound like the shock of a cannon – then all is darkness and silence!

Peyton Farquhar was dead; his body, with a broken neck, swung gently from side to side beneath
the timbers of the Owl Creek bridge.

13 Aeolian harps – Aeolian harp is a musical instrument in which sound is produced by the movement of the wind over the strings;
in Greek mythology, Aeolus is the god of the winds.

14 delirium – mental state marked by confused thinking, hallucinations, etc. as a result of the intoxication of the brain caused by
fever or some other physical disorder.
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Eliza Calvert Hall

Aunt Jane’s Album
 

They were a bizarre mass of color on the sweet spring landscape, those patchwork quilts,
swaying in a long line under the elms and maples. The old orchard made a blossoming background
for them, and farther off on the horizon rose the beauty of fresh verdure and purple mist on those
low hills, or ‘knobs’, that are to the heart of the Kentuckian15 as the Alps to the Swiss or the sea
to the sailor.

I opened the gate softly and paused for a moment between the blossoming lilacs that grew on
each side of the path. The fragrance of the white and the purple blooms was like a resurrection-call
over the graves of many a dead spring; and as I stood, shaken with thoughts as the flowers are with
the winds, Aunt Jane came around from the back of the house, her black silk cape fluttering from her
shoulders, and a calico sunbonnet hiding her features in its cavernous depth. She walked briskly to
the clothes-line and began patting and smoothing the quilts where the breeze had disarranged them.

‘Aunt Jane,’ I called out, ‘are you having a fair all by yourself?’
She turned quickly, pushing back the sunbonnet from her eyes.
‘Why, child,’ she said, with a happy laugh, ‘you come pretty nigh skeerin’ me. No, I ain’t havin’

any fair; I’m jest givin’ my quilts their spring airin’. Twice a year I put ’em out in the sun and wind;
and this mornin’ the air smelt so sweet, I thought it was a good chance to freshen ’em up for the
summer. It’s about time to take ’em in now.’

She began to fold the quilts and lay them over her arm, and I did the same. Back and forth
we went from the clothes-line to the house, and from the house to the clothes-line, until the quilts
were safely housed from the coming dewfall and piled on every available chair in the front room. I
looked at them in sheer amazement. There seemed to be every pattern that the ingenuity of woman
could devise and the industry of woman put together, – ‘four-patches,’ ‘nine-patches,’ ‘log-cabins,’
‘wild-goose chases,’ ‘rising suns,’ hexagons, diamonds, and only Aunt Jane knows what else. As for
color, a Sandwich Islander16 would have danced with joy at the sight of those reds, purples, yellows,
and greens.

‘Did you really make all these quilts, Aunt Jane?’ I asked wonderingly.
Aunt Jane’s eyes sparkled with pride.
‘Every stitch of ’em, child,’ she said, ‘except the quiltin’. The neighbors used to come in and

help some with that. I’ve heard folks say that piecin’ quilts was nothin’ but a waste o’ time, but that
ain’t always so. They used to say that Sarah Jane Mitchell would set down right after breakfast and
piece till it was time to git dinner, and then set and piece till she had to git supper, and then piece
by candle-light till she fell asleep in her cheer.

‘I ricollect goin’ over there one day, and Sarah Jane was gittin’ dinner in a big hurry, for Sam had
to go to town with some cattle, and there was a big basket o’ quilt pieces in the middle o’ the kitchen
floor, and the house lookin’ like a pigpen, and the children runnin’ around half naked. And Sam he
laughed, and says he, “Aunt Jane, if we could wear quilts and eat quilts we’d be the richest people in
the country.” Sam was the best-natured man that ever was, or he couldn’t ’a’ put up with Sarah Jane’s
shiftless ways. Hannah Crawford said she sent Sarah Jane a bundle o’ caliker once by Sam, and Sam
always declared he lost it. But Uncle Jim Matthews said he was ridin’ along the road jest behind Sam,
and he saw Sam throw it into the creek jest as he got on the bridge. I never blamed Sam a bit if he did.

15 Kentuckian – a resident of Kentucky, the US state in the south (102 694 sq. km).
16 a Sandwich Islander – a resident of the Sandwich Islands, the second name of the Hawaiian Islands, a group of the volcanic

islands in the Pacific Ocean; the first European who visited the islands in 1778 was Captain James Cook (1728–1779).
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‘But there never was any time wasted on my quilts, child. I can look at every one of ’em with a
clear conscience. I did my work faithful; and then, when I might ’a’ set and held my hands, I’d make a
block or two o’ patchwork, and before long I’d have enough to put together in a quilt. I went to piecin’
as soon as I was old enough to hold a needle and a piece o’ cloth, and one o’ the first things I can
remember was settin’ on the back door-step sewin’ my quilt pieces, and mother praisin’ my stitches.
Nowadays folks don’t have to sew unless they want to, but when I was a child there warn’t any sewin’-
machines, and it was about as needful for folks to know how to sew as it was for ’em to know how to
eat; and every child that was well raised could hem and run and backstitch and gether and overhand
by the time she was nine years old. Why, I’d pieced four quilts by the time I was nineteen years old,
and when me and Abram set up housekeepin’ I had bedclothes enough for three beds.

‘I’ve had a heap o’ comfort all my life makin’ quilts, and now in my old age I wouldn’t take a
fortune for ’em. Set down here, child, where you can see out o’ the winder and smell the lilacs, and
we’ll look at ’em all. You see, some folks has albums to put folks’ pictures in to remember ’em by,
and some folks has a book and writes down the things that happen every day so they won’t forgit ’em;
but, honey, these quilts is my albums and my di’ries, and whenever the weather’s bad and I can’t git
out to see folks, I jest spread out my quilts and look at ’em and study over ’em, and it’s jest like goin’
back fifty or sixty years and livin’ my life over agin.

‘There ain’t nothin’ like a piece o’ caliker for bringin’ back old times, child, unless it’s a flower
or a bunch o’ thyme or a piece o’ pennyroy’l – anything that smells sweet. Why, I can go out yonder
in the yard and gether a bunch o’ that purple lilac and jest shut my eyes and see faces I ain’t seen
for fifty years, and somethin’ goes through me like a flash o’ lightnin’, and it seems like I’m young
agin jest for that minute.’

Aunt Jane’s hands were stroking lovingly a ‘nine-patch’ that resembled the coat of many colors.
‘Now this quilt, honey,’ she said, ‘I made out o’ the pieces o’ my children’s clothes, their little

dresses and waists and aprons. Some of ’em’s dead, and some of ’em’s grown and married and a long
way off from me, further off than the ones that’s dead, I sometimes think. But when I set down and
look at this quilt and think over the pieces, it seems like they all come back, and I can see ’em playin’
around the floors and goin’ in and out, and hear ’em cryin’ and laughin’ and callin’ me jest like they
used to do before they grew up to men and women, and before there was any little graves o’ mine
out in the old buryin’-ground over yonder.’

Wonderful imagination of motherhood that can bring childhood back from the dust of the grave
and banish the wrinkles and gray hairs of age with no other talisman than a scrap of faded calico!

The old woman’s hands were moving tremulously over the surface of the quilt as if they touched
the golden curls of the little dream children who had vanished from her hearth so many years ago.
But there were no tears either in her eyes or in her voice. I had long noticed that Aunt Jane always
smiled when she spoke of the people whom the world calls ‘dead,’ or the things it calls ‘lost’ or ‘past.’
These words seemed to have for her higher and tenderer meanings than are placed on them by the
sorrowful heart of humanity.

But the moments were passing, and one could not dwell too long on any quilt, however well
beloved. Aunt Jane rose briskly, folded up the one that lay across her knees, and whisked out another
from the huge pile in an old splint-bottomed chair.

‘Here’s a piece o’ one o’ Sally Ann’s purple caliker dresses. Sally Ann always thought a heap
o’ purple caliker. Here’s one o’ Milly Amos’ ginghams – that pink-and-white one. And that piece
o’ white with the rosebuds in it, that’s Miss Penelope’s. She give it to me the summer before she
died. Bless her soul! That dress jest matched her face exactly. Somehow her and her clothes always
looked alike, and her voice matched her face, too. One o’ the things I’m lookin’ forward to, child,
is seein’ Miss Penelope agin and hearin’ her sing. Voices and faces is alike; there’s some that you
can’t remember, and there’s some you can’t forgit. I’ve seen a heap o’ people and heard a heap o’
voices, but Miss Penelope’s face was different from all the rest, and so was her voice. Why, if she
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said “Good morning” to you, you’d hear that “Good mornin’” all day, and her singin’ – I know there
never was anything like it in this world. My grandchildren all laugh at me for thinkin’ so much o’ Miss
Penelope’s singin’, but then they never heard her, and I have: that’s the difference. My grandchild
Henrietta was down here three or four years ago, and says she, “Grandma, don’t you want to go up
to Louisville with me and hear Patti sing?” And says I, “Patty who, child?” Says I, “If it was to hear
Miss Penelope sing, I’d carry these old bones o’ mine clear from here to New York. But there ain’t
anybody else I want to hear sing bad enough to go up to Louisville or anywhere else. And some o’
these days,” says I, “I’m goin’ to hear Miss Penelope sing.”’

Aunt Jane laughed blithely, and it was impossible not to laugh with her.
‘Honey,’ she said, in the next breath, lowering her voice and laying her finger on the rosebud

piece, ‘honey, there’s one thing I can’t git over. Here’s a piece o’ Miss Penelope’s dress, but where’s
Miss Penelope? Ain’t it strange that a piece o’ caliker’ll outlast you and me? Don’t it look like folks
ought ‘o hold on to their bodies as long as other folks holds on to a piece o’ the dresses they used
to wear?’

Questions as old as the human heart and its human grief! Here is the glove, but where is the
hand it held but yesterday? Here the jewel that she wore, but where is she?

‘Where is the Pompadour17 now? This was the Pompadour’s fan!’
Strange, that such things as gloves, jewels, fans, and dresses can outlast a woman’s form.
‘Behold! I show you a mystery’ – the mystery of mortality. And an eery feeling came over

me as I entered into the old woman’s mood and thought of the strong, vital bodies that had clothed
themselves in those fabrics of purple and pink and white, and that now were dust and ashes lying
in sad, neglected graves on farm and lonely roadside. There lay the quilt on our knees, and the gay
scraps of calico seemed to mock us with their vivid colors. Aunt Jane’s cheerful voice called me back
from the tombs.

‘Here’s a piece o’ one o’ my dresses,’ she said; ‘brown ground with a red ring in it. Abram picked
it out. And here’s another one, that light yeller ground with the vine runnin’ through it. I never had
so many caliker dresses that I didn’t want one more, for in my day folks used to think a caliker dress
was good enough to wear anywhere. Abram knew my failin’, and two or three times a year he’d bring
me a dress when he come from town. And the dresses he’d pick out always suited me better’n the
ones I picked.’

‘I ricollect I finished this quilt the summer before Mary Frances was born, and Sally Ann and
Milly Amos and Maria Petty come over and give me a lift on the quiltin’. Here’s Milly’s work, here’s
Sally Ann’s, and here’s Maria’s.’

I looked, but my inexperienced eye could see no difference in the handiwork of the three
women. Aunt Jane saw my look of incredulity.

‘Now, child,’ she said, earnestly, ‘you think I’m foolin’ you, but, la! there’s jest as much
difference in folks’ sewin’ as there is in their handwritin’. Milly made a fine stitch, but she couldn’t
keep on the line to save her life; Maria never could make a reg’lar stitch, some’d be long and some
short, and Sally Ann’s was reg’lar, but all of ’em coarse. I can see ’em now stoopin’ over the quiltin’
frames – Milly talkin’ as hard as she sewed, Sally Ann throwin’ in a word now and then, and Maria
never openin’ her mouth except to ask for the thread or the chalk. I ricollect they come over after
dinner, and we got the quilt out o’ the frames long before sundown, and the next day I begun bindin’
it, and I got the premium on it that year at the Fair.

‘I hardly ever showed a quilt at the Fair that I didn’t take the premium, but here’s one quilt that
Sarah Jane Mitchell beat me on.’

17 Pompadour – marquise de Pompadour (1721–1764), the mistress of Louis XV, king of France; she was a well-educated woman
and a patron of art and literature.
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And Aunt Jane dragged out a ponderous, red-lined affair, the very antithesis of the silken,
down-filled comfortable that rests so lightly on the couch of the modern dame.

‘It makes me laugh jest to think o’ that time, and how happy Sarah Jane was. It was way back
yonder in the fifties. I ricollect we had a mighty fine Fair that year. The crops was all fine that season,
and such apples and pears and grapes you never did see. The Floral Hall was full o’ things, and the
whole county turned out to go to the Fair. Abram and me got there the first day bright and early, and
we was walkin’ around the amp’itheater and lookin’ at the townfolks and the sights, and we met Sally
Ann. She stopped us, and says she, “Sarah Jane Mitchell’s got a quilt in the Floral Hall in competition
with yours and Milly Amos”. Says I, “Is that all the competition there is?” And Sally Ann says, “All
that amounts to anything. There’s one more, but it’s about as bad a piece o’ sewin’ as Sarah Jane’s,
and that looks like it’d hardly hold together till the Fair’s over. And,” says she, “I don’t believe there’ll
be any more. It looks like this was an off year on that particular kind o’ quilt. I didn’t get mine done,”
says she, “and neither did Maria Petty, and maybe it’s a good thing after all.”

‘Well, I saw in a minute what Sally Ann was aimin’ at. And I says to Abram, “Abram, haven’t
you got somethin’ to do with app’intin’ the judges for the women’s things?” And he says, “Yes.” And
I says, “Well, you see to it that Sally Ann gits app’inted to help judge the caliker quilts.” And bless
your soul, Abram got me and Sally Ann both app’inted. The other judge was Mis’ Doctor Brigham,
one o’ the town ladies. We told her all about what we wanted to do, and she jest laughed and says,
“Well, if that ain’t the kindest, nicest thing! Of course we’ll do it.”

‘Seein’ that I had a quilt there, I hadn’t a bit o’ business bein’ a judge; but the first thing I did
was to fold my quilt up and hide it under Maria Petty’s big worsted quilt, and then we pinned the blue
ribbon on Sarah Jane’s and the red on Milly’s. I’d fixed it all up with Milly, and she was jest as willin’
as I was for Sarah Jane to have the premium. There was jest one thing I was afraid of: Milly was
a good-hearted woman, but she never had much control over her tongue. And I says to her, says I:
“Milly, it’s mighty good of you to give up your chance for the premium, but if Sarah Jane ever finds
it out, that’ll spoil everything. For,” says I, “there ain’t any kindness in doin’ a person a favor and then
tellin’ everybody about it.” And Milly laughed, and says she: “I know what you mean, Aunt Jane. It’s
mighty hard for me to keep from tellin’ everything I know and some things I don’t know, but,’ says
she, ‘I’m never goin’ to tell this, even to Sam.” And she kept her word, too. Every once in a while
she’d come up to me and whisper, “I ain’t told it yet, Aunt Jane,” jest to see me laugh.

‘As soon as the doors was open, after we’d all got through judgin’ and puttin’ on the ribbons,
Milly went and hunted Sarah Jane up and told her that her quilt had the blue ribbon. They said the
pore thing like to ’a’ fainted for joy. She turned right white, and had to lean up against the post for
a while before she could git to the Floral Hall. I never shall forgit her face. It was worth a dozen
premiums to me, and Milly, too. She jest stood lookin’ at that quilt and the blue ribbon on it, and
her eyes was full o’ tears and her lips quiverin’, and then she started off and brought the children in
to look at “Mammy’s quilt.” She met Sam on the way out, and says she: “Sam, what do you reckon?
My quilt took the premium.” And I believe in my soul Sam was as much pleased as Sarah Jane. He
came saunterin’ up, tryin’ to look unconcerned, but anybody could see he was mighty well satisfied.
It does a husband and wife a heap o’ good to be proud of each other, and I reckon that was the first
time Sam ever had cause to be proud o’ pore Sarah Jane. It’s my belief that he thought more o’ Sarah
Jane all the rest o’ her life jest on account o’ that premium. Me and Sally Ann helped her pick it out.
She had her choice betwixt a butter-dish and a cup, and she took the cup. Folks used to laugh and
say that that cup was the only thing in Sarah Jane’s house that was kept clean and bright, and if it
hadn’t ’a’ been solid silver, she’d ’a’ wore it all out rubbin’ it up. Sarah Jane died o’ pneumonia about
three or four years after that, and the folks that nursed her said she wouldn’t take a drink o’ water or
a dose o’ medicine out o’ any cup but that. There’s some folks, child, that don’t have to do anything
but walk along and hold out their hands, and the premiums jest naturally fall into ’em; and there’s
others that work and strive the best they know how, and nothin’ ever seems to come to ’em; and I



.  Коллектив авторов, Н.  А.  Самуэльян.  «30 лучших рассказов американских писателей»

26

reckon nobody but the Lord and Sarah Jane knows how much happiness she got out o’ that cup. I’m
thankful she had that much pleasure before she died.’

