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          And he found to his astonishment
that he came to the appointed place with a sense of profound relief. It was
true that the window was somewhat high up in the wall, and that, in case of
fire, it might be difficult, for many reasons, to get out that way; it was
barred like the basement windows that one sees now and then in London houses, but as for the rest
it was an extremely snug room. There was a gay flowering paper on the walls, a
hanging bookshelf — his stomach sickened for an
instant — a little table under the
window with a board and draughtsmen on it, two or three good pictures,
religious and ordinary, and the man who looked after him was arranging the
tea-things on the table in the middle of the room. And there was a nice wicker
chair by a bright fire. It was a thoroughly pleasant room; cosy you would call
it. And, thank God, it was all over, anyhow.
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          It had been a horrible time for
the last three months, up to an hour ago. First of all there was the trouble;
all over in a minute, that was, and couldn’t be helped, though it was a pity,
and the girl wasn’t worth it. But then there was the getting out of the town.
He thought at first of just going about his ordinary business and knowing
nothing about it; he didn’t think that anybody had seen him following Joe down
to the river. Why not loaf about as usual, and say nothing, and go into the
Ringland Arms for a pint? It might be days before they found the body under the
alders; and there would be an inquest, and all that. Would it be the best plan
just to stick it out, and hold his tongue if the police came asking him
questions? But then, how could he account for himself and his doings that
evening? He might say he went for a stroll in Bleadon Woods and home again
without meeting anybody. There was nobody who could contradict him that he
could think of.


            And
now, sitting in the snug room with the bright wallpaper, sitting in the cosy
chair by the fire — all so different from the
tales they told of such places — he wished he had stuck it
out and faced it out, and let them come on and find out what they could. But,
then, he had got frightened. Lots of men had heard him swearing it would be
outing does for Joe if he didn’t leave the girl alone. And he had shown his
revolver to Dick Haddon, and ‘Lobster’ Carey, and Finniman, and others, and
then they would be fitting the bullet into the revolver, and it would be all
up. He got into a panic and shook with terror, and knew he could never stay in
Ledham, not another hour.
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          Mrs Evans, his landlady, was
spending the evening with her married daughter at the other side of the town,
and would not be back till eleven. He shaved off his stubbly black beard and
moustache, and slunk out of the town in the dark and walked all through the
night by a lonely by-road, and got to Darnley, twenty miles away, in the
morning in time to catch the London excursion. There was a
great crowd of people, and, so far as he could see, nobody that he knew, and
the carriages packed full of Darnleyites and Lockwood weavers all in high
spirits and taking no notice of him. They all got out at King’s Cross, and he
strolled about with the rest, and looked round here and there as they did and
had a glass of beer at a crowded bar. He didn’t see how anybody was to find out
where he had gone.
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          He got a back room in a quiet
street off the Caledonian Road, and waited. There was
something in the evening paper that night, something that you couldn’t very
well make out. By the next day Joe’s body was found, and they got to Murder — the doctor said it couldn’t be suicide. Then his own name
came in, and he was missing and was asked to come forward. And then he read
that he was supposed to have gone to London, and he went sick with
fear. He went hot and he went cold. Something rose in his throat and choked
him. His hands shook as he held the paper, his head whirled with terror. He was
afraid to go home to his room, because he knew he could not stay still in it;
he would be tramping up and down, like a wild beast, and the landlady would
wonder. And he was afraid to be in the streets, for fear a policeman would come
behind and put a hand on his shoulder. There was kind of small square round the
corner and he sat down on one of the benches there and held up the paper before
his face, with the children yelling and howling and playing all about him on
the asphalt paths. They took no notice of him, and yet they were company of a
sort; it was not like being all alone in that little, quiet room. But it soon
got dark and the man came to shut the gates.
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          And after that night; nights and
days of horror and sick terrors that he never had known a man could suffer and
live. He had brought enough money to keep him for a while, but every time he changed
a note he shook with fear, wondering whether it would be traced. What could he
do? Where could he go? Could he get out of the country? But there were
passports and papers of all sorts; that would never do. He read that the police
held a clue to the Ledham Murder Mystery; and he trembled to his lodgings and
locked himself in and moaned in his agony, and then found himself chattering
words and phrases at random, without meaning or relevance; strings of gibbering
words: ‘all right, all right, all right . . . yes, yes, yes, yes . . . there,
there, there . . . well, well, well, well . . .’ just because he must utter
something, because he could not bear to sit still and silent, with that anguish
tearing his heart, with that sick horror choking him, with that weight of
terror pressing on his breast. And then, nothing happened; and a little, faint,
trembling hope fluttered in his breast for a while, and for a day or two he
felt he might have a chance after all.


            One
night he was in such a happy state that he ventured round to the little
public-house at the corner, and drank a bottle of Old Brown Ale with some
enjoyment, and began to think of what life might be again, if by a miracle — he recognised, even then, that it would be a miracle — all this horror passed away, and he was once more just
like other men, with nothing to be afraid of. He was relishing the Brown Ale,
and quite plucking up a spirit, when a chance phrase from the bar caught him:
‘looking for him not far from here, so they say.’ He left the glass of beer
half full, and went out wondering whether he had the courage to kill himself
that night. As a matter of fact the men at the bar were talking about a recent
and sensational cat burglar; but every such word was doom to this wretch. And
ever and again, he would check himself in his horrors, in his mutterings and
gibberings, and wonder with amazement that the heart of a man could suffer such
bitter agony, such rending torment. It was as if he had found out and
discovered, he alone of all men living, a new world of which no man before had
ever dreamed, in which no man could believe, if he were told the story of it.
He had woken up in his past life from such nightmares, now and again, as most
men suffer. They were terrible, so terrible that he remembered two or three of
them that had oppressed him years before; but they were pure delight to what he
now endured. Not endured, but writhed under as a worm twisting amidst red,
burning coals.


            He
went out into the streets, some noisy, some dull and empty, and considered in
his panic-stricken confusion which he should choose. They were looking for him
in that part of London; there was deadly peril in
every step. The streets where people went to and fro and laughed and chattered
might be the safer; he could walk with the others and seem to be of them, and
so be less likely to be noticed by those who were hunting on his track. But
then, on the other hand, the great electric lamps made these streets almost as
bright as day, and every feature of the passers-by was clearly seen. True, he
was clean-shaven now, and the pictures of him in the papers showed a bearded
man, and his own face in the glass still looked strange to him. Still, there
were sharp eyes that could penetrate such disguises; and they might have brought
down some man from Ledham who knew him well, and knew the way he walked; and so
he might be haled and held at any moment. He dared not walk under the clear
blaze of the electric lamps. He would be safe in the dark, quiet by-ways.