There was a quilt hanging over the foot of the bed that had about it a certain air of distinction.
It was a solid mass of patchwork, composed of squares, parallelograms, and hexagons. The squares
were of dark gray and red-brown, the hexagons were white, the parallelograms black and light gray.
I felt sure that it had a history that set it apart from its ordinary fellows.

‘Where did you get the pattern, Aunt Jane?’ I asked. ‘I never saw anything like it.’
The old lady’s eyes sparkled, and she laughed with pure pleasure.
‘That’s what everybody says,’ she exclaimed, jumping up and spreading the favored quilt over

two laden chairs, where its merits became more apparent and striking. ‘There ain’t another quilt
like this in the State o’ Kentucky, or the world, for that matter. My granddaughter Henrietta, Mary
Frances’ youngest child, brought me this pattern from Europe.’

She spoke the words as one might say, ‘from Paradise,’ or ‘from Olympus18,’ or ‘from the
Lost Atlantis19.’ ‘Europe’ was evidently a name to conjure with, a country of mystery and romance
unspeakable. I had seen many things from many lands beyond the sea, but a quilt pattern from Europe!
Here at last was something new under the sun. In what shop of London or Paris were quilt patterns
kept on sale for the American tourist?

‘You see,’ said Aunt Jane, ‘Henrietta married a mighty rich man, and jest as good as he’s rich,
too, and they went to Europe on their bridal trip. When she come home she brought me the prettiest
shawl you ever saw. She made me stand up and shut my eyes, and she put it on my shoulders and made
me look in the lookin’-glass, and then she says, “I brought you a new quilt pattern, too, grandma, and
I want you to piece one quilt by it and leave it to me when you die.” And then she told me about
goin’ to a town over yonder they call Florence20, and how she went into a big church that was built
hundreds o’ years before I was born. And she said the floor was made o’ little pieces o’ colored stone,
all laid together in a pattern, and they called it mosaic. And says I, “Honey, has it got anything to
do with Moses and his law?” You know the Commandments21 was called the Mosaic Law22, and
was all on tables o’ stone. And Henrietta jest laughed, and says she: “No, grandma; I don’t believe
it has. But,” says she, “the minute I stepped on that pavement I thought about you, and I drew this
pattern off on a piece o’ paper and brought it all the way to Kentucky for you to make a quilt by.”
Henrietta bought the worsted for me, for she said it had to be jest the colors o’ that pavement over
yonder, and I made it that very winter.’

Aunt Jane was regarding the quilt with worshipful eyes, and it really was an effective
combination of color and form.

‘Many a time while I was piecin’ that,’ she said, ‘I thought about the man that laid the pavement
in that old church, and wondered what his name was, and how he looked, and what he’d think if he
knew there was a old woman down here in Kentucky usin’ his patterns to make a bed quilt.’

It was indeed a far cry from the Florentine artisan of centuries ago to this humble worker in
calico and worsted, but between the two stretched a cord of sympathy that made them one – the
eternal aspiration after beauty.

‘Honey,’ said Aunt Jane, suddenly, ‘did I ever show you my premiums?’
And then, with pleasant excitement in her manner, she arose, fumbled in her deep pocket for

an ancient bunch of keys, and unlocked a cupboard on one side of the fireplace. One by one she

18 Olympus – a mount in Greece (2,917 m); in Greek mythology, the place where gods lived.
19 the Lost Atlantis – a legendary island in the Atlantic Ocean, described by antique authors as a highly developed and powerful

civilization.
20 Florence – a city in central Italy, founded in the 1st century BC and notable for its works of art.
21  the Commandments – in the Bible, the list of religious principles revealed to Moses, a Hebrew prophet of the 14th – 13th

centuries BC, on Mount Sinai.
22 the Mosaic Law – the religious principles of Judaism revealed to Moses, a Hebrew prophet of the 14th – 13th centuries BC.
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drew them out, unrolled the soft yellow tissue-paper that enfolded them, and ranged them in a stately
line on the old cherry center-table – nineteen sterling silver cups and goblets. ‘Abram took some of
’em on his fine stock, and I took some of ’em on my quilts and salt-risin’ bread and cakes,’ she said,
impressively.

To the artist his medals, to the soldier his cross of the Legion of Honor23, and to Aunt Jane
her silver cups. All the triumph of a humble life was symbolized in these shining things. They were
simple and genuine as the days in which they were made. A few of them boasted a beaded edge or a
golden lining, but no engraving or embossing marred their silver purity. On the bottom of each was
the stamp: ‘John B. Akin, Danville, Ky.’ There they stood,

‘Filled to the brim with precious memories,’ – memories of the time when she and Abram had
worked together in field or garden or home, and the County Fair brought to all a yearly opportunity
to stand on the height of achievement and know somewhat the taste of Fame’s enchanted cup.

‘There’s one for every child and every grandchild,’ she said, quietly, as she began wrapping them
in the silky paper, and storing them carefully away in the cupboard, there to rest until the day when
children and grandchildren would claim their own, and the treasures of the dead would come forth
from the darkness to stand as heirlooms on fashionable sideboards and damask24-covered tables.

‘Did you ever think, child,’ she said, presently, ‘how much piecin’ a quilt’s like livin’ a life? And
as for sermons, why, they ain’t no better sermon to me than a patchwork quilt, and the doctrines is
right there a heap plainer’n they are in the catechism25. Many a time I’ve set and listened to Parson
Page preachin’ about predestination and free-will, and I’ve said to myself, ‘Well, I ain’t never been
through Centre College up at Danville, but if I could jest git up in the pulpit with one of my quilts, I
could make it a heap plainer to folks than parson’s makin’ it with all his big words.’ You see, you start
out with jest so much caliker; you don’t go to the store and pick it out and buy it, but the neighbors
will give you a piece here and a piece there, and you’ll have a piece left every time you cut out a
dress, and you take jest what happens to come. And that’s like predestination. But when it comes to
the cuttin’ out, why, you’re free to choose your own pattern. You can give the same kind o’ pieces
to two persons, and one’ll make a “nine-patch” and one’ll make a “wild-goose chase,” and there’ll be
two quilts made out o’ the same kind o’ pieces, and jest as different as they can be. And that is jest
the way with livin’. The Lord sends us the pieces, but we can cut ’em out and put ’em together pretty
much to suit ourselves, and there’s a heap more in the cuttin’ out and the sewin’ than there is in the
caliker. The same sort o’ things comes into all lives, jest as the Apostle says, “There hath no trouble
taken you but is common to all men.”

‘The same trouble’ll come into two people’s lives, and one’ll take it and make one thing out of it,
and the other’ll make somethin’ entirely different. There was Mary Harris and Mandy Crawford. They
both lost their husbands the same year; and Mandy set down and cried and worried and wondered
what on earth she was goin’ to do, and the farm went to wrack and the children turned out bad, and
she had to live with her son-in-law in her old age. But Mary, she got up and went to work, and made
everybody about her work, too; and she managed the farm better’n it ever had been managed before,
and the boys all come up steady, hard-workin’ men, and there wasn’t a woman in the county better
fixed up than Mary Harris. Things is predestined to come to us, honey, but we’re jest as free as air
to make what we please out of ’em. And when it comes to puttin’ the pieces together, there’s another
time when we’re free. You don’t trust to luck for the caliker to put your quilt together with; you go to
the store and pick it out yourself, any color you like. There’s folks that always looks on the bright side
and makes the best of everything, and that’s like puttin’ your quilt together with blue or pink or white

23 the Legion of Hono(u)r – the National Order of the Legion of Honour, a military and civil order of the French Republic, created
by Napoleon in 1802.

24 damask – a silk, fine, patterned fabric, originally produced in Damascus, Syria.
25 catechism – a religious instruction in the form of questions and answers.
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or some other pretty color; and there’s folks that never see anything but the dark side, and always
lookin’ for trouble, and treasurin’ it up after they git it, and they’re puttin’ their lives together with
black, jest like you would put a quilt together with some dark, ugly color. You can spoil the prettiest
quilt pieces that ever was made jest by puttin’ ’em together with the wrong color, and the best sort o’
life is miserable if you don’t look at things right and think about ’em right.

‘Then there’s another thing. I’ve seen folks piece and piece, but when it come to puttin’ the
blocks together and quiltin’ and linin’ it, they’d give out; and that’s like folks that do a little here and
a little there, but their lives ain’t of much use after all, any more’n a lot o’ loose pieces o’ patchwork.
And then while you’re livin’ your life, it looks pretty much like a jumble o’ quilt pieces before they’re
put together; but when you git through with it, or pretty nigh through, as I am now, you’ll see the
use and the purpose of everything in it. Everything’ll be in its right place jest like the squares in this
“four-patch,” and one piece may be pretty and another one ugly, but it all looks right when you see
it finished and joined together.’

Did I say that every pattern was represented? No, there was one notable omission. Not a single
‘crazy quilt’ was there in the collection. I called Aunt Jane’s attention to this lack.

‘Child,’ she said, ‘I used to say there wasn’t anything I couldn’t do if I made up my mind to it.
But I hadn’t seen a “crazy quilt” then. The first one I ever seen was up at Danville at Mary Frances’,
and Henrietta says, “Now, grandma, you’ve got to make a crazy quilt; you’ve made every other sort
that ever was heard of.” And she brought me the pieces and showed me how to baste ’em on the
square, and said she’d work the fancy stitches around ’em for me. Well, I set there all the mornin’
tryin’ to fix up that square, and the more I tried, the uglier and crookeder the thing looked. And
finally I says: “Here, child, take your pieces. If I was to make this the way you want me to, they’d
be a crazy quilt and a crazy woman, too.”’

Aunt Jane was laying the folded quilts in neat piles here and there about the room. There was
a look of unspeakable satisfaction on her face – the look of the creator who sees his completed work
and pronounces it good.

‘I’ve been a hard worker all my life,’ she said, seating herself and folding her hands restfully,
‘but ’most all my work has been the kind that “perishes with the usin’,” as the Bible says. That’s the
discouragin’ thing about a woman’s work. Milly Amos used to say that if a woman was to see all the
dishes that she had to wash before she died, piled up before her in one pile, she’d lie down and die
right then and there. I’ve always had the name o’ bein’ a good housekeeper, but when I’m dead and
gone there ain’t anybody goin’ to think o’ the floors I’ve swept, and the tables I’ve scrubbed, and the
old clothes I’ve patched, and the stockin’s I’ve darned. Abram might ’a’ remembered it, but he ain’t
here. But when one o’ my grandchildren or great-grandchildren sees one o’ these quilts, they’ll think
about Aunt Jane, and, wherever I am then, I’ll know I ain’t forgotten.

‘I reckon everybody wants to leave somethin’ behind that’ll last after they’re dead and gone. It
don’t look like it’s worth while to live unless you can do that. The Bible says folks “rest from their
labors, and their works do follow them,” but that ain’t so. They go, and maybe they do rest, but their
works stay right here, unless they’re the sort that don’t outlast the usin’. Now, some folks has money
to build monuments with – great, tall, marble pillars, with angels on top of ’em, like you see in Cave
Hill and them big city buryin’-grounds. And some folks can build churches and schools and hospitals
to keep folks in mind of ’em, but all the work I’ve got to leave behind me is jest these quilts, and
sometimes, when I’m settin’ here, workin’ with my caliker and gingham pieces, I’ll finish off a block,
and I laugh and say to myself, “Well, here’s another stone for the monument.”’

‘I reckon you think, child, that a caliker or a worsted quilt is a curious sort of a monument –
’bout as perishable as the sweepin’ and scrubbin’ and mendin’. But if folks values things rightly, and
knows how to take care of ’em, there ain’t many things that’ll last longer’n a quilt. Why, I’ve got a
blue and white counterpane that my mother’s mother spun and wove, and there ain’t a sign o’ givin’
out in it yet. I’m goin’ to will that to my granddaughter that lives in Danville, Mary Frances’ oldest
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child. She was down here last summer, and I was lookin’ over my things and packin’ ’em away, and
she happened to see that counterpane and says she, “Grandma, I want you to will me that.” And
says I: “What do you want with that old thing, honey? You know you wouldn’t sleep under such a
counterpane as that.” And says she, “No, but I’d hang it up over my parlor door for a – ”’

‘Portière26?’ I suggested, as Aunt Jane hesitated for the unaccustomed word.
‘That’s it, child. Somehow I can’t ricollect these new-fangled words, any more’n I can understand

these new-fangled ways. Who’d ever ’a’ thought that folks’d go to stringin’ up bed-coverin’s in their
doors? And says I to Janie, “You can hang your great-grandmother’s counterpane up in your parlor
door if you want to, but,” says I, “don’t you ever make a door-curtain out o’ one o’ my quilts.” But
la! the way things turn around, if I was to come back fifty years from now, like as not I’d find ’em
usin’ my quilts for window-curtains or door-mats.’

We both laughed, and there rose in my mind a picture of a twentieth-century house decorated
with Aunt Jane’s ‘nine-patches’ and ‘rising suns.’ How could the dear old woman know that the same
esthetic sense that had drawn from their obscurity the white and blue counterpanes of colonial days
would forever protect her loved quilts from such a desecration as she feared? As she lifted a pair of
quilts from a chair nearby, I caught sight of a pure white spread in striking contrast with the many-
hued patchwork.

‘Where did you get that Marseilles27 spread, Aunt Jane?’ I asked, pointing to it. Aunt Jane
lifted it and laid it on my lap without a word. Evidently she thought that here was something that
could speak for itself. It was two layers of snowy cotton cloth thinly lined with cotton, and elaborately
quilted into a perfect imitation of a Marseilles counterpane. The pattern was a tracery of roses, buds,
and leaves, very much conventionalized, but still recognizable for the things they were. The stitches
were fairylike, and altogether it might have covered the bed of a queen.

‘I made every stitch o’ that spread the year before me and Abram was married,’ she said. ‘I put it
on my bed when we went to housekeepin’; it was on the bed when Abram died, and when I die I want
’em to cover me with it.’ There was a life-history in the simple words. I thought of Desdemona28 and
her bridal sheets, and I did not offer to help Aunt Jane as she folded this quilt.

‘I reckon you think,’ she resumed presently, ‘that I’m a mean, stingy old creetur not to give Janie
the counterpane now, instead o’ hoardin’ it up, and all these quilts too, and keepin’ folks waitin’ for
’em till I die. But, honey, it ain’t all selfishness. I’d give away my best dress or my best bonnet or
an acre o’ ground to anybody that needed ’em more’n I did; but these quilts – Why, it looks like my
whole life was sewed up in ’em, and I ain’t goin’ to part with ’em while life lasts.’

There was a ring of passionate eagerness in the old voice, and she fell to putting away her
treasures as if the suggestion of losing them had made her fearful of their safety.

I looked again at the heap of quilts. An hour ago they had been patchwork, and nothing more.
But now! The old woman’s words had wrought a transformation in the homely mass of calico and
silk and worsted. Patchwork? Ah, no! It was memory, imagination, history, biography, joy, sorrow,
philosophy, religion, romance, realism, life, love, and death; and over all, like a halo, the love of the
artist for his work and the soul’s longing for earthly immortality.

No wonder the wrinkled fingers smoothed them as reverently as we handle the garments of
the dead.

26 portière – heavy curtains hung in a doorway.
27 Marseilles – a city and port in southern France on the Mediterranean Sea, founded 2,500 years ago.
28 Desdemona – a fictional character in Shakespeare’s tragedy ‘Othello’ (1603).
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Kate Chopin

Ma’ame Pelagie
 
 
I
 

When the war began, there stood on an imposing mansion of red brick, shaped like the
Pantheon29. A grove of majestic live-oaks surrounded it.

Thirty years later, only the thick walls were standing, with the dull red brick showing here and
there through a matted growth of clinging vines. The huge round pillars were intact; so to some extent
was the stone flagging of hall and portico. There had been no home so stately along the whole stretch
of Cote Joyeuse. Everyone knew that, as they knew it had cost Philippe Valmet sixty thousand dollars
to build, away back in 1840. No one was in danger of forgetting that fact, so long as his daughter
Pelagie survived. She was a queenly, white-haired woman of fifty. ‘Ma’ame Pelagie,’ they called her,
though she was unmarried, as was her sister Pauline, a child in Ma’ame Pelagie’s eyes; a child of
thirty-five.

The two lived alone in a three-roomed cabin, almost within the shadow of the ruin. They lived
for a dream, for Ma’ame Pelagie’s dream, which was to rebuild the old home.

It would be pitiful to tell how their days were spent to accomplish this end; how the dollars
had been saved for thirty years and the picayunes hoarded; and yet, not half enough gathered! But
Ma’ame Pelagie felt sure of twenty years of life before her, and counted upon as many more for her
sister. And what could not come to pass in twenty – in forty – years?

Often, of pleasant afternoons, the two would drink their black coffee, seated upon the stone-
flagged portico whose canopy was the blue sky of Louisiana. They loved to sit there in the silence, with
only each other and the sheeny, prying lizards for company, talking of the old times and planning for
the new; while light breezes stirred the tattered vines high up among the columns, where owls nested.

‘We can never hope to have all just as it was, Pauline,’ Ma’ame Pelagie would say; ‘perhaps the
marble pillars of the salon will have to be replaced by wooden ones, and the crystal candelabra left
out. Should you be willing, Pauline?’

‘Oh, yes Sesoeur, I shall be willing.’ It was always, ‘Yes, Sesoeur,’ or ‘No, Sesoeur,’ ‘Just as you
please, Sesoeur,’ with poor little Mam’selle Pauline. For what did she remember of that old life and
that old splendor? Only a faint gleam here and there; the half-consciousness of a young, uneventful
existence; and then a great crash. That meant the nearness of war; the revolt of slaves; confusion
ending in fire and flame through which she was borne safely in the strong arms of Pelagie, and carried
to the log cabin which was still their home. Their brother, Leandre, had known more of it all than
Pauline, and not so much as Pelagie. He had left the management of the big plantation with all its
memories and traditions to his older sister, and had gone away to dwell in cities. That was many
years ago. Now, Leandre’s business called him frequently and upon long journeys from home, and
his motherless daughter was coming to stay with her aunts at Cote Joyeuse.

They talked about it, sipping their coffee on the ruined portico. Mam’selle Pauline was terribly
excited; the flush that throbbed into her pale, nervous face showed it; and she locked her thin fingers
in and out incessantly.

‘But what shall we do with La Petite30, Sesoeur? Where shall we put her? How shall we amuse
her? Ah, Seigneur31!’

29 the Pantheon – the 18th century building in Paris, an example of Neoclassical architecture with columns and a high dome.
30 La Petite – baby. (French)
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‘She will sleep upon a cot in the room next to ours,’ responded Ma’ame Pelagie, ‘and live as we
do. She knows how we live, and why we live; her father has told her. She knows we have money and
could squander it if we chose. Do not fret, Pauline; let us hope La Petite is a true Valmet.’

Then Ma’ame Pelagie rose with stately deliberation and went to saddle her horse, for she had
yet to make her last daily round through the fields; and Mam’selle Pauline threaded her way slowly
among the tangled grasses toward the cabin.

The coming of La Petite, bringing with her as she did the pungent atmosphere of an outside
and dimly known world, was a shock to these two, living their dream-life. The girl was quite as tall
as her aunt Pelagie, with dark eyes that reflected joy as a still pool reflects the light of stars; and her
rounded cheek was tinged like the pink crepe myrtle. Mam’selle Pauline kissed her and trembled.
Ma’ame Pelagie looked into her eyes with a searching gaze, which seemed to seek a likeness of the
past in the living present.

And they made room between them for this young life.

31 Seigneur – Lord, God. (French)



.  Коллектив авторов, Н.  А.  Самуэльян.  «30 лучших рассказов американских писателей»

32

 
II

 
La Petite had determined upon trying to fit herself to the strange, narrow existence which she

knew awaited her at Côte Joyeuse. It went well enough at first. Sometimes she followed Ma’ame
Pelagie into the fields to note how the cotton was opening, ripe and white; or to count the ears of
corn upon the hardy stalks. But oftener she was with her aunt Pauline, assisting in household offices,
chattering of her brief past, or walking with the older woman arm-in-arm under the trailing moss
of the giant oaks.

Mam’selle Pauline’s steps grew very buoyant that summer, and her eyes were sometimes as
bright as a bird’s, unless La Petite were away from her side, when they would lose all other light
but one of uneasy expectancy. The girl seemed to love her well in return, and called her endearingly
Tan’tante32. But as the time went by, La Petite became very quiet, – not listless, but thoughtful, and
slow in her movements. Then her cheeks began to pale, till they were tinged like the creamy plumes
of the white crepe myrtle that grew in the ruin.

One day when she sat within its shadow, between her aunts, holding a hand of each, she said:
‘Tante Pelagie, I must tell you something, you and Tan’tante.’ She spoke low, but clearly and firmly.
‘I love you both, – please remember that I love you both. But I must go away from you. I can’t live
any longer here at Côte Joyeuse.’

A spasm passed through Mam’selle Pauline’s delicate frame. La Petite could feel the twitch
of it in the wiry fingers that were intertwined with her own. Ma’ame Pelagie remained unchanged
and motionless. No human eye could penetrate so deep as to see the satisfaction which her soul felt.
She said: ‘What do you mean, Petite? Your father has sent you to us, and I am sure it is his wish
that you remain.’

‘My father loves me, tante Pelagie, and such will not be his wish when he knows. Oh!’ she
continued with a restless, movement, ‘it is as though a weight were pressing me backward here. I
must live another life; the life I lived before. I want to know things that are happening from day to
day over the world, and hear them talked about. I want my music, my books, my companions. If I
had known no other life but this one of privation, I suppose it would be different. If I had to live this
life, I should make the best of it. But I do not have to; and you know, tante Pelagie, you do not need
to. It seems to me,’ she added in a whisper, ‘that it is a sin against myself. Ah, Tan’tante! – what is
the matter with Tan’tante?’

It was nothing; only a slight feeling of faintness, that would soon pass. She entreated them to
take no notice; but they brought her some water and fanned her with a palmetto33 leaf.

But that night, in the stillness of the room, Mam’selle Pauline sobbed and would not be
comforted. Ma’ame Pelagie took her in her arms.

‘Pauline, my little sister Pauline,’ she entreated, ‘I never have seen you like this before. Do you
no longer love me? Have we not been happy together, you and I?’

‘Oh, yes, Sesoeur.’
‘Is it because La Petite is going away?’
‘Yes, Sesoeur.’
‘Then she is dearer to you than I!’ spoke Ma’ame Pelagie with sharp resentment. ‘Than I, who

held you and warmed you in my arms the day you were born; than I, your mother, father, sister,
everything that could cherish you. Pauline, don’t tell me that.’

Mam’selle Pauline tried to talk through her sobs.

32 Tan’tante – from tante = aunt. (French)
33 palmetto – a sort of small palm trees.
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‘I can’t explain it to you, Sesoeur. I don’t understand it myself. I love you as I have always loved
you; next to God. But if La Petite goes away I shall die. I can’t understand, – help me, Sesoeur. She
seems – she seems like a saviour; like one who had come and taken me by the hand and was leading
me somewhere – somewhere I want to go.’

Ma’ame Pelagie had been sitting beside the bed in her peignoir and slippers. She held the hand
of her sister who lay there, and smoothed down the woman’s soft brown hair. She said not a word,
and the silence was broken only by Mam’selle Pauline’s continued sobs. Once Ma’ame Pelagie arose
to mix a drink of orange-flower water, which she gave to her sister, as she would have offered it to a
nervous, fretful child. Almost an hour passed before Ma’ame Pelagie spoke again. Then she said: —

‘Pauline, you must cease that sobbing, now, and sleep. You will make yourself ill. La Petite will
not go away. Do you hear me? Do you understand? She will stay, I promise you.’

Mam’selle Pauline could not clearly comprehend, but she had great faith in the word of her
sister, and soothed by the promise and the touch of Ma’ame Pelagie’s strong, gentle hand, she fell
asleep.
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III

 
Ma’ame Pelagie, when she saw that her sister slept, arose noiselessly and stepped outside upon

the low-roofed narrow gallery. She did not linger there, but with a step that was hurried and agitated,
she crossed the distance that divided her cabin from the ruin.

The night was not a dark one, for the sky was clear and the moon resplendent. But light or dark
would have made no difference to Ma’ame Pelagie. It was not the first time she had stolen away to
the ruin at night-time, when the whole plantation slept; but she never before had been there with a
heart so nearly broken. She was going there for the last time to dream her dreams; to see the visions
that hitherto had crowded her days and nights, and to bid them farewell.

There was the first of them, awaiting her upon the very portal; a robust old white-haired man,
chiding her for returning home so late. There are guests to be entertained. Does she not know it?
Guests from the city and from the near plantations. Yes, she knows it is late. She had been abroad
with Felix, and they did not notice how the time was speeding. Felix is there; he will explain it all.
He is there beside her, but she does not want to hear what he will tell her father.

Ma’ame Pelagie had sunk upon the bench where she and her sister so often came to sit. Turning,
she gazed in through the gaping chasm of the window at her side. The interior of the ruin is ablaze.
Not with the moonlight, for that is faint beside the other one – the sparkle from the crystal candelabra,
which negroes, moving noiselessly and respectfully about, are lighting, one after the other. How the
gleam of them reflects and glances from the polished marble pillars!

The room holds a number of guests. There is old Monsieur Lucien Santien, leaning against one
of the pillars, and laughing at something which Monsieur Lafirme is telling him, till his fat shoulders
shake. His son Jules is with him – Jules, who wants to marry her. She laughs. She wonders if Felix has
told her father yet. There is young Jerome Lafirme playing at checkers upon the sofa with Leandre.
Little Pauline stands annoying them and disturbing the game. Leandre reproves her. She begins to
cry, and old black Clementine, her nurse, who is not far off, limps across the room to pick her up
and carry her away. How sensitive the little one is! But she trots about and takes care of herself better
than she did a year or two ago, when she fell upon the stone hall floor and raised a great ‘bo-bo’ on
her forehead. Pelagie was hurt and angry enough about it; and she ordered rugs and buffalo robes to
be brought and laid thick upon the tiles, till the little one’s steps were surer.

‘Il ne faut pas faire mal à Pauline.’34 She was saying it aloud – ‘faire mal a Pauline.’
But she gazes beyond the salon, back into the big dining hall, where the white crepe myrtle

grows. Ha! how low that bat has circled. It has struck Ma’ame Pelagie full on the breast. She does
not know it. She is beyond there in the dining hall, where her father sits with a group of friends over
their wine. As usual they are talking politics. How tiresome! She has heard them say ‘la guerre35’
oftener than once. La guerre. Bah! She and Felix have something pleasanter to talk about, out under
the oaks, or back in the shadow of the oleanders.

But they were right! The sound of a cannon, shot at Sumter36, has rolled across the Southern
States, and its echo is heard along the whole stretch of Cote Joyeuse.

Yet Pelagie does not believe it. Not till La Ricaneuse stands before her with bare, black arms
akimbo, uttering a volley of vile abuse and of brazen impudence. Pelagie wants to kill her. But yet
she will not believe. Not till Felix comes to her in the chamber above the dining hall – there where
that trumpet vine hangs – comes to say good-by to her. The hurt which the big brass buttons of his
new gray uniform pressed into the tender flesh of her bosom has never left it. She sits upon the sofa,

34 Il ne faut pas faire mal à Pauline. – Don’t do harm to Pauline. (French)
35 la guerre = war. (French)
36 Sumter – a county in South Caroline, US.
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and he beside her, both speechless with pain. That room would not have been altered. Even the sofa
would have been there in the same spot, and Ma’ame Pelagie had meant all along, for thirty years, all
along, to lie there upon it someday when the time came to die.

But there is no time to weep, with the enemy at the door. The door has been no barrier. They
are clattering through the halls now, drinking the wines, shattering the crystal and glass, slashing the
portraits.

One of them stands before her and tells her to leave the house. She slaps his face. How the
stigma stands out red as blood upon his blanched cheek!

Now there is a roar of fire and the flames are bearing down upon her motionless figure. She
wants to show them how a daughter of Louisiana37 can perish before her conquerors. But little Pauline
clings to her knees in an agony of terror. Little Pauline must be saved.

‘Il ne faut pas faire mal a Pauline.’ Again she is saying it aloud – ‘faire mal a Pauline.’
The night was nearly spent; Ma’ame Pelagie had glided from the bench upon which she had

rested, and for hours lay prone upon the stone flagging, motionless. When she dragged herself to
her feet it was to walk like one in a dream. About the great, solemn pillars, one after the other, she
reached her arms, and pressed her cheek and her lips upon the senseless brick.

‘Adieu38, adieu!’ whispered Ma’ame Pelagie.
There was no longer the moon to guide her steps across the familiar pathway to the cabin. The

brightest light in the sky was Venus39 that swung low in the east. The bats had ceased to beat their
wings about the ruin. Even the mocking-bird that had warbled for hours in the old mulberry-tree had
sung himself asleep. That darkest hour before the day was mantling the earth. Ma’ame Pelagie hurried
through the wet, clinging grass, beating aside the heavy moss that swept across her face, walking on
toward the cabin – toward Pauline. Not once did she look back upon the ruin that brooded like a huge
monster – a black spot in the darkness that enveloped it.

37 Louisiana – the US state (123,366 sq. km) admitted to the union in 1812 as the 18th member; it borders Arkansas, Mississippi
and Texas.

38 Adieu! – Goodbye!
39 Venus – the second planet from the Sun; when it is visible, it is the brightest in the sky.
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IV

 
Little more than a year later the transformation which the old Valmet place had undergone was

the talk and wonder of Cote Joyeuse. One would have looked in vain for the ruin; it was no longer
there; neither was the log cabin. But out in the open, where the sun shone upon it, and the breezes blew
about it, was a shapely structure fashioned from woods that the forests of the State had furnished. It
rested upon a solid foundation of brick.

Upon a corner of the pleasant gallery sat Leandre smoking his afternoon cigar, and chatting
with neighbors who had called. This was to be his pied à terre40 now; the home where his sisters and
his daughter dwelt. The laughter of young people was heard out under the trees, and within the house
where La Petite was playing upon the piano. With the enthusiasm of a young artist she drew from the
keys strains that seemed marvelously beautiful to Mam’selle Pauline, who stood enraptured near her.
Mam’selle Pauline had been touched by the re-creation of Valmet. Her cheek was as full and almost
as flushed as La Petite’s. The years were falling away from her.

Ma’ame Pelagie had been conversing with her brother and his friends. Then she turned and
walked away; stopping to listen awhile to the music which La Petite was making. But it was only for
a moment. She went on around the curve of the veranda, where she found herself alone. She stayed
there, erect, holding to the banister rail and looking out calmly in the distance across the fields.

She was dressed in black, with the white kerchief she always wore folded across her bosom.
Her thick, glossy hair rose like a silver diadem from her brow. In her deep, dark eyes smouldered the
light of fires that would never flame. She had grown very old. Years instead of months seemed to
have passed over her since the night she bade farewell to her visions.

Poor Ma’ame Pelagie! How could it be different! While the outward pressure of a young and
joyous existence had forced her footsteps into the light, her soul had stayed in the shadow of the ruin.

40 pied à terre – a place of refuge where a person lives from time to time. (French)
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Stephen Crane

The Bride Comes to Yellow Sky
 
 
I
 

The great pullman41 was whirling onward with such dignity of motion that a glance from the
window seemed simply to prove that the plains of Texas were pouring eastward. Vast flats of green
grass, dull-hued spaces of mesquite and cactus, little groups of frame houses, woods of light and
tender trees, all were sweeping into the east, sweeping over the horizon, a precipice.