            He
was turning aside, making for a very quiet street close by, when he hesitated.
This street, indeed, was still enough after dark, and not over well lighted. It
was a street of low, two-storied houses of grey brick that had grimed, with
three or four families in each house. Tired men came home here after working
hard all day, and people drew their blinds early and stirred very little
abroad, and went early to bed; footsteps were rare in this street and in other
streets into which it led, and the lamps were few and dim compared with those
in the big thoroughfares. And yet, the very fact that few people were about
made such as were all the more noticeable and conspicuous. And the police went
slowly on their beats in the dark streets as in the bright, and with few people
to look at no doubt they looked all the more keenly at such as passed on the
pavement. In his world, that dreadful world that he had discovered and dwelt in
alone, the darkness was brighter than the daylight, and solitude more dangerous
than a multitude of men. He dared not go into the light, he feared the shadows,
and went trembling to his room and shuddered there as the hours of the night
went by; shuddered and gabbled to himself his infernal rosary: ‘all right, all
right, all right . . . splendid, splendid . . . that’s the way, that’s the way,
that’s the way, that’s the way . . . yes, yes, yes . . . first rate, first rate
. . . all right . . . one, one, one, one’ —
gabbled in a low mutter to keep himself from howling like a wild beast.
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          It was somewhat in the manner of
a wild beast that he beat and tore against the cage of his fate. Now and again
it struck him as incredible. He would not believe that it was so. It was
something that he would wake from, as he had waked from those nightmares that
he remembered, for things did not really happen so. He could not believe it, he
would not believe it. Or, if it were so indeed, then all these horrors must be
happening to some other man into whose torments he had mysteriously entered. Or
he had got into a book, into a tale which one read and shuddered at, but did
not for one moment credit; all make-believe, it must be, and presumably
everything would be all right again. And then the truth came down on him like a
heavy hammer, and beat him down, and held him down — on the burning coals of his anguish.


            Now
and then he tried to reason with himself. He forced himself to be sensible, as
he put it; not to give way, to think of his chances. After all, it was three
weeks since he had got into the excursion train at Darnley, and he was still a
free man, and every day of freedom made his chances better. These things often
die down. There were lots of cases in which the police never got the man they
were after. He lit his pipe and began to think things over quietly. It might be
a good plan to give his landlady notice, and leave at the end of the week, and
make for somewhere in South London, and try to get a job of some sort: that would help to put
them off his track. He got up and looked thoughtfully out of the window; and
caught his breath. There, outside the little newspaper shop opposite, was the
bill of the evening paper: New Clue in Ledham Murder Mystery.
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          The moment came at last. He
never knew the exact means by which he was hunted down. As a matter of fact, a
woman who knew him well happened to be standing outside Darnley station on the
Excursion Day morning, and she had recognised him, in spite of his beardless
chin. And then, at the other end, his landlady, on her way upstairs, had heard
his mutterings and gabblings, though the voice was low. She was interested, and
curious, and a little frightened, and wondered whether her lodger might be
dangerous, and naturally she talked to her friends. So the story trickled down
to the ears of the police, and the police asked about the date of the lodger’s
arrival. And there you were. And there was our nameless friend, drinking a
good, hot cup of tea, and polishing off the bacon and eggs with rare appetite;
in the cosy room with the cheerful paper; otherwise the Condemned Cell.
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          The express from the west rushed
through Acton with a scream, whirling
clouds of dust around it; and Frank Halswell knocked out the ashes from his
pipe and proceeded to gather from various quarters of the carriage his
newspapers, his hat-box, his handbag, and, chief of all, a large portfolio
carefully packed in brown paper. He looked at his watch, and said to himself:
‘6.30; we shall be at Paddington in five minutes; and only five minutes late,
for a wonder.’ But he congratulated himself and the railway company rather too
soon: a few minutes later and the train began to slacken, the speed grew slower
and slower, and at last came the grinding sound of the brakes and a dead stop.
Halswell looked out of the window over the dreary expanse of Wormwood Scrubbs,
and heard someone in the next carriage explaining the cause of the delay with
pardonable pride in his technical knowledge. ‘You see, them there signals is
against us, and if we was to go on we should jolly well go to kingdom come, we
should.’ Halswell looked at his watch again and drummed his heels against the
floor, wondering impatiently when they would be at Paddington, when, with a
sudden whirl, a down train swept by them and the western express once more
moved on. Halswell rubbed his eyes; he had looked up as the down train passed,
and in one of the carriages he thought he had seen his own face. It was only
for a second, and he could not be sure. ‘It must have been a reflection,’ he
kept on saying, ‘from the glass of one window to the other. Still, I fancied I
saw a black coat, and mine is light. But of course it was a reflection.’


            The
express rolled into the terminus with dignity —
it was only ten minutes late, after all; and Frank Halswell bundled himself and
his traps into a hansom, congratulating himself on the paucity of his bags and
the absence of his trunks as he watched the excited mob rushing madly at a
Redan of luggage. ‘153, the Mall, Kensington!’ he shouted to the driver above
the hubbub of the platform; and they were soon threading deftly along the dingy
streets that looked so much dingier than usual after the blue mist upon the
sea, the purple heather and the sunny fields. Frank (he was a very popular
artist in those days — a rising man, indeed) had
been on a sketching tour in Devon and Cornwall: he had wandered along the deep
sheltered lanes from hill to hill, by the orchards already red and gold, by
moorland and lowland, by the rocky coast and the combes sinking down to the
wondrous sea.


            On
the Cornish roads he had seen those many ancient crosses, with their weird
interlacing carving, which sometimes stand upon a mound and mark where two ways
meet; and as he put his portfolio beside him he could not help feeling a glow
of pride at its contents. ‘I fancy I shall make a pretty good show by next
spring,’ he thought. Poor fellow! he was never to paint another picture; but he
did not know it. Then, as the hansom verged westward, gliding with its ringing
bells past the great mansions facing the park, Halswell’s thoughts went back to
the hotel at Plymouth and the acquaintance he had
made there. ‘Yes; Kerr was an amusing fellow,’ he thought; ‘glad I gave him my
card. Louie is sure to get on with him. Curious thing, too, he was wonderfully
like me, if he had been only clean shaven and not “bearded like the pard.” Dare
say we shall see him before long; he said he was going to pay a short visit to London. I fancy he must be an
actor; I never saw such a fellow to imitate a man’s voice and gestures. I
wonder what made him go off in such a hurry yesterday. Hullo! here we are; hi,
cabman! there’s 153.’


            The
twin doors of the hansom banged open; the garden gate shrieked and clanged, and
Halswell bounded up the steps and rapped loudly at the door. The maid opened
it. Even as he said, ‘Thank you, Jane; your mistress quite well, I suppose?’ he
thought he noticed a strange look, half questioning, half surprised, in her
eyes; but he ran past her, up the stairs, and burst into the pretty
drawing-room. His wife was lying on the sofa; but she rose with a cry as he
came in.


            ‘Frank!
Back again so soon? I am so glad! I thought you said you might have to be away
a week.’


            ‘My
dear Louie, what do you mean? I have been away three weeks, haven’t I? I rather
think I left for Devonshire in the first week of
August.’


            ‘Yes,
of course, my dear; but then you came back late last night.’


            ‘What!
I came back last night? I slept last night at Plymouth. What are you talking
about?’


            ‘Don’t
be silly, Frank. You know very well you rang us all up at twelve
 o’clock.
Just like you, to come home in the middle of the night when nobody expected
you. You know you said in your last letter you were not coming until today.’


            ‘Louise
dear, you must be dreaming. I never came here last night. Here is my bill at
the hotel; you see, it is dated this morning.’


            Mrs
Halswell stared blankly at the bill; then she got up and rang the bell. How hot
it was! The close air of the London street seemed to choke her.
Halswell walked a few paces across the room, then suddenly stopped and shuddered.


            ‘Jane,
I want to ask you whether your master did not come here last night at twelve
 o’clock;
and whether you did not get him a cab early this morning?’