A newly married pair had boarded this coach at San Antonio42. The man’s face was reddened
from many days in the wind and sun, and a direct result of his new black clothes was that his brick-
colored hands were constantly performing in a most conscious fashion. From time to time he looked
down respectfully at his attire. He sat with a hand on each knee, like a man waiting in a barber’s shop.
The glances he devoted to other passengers were furtive and shy.

The bride was not pretty, nor was she very young. She wore a dress of blue cashmere43, with
small reservations of velvet here and there and with steel buttons abounding. She continually twisted
her head to regard her puff sleeves, very stiff, straight, and high. They embarrassed her. It was quite
apparent that she had cooked, and that she expected to cook, dutifully. The blushes caused by the
careless scrutiny of some passengers as she had entered the car were strange to see upon this plain,
under-class countenance, which was drawn in placid, almost emotionless lines.

They were evidently very happy. ‘Ever been in a parlor-car before?’ he asked, smiling with
delight.

‘No,’ she answered, ‘I never was. It’s fine, ain’t it?’
‘Great! And then after a while we’ll go forward to the diner and get a big layout. Finest meal

in the world. Charge a dollar.’
‘Oh, do they?’ cried the bride. ‘Charge a dollar? Why, that’s too much – for us – ain’t it, Jack?’
‘Not this trip, anyhow,’ he answered bravely. ‘We’re going to go the whole thing.’
Later, he explained to her about the trains. ‘You see, it’s a thousand miles from one end of

Texas to the other, and this train runs right across it and never stops but four times.’ He had the pride
of an owner. He pointed out to her the dazzling fittings of the coach, and in truth her eyes opened
wider as she contemplated the sea-green figured velvet, the shining brass, silver, and glass, the wood
that gleamed as darkly brilliant as the surface of a pool of oil. At one end a bronze figure sturdily
held a support for a separated chamber, and at convenient places on the ceiling were frescoes in olive
and silver.

To the minds of the pair, their surroundings reflected the glory of their marriage that morning
in San Antonio. This was the environment of their new estate, and the man’s face in particular beamed
with an elation that made him appear ridiculous to the negro porter. This individual at times surveyed
them from afar with an amused and superior grin. On other occasions he bullied them with skill in
ways that did not make it exactly plain to them that they were being bullied. He subtly used all the
manners of the most unconquerable kind of snobbery. He oppressed them, but of this oppression
they had small knowledge, and they speedily forgot that infrequently a number of travelers covered

41 pullman – a sleeping car used on railroads, invented by George Pullman (1831–1897), an American industrialist and inventor.
42 San Antonio – a city in south-central Texas, founded in 1718 by Spanish explorers and named for St. Anthony of Padua.
43 cashmere – a fine woolen fabric first made in Kashmir, India.
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them with stares of derisive enjoyment. Historically there was supposed to be something infinitely
humorous in their situation.

‘We are due in Yellow Sky at 3:42,’ he said, looking tenderly into her eyes.
‘Oh, are we?’ she said, as if she had not been aware of it. To evince surprise at her husband’s

statement was part of her wifely amiability. She took from a pocket a little silver watch, and as she
held it before her and stared at it with a frown of attention, the new husband’s face shone.

‘I bought it in San Anton’ from a friend of mine,’ he told her gleefully.
‘It’s seventeen minutes past twelve,’ she said, looking up at him with a kind of shy and clumsy

coquetry. A passenger, noting this play, grew excessively sardonic, and winked at himself in one of
the numerous mirrors.

At last they went to the dining-car. Two rows of negro waiters, in glowing white suits, surveyed
their entrance with the interest and also the equanimity of men who had been forewarned. The pair
fell to the lot of a waiter who happened to feel pleasure in steering them through their meal. He viewed
them with the manner of a fatherly pilot, his countenance radiant with benevolence. The patronage,
entwined with the ordinary deference, was not plain to them. And yet, as they returned to their coach,
they showed in their faces a sense of escape.

To the left, miles down a long purple slope, was a little ribbon of mist where moved the keening
Rio Grande44. The train was approaching it at an angle, and the apex was Yellow Sky. Presently it was
apparent that, as the distance from Yellow Sky grew shorter, the husband became commensurately
restless. His brick-red hands were more insistent in their prominence. Occasionally he was even rather
absent-minded and far-away when the bride leaned forward and addressed him.

As a matter of truth, Jack Potter was beginning to find the shadow of a deed weigh upon him
like a leaden slab. He, the town marshal of Yellow Sky, a man known, liked, and feared in his corner,
a prominent person, had gone to San Antonio to meet a girl he believed he loved, and there, after the
usual prayers, had actually induced her to marry him, without consulting Yellow Sky for any part of
the transaction. He was now bringing his bride before an innocent and unsuspecting community.

Of course, people in Yellow Sky married as it pleased them, in accordance with a general
custom; but such was Potter’s thought of his duty to his friends, or of their idea of his duty, or of
an unspoken form which does not control men in these matters, that he felt he was heinous. He had
committed an extraordinary crime. Face to face with this girl in San Antonio, and spurred by his
sharp impulse, he had gone headlong over all the social hedges. At San Antonio he was like a man
hidden in the dark. A knife to sever any friendly duty, any form, was easy to his hand in that remote
city. But the hour of Yellow Sky, the hour of daylight, was approaching.

He knew full well that his marriage was an important thing to his town. It could only be exceeded
by the burning of the new hotel. His friends could not forgive him. Frequently he had reflected on the
advisability of telling them by telegraph, but a new cowardice had been upon him. He feared to do it.
And now the train was hurrying him toward a scene of amazement, glee, and reproach. He glanced
out of the window at the line of haze swinging slowly in towards the train.

Yellow Sky had a kind of brass band, which played painfully, to the delight of the populace.
He laughed without heart as he thought of it. If the citizens could dream of his prospective arrival
with his bride, they would parade the band at the station and escort them, amid cheers and laughing
congratulations, to his adobe home.

He resolved that he would use all the devices of speed and plains-craft in making the journey
from the station to his house. Once within that safe citadel he could issue some sort of a vocal bulletin,
and then not go among the citizens until they had time to wear off a little of their enthusiasm.

The bride looked anxiously at him. ‘What’s worrying you, Jack?’
He laughed again. ‘I’m not worrying, girl. I’m only thinking of Yellow Sky.’

44 the Rio Grande – a river in Texas, US, and Mexico, one of the longest rivers in North America; it flows to the Gulf of Mexico.



.  Коллектив авторов, Н.  А.  Самуэльян.  «30 лучших рассказов американских писателей»

39

She flushed in comprehension.
A sense of mutual guilt invaded their minds and developed a finer tenderness. They looked at

each other with eyes softly aglow. But Potter often laughed the same nervous laugh. The flush upon
the bride’s face seemed quite permanent.

The traitor to the feelings of Yellow Sky narrowly watched the speeding landscape. ‘We’re
nearly there,’ he said.

Presently the porter came and announced the proximity of Potter’s home. He held a brush in
his hand and, with all his airy superiority gone, he brushed Potter’s new clothes as the latter slowly
turned this way and that way. Potter fumbled out a coin and gave it to the porter, as he had seen others
do. It was a heavy and muscle-bound business, as that of a man shoeing his first horse.

The porter took their bag, and as the train began to slow they moved forward to the hooded
platform of the car. Presently the two engines and their long string of coaches rushed into the station
of Yellow Sky.

‘They have to take water here,’ said Potter, from a constricted throat and in mournful cadence,
as one announcing death. Before the train stopped, his eye had swept the length of the platform, and
he was glad and astonished to see there was none upon it but the station-agent, who, with a slightly
hurried and anxious air, was walking toward the water-tanks. When the train had halted, the porter
alighted first and placed in position a little temporary step.

‘Come on, girl,’ said Potter hoarsely. As he helped her down they each laughed on a false note.
He took the bag from the negro, and bade his wife cling to his arm. As they slunk rapidly away, his
hang-dog glance perceived that they were unloading the two trunks, and also that the station-agent far
ahead near the baggage-car had turned and was running toward him, making gestures. He laughed,
and groaned as he laughed, when he noted the first effect of his marital bliss upon Yellow Sky. He
gripped his wife’s arm firmly to his side, and they fled. Behind them the porter stood chuckling
fatuously.
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II

 
The California Express on the Southern Railway was due at Yellow Sky in twenty-one minutes.

There were six men at the bar of the ‘Weary Gentleman’ saloon. One was a drummer who talked a
great deal and rapidly; three were Texans who did not care to talk at that time; and two were Mexican
sheep-herders who did not talk as a general practice in the ‘Weary Gentleman’ saloon. The barkeeper’s
dog lay on the board walk that crossed in front of the door. His head was on his paws, and he glanced
drowsily here and there with the constant vigilance of a dog that is kicked on occasion. Across the
sandy street were some vivid green grass plots, so wonderful in appearance amid the sands that burned
near them in a blazing sun that they caused a doubt in the mind. They exactly resembled the grass
mats used to represent lawns on the stage. At the cooler end of the railway station a man without a
coat sat in a tilted chair and smoked his pipe. The fresh-cut bank of the Rio Grande circled near the
town, and there could be seen beyond it a great, plum-colored plain of mesquite45.

Save for the busy drummer and his companions in the saloon, Yellow Sky was dozing. The
new-comer leaned gracefully upon the bar, and recited many tales with the confidence of a bard who
has come upon a new field.

‘ – and at the moment that the old man fell down stairs with the bureau in his arms, the old
woman was coming up with two scuttles of coal, and, of course – ’

The drummer’s tale was interrupted by a young man who suddenly appeared in the open door.
He cried: ‘Scratchy Wilson’s drunk, and has turned loose with both hands.’ The two Mexicans at once
set down their glasses and faded out of the rear entrance of the saloon.

The drummer, innocent and jocular, answered: ‘All right, old man. S’pose he has. Come in and
have a drink, anyhow.’

But the information had made such an obvious cleft in every skull in the room that the drummer
was obliged to see its importance. All had become instantly solemn. ‘Say,’ said he, mystified, ‘what
is this?’ His three companions made the introductory gesture of eloquent speech, but the young man
at the door forestalled them.

‘It means, my friend,’ he answered, as he came into the saloon, ‘that for the next two hours this
town won’t be a health resort.’

The barkeeper went to the door and locked and barred it. Reaching out of the window, he pulled
in heavy wooden shutters and barred them. Immediately a solemn, chapel-like gloom was upon the
place. The drummer was looking from one to another.

‘But, say,’ he cried, ‘what is this, anyhow? You don’t mean there is going to be a gun-fight?’
‘Don’t know whether there’ll be a fight or not,’ answered one man grimly. ‘But there’ll be some

shootin’ – some good shootin’.’
The young man who had warned them waved his hand. ‘Oh, there’ll be a fight fast enough if

anyone wants it. Anybody can get a fight out there in the street. There’s a fight just waiting.’
The drummer seemed to be swayed between the interest of a foreigner and a perception of

personal danger.
‘What did you say his name was?’ he asked.
‘Scratchy Wilson,’ they answered in chorus.
‘And will he kill anybody? What are you going to do? Does this happen often? Does he rampage

around like this once a week or so? Can he break in that door?’
‘No, he can’t break down that door,’ replied the barkeeper. ‘He’s tried it three times. But when

he comes you’d better lay down on the floor, stranger. He’s dead sure to shoot at it, and a bullet may
come through.’

45 mesquite – a deep rooted shrub or small tree in South America and in the southwest of the USA.
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Thereafter the drummer kept a strict eye upon the door. The time had not yet been called for
him to hug the floor, but, as a minor precaution, he sidled near to the wall. ‘Will he kill anybody?’
he said again.

The men laughed low and scornfully at the question.
‘He’s out to shoot, and he’s out for trouble. Don’t see any good in experimentin’ with him.’
‘But what do you do in a case like this? What do you do?’
A man responded: ‘Why, he and Jack Potter – ’
‘But,’ in chorus, the other men interrupted, ‘Jack Potter’s in San Anton’.’
‘Well, who is he? What’s he got to do with it?’
‘Oh, he’s the town marshal. He goes out and fights Scratchy when he gets on one of these tears.’
‘Wow,’ said the drummer, mopping his brow. ‘Nice job he’s got.’
The voices had toned away to mere whisperings. The drummer wished to ask further questions

which were born of an increasing anxiety and bewilderment; but when he attempted them, the men
merely looked at him in irritation and motioned him to remain silent. A tense waiting hush was upon
them. In the deep shadows of the room their eyes shone as they listened for sounds from the street.
One man made three gestures at the barkeeper, and the latter, moving like a ghost, handed him a glass
and a bottle. The man poured a full glass of whisky, and set down the bottle noiselessly. He gulped
the whisky in a swallow, and turned again toward the door in immovable silence. The drummer saw
that the barkeeper, without a sound, had taken a Winchester from beneath the bar. Later he saw this
individual beckoning to him, so he tiptoed across the room.

‘You better come with me back of the bar.’
‘No, thanks,’ said the drummer, perspiring. ‘I’d rather be where I can make a break for the

back door.’
Whereupon the man of bottles made a kindly but peremptory gesture. The drummer obeyed it,

and finding himself seated on a box with his head below the level of the bar, balm was laid upon his
soul at sight of various zinc and copper fittings that bore a resemblance to armor-plate. The barkeeper
took a seat comfortably upon an adjacent box.

‘You see,’ he whispered, ‘this here Scratchy Wilson is a wonder with a gun – a perfect wonder
– and when he goes on the war trail, we hunt our holes – naturally. He’s about the last one of the old
gang that used to hang out along the river here. He’s a terror when he’s drunk. When he’s sober he’s
all right – kind of simple – wouldn’t hurt a fly – nicest fellow in town. But when he’s drunk – whoo!’

There were periods of stillness. ‘I wish Jack Potter was back from San Anton’,’ said the
barkeeper. ‘He shot Wilson up once – in the leg – and he would sail in and pull out the kinks in
this thing.’

Presently they heard from a distance the sound of a shot, followed by three wild yowls. It
instantly removed a bond from the men in the darkened saloon. There was a shuffling of feet. They
looked at each other. ‘Here he comes,’ they said.
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III

 
A man in a maroon-colored46 flannel shirt, which had been purchased for purposes of

decoration and made, principally, by some Jewish women on the east side of New York, rounded
a corner and walked into the middle of the main street of Yellow Sky. In either hand the man held
a long, heavy, blue-black revolver. Often he yelled, and these cries rang through a semblance of
a deserted village, shrilly flying over the roofs in a volume that seemed to have no relation to the
ordinary vocal strength of a man. It was as if the surrounding stillness formed the arch of a tomb over
him. These cries of ferocious challenge rang against walls of silence. And his boots had red tops with
gilded imprints, of the kind beloved in winter by little sledding boys on the hillsides of New England.

The man’s face flamed in a rage begot of whisky. His eyes, rolling and yet keen for ambush,
hunted the still doorways and windows. He walked with the creeping movement of the midnight cat.
As it occurred to him, he roared menacing information. The long revolvers in his hands were as easy as
straws; they were moved with an electric swiftness. The little fingers of each hand played sometimes
in a musician’s way. Plain from the low collar of the shirt, the cords of his neck straightened and sank,
straightened and sank, as passion moved him. The only sounds were his terrible invitations. The calm
adobes preserved their demeanor at the passing of this small thing in the middle of the street.

There was no offer of fight; no offer of fight. The man called to the sky. There were no
attractions. He bellowed and fumed and swayed his revolvers here and everywhere.

The dog of the barkeeper of the ‘Weary Gentleman’ saloon had not appreciated the advance
of events. He yet lay dozing in front of his master’s door. At sight of the dog, the man paused and
raised his revolver humorously. At sight of the man, the dog sprang up and walked diagonally away,
with a sullen head, and growling. The man yelled, and the dog broke into a gallop. As it was about to
enter an alley, there was a loud noise, a whistling, and something spat the ground directly before it.
The dog screamed, and, wheeling in terror, galloped headlong in a new direction. Again there was a
noise, a whistling, and sand was kicked viciously before it. Fear-stricken, the dog turned and flurried
like an animal in a pen. The man stood laughing, his weapons at his hips.

Ultimately the man was attracted by the closed door of the ‘Weary Gentleman’ saloon. He went
to it, and hammering with a revolver, demanded drink.

The door remaining imperturbable, he picked a bit of paper from the walk and nailed it to
the framework with a knife. He then turned his back contemptuously upon this popular resort, and
walking to the opposite side of the street, and spinning there on his heel quickly and lithely, fired at the
bit of paper. He missed it by a half inch. He swore at himself, and went away. Later, he comfortably
fusilladed the windows of his most intimate friend. The man was playing with this town. It was a
toy for him.

But still there was no offer of fight. The name of Jack Potter, his ancient antagonist, entered
his mind, and he concluded that it would be a glad thing if he should go to Potter’s house and by
bombardment induce him to come out and fight. He moved in the direction of his desire, chanting
Apache47 scalp-music48.

When he arrived at it, Potter’s house presented the same still front as had the other adobes.
Taking up a strategic position, the man howled a challenge. But this house regarded him as might
a great stone god. It gave no sign. After a decent wait, the man howled further challenges, mingling
with them wonderful epithets.

46 maroon-colored – brownish-red.
47 Apache – North American Indians who used to live in what is now southeastern Arizona and Colorado, southwestern New

Mexico and western Texas.
48 scalp-music – war music.
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Presently there came the spectacle of a man churning himself into deepest rage over the
immobility of a house. He fumed at it as the winter wind attacks a prairie cabin in the North. To the
distance there should have gone the sound of a tumult like the fighting of 200 Mexicans. As necessity
bade him, he paused for breath or to reload his revolvers.
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IV

 
Potter and his bride walked sheepishly and with speed. Sometimes they laughed together

shamefacedly and low.
‘Next corner, dear,’ he said finally.
They put forth the efforts of a pair walking bowed against a strong wind. Potter was about to

raise a finger to point the first appearance of the new home when, as they circled the corner, they
came face to face with a man in a maroon-colored shirt who was feverishly pushing cartridges into
a large revolver. Upon the instant the man dropped his revolver to the ground, and, like lightning,
whipped another from its holster. The second weapon was aimed at the bridegroom’s chest.

There was silence. Potter’s mouth seemed to be merely a grave for his tongue. He exhibited
an instinct to at once loosen his arm from the woman’s grip, and he dropped the bag to the sand.
As for the bride, her face had gone as yellow as old cloth. She was a slave to hideous rites gazing
at the apparitional snake.

The two men faced each other at a distance of three paces. He of the revolver smiled with a
new and quiet ferocity.

‘Tried to sneak up on me,’ he said. ‘Tried to sneak up on me!’ His eyes grew more baleful. As
Potter made a slight movement, the man thrust his revolver venomously forward. ‘No, don’t you do it,
Jack Potter. Don’t you move a finger toward a gun just yet. Don’t you move an eyelash. The time has
come for me to settle with you, and I’m goin’ to do it my own way and loaf along with no interferin’.
So if you don’t want a gun bent on you, just mind what I tell you.’

Potter looked at his enemy. ‘I ain’t got a gun on me, Scratchy,’ he said. ‘Honest, I ain’t.’ He was
stiffening and steadying, but yet somewhere at the back of his mind a vision of the Pullman floated,
the sea-green figured velvet, the shining brass, silver, and glass, the wood that gleamed as darkly
brilliant as the surface of a pool of oil – all the glory of the marriage, the environment of the new
estate. ‘You know I fight when it comes to fighting, Scratchy Wilson, but I ain’t got a gun on me.
You’ll have to do all the shootin’ yourself.’

His enemy’s face went livid. He stepped forward and lashed his weapon to and fro before
Potter’s chest. ‘Don’t you tell me you ain’t got no gun on you, you whelp. Don’t tell me no lie like
that. There ain’t a man in Texas ever seen you without no gun. Don’t take me for no kid.’ His eyes
blazed with light, and his throat worked like a pump.

‘I ain’t takin’ you for no kid,’ answered Potter. His heels had not moved an inch backward. ‘I’m
takin’ you for a – fool. I tell you I ain’t got a gun, and I ain’t. If you’re goin’ to shoot me up, you better
begin now. You’ll never get a chance like this again.’

So much enforced reasoning had told on Wilson’s rage. He was calmer. ‘If you ain’t got a gun,
why ain’t you got a gun?’ he sneered. ‘Been to Sunday-school?’

‘I ain’t got a gun because I’ve just come from San Anton’ with my wife. I’m married,’ said
Potter. ‘And if I’d thought there was going to be any galoots like you prowling around when I brought
my wife home, I’d had a gun, and don’t you forget it.’

‘Married!’ said Scratchy, not at all comprehending.
‘Yes, married. I’m married,’ said Potter distinctly.
‘Married?’ said Scratchy. Seemingly for the first time he saw the drooping, drowning woman

at the other man’s side. ‘No!’ he said. He was like a creature allowed a glimpse of another world. He
moved a pace backward, and his arm with the revolver dropped to his side. ‘Is this the lady?’ he asked.

‘Yes, this is the lady,’ answered Potter.
There was another period of silence.
‘Well,’ said Wilson at last, slowly, ‘I s’pose it’s all off now.’
‘It’s all off if you say so, Scratchy. You know I didn’t make the trouble.’ Potter lifted his valise.
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‘Well, I ’low it’s off, Jack,’ said Wilson. He was looking at the ground. ‘Married!’ He was not a
student of chivalry; it was merely that in the presence of this foreign condition he was a simple child
of the earlier plains. He picked up his starboard revolver, and placing both weapons in their holsters,
he went away. His feet made funnel-shaped tracks in the heavy sand.



.  Коллектив авторов, Н.  А.  Самуэльян.  «30 лучших рассказов американских писателей»

46

 
Francis Marion Crawford

The Upper Berth
 
 

Chapter I
 

Somebody asked for the cigars. We had talked long, and the conversation as beginning to
languish; the tobacco smoke had got into the heavy curtains, he wine had got into those brains which
were liable to become heavy, and it was already perfectly evident that, unless somebody did something
to rouse our oppressed spirits, the meeting would soon come to its natural conclusion, and we, the
guests, would speedily go home to bed, and most certainly to sleep.

No one had said anything very remarkable; it may be that no one had anything very remarkable
to say. Jones had given us every particular of his last hunting adventure in Yorkshire. Mr. Tompkins,
of Boston, had explained at elaborate length those working principles, by the due and careful
maintenance of which the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fé Railroad49 not only extended its
territory, increased its departmental influence, and transported live stock without starving them
to death before the day of actual delivery, but, also, had for years succeeded in deceiving those
passengers who bought its tickets into the fallacious belief that the corporation aforesaid was really
able to transport human life without destroying it.

Signor Tombola had endeavoured to persuade us, by arguments which we took no trouble to
oppose, that the unity of his country in no way resembled the average modern torpedo, carefully
planned, constructed with all the skill of the greatest European arsenals, but, when constructed,
destined to be directed by feeble hands into a region where it must undoubtedly explode, unseen,
unfeared, and unheard, into the illimitable wastes of political chaos.

It is unnecessary to go into further details. The conversation had assumed proportions which
would have bored Prometheus50 on his rock, which would have driven Tantalus51 to distraction, and
which would have impelled Ixion52 to seek relaxation in the simple but instructive dialogues of Herr
Ollendorff, rather than submit to the greater evil of listening to our talk. We had sat at table for hours;
we were bored, we were tired, and nobody showed signs of moving.

Somebody called for cigars. We all instinctively looked towards the speaker. Brisbane was a
man of five-and-thirty years of age, and remarkable for those gifts which chiefly attract the attention
of men. He was a strong man. The external proportions of his figure presented nothing extraordinary
to the common eye, though his size was above the average. He was a little over six feet in height,
and moderately broad in the shoulder; he did not appear to be stout, but, on the other hand, he was
certainly not thin; his small head was supported by a strong and sinewy neck; his broad, muscular
hands appeared to possess a peculiar skill in breaking walnuts without the assistance of the ordinary
cracker, and, seeing him in profile, one could not help remarking the extraordinary breadth of his
sleeves, and the unusual thickness of his chest. He was one of those men who are commonly spoken
of among men as deceptive; that is to say, that though he looked exceedingly strong he was in reality
very much stronger than he looked. Of his features I need say little. His head was small, his hair

49 Atchison, Topeka and Santana Fé Railroad – one of the largest railway companies in the United States, founded in 1859.
50 Prometheus – in Greek religion, the god of fire and one of the Titans; the legend said that Zeus nailed him to the rock and sent

an eagle to eat his liver as punishment for stealing fire and giving it to people.
51 Tantalus – in Greek mythology, the son of Zeus; he was punished for his crimes against gods – in the underworld he stood in

water but couldn’t drink, fruits hung above his head but he couldn’t eat them.
52 Ixion – in Greek mythology, Zeus, to punish Ixion for murdering his father-in-law, bound him on a wheel which rolled without

stopping.
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is thin, his eyes are blue, his nose is large, he has a small moustache, and a square jaw. Everybody
knows Brisbane, and when he asked for a cigar everybody looked at him.

‘It is a very singular thing,’ said Brisbane.
Everybody stopped talking. Brisbane’s voice was not loud, but possessed a peculiar quality of

penetrating general conversation, and cutting it like a knife. Everybody listened. Brisbane, perceiving
that he had attracted their general attention, lit his cigar with great equanimity.

‘It is very singular,’ he continued, ‘that thing about ghosts. People are always asking whether
anybody has seen a ghost. I have.’

‘Bosh! What, you? You don’t mean to say so, Brisbane? Well, for a man of his intelligence!’
A chorus of exclamations greeted Brisbane’s remarkable statement. Everybody called for cigars,

and Stubbs, the butler, suddenly appeared from the depths of nowhere with a fresh bottle of dry
champagne. The situation was saved; Brisbane was going to tell a story.

I am an old sailor, said Brisbane, and as I have to cross the Atlantic pretty often, I have my
favourites. Most men have their favourites. I have seen a man wait in a Broadway bar for three-
quarters of an hour for a particular car which he liked. I believe the bar-keeper made at least one-
third of his living by that man’s preference. I have a habit of waiting for certain ships when I am
obliged to cross that duck-pond. It may be a prejudice, but I was never cheated out of a good passage
but once in my life. I remember it very well; it was a warm morning in June, and the Custom House
officials, who were hanging about waiting for a steamer already on her way up from the Quarantine,
presented a peculiarly hazy and thoughtful appearance. I had not much luggage – I never have. I
mingled with the crowd of passengers, porters, and officious individuals in blue coats and brass
buttons, who seemed to spring up like mushrooms from the deck of a moored steamer to obtrude their
unnecessary services upon the independent passenger. I have often noticed with a certain interest the
spontaneous evolution of these fellows. They are not there when you arrive; five minutes after the
pilot has called ‘Go ahead!’ they, or at least their blue coats and brass buttons, have disappeared from
deck and gangway as completely as though they had been consigned to that locker which tradition
ascribes to Davy Jones. But, at the moment of starting, they are there, clean shaved, blue coated, and
ravenous for fees. I hastened on board. The Kamtschatka was one of my favourite ships. I say was,
because she emphatically no longer is. I cannot conceive of any inducement which could entice me
to make another voyage in her. Yes, I know what you are going to say. She is uncommonly clean in
the run aft, she has enough bluffing off in the bows to keep her dry, and the lower berths are most of
them double. She has a lot of advantages, but I won’t cross in her again. Excuse the digression. I got
on board. I hailed a steward, whose red nose and redder whiskers were equally familiar to me.

‘One hundred and five, lower berth,’ said I, in the businesslike tone peculiar to men who think
no more of crossing the Atlantic than taking a whisky cocktail at down-town Delmonico’s.

The steward took my portmanteau, greatcoat, and rug. I shall never forget the expression on his
face. Not that he turned pale. It is maintained by the most eminent divines that even miracles cannot
change the course of nature. I have no hesitation in saying that he did not turn pale; but, from his
expression, I judged that he was either about to shed tears, to sneeze, or to drop my portmanteau. As
the latter contained two bottles of particularly fine old sherry presented to me for my voyage by my
old friend Snigginson van Pickyns, I felt extremely nervous. But the steward did none of these things.

‘Well, I’m d – d!’ said he in a low voice, and led the way.
I supposed my Hermes53, as he led me to the lower regions, had had a little grog, but I said

nothing, and followed him. One hundred and five was on the port side, well aft. There was nothing
remarkable about the state-room. The lower berth, like most of those upon the Kamtschatka, was
double. There was plenty of room; there was the usual washing apparatus, calculated to convey an

53 Hermes – in Greek mythology, the son of Zeus, and the god of cattle and sheep; he was also a dream god and the messenger
of the gods.
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idea of luxury to the mind of a North American Indian; there were the usual inefficient racks of
brown wood, in which it is more easy to hand a large-sized umbrella than the common tooth-brush
of commerce. Upon the uninviting mattresses were carefully bolded together those blankets which
a great modern humorist has aptly compared to cold buckwheat cakes. The question of towels was
left entirely to the imagination. The glass decanters were filled with a transparent liquid faintly tinged
with brown, but from which an odour less faint, but not more pleasing, ascended to the nostrils, like a
far-off sea-sick reminiscence of oily machinery. Sad-coloured curtains half-closed the upper berth.
The hazy June daylight shed a faint illumination upon the desolate little scene. Ugh! how I hate that
state-room!

The steward deposited my traps and looked at me, as though he wanted to get away – probably
in search of more passengers and more fees. It is always a good plan to start in favour with those
functionaries, and I accordingly gave him certain coins there and then.

‘I’ll try and make yer comfortable all I can,’ he remarked, as he put the coins in his pocket.
Nevertheless, there was a doubtful intonation in his voice which surprised me. Possibly his scale of
fees had gone up, and he was not satisfied; but on the whole I was inclined to think that, as he himself
would have expressed it, he was “the better for a glass”. I was wrong, however, and did the man
injustice.
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Chapter II

 
Nothing especially worthy of mention occurred during that day. We left the pier punctually,

and it was very pleasant to be fairly under way, for the weather was warm and sultry, and the motion
of the steamer produced a refreshing breeze. Everybody knows what the first day at sea is like. People
pace the decks and stare at each other, and occasionally meet acquaintances whom they did not know
to be on board. There is the usual uncertainty as to whether the food will be good, bad, or indifferent,
until the first two meals have put the matter beyond a doubt; there is the usual uncertainty about the
weather, until the ship is fairly off Fire Island. The tables are crowded at first, and then suddenly
thinned. Pale-faced people spring from their seats and precipitate themselves towards the door, and
each old sailor breathes more freely as his sea-sick neighbour rushes from his side, leaving him plenty
of elbow-room and an unlimited command over the mustard.

One passage across the Atlantic is very much like another, and we who cross very often do not
make the voyage for the sake of novelty. Whales and icebergs are indeed always objects of interest,
but, after all, one whale is very much like another whale, and one rarely sees an iceberg at close
quarters. To the majority of us the most delightful moment of the day on board an ocean steamer
is when we have taken our last turn on deck, have smoked our last cigar, and having succeeded in
tiring ourselves, feel at liberty to turn in with a clear conscience. On that first night of the voyage I
felt particularly lazy, and went to bed in one hundred and five rather earlier than I usually do. As I
turned in, I was amazed to see that I was to have a companion. A portmanteau, very like my own,
lay in the opposite corner, and in the upper berth had been deposited a neatly-folded rug, with a stick
and umbrella. I had hoped to be alone, and I was disappointed; but I wondered who my room-mate
was to be, and I determined to have a look at him.

Before I had been long in bed he entered. He was, as far as I could see, a very tall man, very
thin, very pale, with sandy hair and whiskers and colourless grey eyes. He had about him, I thought,
an air of rather dubious fashion; the short of man you might see in Wall Street, without being able
precisely to say what he was doing there – the sort of man who frequents the Café Anglais, who
always seems to be alone and who drinks champagne; you might meet him on a racecourse, but he
would never appear to be doing anything there either. A little over-dressed – a little odd. There are
three or four of his kind on every ocean steamer. I made up my mind that I did not care to make
his acquaintance, and I went to sleep saying to myself that I would study his habits in order to avoid
him. If he rose early, I would rise late; if he went to bed late, I would go to bed early. I did not care
to know him. If you once know people of that kind they are always turning up. Poor fellow! I need
not have taken the trouble to come to so many decisions about him, for I never saw him again after
that first night in one hundred and five.