            ‘Yes,
mum, at least— ‘


            ‘At
least what? You let him in yourself.’


            ‘Yes,
mum, of course I did. But, begging your pardon, sir, I thought as how your
voice didn’t sound quite natural this morning when you called out to the cabman
to drive to Stepney, because you had changed your mind, and didn’t want to go
to Waterloo.’


            ‘Good
God! What are you thinking about? I never came here. I was in Plymouth.’


            ‘Frank!
You are joking! Look here, you left this behind you.’


            She
showed him a little silver cigarette case with his initials engraved on it. It
was a present from his wife, he had missed it one day when he was strolling
with Kerr, and had regretted it deeply, searching in the grass in vain.


            Halswell
held the toy in his hand. He thought he was indeed in a dream, and through the
open window came the shrieks of the newsboys, ‘Extry speshal! extry speshal!’
The light had faded; it was getting dark. But suddenly it all flashed upon him.
He remembered Kerr and the face he had caught sight of in the passing train; he
remembered the strange likeness; he knew who had found the cigarette case; he
knew well who it was that had come to his house.


            The
maid was a good girl; she had stolen away. No one knows what manner of
conversation Frank and his wife had together in the darkness; but that night he
went away, as it was said, to America. Mrs Halswell was dead
before the next summer.
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          There was a thick fog, acrid and
abominable, all over London when I set out for the
West. And in the heart of the fog, as it were, was the shudder of the hard
frost that made one think of those winters in Dickens that had seemed to have
become fabulous. It was a day on which to hear in dreams the iron ring of the
horses’ hoofs on the Great North Road, to meditate the old inns
with blazing fires, the coach going onward into the darkness, into a frozen
world. A few miles out of London the fog lifted. The horizon
was still vague in a purple mist of cold, but the sun shone brilliantly from a
pale clear sky of blue, and all the earth was a magic of whiteness: white
fields stretched to that dim violet mist far away, white hedges divided them,
and the trees were all snowy white with the winter blossom of the frost. The
train had been delayed a little by the thick fog about London; now it was rushing at a
tremendous speed through this strange white world.


            My
business with the famous town in the West was to attempt to make some picture
of it as it faced the stress of war, to find out whether it prospered or not.
From what I had seen in other large towns, I expected to find it all of a
bustle on the Saturday, its shops busy, its streets thronged and massed with
people. Therefore, it was with no small astonishment that I found the
atmosphere of Westpool wholly different from anything I had observed at Sheffield or Birmingham. Hardly anybody seemed to
leave the train at the big station, and the broad road into the town wore a
shy, barred-up air; it reminded one somewhat of the streets by which the
traveller passes into forgotten places, little villages that once were great
cities. I remember how in the town of my birth, Caerleon-on-Usk, the doctor’s
wife would leave the fire and run to the window if a step sounded in the main
street outside; and strangely I was reminded of this as I walked from the
Westpool station. Save for one thing: at intervals there were silent parties
huddled together as if for help ard comfort, and all making for the outskirts
of the city.


            There
is a fair quarter of an hour’s walk between Westpool station and the centre of
the town. And here I would say that though Westpool is one of the biggest and
busiest cities in England, it is also, in my judgment
one of the most beautiful. Not only on account of the ancient timbered houses
that still overhang many of its narrower streets, not only because of its
glorious churches and noble old traditions of splendour — I am known to be weak and partial where such things are
concerned — but rather because of its
site. For the very heart of the great town a narrow, river runs, full of tall
ships, bordered by bustling quays; and so you can often look over your garden
wall and see a cluster of masts, and the shaking out of sails for a fair wind.
And this brining of deep-sea business into the middle of the dusty streets has
always seemed to me an enchantment; there is something of Sindbad and Basra and Bagdad and the Nights in it. But
this is not all the delight of Westpool; from the very quays of the river the
town rushes up to great heights, with streets so steep that often they are
flights of steps as in St Peter Port, and ladder-like ascents. And as I came to
Middle Quay in Westpool that winter day, the sun hovered over the violet mists,
and the windows of the houses on the heights flamed and flashed red, vehement
fires.


            But
the slight astonishment with which I had noted the shuttered and dismal aspect
of the station road now became bewilderment. Middle Quay is the heart of
Westpool, and all its business. I had always seen it swarm like an anthill.
There were scarcely half a dozen people there on Saturday afternoon; and they
seemed to be hurrying away. The Vintry and the Little Vintry, those famous
streets, were deserted. I saw in a moment that I had come on a fool’s errand:
in Westpool assuredly there was no hurry or rush of war-business, no swarm of
eager shoppers for me to describe. I had an introduction to a well-known
Westpool man. ‘Oh no,’ he said, ‘we are very slack in Westpool. We are doing
hardly anything. There’s an aeroplane factory out at Oldham, and they’re making high
explosives by Portdown, but that doesn’t affect us. Things are quiet, very
quiet.’ I suggested that they might brighten up a little at night. ‘No,’ he
said, ‘it really wouldn’t be worth your while to stay on; you wouldn’t find
anything to write about, I assure you.’


            I
was not satisfied. I went out and about the desolate streets of the great city;
I made inquiries at random, and always heard the same story— ‘Things were very slack.’ And I began to receive an
extraordinary impression: that the few I met were frightened, and were making
the best of their way, either out of the town, or to the safety of their own
bolted doors and barred shutters. It was only the very special mention of a
friendly commercial traveller of my acquaintance that got me a room for the
night at the ‘Pineapple’ on Middle Quay, overlooking the river. The landlord
assented with difficulty, after praising the express to town. ‘It’s a noisy
place, this,’ he said, ‘if you’re not used to it.’ I looked at him. It was as
quiet as if we were in the heart of the forest or the desert. ‘You see,’ he
said, ‘we don’t do much in munitions, but there’s a lot of night transport for
the docks at Portdown. You know those climbing motors that they use in the
Army, caterpillars or whatever they call them. We get a lot of them through
Westpool; we get all sorts of heavy stuff, and I expect they’ll wake you at
night. I wouldn’t go to the window, if I were you, if you do wake up. They
don’t like anybody peering about.


            And
I woke up in the dead of night. There was a thundering and a rumbling and a
trembling of the earth such as I had never heard. And shouting too; and rolling
oaths that sounded like judgment. I got up and drew the blind a little aside,
in spite of the landlord’s warning, and there was that desolate Middle Quay
swarming with men, and the river full of great ships, faint and huge in the
frosty mist, and sailing-ships too. Men were rolling casks by the hundred down
to the ships. ‘Hurry up, you lazy lubbers, you damned sons of guns, damn ye !’
said a great voice. ‘Shall the King’s Majesty lack powder?’ ‘No, by God, he
shall not!’ roared the answer. ‘I rolled it aboard for old King George, and
young King George shall be none the worse for me.’


            ‘And
who the devil are you to speak so bold?’


            ‘Blast
ye, bos’n; I fell at Trafalgar.’
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          More than a hundred years ago a
simple German maid-of-all-work caused a great sensation. She became subject to
seizures of a very singular character, of so singular a character that the
family inconvenienced by these attacks were interested and, perhaps a little
proud of a servant whose fits were so far removed from the ordinary convulsion.
The case was thus. Anna, or Gretchen, or whatever her name might be, would
suddenly become oblivious of soup, sausage, and the material world generally.