I was sleeping soundly when I was suddenly waked by a loud noise. To judge from the sound,
my room-mate must have sprung with a single leap from the upper berth to the floor. I heard him
fumbling with the latch and bolt of the door, which opened almost immediately, and then I heard his
footsteps as he ran at full speed down the passage, leaving the door open behind him. The ship was
rolling a little, and I expected to hear him stumble or fall, but he ran as though he were running for
his life. The door swung on its hinges with the motion of the vessel, and the sound annoyed me. I
got up and shut it, and groped my way back to my berth in the darkness. I went to sleep again; but
I have no idea how long I slept.

When I awoke it was still quite dark, but I felt a disagreeable sensation of cold, and it seemed to
me that the air was damp. You know the peculiar smell of a cabin which has been wet with sea-water.
I covered myself up as well as I could and dozed off again, framing complaints to be made the next
day, and selecting the most powerful epithets in the language. I could hear my room-mate turn over
in the upper berth. He had probably returned while I was asleep. Once I thought I heard him groan,
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and I argued that he was sea-sick. That is particularly unpleasant when one is below. Nevertheless I
dozed off and slept till early daylight.

The ship was rolling heavily, much more than on the previous evening, and the grey light which
came in through the porthole changed in tint with every movement according as the angle of the
vessel’s side turned the glass seawards or skywards. It was very cold – unaccountably so for the month
of June. I turned my head and looked at the porthole, and saw to my surprise that it was wide open
and hooked back. I believe I swore audibly. Then I got up and shut it. As I turned back I glanced at the
upper berth. The curtains were drawn close together; my companion had probably felt cold as well
as I. It struck me that I had slept enough. The state-room was uncomfortable, though, strange to say,
I could not smell the dampness which had annoyed me in the night. My room-mate was still asleep
– excellent opportunity for avoiding him, so I dressed at once and went on deck. The day was warm
and cloudy, with an oily smell on the water. It was seven o’clock as I came out – much later than I
had imagined. I came across the doctor, who was taking his first sniff of the morning air. He was a
young man from the West of Ireland – a tremendous fellow, with black hair and blue eyes, already
inclined to be stout; he had a happy-go-lucky, healthy look about him which was rather attractive.

‘Fine morning,’ I remarked, by way of introduction.
‘Well,’ said he, eyeing me with an air of ready interest, ‘it’s a fine morning and it’s not a fine

morning. I don’t think it’s much of a morning.’
‘Well, no – it is not so very fine,’ said I.
‘It’s just what I call fuggly weather,’ replied the doctor.
‘It was very cold last night, I thought,’ I remarked. ‘However, when I looked about, I found

that the porthole was wide open. I had not noticed it when I went to bed. And the state-room was
damp, too.’

‘Damp!’ said he. ‘Whereabouts are you?’
‘One hundred and five – ’
To my surprise the doctor started visibly, and stared at me.
‘What is the matter?’ I asked.
‘Oh – nothing,’ he answered; ‘only everybody has complained of that state-room for the last

three trips.’
‘I shall complain too,’ I said. ‘It has certainly not been properly aired. It is a shame!’
‘I don’t believe it can be helped,’ answered the doctor. ‘I believe there is something – well, it

is not my business to frighten passengers.’
‘You need not be afraid of frightening me,’ I replied. ‘I can stand any amount of damp. If I

should get a bad cold I will come to you.’
I offered the doctor a cigar, which he took and examined very critically.
‘It is not so much the damp,’ he remarked. ‘However, I dare say you will get on very well. Have

you a room-mate?’
‘Yes; a deuce of a fellow, who bolts out in the middle of the night, and leaves the door open.’
Again the doctor glanced curiously at me. Then he lit the cigar and looked grave.
‘Did he come back?’ he asked presently.
‘Yes. I was asleep, but I waked up, and heard him moving. Then I felt cold and went to sleep

again. This morning I found the porthole open.’
‘Look here,’ said the doctor quietly, ‘I don’t care much for this ship. I don’t care a rap for her

reputation. I tell you what I will do. I have a good-sized place up here. I will share it with you, though
I don’t know you from Adam.’

I was very much surprised at the proposition. I could not imagine why he should take such a
sudden interest in my welfare. However, his manner as he spoke of the ship was peculiar.

‘You are very good, doctor,’ I said. ‘But, really, I believe even now the cabin could be aired, or
cleaned out, or something. Why do you not care for the ship?’
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‘We are not superstitious in our profession, sir,’ replied the doctor, ‘but the sea makes people
so. I don’t want to prejudice you, and I don’t want to frighten you, but if you will take my advice you
will move in here. I would as soon see you overboard,” he added earnestly, “as know that you or any
other man was to sleep in one hundred and five.’

‘Good gracious! Why?’ I asked.
‘Just because on the last three trips the people who have slept there actually have gone

overboard,’ he answered gravely.
The intelligence was startling and exceedingly unpleasant, I confess. I looked hard at the doctor

to see whether he was making game of me, but he looked perfectly serious. I thanked him warmly for
his offer, but told him I intended to be the exception to the rule by which everyone who slept in that
particular state-room went overboard. He did not say much, but looked as grave as ever, and hinted
that, before we got across, I should probably reconsider his proposal. In the course of time we went
to breakfast, at which only an inconsiderable number of passengers assembled. I noticed that one or
two of the officers who breakfasted with us looked grave. After breakfast I went into my state-room
in order to get a book. The curtains of the upper berth were still closely drawn. Not a word was to
be heard. My room-mate was probably still asleep.

As I came out I met the steward whose business it was to look after me. He whispered that the
captain wanted to see me, and then scuttled away down the passage as if very anxious to avoid any
questions. I went toward the captain’s cabin, and found him waiting for me.

‘Sir,’ said he, ‘I want to ask a favour of you.’
I answered that I would do anything to oblige him.
‘Your room-mate had disappeared,’ he said. ‘He is known to have turned in early last night. Did

you notice anything extraordinary in his manner?’
The question coming, as it did, in exact confirmation of the fears the doctor had expressed half

an hour earlier, staggered me.
‘You don’t mean to say he has gone overboard?’ I asked.
‘I fear he has,’ answered the captain.
‘This is the most extraordinary thing – ’ I began.
‘Why?’ he asked.
‘He is the fourth, then?’ I exclaimed. In answer to another question from the captain, I explained,

without mentioning the doctor, that I had heard the story concerning one hundred and five. He seemed
very much annoyed at hearing that I knew of it. I told him what had occurred in the night.

‘What you say,’ he replied, ‘coincides almost exactly with what was told me by the room-mates
of two of the other three. They bolt out of bed and run down the passage. Two of them were seen to
go overboard by the watch; we stopped and lowered boats, but they were not found. Nobody, however,
saw or heard the man who was lost last night – if he is really lost. The steward, who is a superstitious
fellow, perhaps, and expected something to go wrong, went to look for him, this morning, and found
his berth empty, but his clothes lying about, just as he had left them. The steward was the only man on
board who knew him by sight, and he has been searching everywhere for him. He has disappeared!
Now, sir, I want to beg you not to mention the circumstance to any of the passengers; I don’t want
the ship to get a bad name, and nothing hangs about an ocean-goer like stories of suicides. You shall
have your choice of any one of the officers’ cabins you like, including my own, for the rest of the
passage. Is that a fair bargain?’

‘Very,’ said I; ‘and I am much obliged to you. But since I am alone, and have the state-room to
myself, I would rather not move. If the steward will take out that unfortunate man’s things, I would
as leave stay where I am. I will not say anything about the matter, and I think I can promise you that
I will not follow my room-mate.’

The captain tried to dissuade me from my intention, but I preferred having a state-room alone
to being the chum of any officer on board. I do not know whether I aced foolishly, but if I had
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taken his advice I should have had nothing more to tell. There would have remained the disagreeable
coincidence of several suicides occurring among men who had slept in the same cabin, but that would
have been all.

That was not the end of the matter, however, by any means. I obstinately made up my mind that
I would not be disturbed by such tales, and I even went so far as to argue the question with the captain.
There was something wrong about the state-room, I said. It was rather damp. The porthole had been
left open last night. My room-mate might have been ill when he came on board, and he might have
become delirious after he went to bed. He might even now be hiding somewhere on board, and might
be found later. The place ought to be aired and the fastening on the port looked to. If the captain
would give me leave, I would see that what I thought necessary were done immediately.

‘Of course you have a right to stay where you are if you please,’ he replied, rather petulantly;
‘but I wish you would turn out and let me lock the place up, and be done with it.’

I did not see it in the same light, and left the captain, after promising to be silent concerning the
disappearance of my companion. The latter had had no acquaintances on board, and was not missed
in the course of the day. Towards evening I met the doctor again, and he asked me whether I had
changed my mind. I told him I had not.

‘Then you will before long,’ he said, very gravely.
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Chapter III

 
We played whist in the evening, and I went to bed late. I will confess now that I felt a

disagreeable sensation when I entered my state-room. I could not help thinking of the tall man I had
seen on the previous night, who was now dead, drowned, tossing about in the long swell, two or three
hundred miles astern. His face rose very distinctly before me as I undressed, and I even went so far as
to draw back the curtains of the upper berth, as though to persuade myself that he was actually gone.
I also bolted the door of the state-room. Suddenly I became aware that the porthole was open, and
fastened back. This was more than I could stand. I hastily threw on my dressing-gown and went in
search of Robert, the steward of my passage. I was very angry, I remember, and when I found him I
dragged him roughly to the door of one hundred and five, and pushed him towards the open porthole.

‘What the deuce do you mean, you scoundrel, by leaving that port open every night? Don’t you
know it is against the regulations? Don’t you know that if the ship heeled and the water began to
come in, ten men could not shut it? I will report you to the captain, you blackguard, for endangering
the ship!’

I was exceedingly wroth. The man trembled and turned pale, and then began to shut the round
glass plate with the heavy brass fittings.

‘Why don’t you answer me?’ I said roughly.
‘If you please, sir,’ faltered Robert, ‘there’s nobody on board as can keep this ’ere port shut at

night. You can try it yourself, sir. I ain’t a-going to stop hany longer on board o’ this vessel, sir; I
ain’t, indeed. But if I was you, sir, I’d just clear out and go and sleep with the surgeon, or something,
I would. Look ’ere, sir, is that fastened what you may call securely, or not, sir? Try it, sir, see if it
will move a hinch.’

I tried the port, and found it perfectly tight.
‘Well, sir,’ continued Robert triumphantly, ‘I wager my reputation as a A1 steward that in ’arf

an hour it will be open again; fasteneed back, too, sir, that’s the horful thing – fastened back!’
I examined the great screw and the looped nut that ran on it.
‘If I find it open in the night, Robert, I will give you a sovereign. It is not possible. You may go.’
‘Soverin’ did you say, sir? Very good, sir. Thank ye, sir. Good-night, sir. Pleasant reepose, sir,

and all manner of hinchantin’ dreams, sir.’
Robert scuttled away, delighted at being released. Of course, I thought he was trying to account

for his negligence by a silly story, intended to frighten me, and I disbelieved him. The consequence
was that he got his sovereign, and I spent a very peculiarly unpleasant night.

I went to bed, and five minutes after I had rolled myself up in my blankets the inexorable Robert
extinguished the light that burned steadily behind the ground-glass pane near the door. I lay quite
still in the dark trying to go to sleep, but I soon found that impossible. It had been some satisfaction
to be angry with the steward, and the diversion had banished that unpleasant sensation I had at first
experienced when I thought of the drowned man who had been my chum; but I was no longer sleepy,
and I lay awake for some time, occasionally glancing at the porthole, which I could just see from where
I lay, and which, in the darkness, looked like a faintly-luminous soup-plate suspended in blackness.
I believe I must have lain there for an hour, and, as I remember, I was just dozing into sleep when I
was roused by a draught of cold air, and by distinctly feeling the spray of the sea blown upon my face.
I started to my feet, and not having allowed in the dark for the motion of the ship, I was instantly
thrown violently across the state-room upon the couch which was placed beneath the port-hole. I
recovered myself immediately, however, and climbed upon my knees. The port-hole was again wide
open and fastened back!

Now these things are facts. I was wide awake when I got up, and I should certainly have been
waked by the fall had I still been dozing. Moreover, I bruised my elbows and knees badly, and the
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bruises were there on the following morning to testify to the fact, if I myself had doubted it. The
porthole was wide open and fastened back – a thing so unaccountable that I remember very well
feeling astonishment rather that fear when I discovered it. I at once closed the plate again, and screwed
down the loop nut with all my strength. It was very dark in the state-room. I reflected that the port had
certainly been opened within an hour after Robert had at first shut it in my presence, and I determined
to watch it, and see whether it would open again. Those brass fittings are very heavy and by no means
easy to move; I could not believe that the clamp had been turned by the shaking of the screw. I stood
peering out through the thick glass at the alternate white and grey streaks of the sea that foamed
beneath the ship’s side. I must have remained there a quarter of an hour.

Suddenly, as I stood, I distinctly heard something moving behind me in one of the berths, and
a moment afterwards, just as I turned instinctively to look – though I could, of course, see nothing in
the darkness – I heard a very faint groan. I sprang across the state-room, and tore the curtains of the
upper berth aside, thrusting in my hands to discover if there were any one there. There was some one.

I remember that the sensation as I put my hands forward was as though I were plunging them
into the air of a damp cellar, and from behind the curtains came a gust of wind that smelled horribly
of stagnant sea-water. I laid hold of something that had the shape of a man’s arm, but was smooth,
and wet, and icy cold. But suddenly, as I pulled, the creature sprang violently forward against me,
a clammy oozy mass, as it seemed to me, heavy and wet, yet endowed with a sort of supernatural
strength. I reeled across the state-room, and in an instant the door opened and the thing rushed out.
I had not had time to be frightened, and quickly recovering myself, I sprang through the door and
gave chase at the top of my speed, but I was too late. Ten yards before me I could see – I am sure
I saw it – a dark shadow moving in the dimly lighted passage, quickly as the shadow of a fast horse
thrown before a dog-cart by the lamp on a dark night. But in a moment it had disappeared, and I
found myself holding on to the polished rail that ran along the bulkhead where the passage turned
towards the companion. My hair stood on end, and the cold perspiration rolled down my face. I am
not ashamed of it in the least: I was very badly frightened.

Still I doubted my senses, and pulled myself together. It was absurd, I thought. The Welsh rare-
bit I had eaten had disagreed with me. I had been in a nightmare. I made my way back to my state-
room, and entered it with an effort. The whole place smelled of stagnant sea-water, as it had when
I had waked on the previous evening. It required my utmost strength to go in, and grope among my
things for a box of wax lights. As I lighted a railway reading lantern which I always carry in case
I want to read after the lamps are out, I perceived that the porthole was again open, and a sort of
creeping horror began to take possession of me which I never felt before, nor wish to feel again. But
I got a light and proceeded to examine the upper berth, expecting to find it drenched with sea-water.

But I was disappointed. The bed had been slept in, and the smell of the sea was strong; but the
bedding was as dry as a bone. I fancied that Robert had not had the courage to make the bed after
the accident of the previous night – it had all been a hideous dream. I drew the curtains back as far as
I could and examined the place very carefully. It was perfectly dry. But the porthole was open again.
With a sort of dull bewilderment of horror I closed it and screwed it down, and thrusting my heavy
stick through the brass loop, wrenched it with all my might, till the thick metal began to bend under
the pressure. Then I hooked my reading lantern into the red velvet at the head of the couch, and sat
down to recover my senses if I could. I sat there all night, unable to think of rest – hardly able to
think at all. But the porthole remained closed, and I did not believe it would now open again without
the application of a considerable force.

The morning dawned at last, and I dressed myself slowly, thinking over all that had happened
in the night. It was a beautiful day and I went on deck, glad to get out into the early, pure sunshine,
and to smell the breeze from the blue water, so different from the noisome, stagnant odour of my
state-room. Instinctively I turned aft, towards the surgeon’s cabin. There he stood, with a pipe in his
mouth, taking his morning airing precisely as on the preceding day.