            But
she neither screamed, nor foamed, nor fell to earth after the common fashion of
such seizures. She stood up, and from her mouth rolled sentence after sentence
of splendid sound, in a sonorous tongue, filling her hearers with awe and
wonder. Not one of her listeners understood a word of Anna’s majestic
utterances, and it was useless to question her in her uninspired moments, for
the girl knew nothing of what had happened.


            At
length, as it fell out, some scholarly personage was present during one of
these extraordinary fits; and he at once declared that the girl was speaking
Hebrew, with a pure accent and perfect intonation. And, in a sense, the wonder
was now greater than ever. How could the simple Anna speak Hebrew? She had
certainly never learnt it. She could barely read and write her native German.
Everyone was amazed, and the occult mind of the day began to formulate theories
and speak of possession and familiar spirits. Unfortunately (as I think, for I
am a lover of all insoluble mysteries), the problem of the girl’s Hebrew speech
was solved; solved, that is, to a certain extent.


            The
tale got abroad, and so it became known that some years before Anna had been
servant to an old scholar. This personage was in the habit of declaiming Hebrew
as he walked up and down his study and the passages of his house, and the maid
had unconsciously stored the chanted words in some cavern of her soul; in that
receptacle, I suppose, which we are content to call the subconsciousness. I
must confess that the explanation does not strike me as satisfactory in all
respects. In the first place, there is the extraordinary tenacity of memory;
but I suppose that other instances of this, though rare enough, might be cited.
Then, there is the association of this particular storage of the subconscious
with a species of seizure; I do not know whether any similar instances can be
cited.


            Still,
minor puzzles apart, the great mystery was mysterious no more: Anna spoke
Hebrew because she had heard Hebrew and, in her odd fashion, had remembered it.


             


            To
the best of my belief, cases that offer some points of similarity are
occasionally noted at the present day. Persons ignorant of Chinese deliver
messages in that tongue; the speech of Abyssinia is heard from lips
incapable, in ordinary moments, of anything but the pleasing idiom of the United States of America, and untaught Cockneys
suddenly become fluent in Basque.


            But
all this, so far as I am concerned, is little more than rumour; I do not know
how far these tales have been subjected to strict and systematic examination.
But in any case, they do not interest me so much as a very odd business that
happened on the Welsh border more than sixty years ago. I was not very old at
the time, but I remember my father and mother talking about the affair, just as
I remember them talking about the Franco-Prussian War in the August of 1870,
and coming to the conclusion that the French seemed to be getting the worst of
it. And later, when I was growing up and the mysteries were beginning to
exercise their fascination upon me, I was able to confirm my vague
recollections and add to them a good deal of exact information. The odd
business to which I am referring was the so-called ‘Speaking with Tongues’ at
Bryn Sion Chapel, Treowen, Monmouthshire, on a Christmas Day of the early
‘seventies.


             


            Treowen
is one of a chain of horrible mining villages that wind in and out of the
Monmouthshire and Glamorganshire valleys. Above are the great domed heights,
quivering with leaves (like the dear Zacynthus of Ulysses), on their lower
slopes, and then mounting by far stretches of deep bracken, glittering in the
sunlight, to a golden land of gorse, and at last to wild territory, bare and
desolate, that seems to surge upward for ever. But beneath, in the valley, are
the black pits and the blacker mounds, and heaps of refuse, vomiting chimneys,
mean rows and ranks of grey houses faced with red brick; all as dismal and
detestable as the eye can see.


            Such
a place is Treowen; uglier and blacker now than it was sixty years ago; and all
the worse for the contrast of its vileness with those glorious and shining
heights above it. Down in the town there are three great chapels of the
Methodists and Baptists and Congregationalists; architectural monstrosities all
three of them, and a red brick church does not do much to beautify the place.
But above all this, on the hillside, there are scattered white-washed farms,
and a little hamlet of white, thatched cottages, remnants all of a
pre-industrial age, and here is situated the old meeting-house called Bryn
Sion, which means, I believe, the Brow of Zion. It must have been built about
1790-1800, and, being a simple, square building, devoid of crazy ornament, is
quite inoffensive.


            Here
came the mountain farmers and cottagers, trudging, some of them, long distances
on the wild tracks and paths of the hillside; and here ministered, from 1860 to
1880, the Reverend Thomas Beynon, a bachelor, who lived in the little cottage
next to the chapel, where a grove of beech trees was blown into a thin straggle
of tossing boughs by the great winds of the mountain.


            Now,
Christmas Day falling on a Sunday in this year of long ago, the usual service
was held at Bryn Sion Chapel, and, the weather being fine, the congregation was
a large one — that is, something between
forty and fifty people. People met and shook hands and wished each other ‘Merry
Christmas,’ and exchanged the news of the week and prices at Newport market,
till the elderly, white-bearded minister, in his shining black, went into the
chapel. The deacons followed him and took their places in the big pew by the
open fireplace, and the little meeting-house was almost full. The minister had
a windsor chair, a red hassock, and a pitch-pine table in a sort of raised pen
at the end of the chapel, and from this place he gave out the opening hymn.
Then followed a long portion of Scripture, a second hymn, and the congregation
settled themselves to attend to the prayer.


            It
was at this moment that the service began to vary from the accustomed order.
The minister did not kneel down in the usual way; he stood staring at the
people, very strangely, as some of them thought. For perhaps a couple of
minutes he faced them in dead silence, and here and there people shuffled
uneasily in their pews. Then he came down a few paces and stood in front of the
table with bowed head, his back to the people. Those nearest to the ministerial
pen or rostrum heard a low murmur coming from his lips. They could not make out
the words.


            Bewilderment
fell upon them all, and, as it would seem, a confusion of mind, so that it was
difficult afterwards to gather any clear account of what actually happened that
Christmas morning at Bryn Sion Chapel. For some while the mass of the
congregation heard nothing at all; only the deacons in the Big Seat could make
out the swift mutter that issued from their pastor’s lips; now a little higher
in tone, now sunken so as to be almost inaudible. They strained their ears to
discover what he was saying in that low, continued utterance; and they could
hear words plainly, but they could not understand. It was not Welsh.


            It
was neither Welsh — the language of the chapel — nor was it English. They looked at one another, those
deacons, old men like their minister most of them; looked at one another with
something of strangeness and fear in their eyes. One of them, Evan Tudor,
Torymynydd, ventured to rise in his place and to ask the preacher, in a low
voice, if he were ill. The Reverend Thomas Beynon took no notice; it was
evident that he did not hear the question: swiftly the unknown words passed his
lips.


            ‘He
is wrestling with the Lord in prayer,’ one deacon whispered to another, and the
man nodded — and looked frightened.


            And
it was not only this murmured utterance that bewildered those who heard it;
they, and all who were present, were amazed at the pastor’s strange movements.
He would stand before the middle of the table and bow his head, and go now to
the left of the table, now to the right of it, and then back again to the
middle. He would bow down his head, and raise it, and look up, as a man said
afterwards, as if he saw the heavens opened. Once or twice he turned round and
faced the people, with his arms stretched wide open, and a swift word on his
lips, and his eyes staring and seeing nothing, nothing that anyone else could
see. And then he would turn again. And all the while the people were dumb and
stricken with amazement; they hardly dared to look at each other; they hardly
dared to ask themselves what could be happening before them. And then, suddenly,
the minister began to sing.