.  Коллектив авторов, Н.  А.  Самуэльян.  «30 лучших рассказов американских писателей»

55

‘Good-morning,’ said he quietly, but looking at me with evident curiosity.
‘Doctor, you were quite right,’ said I. ‘There is something wrong about that place.’
‘I thought you would change your mind,’ he answered, rather triumphantly. ‘You have had a

bad night, eh? Shall I make you a pick-me-up? I have a capital recipe.’
‘No, thanks,’ I cried. ‘But I would like to tell you what happened.’
I then tried to explain as clearly as possible precisely what had occurred, not omitting to state

that I had been scared as I had never been scared in my whole life before. I dwelt particularly on
the phenomenon of the porthole, which was a fact to which I could testify, even if the rest had been
an illusion. I had closed it twice in the night, and the second time I had actually bent the brass in
wrenching it with my stick. I believe I insisted a good deal on this point.

‘You seem to think I am likely to doubt the story,’ said the doctor, smiling at my detailed account
of the state of the porthole. ‘I do not doubt in the least. I renew my invitation to you. Bring your traps
here, and take half my cabin.’

‘Come and take half of mine for one night,’ I said. ‘Help me to get at the bottom of this thing.’
‘You will get to the bottom of something else if you try,’ answered the doctor.
‘What?’ I asked.
‘The bottom of the sea. I am going to leave this ship. It is not canny.’
‘Then you will not help me to find out – ’
‘Not I,’ said the doctor quickly. ‘It is my business to keep my wits about me – not to go fiddling

about with ghosts and things.’
‘Do you really believe it is a ghost?’ I enquired, rather contemptuously. But as I spoke I

remembered very well the horrible sensation of the supernatural which had got possession of me
during the night. The doctor turned sharply on me —

‘Have you any reasonable explanation of these things to offer?’ he asked. ‘No; you have not.
Well, you say you will find an explanation. I say that you won’t, sir, simply because there is not any.’

‘But, my dear sir,’ I retorted, ‘do you, a man of science, mean to tell me that such things cannot
be explained?’

‘I do,’ he answered stoutly. ‘And, if they could, I would not be concerned in the explanation.’
I did not care to spend another night alone in the state-room, and yet I was obstinately

determined to get at the root of the disturbances. I do not believe there are many men who would have
slept there alone, after passing two such nights. But I made up my mind to try it, if I could not get
anyone to share a watch with me. The doctor was evidently not inclined for such an experiment. He
said he was a surgeon, and that in case any accident occurred on board he must be always in readiness.
He could not afford to have his nerves unsettled. Perhaps he was quite right, but I am inclined to think
that his precaution was prompted by his inclination. On enquiry, he informed me that there was no
one on board who would be likely to join me in my investigations, and after a little more conversation
I left him. A little later I met the captain, and told him my story. I said that, if no one would spend
the night with me, I would ask leave to have the light burning all night, and would try it alone.

‘Look here,’ said he, ‘I will tell you what I will do. I will share your watch myself, and we will
see what happens. It is my belief that we can find out between us. There may be some fellow skulking
on board, who steals a passage by frightening the passengers. It is just possible that there may be
something queer in the carpentering of that berth.’

I suggested taking the ship’s carpenter below and examining the place; but I was overjoyed at
the captain’s offer to spend the night with me. He accordingly sent for the workman and ordered him
to do anything I required. We went below at once. I had all the bedding cleared out of the upper berth,
and we examined the place thoroughly to see if there was a board loose anywhere, or a panel which
could be opened or pushed aside. We tried the planks everywhere, tapped the flooring, unscrewed
the fittings of the lower berth and took it to pieces – in short, there was not a square inch of the state-
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room which was not searched and tested. Everything was in perfect order, and we put everything
back in its place. As we were finishing our work, Robert came to the door and looked in.

‘Well, sir – find anything, sir?’ he asked, with a ghastly grin.
‘You were right about the porthole, Robert,’ I said, and I gave him the promised sovereign. The

carpenter did his work silently and skilfully, following my directions. When he had done he spoke.
‘I’m a plain man, sir,’ he said. ‘But it’s my belief you had better just turn out your things,

and let me run half a dozen four-inch screws through the door of this cabin. There’s no good never
came o’ this cabin yet, sir, and that’s all about it. There’s been four lives lost out o’ here to my own
remembrance, and that is four trips. Better give it up, sir – better give it up!’

‘I will try it for one night more,’ I said.
‘Better give it up, sir – better give it up! It’s a precious bad job,’ repeated the workman, putting

his tools in his bag and leaving the cabin.
But my spirits had risen considerably at the prospect of having the captain’s company, and I

made up my mind not to be prevented from going to the end of this strange business. I abstained
from Welsh rare-bits and grog that evening, and did not even join in the customary game of whist.
I wanted to be quite sure of my nerves, and my vanity made me anxious to make a good figure in
the captain’s eyes.
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Chapter IV

 
The captain was one of those splendidly tough and cheerful specimens of seafaring humanity

whose combined courage, hardihood, and calmness in difficulty leads them naturally into high
positions of trust. He was not the man to be led away by an idle tale, and the mere fact that he was
willing to join me in the investigation was proof that he thought there was something seriously wrong,
which could not be accounted for on ordinary theories, nor laughed down as a common superstition.
To some extent, too, his reputation was at stake, as well as the reputation of the ship. It is no light
thing to lose passengers overboard, and he knew it.

About ten o’clock that evening, as I was smoking a last cigar, he came up to me, and drew me
aside from the beat of the other passengers who were patrolling the deck in the warm darkness.

‘This is a serious matter, Mr. Brisbane,’ he said. ‘We must make up our minds either way – to
be disappointed or to have a pretty rough time of it. You see I cannot afford to laugh at the affair,
and I will ask you to sign your name to a statement of whatever occurs. If nothing happens tonight
we will try it again tomorrow and next day. Are you ready?’

So we went below, and entered the state-room. As we went in I could see Robert the steward,
who stood a little further down the passage, watching us, with his usual grin, as though certain that
something dreadful was about to happen. The captain closed the door behind us and bolted it.

‘Supposing we put your portmanteau before the door,’ he suggested. ‘One of us can sit on it.
Nothing can get out then. Is the port screwed down?’

I found it as I had left it in the morning. Indeed, without using a lever, as I had done, no one
could have opened it. I drew back the curtains of the upper berth so that I could see well into it. By
the captain’s advice I lighted my reading lantern, and placed it so that it shone upon the white sheets
above. He insisted upon sitting on the portmanteau, declaring that he wished to be able to swear that
he had sat before the door.

Then he requested me to search the state-room thoroughly, an operation very soon
accomplished, as it consisted merely in looking beneath the lower berth and under the couch below
the porthole. The spaces were quite empty.

‘It is impossible for any human being to get in,’ I said, ‘or for any human being to open the port.’
‘Very good,’ said the captain calmly. ‘If we see anything now, it must be either imagination or

something supernatural.’
I sat down on the edge of the lower berth.
‘The first time it happened,’ said the captain, crossing his legs and leaning back against the

door, ‘was in March. The passenger who slept here, in the upper berth, turned out have been a lunatic
– at all events, he was known to have been a little touched, and he had taken his passage without the
knowledge of his friends. He rushed out in the middle of the night, and threw himself overboard,
before the officer who had the watch could stop him. We stopped and lowered a boat; it was a quiet
night, just before that heavy weather came on; but we could not find him. Of course his suicide was
afterwards accounted for on the ground of his insanity.’

‘I suppose that often happens?’ I remarked, rather absently.
‘Not often – no,’ said the captain; ‘never before in my experience, though I have heard of it

happening on board of other ships. Well, as I was saying, that occurred in March. On the very next
trip – What are you looking at?’ he asked, stopping suddenly in his narration.

I believe I gave no answer. My eyes were riveted upon the porthole. It seemed to me that the
brass loop-nut was beginning to turn very slowly upon the screw – so slowly, however, that I was
not sure it moved at all. I watched it intently, fixing its position in my mind, and trying to ascertain
whether it changed. Seeing where I was looking, the captain looked too.

‘It moves!’ he exclaimed, in a tone of conviction. ‘No, it does not,’ he added, after a minute.
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‘If it were the jarring of the screw,’ said I, ‘it would have opened during the day; but I found
it this evening jammed tight as I left it this morning.’

I rose and tried the nut. It was certainly loosened, for by an effort I could move it with my hands.
‘The queer thing,’ said the captain, ‘is that the second man who was lost is supposed to have

got through that very port. We had a terrible time over it. It was in the middle of the night, and the
weather was very heavy; there was an alarm that one of the ports was open and the sea running in. I
came below and found everything flooded, the water pouring in every time she rolled, and the whole
port swinging from the top bolts – not the porthole in the middle. Well, we managed to shut it, but the
water did some damage. Ever since that the place smells of sea-water from time to time. We supposed
the passenger had thrown himself out, though the Lord only knows how he did it. The steward kept
telling me that he cannot keep anything shut here. Upon my word – I can smell it now, cannot you?’
he enquired, sniffing the air suspiciously.

‘Yes – distinctly,’ I said, and I shuddered as that same odour of stagnant sea-water grew stronger
in the cabin. ‘Now, to smell like this, the place must be damp,’ I continued, ‘and yet when I examined
it with the carpenter this morning everything was perfectly dry. It is most extraordinary – hallo!’

My reading lantern, which had been placed in the upper berth, was suddenly extinguished.
There was still a good deal of light from the pane of ground glass near the door, behind which loomed
the regulation lamp. The ship rolled heavily, and the curtain of the upper berth swung far out into
the state-room and back again. I rose quickly from my seat on the edge of the bed, and the captain
at the same moment started to his feet with a loud cry of surprise. I had turned with the intention
of taking down the lantern to examine it, when I heard his exclamation, and immediately afterwards
his call for help. I sprang towards him. He was wrestling with all his might with the brass loop of the
port. It seemed to turn against his hands in spite of all his efforts. I caught up my cane, a heavy oak
stick I always used to carry, and thrust it through the ring and bore on it with all my strength. But the
strong wood snapped suddenly and I fell upon the couch. When I rose again the port was wide open,
and the captain was standing with his back against the door, pale to the lips.

‘There is something in that berth!’ he cried, in a strange voice, his eyes almost starting from his
head. ‘Hold the door, while I look – it shall not escape us, whatever it is!’

But instead of taking his place, I sprang upon the lower bed, and seized something which lay
in the upper berth.

It was something ghostly, horrible beyond words, and it moved in my grip. It was like the body
of a man long drowned, and yet it moved, and had the strength of ten men living; but I gripped it
with all my might – the slippery, oozy, horrible thing – the dead white eyes seemed to stare at me out
of the dusk; the putrid odour of rank sea-water was about it, and its shiny hair hung in foul wet curls
over its dead face. I wrestled with the dead thing; it thrust itself upon me and forced me back and
nearly broke my arms; it wound its corpse’s arms about my neck, the living death, and overpowered
me, so that I, at last, cried aloud and fell, and left my hold.

As I fell the thing sprang across me, and seemed to throw itself upon the captain. When I last
saw him on his feet his face was white and his lips set. It seemed to me that he struck a violent blow
at the dead being, and then he, too, fell forward upon his face, with an inarticulate cry of horror.

The thing paused an instant, seeming to hover over his prostrate body, and I could have
screamed again for very fright, but I had no voice left. The thing vanished sudddenly, and it seemed
to my disturbed senses that it made its exit through the open port, though how that was possible,
considering the smallness of the aperture, is more than anyone can tell. I lay a long time on the floor,
and the captain lay beside me. At last I partially recovered my senses and moved, and instantly I knew
that my arm was broken – the small bone of my left forearm near the wrist.

I got upon my feet somehow, and with my remaining hand I tried to raise the captain. He
groaned and moved, and at last came to himself. He was not hurt, but he seemed badly stunned.
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Well, do you want to hear any more? There is nothing more. That is the end of my story. The
carpenter carried out his scheme of running half a dozen four-inch screws through the door of one
hundred and five; and if ever you take a passage in the Kamtschatka, you may ask for a berth in that
state-room. You will be told that it is engaged – yes – it is engaged by that dead thing.

I finished the trip in the surgeon’s cabin. He doctored my broken arm, and advised me not to
‘fiddle about with ghosts and things’ any more. The captain was very silent, and never sailed again
in that ship, though it is still running. And I will not sail in her either. It was a very disagreeable
experience, and I was very badly frightened, which is a thing I do not like. That is all. That is how
I saw a ghost – if it was a ghost. It was dead, anyhow.
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Francis Scott Fitzgerald

 
 

Bernice Bobs Her Hair
 
 
I
 

After dark on Saturday night one could stand on the first tee of the golf-coupe and see the
country-club windows as a yellow expanse over a very black and wavy ocean. The waves of this ocean,
so to speak, were the heads of many curious eddies, a few of the more ingenious chauffeurs, the golf
professional’s deaf sister – and there were usually several stray, diffident waves who might have rolled
inside had they so desired. This was the gallery.

The balcony was inside. It consisted of the circle of wicker chairs that lined the wall of the
combination clubroom and ballroom. At these Saturday-night dances it was largely feminine; a great
babel54 of middle-aged ladies with sharp eyes and icy hearts behind lorgnettes55 and large bosoms.
The main function of the balcony was critical, it occasionally showed grudging admiration, but never
approval, for it is well known among ladies over thirty-five that when the younger set dance in the
summer-time it is with the very worst intentions in the world, and if they are not bombarded with
stony eyes stray couples will dance weird barbaric interludes in the corners, and the more popular,
more dangerous, girls will sometimes be kissed in the parked limousines of unsuspecting dowagers.

But, after all, this critical circle is not close enough to the stage to see the actors’ faces and catch
the subtler byplay. It can only frown and lean, ask questions and make satisfactory deductions from
its set of postulates, such as the one which states that every young man with a large income leads
the life of a hunted partridge. It never really appreciates the drama of the shifting, semi-cruel world
of adolescence. No; boxes, orchestra-circle, principals, and chorus be represented by the medley of
faces and voices that sway to the plaintive African rhythm of Dyer’s dance orchestra.

From sixteen-year-old Otis Ormonde, who has two more years at Hill School, to G. Reece
Stoddard, over whose bureau at home hangs a Harvard56 law diploma; from little Madeleine Hogue,
whose hair still feels strange and uncomfortable on top of her head, to Bessie MacRae, who has been
the life of the party a little too long – more than ten years – the medley is not only the centre of the
stage but contains the only people capable of getting an unobstructed view of it.

With a flourish and a bang the music stops. The couples exchange artificial, effortless smiles,
facetiously repeat ‘la-de-da-da dum-dum,’ and then the clatter of young feminine voices soars over
the burst of clapping.

A few disappointed stags caught in mid-floor as they bad been about to cut in subsided listlessly
back to the walls, because this was not like the riotous Christmas dances – these slimmer hops were
considered just pleasantly warm and exciting, where even the younger marrieds rose and performed
ancient waltzes and terrifying fox trots to the tolerant amusement of their younger brothers and sisters.

Warren McIntyre, who casually attended Yale, being one of the unfortunate stags, felt in his
dinner-coat pocket for a cigarette and strolled out onto the wide, semi-dark veranda, where couples
were scattered at tables, filling the lantern-hung night with vague words and hazy laughter. He nodded
here and there at the less absorbed and as he passed each couple some half-forgotten fragment of a
story played in his mind, for it was not a large city and everyone was Who’s Who to everyone else’s

54 babel – a noisy and confused company.
55 lorgnette – a pair of eye-glasses on a long handle.
56 Harvard – the USA oldest higher educational institution, founded in 1636.
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past. There, for example, were Jim Strain and Ethel Demorest, who had been privately engaged for
three years. Everyone knew that as soon as Jim managed to hold a job for more than two months she
would marry him. Yet how bored they both looked, and how wearily Ethel regarded Jim sometimes,
as if she wondered why she had trained the vines of her affection on such a wind-shaken poplar.

Warren was nineteen and rather pitying with those of his friends who hadn’t gone East to
college. But, like most boys, he bragged tremendously about the girls of his city when he was away
from it. There was Genevieve Ormonde, who regularly made the rounds of dances, house-parties,
and football games at Princeton57, Yale58, Williams59, and Cornell60; there was black-eyed Roberta
Dillon, who was quite as famous to her own generation as Hiram Johnson or Ty Cobb; and, of course,
there was Marjorie Harvey, who besides having a fairylike face and a dazzling, bewildering tongue
was already justly celebrated for having turned five cart-wheels in succession during the last pump-
and-slipper dance at New Haven61.

Warren, who had grown up across the street from Marjorie, had long been ‘crazy about her’.
Sometimes she seemed to reciprocate his feeling with a faint gratitude, but she had tried him by
her infallible test and informed him gravely that she did not love him. Her test was that when she
was away from him she forgot him and had affairs with other boys. Warren found this discouraging,
especially as Marjorie had been making little trips all summer, and for the first two or three days
after each arrival home he saw great heaps of mail on the Harveys’ hall table addressed to her in
various masculine handwritings. To make matters worse, all during the month of August she had
been visited by her cousin Bernice from Eau Claire, and it seemed impossible to see her alone. It
was always necessary to hunt round and find someone to take care of Bernice. As August waned this
was becoming more and more difficult.

Much as Warren worshipped Marjorie he had to admit that Cousin Bernice was sorta dopeless.
She was pretty, with dark hair and high color, but she was no fun on a party. Every Saturday night
he danced a long arduous duty dance with her to please Marjorie, but he had never been anything
but bored in her company.

‘Warren’ – a soft voice at his elbow broke in upon his thoughts, and he turned to see Marjorie,
flushed and radiant as usual. She laid a hand on his shoulder and a glow settled almost imperceptibly
over him.

‘Warren,’ she whispered ‘do something for me – dance with Bernice. She’s been stuck with
little Otis Ormonde for almost an hour.’

Warren’s glow faded.
‘Why – sure,’ he answered half-heartedly.
‘You don’t mind, do you? I’ll see that you don’t get stuck.’
‘’Sall right.’
Marjorie smiled – that smile that was thanks enough.
‘You’re an angel, and I’m obliged loads.’
With a sigh the angel glanced round the veranda, but Bernice and Otis were not in sight. He

wandered back inside, and there in front of the women’s dressing-room he found Otis in the centre
of a group of young men who were convulsed with laughter. Otis was brandishing a piece of timber
he had picked up, and discoursing volubly.

‘She’s gone in to fix her hair,’ he announced wildly. ‘I’m waiting to dance another hour with her.’
Their laughter was renewed.

57 Princeton – the fourth oldest university in the USA, founded in New Jersey in 1746.
58 Yale – a private university in New Heaven, the third oldest in the US, founded in 1701.
59 Williams – Roger Williams University in Nashville, Tennessee, US.
60 Cornell – a university in Ithaca, a city in south-central New York state, founded in 1862.
61 New Haven – a city in south-central Connecticut, founded in 1638.
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‘Why don’t some of you cut in?’ cried Otis resentfully. ‘She likes more variety.’
‘Why, Otis,’ suggested a friend ‘you’ve just barely got used to her.’
‘Why the two-by-four, Otis?’ inquired Warren, smiling.
‘The two-by-four? Oh, this? This is a club. When she comes out I’ll hit her on the head and

knock her in again.’
Warren collapsed on a settee and howled with glee.
‘Never mind, Otis,’ he articulated finally. ‘I’m relieving you this time.’
Otis simulated a sudden fainting attack and handed the stick to Warren.
‘If you need it, old man,’ he said hoarsely.
No matter how beautiful or brilliant a girl may be, the reputation of not being frequently cut

in on makes her position at a dance unfortunate. Perhaps boys prefer her company to that of the
butterflies with whom they dance a dozen times an but, youth in this jazz-nourished generation is
temperamentally restless, and the idea of fox-trotting more than one full fox trot with the same girl
is distasteful, not to say odious. When it comes to several dances and the intermissions between she
can be quite sure that a young man, once relieved, will never tread on her wayward toes again.

Warren danced the next full dance with Bernice, and finally, thankful for the intermission, he
led her to a table on the veranda. There was a moment’s silence while she did unimpressive things
with her fan.

‘It’s hotter here than in Eau Claire,’ she said.
Warren stifled a sigh and nodded. It might be for all he knew or cared. He wondered idly

whether she was a poor conversationalist because she got no attention or got no attention because
she was a poor conversationalist.

‘You going to be here much longer?’ he asked and then turned rather red. She might suspect
his reasons for asking.

‘Another week,’ she answered, and stared at him as if to lunge at his next remark when it left
his lips.

Warren fidgeted. Then with a sudden charitable impulse he decided to try part of his line on
her. He turned and looked at her eyes.

‘You’ve got an awfully kissable mouth,’ he began quietly.
This was a remark that he sometimes made to girls at college proms when they were talking

in just such half dark as this. Bernice distinctly jumped. She turned an ungraceful red and became
clumsy with her fan. No one had ever made such a remark to her before.

‘Fresh!’ – the word had slipped out before she realized it, and she bit her lip. Too late she
decided to be amused, and offered him a flustered smile

Warren was annoyed. Though not accustomed to have that remark taken seriously, still it usually
provoked a laugh or a paragraph of sentimental banter. And he hated to be called fresh, except in a
joking way. His charitable impulse died and he switched the topic.

‘Jim Strain and Ethel Demorest sitting out as usual,’ he commented.
This was more in Bernice’s line, but a faint regret mingled with her relief as the subject changed.

Men did not talk to her about kissable mouths, but she knew that they talked in some such way to
other girls.

‘Oh, yes,’ she said, and laughed. ‘I hear they’ve been mooning around for years without a red
penny. Isn’t it silly?’

Warren’s disgust increased. Jim Strain was a close friend of his brother’s, and anyway he
considered it bad form to sneer at people for not having money. But Bernice had had no intention
of sneering. She was merely nervous.
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II

 
When Marjorie and Bernice reached home at half after midnight they said good night at the

top of the stairs. Though cousins, they were not intimates. As a matter of fact Marjorie had no female
intimates – she considered girls stupid. Bernice on the contrary all through this parent-arranged visit
had rather longed to exchange those confidences flavored with giggles and tears that she considered
an indispensable factor in all feminine intercourse. But in this respect she found Marjorie rather cold;
felt somehow the same difficulty in talking to her that she had in talking to men. Marjorie never
giggled, was never frightened, seldom embarrassed, and in fact had very few of the qualities which
Bernice considered appropriately and blessedly feminine.

As Bernice busied herself with tooth-brush and paste this night she wondered for the hundredth
time why she never had any attention when she was away from home. That her family were the
wealthiest in Eau Claire; that her mother entertained tremendously, gave little diners for her daughter
before all dances and bought hear a car of her own to drive round in, never occurred to her as factors in
her home-town social success. Like most girls she had been brought up on the warm milk prepared by
Annie Fellows Johnston and on novels in which the female was beloved because of certain mysterious
womanly qualities always mentioned but never displayed.

Bernice felt a vague pain that she was not at present engaged in being popular. She did not
know that had it not been for Marjorie’s campaigning she would have danced the entire evening with
one man; but she knew that even in Eau Claire other girls with less position and less pulchritude were
given a much bigger rush. She attributed this to something subtly unscrupulous in those girls. It had
never worried her, and if it had her mother would have assured her that the other girls cheapened
themselves and that men really respected girls like Bernice.

She turned out the light in her bathroom, and on an impulse decided to go in and chat for a
moment with her aunt Josephine, whose light was still on. Her soft slippers bore her noiselessly down
the carpeted hall, but hearing voices inside she stopped near the partly opened door. Then she caught
her own name, and without any definite intention of eavesdropping lingered – and the thread of the
conversation going on inside pierced her consciousness sharply as if it had been drawn through with
a needle.

‘She’s absolutely hopeless!’ It was Marjorie’s voice. ‘Oh, I know what you’re going to say! So
many people have told you how pretty and sweet she is, and how she can cook! What of it? She has
a bum time. Men don’t like her.’

‘What’s a little cheap popularity?’
Mrs. Harvey sounded annoyed.
‘It’s everything when you’re eighteen,’ said Marjorie emphatically. ‘I’ve done my best. I’ve been

polite and I’ve made men dance with her, but they just won’t stand being bored. When I think of that
gorgeous coloring wasted on such a ninny, and think what Martha Carey could do with it – oh!’

‘There’s no courtesy these days.’
Mrs. Harvey’s voice implied that modern situations were too much for her. When she was a

girl all young ladies who belonged to nice families had glorious times.
‘Well,’ said Marjorie, ‘no girl can permanently bolster up a lame-duck visitor, because these

days it’s every girl for herself. I’ve even tried to drop hints about clothes and things, and she’s been
furious – given me the funniest looks. She’s sensitive enough to know she’s not getting away with
much, but I’ll bet she consoles herself by thinking that she’s very virtuous and that I’m too gay and
fickle and will come to a bad end. All unpopular girls think that way. Sour grapes! Sarah Hopkins
refers to Genevieve and Roberta and me as gardenia girls! I’ll bet she’d give ten years of her life and
her European education to be a gardenia girl and have three or four men in love with her and be cut
in on every few feet at dances.’
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‘It seems to me,’ interrupted Mrs. Harvey rather wearily, ‘that you ought to be able to do
something for Bernice. I know she’s not very vivacious.’

Marjorie groaned.
‘Vivacious! Good grief! I’ve never heard her say anything to a boy except that it’s hot or the

floor’s crowded or that she’s going to school in New York next year. Sometimes she asks them what
kind of car they have and tells them the kind she has. Thrilling!’

There was a short silence and then Mrs. Harvey took up her refrain:
‘All I know is that other girls not half so sweet and attractive get partners. Martha Carey, for

instance, is stout and loud, and her mother is distinctly common. Roberta Dillon is so thin this year
that she looks as though Arizona were the place for her. She’s dancing herself to death.’

‘But, mother,’ objected Marjorie impatiently, ‘Martha is cheerful and awfully witty and an
awfully slick girl, and Roberta’s a marvellous dancer. She’s been popular for ages!’

Mrs. Harvey yawned.
‘I think it’s that crazy Indian blood in Bernice,’ continued Marjorie. ‘Maybe she’s a reversion

to type. Indian women all just sat round and never said anything.’
‘Go to bed, you silly child,’ laughed Mrs. Harvey. ‘I wouldn’t have told you that if I’d thought you

were going to remember it. And I think most of your ideas are perfectly idiotic,’ she finished sleepily.
There was another silence, while Marjorie considered whether or not convincing her mother was

worth the trouble. People over forty can seldom be permanently convinced of anything. At eighteen
our convictions are hills from which we look; at forty-five they are caves in which we hide.

Having decided this, Marjorie said good night. When she came out into the hall it was quite
empty.

 
III

 
While Marjorie was breakfasting late next day Bernice came into the room with a rather formal

good morning, sat down opposite, stared intently over and slightly moistened her lips.
‘What’s on your mind?’ inquired Marjorie, rather puzzled.
Bernice paused before she threw her hand-grenade.
‘I heard what you said about me to your mother last night.’
Marjorie was startled, but she showed only a faintly heightened color and her voice was quite

even when she spoke.
‘Where were you?’
‘In the hall. I didn’t mean to listen – at first.’
After an involuntary look of contempt Marjorie dropped her eyes and became very interested

in balancing a stray corn-flake on her finger.’
‘I guess I’d better go back to Eau Claire – if I’m such a nuisance.’ Bernice’s lower lip was

trembling violently and she continued on a wavering note: ‘I’ve tried to be nice, and – and I’ve been
first neglected and then insulted. No one ever visited me and got such treatment.’

Marjorie was silent.
‘But I’m in the way, I see. I’m a drag on you. Your friends don’t like me.’ She paused, and then

remembered another one of her grievances. ‘Of course I was furious last week when you tried to hint
to me that that dress was unbecoming. Don’t you think I know how to dress myself?’

‘No,’ murmured Marjorie less than half-aloud.
‘What?’
‘I didn’t hint anything,’ said Marjorie succinctly. ‘I said, as I remember, that it was better to

wear a becoming dress three times straight than to alternate it with two frights.’
‘Do you think that was a very nice thing to say?’
‘I wasn’t trying to be nice.’ Then after a pause: ‘When do you want to go?’
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Bernice drew in her breath sharply.
‘Oh!’ It was a little half-cry.
Marjorie looked up in surprise.
‘Didn’t you say you were going?’
‘Yes, but – ’
‘Oh, you were only bluffing!’
They stared at each other across the breakfast-table for a moment. Misty waves were passing

before Bernice’s eyes, while Marjorie’s face wore that rather hard expression that she used when
slightly intoxicated undergraduate’s were making love to her.

‘So you were bluffing,’ she repeated as if it were what she might have expected.
Bernice admitted it by bursting into tears. Marjorie’s eyes showed boredom.
‘You’re my cousin,’ sobbed Bernice. ‘I’m v-v-visiting you. I was to stay a month, and if I go

home my mother will know and she’ll wah-wonder – ’
Marjorie waited until the shower of broken words collapsed into little sniffles.
‘I’ll give you my month’s allowance,’ she said coldly, ‘and you can spend this last week anywhere

you want. There’s a very nice hotel – ’
Bernice’s sobs rose to a flute note, and rising of a sudden she fled from the room.
An hour later, while Marjorie was in the library absorbed in composing one of those non-

committal marvelously elusive letters that only a young girl can write, Bernice reappeared, very red-
eyed, and consciously calm. She cast no glance at Marjorie but took a book at random from the shelf
and sat down as if to read. Marjorie seemed absorbed in her letter and continued writing. When the
clock showed noon Bernice closed her book with a snap.

‘I suppose I’d better get my railroad ticket.’
This was not the beginning of the speech she had rehearsed up-stairs, but as Marjorie was not

getting her cues – wasn’t urging her to be reasonable; it’s an a mistake – it was the best opening she
could muster.

‘Just wait till I finish this letter,’ said Marjorie without looking round. ‘I want to get it off in
the next mail.’

After another minute, during which her pen scratched busily, she turned round and relaxed
with an air of ‘at your service.’ Again Bernice had to speak.

‘Do you want me to go home?’
‘Well,’ said Marjorie, considering, ‘I suppose if you’re not having a good time you’d better go.

No use being miserable.’
‘Don’t you think common kindness – ’
‘Oh, please don’t quote “Little Women”!’ cried Marjorie impatiently. ‘That’s out of style.’
‘You think so?’
‘Heavens, yes! What modern girl could live like those inane females?’
‘They were the models for our mothers.’
Marjorie laughed.
‘Yes, they were – not! Besides, our mothers were all very well in their way, but they know very

little about their daughters’ problems.’
Bernice drew herself up.
‘Please don’t talk about my mother.’
Marjorie laughed.
‘I don’t think I mentioned her.’
Bernice felt that she was being led away from her subject.
‘Do you think you’ve treated me very well?’
‘I’ve done my best. You’re rather hard material to work with.’
The lids of Bernice’s eyes reddened.
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‘I think you’re hard and selfish, and you haven’t a feminine quality in you.’
‘Oh, my Lord!’ cried Marjorie in desperation ‘You little nut! Girls like you are responsible for

all the tiresome colorless marriages; all those ghastly inefficiencies that pass as feminine qualities.
What a blow it must be when a man with imagination marries the beautiful bundle of clothes that he’s
been building ideals round, and finds that she’s just a weak, whining, cowardly mass of affectations!’

Bernice’s mouth had slipped half open.
‘The womanly woman!’ continued Marjorie. ‘Her whole early life is occupied in whining

criticisms of girls like me who really do have a good time.’
Bernice’s jaw descended farther as Marjorie’s voice rose.
‘There’s some excuse for an ugly girl whining. If I’d been irretrievably ugly I’d never have

forgiven my parents for bringing me into the world. But you’re starting life without any handicap – ’
Marjorie’s little fist clinched, ‘If you expect me to weep with you you’ll be disappointed. Go or stay,
just as you like.’ And picking up her letters she left the room.

Bernice claimed a headache and failed to appear at luncheon. They had a matinée date for the
afternoon, but the headache persisting, Marjorie made explanation to a not very downcast boy. But
when she returned late in the afternoon she found Bernice with a strangely set face waiting for her
in her bedroom.

‘I’ve decided,’ began Bernice without preliminaries, ‘that maybe you’re right about things –
possibly not. But if you’ll tell me why your friends aren’t – aren’t interested in me I’ll see if I can
do what you want me to.’
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