            It
must be said that the Reverend Thomas Beynon was celebrated all through the
valley and beyond it for his ‘singing religious eloquence,’ for that singular
chant which the Welsh call the hwyl. But his congregation had never
heard so noble, so aweful a chant as this before. It rang out and soared on
high, and fell, to rise again with wonderful modulations; pleading to them and
calling them and summoning them; with the old voice of the hwyl, and yet
with a new voice that they had never heard before: and all in those sonorous
words that they could not understand. They stood up in their wonder, their
hearts shaken by the chant; and then the voice died away. It was as still as
death in the chapel. One of the deacons could see that the minister’s lips
still moved; but he could hear no sound at all. Then the minister raised up his
hands as if he held something between them; and knelt down, and rising, again
lifted his hands. And there came the faint tinkle of a bell from the sheep grazing
high up on the mountain side.


            The
Reverend Thomas Beynon seemed to come to himself out of a dream, as they said.
He looked about him nervously, perplexed, noted that his people were gazing at
him strangely, and then, with a stammering voice, gave out a hymn and
afterwards ended the service. He discussed the whole matter with the deacons
and heard what they had to tell him. He knew nothing of it himself and had no
explanation to offer. He knew no languages, he declared, save Welsh and
English. He said that he did not believe there was evil in what had happened,
for he felt that he had been in Heaven before the Throne. There was a great
talk about it all, and that queer Christmas service became known as the
Speaking with Tongues of Bryn Sion.


            Years
afterwards, I met a fellow-countryman, Edward Williams, in London, and we fell talking, in
the manner of exiles, of the land and its stories. Williams was many years
older than myself, and he told me of an odd thing that had once happened to
him.


            ‘It
was years ago,’ he said, ‘and I had some business — I was a mining-engineer in those days — at Treowen, up in the hills. I had to stay over Christmas,
which was on a Sunday that year, and talking to some people there about the hwyl,
they told me that I ought to go up to Bryn Sion if I wanted to hear it done
really well. Well, I went, and it was the queerest service I ever heard of. I
don’t know much about the Methodists’ way of doing things, but before long it
struck me that the minister was saying some sort of Mass. I could hear a word or two
of the Latin service now and again, and then he sang the Christmas Preface
right through: “Quia per incarnati Verbi mysterium” — you know.’


            Very
well; but there is always a loophole by which the reasonable, or comparatively
reasonable, may escape. Who is to say that the old preacher had not strayed
long before into some Roman Catholic Church at Newport or Cardiff on a
Christmas Day, and there heard Mass with exterior horror but interior love?
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          The public taste in murders is
often erratic, and sometimes, I think, fallible enough. Take, for example, that
Crippen business. It happened seventeen years ago, and it is still freshly
remembered and discussed with interest. Yet it was by no means a murder of the
first rank. What was there in it? The outline is crude enough; simple, easy,
and disgusting, as Dr. Johnson observed of another work of art. Crippen was
cursed with a nagging wife of unpleasant habits; and he cherished a passion for
his typist. Whereupon he poisoned Mrs. Crippen, cut her up and buried the
pieces in the coal-cellar. This was well enough, though elementary; and if the
foolish little man had been content to lie quiet and do nothing, he might have
lived and died peaceably. But he must needs disappear from his house — the action of a fool —
and cross the Atlantic with his typist absurdly
and obviously disguised as a boy: sheer, bungling imbecility. Here, surely,
there is no single trace of the master’s hand; and yet, as I say, the Crippen
Murder is reckoned amongst the masterpieces. It is the same tale in all the
arts: the low comedian was always sure of a laugh if he cared to tumble over a
pin; and the weakest murderer is sure of a certain amount of respectful
attention if he will take the trouble to dismember his subject. And then, with
respect to Crippen: he was caught by means of the wireless device, then in its
early stages. This, of course, was utterly irrelevant to the true issue; but
the public wallows in irrelevance. A great art critic may praise a great
picture, and make his criticism a masterpiece in itself. He will be unread; but
let some asinine paragraphist say that the painter always sings “Tom Bowling”
as he sets his palette, and dines on boiled fowl and apricot sauce three times
a week — then the world will
proclaim the artist great.
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          The success of the second-rate
is deplorable in itself; but it is more deplorable in that it very often
obscures the genuine masterpiece. If the crowd runs after the false, it must
neglect the true. The intolerable Romola is praised; the admirable Cloister
and the Hearth is waived aside. So, while the very indifferent and clumsy
performance of Crippen filled the papers, the extraordinary Battersea Murder
was served with a scanty paragraph or two in obscure corners of the Press.
Indeed, we were so shamefully starved of detail that I only retain a bare
outline of this superb crime in my memory; but, roughly, the affair was shaped
as follows: In the first floor of one of the smaller sets of flats in Battersea
a young fellow (? 18 — 20) was talking to an
actress, a “touring” actress of no particular fame, whose age, if I recollect,
was drawing on from thirty to forty. A shot, a near shot, broke in suddenly on
their talk. The young man dashed out of the flat, down the stairs, and there,
in the entry of the flats, found his own father, shot dead. The father, it
should be remarked, was a touring actor, and an old friend of the lady
upstairs. But here comes the magistral element in this murder. Beside the dead
man, or in the hand of the dead man, or in a pocket of the dead man’s coat — I am not sure how it was —
there was found a weapon made of heavy wire —
a vile and most deadly contraption, fashioned with curious and malignant
ingenuity. It was night-time, but the bright light of a moon ten days old was
shining, and the young man said he saw someone running and leaping over walls.


            But
mark the point: the dead actor was hiding beneath his friend’s flat, hiding and
lying in wait, with his villainous weapon to his hand. He was expecting an
encounter with some enemy, on whom he was resolved to work at least deadly
mischief, if not murder.


            Who
was that enemy? Whose bullet was it that was swifter than the dead man’s savage
and premeditated desire?


            We
shall probably never know. A murder that might have stood in the very first
rank, that might have vied with the affair of Madeleine Smith — there were certain indications that made this seem
possible — was suffered to fade into obscurity,
while the foolish crowd surged about elementary Crippen and his bungling
imbecilities. So there were once people who considered Robert Elsmere as
a literary work of palmary significance.
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          Naturally, and with some excuse,
the war was responsible for a good deal of this sort of neglect. In those
appalling years there was but one thing in men’s heads; all else was blotted
out. So, little attention was paid to the affair of the woman’s body, carefully
wrapped in sacking, which was found in Regent’s Square, by the Gray’s Inn Road.
A man was hanged without phrases, but there were one or two curious points in
the case.


            Then,
again, there was the Wimbledon Murder, a singular business. A well-to-do family
had just moved into a big house facing the Common, so recently that many of its
goods and chattels were still in the packing-cases. The master of the house was
murdered one night by a man who made off with his booty. It was a curious haul,
consisting of a mackintosh worth, perhaps, a couple of pounds, and a watch
which would have been dear at ten shillings. This murderer, too, was hanged
without comment; and yet, on the face of it, his conduct seems in need of
explanation. But the most singular case of all those that suffered from the
preoccupations of the war was, there is no doubt, the Islington Mystery, as the
Press called it. It was a striking headline, but the world was too busy to
attend. The affair got abroad, so far as it did get abroad, about the time of
the first employment of the tanks; and people were trying not to see through
the war correspondents, not to perceive that the inky fandangoes and
corroborees of these gentlemen hid a sense of failure and disappointment.
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          But as to the Islington Mystery — this is how it fell out. There is an odd street, not far
from the region which was once called Spa Fields, not far from the Pentonville
or Islington Fields, where Grimaldi the clown was once accused of inciting the
mob to chase an overdriven ox. It goes up a steep hill, and the rare adventurer
who pierces now and then into this unknown quarter of London is amazed and
bewildered at the very outset, since there are no steep hills in the London of
his knowledge, and the contours of the scene remind him of the cheap lodging-house
area at the back of hilly seaside resorts. But if the site is strange, the
buildings on it are far stranger. They were no doubt set up at the high tide of
Sir Walter Scott Gothic, which has left such queer memorials behind it. The
houses of Lloyd Street are in couples, and the
architect, combining the two into one design, desired to create an illusion of
a succession of churches, in the Perpendicular or Third Pointed manner,
climbing up the hill. The detail is rich, there are finials to rejoice the heart,
and gargoyles of fine fantasy, all carried out in the purest stucco. At the
lowest house on the right-hand side lived Mr. Harold Boale and his wife, and a
brass plate on the Gothic door said, “Taxidermist: Skeletons Articulated”. As
it chanced, this lowest house of Lloyd Street has a longer garden than
its fellows, giving on a contractor’s yard, and at the end of the garden Mr.
Boale had set up the apparatus of his craft in an outhouse, away from the noses
of his fellow-men.


            So
far as can be gathered, the stuffer and articulator was a harmless and
inoffensive little fellow. His neighbours liked him, and he and the Boule
cabinet-maker from next door, the Shell box-maker over the way, the
seal-engraver and the armourer from Baker Square at the top of the hill, and
the old mercantile marine skipper who lived round the corner in Marchmont
Street, at the house with the ivory junk in the window, used to spend many a
genial evening together in the parlour of the Quill in the days before
everything was spoilt by the war.


            They
did not drink very much or talk very much, any of them; but they enjoyed their
moderate cups and the snug comfort of the place, and stared solemnly at the old
coaching prints that were upon the walls, and at the large glass painting depicting
the landing of England’s Injured Queen, which hung over the mantelpiece,
between two Pink Dogs with gold collars. Mr. Boale passed as a very nice sort
of man in this circle and everybody was sorry for him. Mrs. Boale was a tartar
and a scold. The men of the quarter kept out of her way; the women were afraid
of her. She led poor Boale the devil’s own life. Her voice, often enough, would
be heard at the Quill door, vomiting venom at her husband’s address; and he,
poor man, would tremble and go forth, lest some worse thing might happen. Mrs.
Boale was a short dark woman. Her hair was coal-black, her face wore an
expression of acid malignity, and she walked quickly but with a decided limp.
She was full of energy and the pest of the neighbourhood, and more than a pest
to her husband.


            The
war, with its scarcity and its severe closing-hours, made the meetings at the
Quill rarer than before, and deprived them of a good deal of their old comfort.
Still, the circle was not wholly broken up, and one evening Boale announced
that his wife had gone to visit relations in Lancashire, and would most likely be
away for a considerable time.


            “Well,
there’s nothing like a change of air, so they say,” said the skipper, “though
I’ve had more than enough of it myself.”


            The
others said nothing, but congratulated Boale in their hearts. One of them
remarked afterwards that the only change that would do Mrs. Boale good was a
change to Kingdom Come, and they all agreed. They were not aware that Mrs.
Boale was enjoying the advantages of the recommended treatment.
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          As I recollect, Mr. Boale’s
worries began with the appearance of Mrs. Boale’s sister, Mary Aspinall, a
woman almost as ill-tempered and malignant as Mrs. Boale herself. She had been
for some years nurse with a family in Capetown, and had come home with her
mistress. In the first place, the woman had written two or three letters to her
sister, and there had been no reply. This struck her as odd, for Mrs. Boale had
been a very good correspondent, filling her letters with “nasty things” about
her husband. So, on her first afternoon off after her return, Mary Aspinall
called at the house in Lloyd Street to get the truth of the
matter from her sister’s own lips. She strongly suspected Boale of having
suppressed her letters. “The dirty little tyke; I’ll serve him,” she said to
herself. So came Miss Aspinall to Lloyd Street and brought out Boale from
his workshop. And when he saw her his heart sank. He had read her letters. But
the decision to return to England had been taken suddenly;
Miss Aspinall had, therefore, said not a word about it. Boale had thought of
his wife’s sister as established at the other end of the world for the next
ten, twenty years, perhaps; and he meant to go away and lose himself under a
new name in a year or two. And so, when he saw the woman, his heart sank.


            Mary
Aspinall went straight to the point.


            “Where’s
Elizabeth?” she asked. “Upstairs? I
wonder she didn’t come down when she heard the bell.”


            “No,”
said Boale. He comforted himself with the thought of the curious labyrinth he
had drawn about his secret; he felt secure in the centre of it.


            “No,
she’s not upstairs. She’s not in the house.”


            “Oh,
indeed. Not in the house. Gone to see some friends, I suppose. When do you
expect her back?”


            “The
truth is, Mary, that I don’t expect her back. She’s left me — three months ago, it is.”


            “You
mean to tell me that! Left you! Showed her sense, I think. Where has she gone?”


            “Upon
my word, Mary, I don’t know. We had a bit of a to-do one evening, though I
don’t think I said much. But she said she’d had enough, and she packed a few
things in a bag, and off she went. I ran after her and called to her to come
back, but she wouldn’t so much as turn her head, and went off King’s Cross way.
And from that day to this I’ve never seen her, nor had a word from her. I’ve
had to send all her letters back to the post office.”


            Mary
Aspinall stared hard at her brother-in-law and pondered. Beyond telling him
that he had brought it on himself, there seemed nothing to say. So she dealt
with Boale on those lines very thoroughly, and made an indignant exit from the
parlour. He went back to stuff peacocks, for all I know. He was feeling
comfortable again. There had been a very unpleasant sensation in the stomach
for a few seconds — a very horrible fear at the
moment that one of the outer walls of that labyrinth of his had been breached;
but now all was well again.


            And
all might have been permanently well if Miss Aspinall had not happened to meet
Mrs. Horridge in the main road, close to the bottom of Lloyd Street. Mrs. Horridge was the wife
of the Shell box-maker, and the two had met once or twice long ago at Mrs.
Boale’s tea-table. They recognized each other, and, after a few unmeaning
remarks, Mrs. Horridge asked Miss Aspinall if she had seen her sister since her
return to England.


            “How
could I see her when I don’t know where she is?” asked Miss Aspinall with some
ferocity.


            “Dear
me, you haven’t seen Mr. Boale, then?”


            “I’ve
just come from him this minute.”


            “But
he can’t have lost the Lancashire address, surely?”


            And
so one thing led to another, and Mary Aspinall gathered quite clearly that
Boale had told his friends that his wife was paying a long visit to relations
in Lancashire. In the first place the
Aspinalls had no relations in Lancashire — they came from Suffolk — and secondly Boale had informed her that Elizabeth had gone away in a rage, he
knew not where. She did not pay him another visit then and there, as she had at
first intended. It was growing late, and she took her considerations back with
her to Wimbledon, determined on thinking the
matter out.


            Next
week she called again at Lloyd Street. She charged Boale with
deliberate lying, placing frankly before him the two tales he had told. Again
that horrid sinking sensation lay heavy upon Boale. But he had reserves.


            “Indeed,”
he said, “I’ve told you no lies, Mary. It all happened just as I said before.
But I did make up that tale about Lancashire for the people about here. I didn’t like them to have my
troubles to talk over, especially as Elizabeth is bound to come back some
time, and I hope it will be soon.”


            Miss
Aspinall stared at the little man in a doubtful, threatening fashion for a
moment, and then hurried upstairs. She came down soon afterwards.


            “I’ve
gone through Elizabeth’s drawers,” she said with defiance. “There’s a good many
things missing. I don’t see those bits of lace she had from Granny, and the set
of jet is gone, and so is the garnet necklace, and the coral brooch. I couldn’t
find the ivory fan, either.”


            “I
found all the drawers wide open after she’d gone,” sighed Mr. Boale. “I
supposed she’d taken the things away with her.”


            It
must be confessed that Mr. Boale, taught, perhaps, by the nicety of his craft,
had paid every attention to detail. He had realized that it would be vain to
tell a tale of his wife going away and leaving her treasures behind her. And so
the treasures had disappeared.


            Really,
the Aspinall vixen did not know what to say. She had to confess that Boale had
explained the difficulty of his two stories quite plausibly. So she informed
him that he was more like a worm than a man, and banged the hall door. Again
Boale went back to his workshop with a warmth about his heart. His labyrinth
was still secure, its secret safe. At first, when confronted again by the
accusing Aspinall, he had thought of bolting the moment he got the woman out of
the house; but that was unreasoning panic. He was in no danger. And he
remembered, like the rest of us, the Crippen case. It was running away that had
brought Crippen to ruin; if he had sat tight he would have sat secure, and the
secret of the cellar would never have been known. Though, as Mr. Boale
reflected, anybody was welcome to search his cellar, to search here and there
and anywhere on his premises, from the hall door in front to the workshop at
the back. And he proceeded to give his calm, whole-souled attention to a fine
raven that had been sent round in the morning.


            Miss
Aspinall took the extraordinary disappearance of her sister back with her to
Wimbledon and thought it over. She thought it over again and again, and she
could make nothing of it. She did not know that people are constantly
disappearing for all sorts of reasons; that nobody hears anything about such
cases unless some enterprising paper sees matter for a “stunt”, and rouses all
England to hunt for John Jones or Mrs. Carraway. To Miss Aspinall, the
vanishing of Elizabeth Boale seemed a portent and a wonder, a unique and terrible
event; and she puzzled her head over it, and still could find no exit from her
labyrinth — a different structure from
the labyrinth maintained by the serene Boale. The Aspinall had no suspicions of
her brother-in-law; both his manner and his matter were straightforward, clear,
and square. He was a worm, as she had informed him, but he was certainly
telling the truth. But the woman was fond of her sister, and wanted to know
where she had gone and what had happened to her; and so she put the matter into
the hands of the police.
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          She furnished the best
description that she could of the missing woman, but the officer in charge of
the case pointed out that she had not seen her sister for many years, and that
Mrs Boale was obviously the person to be consulted in the matter. So the
taxidermist was again drawn from his scientific labours. He was shown the
information laid by Miss Aspinall and the description furnished by her. He told
his simple story once more, mentioning the incident of his lying to his neighbours
to avoid unpleasant gossip, and added several details to Miss Aspinall’s
picture of his wife. He then furnished the constable with two photographs,
pointed out the better likeness of the two, and saw his visitor off the
premises with cheerful calm.


            In
due course, the “Missing” bill, garnished with a reproduction of the photograph
selected by Mr. Boale, with minute descriptive details, including the “marked
limp”, was posted up at the police-stations all over the country, and glanced
at casually by a few passers-by here and there. There was nothing sensational
about the placard; and the statement “Last seen going in the direction of
King’s Cross” was not a very promising clue for the amateur detective. No hint
of the matter got into the Press; as I have pointed out, hardly one per cent of
these cases of “missing” does get into the Press. And just then we were all
occupied in reading the pæans of the war correspondents, who were proving that
an advance of a mile and a half on a nine-mile front constituted a victory
which threw Waterloo into the shade. There was no room for discussing the
whereabouts of an obscure woman whom Islington knew no more.


            It
was sheer accident that brought about the catastrophe. James Curry, a medical
student who had rooms in Percy Street, Tottenham Court Road, was prowling about
his quarter one afternoon in an indefinite and idle manner, gazing at shop
windows and mooning at street corners. He knew that he would never want a cash
register, but he inspected the stock with the closest attention, and chose a
fine specimen listed at £75. Again, he invested heavily in costly Oriental
rugs, and furnished a town mansion in the Sheraton manner at very considerable
expense. And so his tour of inspection brought him to the police-station; and
there he proceeded to read the bills posted outside, including the bill
relating to Elizabeth Boale.


            “Walks
with a marked limp.”


            James
Curry felt his breath go out of his body in a swift gasp. He put out a hand
towards the railing to steady himself as he read that amazing sentence over
again. And then he walked straight into the police-station.


            The
fact was that he had bought from Harold Boale, three weeks after the date on
which Elizabeth Boale was last seen, a female skeleton. He had got it comparatively
cheaply because of the malformation of one of the thigh-bones. And now it
struck him that the late owner of that thigh-bone must have walked with a very
marked limp.
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          M’Aulay made his reputation at
the trial. He defended Harold Boale with magnificent audacity. I was in court — it was a considerable part of my business in those days to
frequent the Old Bailey — and I shall never forget
the opening phrases of his speech for the prisoner. He rose slowly, and let his
glance go slowly round the court. His eyes rested at last with grave solemnity
on the jury. At length he spoke, in a low, clear, deliberate voice, weighing,
as it seemed, every word he uttered.


            “Gentlemen,”
he began, “a very great man, and a very wise man, and a very good man once said
that probability is the guide of life. I think you will agree with me that this
is a weighty utterance. When we once leave the domain of pure mathematics,
there is very little that is certain. Supposing we have money to invest: we
weigh the pros and cons of this scheme and that, and decide at last on probable
grounds. Or it may be our lot to have to make an appointment; we have to choose
a man to fill a responsible position in which both honesty and sagacity are of
the first consequence. Again probability must guide us to a decision. No one
man can form a certain and infallible judgment of another. And so through all
the affairs of life: we must be content with probability, and again and again
with probability. Bishop Butler was right.


            “But
every rule has its exception. The rule which we have just laid down has its
exception. That exception confronts you terribly, tremendously, at this very
moment. You may think — I do not say that you do
think — but you may think that
Harold Boale, the prisoner at the bar, in all probability murdered his wife,
Elizabeth Boale.”


            There
was a long pause at this point. Then:


            “If
you think that, then it is your imperative duty to acquit the prisoner at the
bar. The only verdict which you dare give is a verdict of ‘Not Guilty’.”


            Up
to this, moment, Counsel had maintained the low, deliberate utterance with
which he had begun his speech, pausing now and again and seeming to consider
within himself the precise value of every word that came to his lips. Suddenly
his voice rang out, resonant, piercing. One word followed swiftly on another:


            “This,
remember, is not a court of probability. Bishop Butler’s maxim does not apply
here. Here there is no place for probability. This is a court of certainty. And
unless you are certain that my client is guilty, unless you are as certain of
his guilt as you are certain that two and two make four, then you must acquit
him.


            “Again,
and yet again — this is a court of
certainty. In the ordinary affairs of life, as we have seen, we are guided by
probability. We sometimes makes mistakes; in most cases these mistakes may be
rectified. A disastrous investment may be counterbalanced by a prosperous
investment; a bad servant may be replaced by a good one. But in this place,
where life and death hang in the balances which are in your hands, there is no
room for mistakes, since here mistakes are irreparable. You cannot bring a dead
man back to life. You must not say, ‘This man is probably a murderer, and
therefore he is guilty.’ Before you bring in such a verdict, you must be able
to say, ‘This man is certainly a murderer.’ And that you cannot say, and I will
tell you why.”


            M’Aulay
then took the evidence piece by piece. Scientific witnesses had declared that
the malformation of the thighbone in the skeleton exhibited would produce
exactly the sort of limp which had characterized Elizabeth Boale. Counsel for
the defence had worried the doctors, had made them admit that such a
malformation was by no means unique. It was uncommon. Yes, but not very
uncommon? Perhaps not.


            Finally,
one doctor admitted that in the course of thirty years of hospital and private
practice he had known of five such cases of malformation of the thigh-bone.
M’Aulay gave an inaudible sigh of relief; he felt that he had got his verdict.


            He
made all this quite clear to the jury. He dwelt on the principle that no one
can be condemned unless the corpus delicti, the body, or some
identifiable portion of the body of the murdered person can be produced. He
told them the story of the Campden Wonder; how the “murdered” man walked into
his village two years after three people had been hanged for murdering him.
“Gentlemen,” he said, “for all I know, and for all you know, Elizabeth Boale
may walk into this court at any moment. I say boldly that we have no earthly
right to assume that she is dead.”


            Of
course Boale’s defence was a very simple one. The skeleton which he sold to Mr.
Curry had been gradually assembled by him in the course of the last three
years. He pointed out that the two hands were not a very good match; and,
indeed, this was a little detail that he had not overlooked.


            The
jury took half an hour to consider their verdict. Harold Boale was found “Not
Guilty”.


            He
was seen by an old friend a couple of years ago. He had emigrated to America, and was doing prosperously
in his old craft in a big town of the Middle West. He had married a pleasant girl of Swedish extraction.


            “You
see,” he explained, “the lawyers told me I should be safe in presuming poor
Elizabeth’s death.”


            He
smiled amiably.


            And
finally, I beg to state that this account of mine is a grossly partial
narrative. For all I know, assuming for a moment the severe standards of
M’Aulay, Boale was an innocent man. It is possible that his story was a true
one. Elizabeth Boale may, after all, be living; she may return after the
fashion of the “murdered” man in the Campden Wonder. All the thoughts, devices,
meditations that I have put into the heart and mind of Boale may be my own
malignant inventions without the shadow of true substance behind them.


            In
theory, then, the Islington Mystery is an open question. Certainly; but in
fact?
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          Far up on the hillside Johnny
sat on the stile in his garden hedge, looked out on the rough lands, the
marshes with rushes, the thickets of ash and thorn, the little glittering
stream, and on the twinkling town below and the dark forest far away. The sun
had just set behind him on the huge hill in the west, and at first there were
red lights in the river that wound about the town, and the thorns and thickets
blossomed as if they were rose-gardens. Then the glow grew dim on the earth and
in the sky, and the dusk came on, and after it the night. But the town in the
valley twinkled all the more as the lights came out one after another; and more
lights still on the level meadow by the river.


            For
tomorrow was the great Midsummer Fair, and to this, as Johnny believed, there
came all the people of the world, bringing with them the world’s wonders, and
he had a groat to spend, which was as good as five shillings of our money, or
much better. And there, in the Fair meadow, as he looked from his high perch on
the steep hillside, he could see the lamps and lights dancing to and fro,
moving here, moving there, going together like a swarm of golden flies,
scattering apart, swimming through the darkness, and here and there flames
shooting up from a bonfire. For all the Fair folk were setting up their booths
and stalls and tents and tabernacles, getting ready for the business of the
next day.


            Johnny
gazed on and on, down the dark hillside, where the bats were shrilling on their
thin, high pipes, where the owls cried ‘Hoo, hoo, hoo,’ as if they were afraid,
and the fern owl, hidden in bracken, drove his whirring rattle round and round.
And in the field of corn the crake cried in a harsh voice ‘Jar, jar.’ Johnny
sat still on the stile, and listened to these strange sounds and voices, and
watched the hurrying and floating of the lights in the Fair meadow, till at
last his mother called him, and he went in to the house, and to his cot under
the thatch, and then to such happy sleep as comes on a hillside on still summer
nights.
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          Very early the next morning
Johnny got up from his bed, and saw the sun come dancing over the trees of the
forest, and shining on all the round world. The owl and the bat, the crake and
the jar were all hidden and asleep, deep in the thickets and in stony places,
but the birds of the day were singing together as Johnny ran down the twisting
path that led into the valley and the town. And there all was stirring and
awaking, and shouts and cries mingling in the streets: there trumpets calling,
and horns blowing, and drums beating, and clear pipes sounding like the wind,
and bread and wine set out by the gate of Paradise, and by the door of Heaven,
according to the custom of the manor, on the Fair of Midsummer Day. Paradise
and Heaven, I must say, were the names of the two high taverns of the town, and
the people meant no harm. But Johnny, who had eaten bread and meat and had
drunk milk before he set out, went into the church and heard Mass and rejoiced
in the white-robed men singing in the choir, and in the red beam, redder than
any rose, that came down upon the priest from the painted window over the
altar. And bells were rung, and deep voices spoke from the organ, and the
singing men cried out ‘Hosanna.’
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          Then went Johnny leaping to the
Fair, through the streets garlanded with green boughs, with rich carpets
hanging out of the windows, and so to the field by the river and the old walls
of the Romans. Here was, first of all, the encampment of the Knights, jewelled
with pavilions of gold and green, of silver and crimson, of scarlet and purple;
the banners all figured with lions and dragons, wyverns and leopards, flying
over them; and the place prepared for the joust, with palisades and bars.
Presently, the ringing trumpets echoed from the hill and the thunder of the
horses’ hoofs answered, and the two knights in their glittering armour crashed
together. Johnny saw a lance fly in splinters into the air, and a knight
falling headlong, and then the people all rushed together, shouting, and he saw
no more, but turned to the Fair. And here were all the good and fine things in
the world. There was silken and rich stuff blazing in the sunlight; there was a
man with birds of all colours that spoke and uttered words and sentences. There
were cups of gold and silver and vessels of brass; there were puppets that went
dancing and did a mystery before all; there were swords and armour, and jars of
wine, and meat roasting, and horns calling, and a man that came with a pipe and
a drum and morris men following him, and a fool in gold and green, arm in arm
with a grisly Death. And such a singing and a ringing, such shouts and tumult,
that Johnny felt his head turn round and he went out of the Fair, and walked
all alone far along the meadows by the river. And there was a very old and
twisted thorn tree that threw a shadow on a green bank. And here Johnny lay
down and fell asleep for a long while.
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          When he woke up all the world
had changed. He thought that the sun must have struck him before he lay down
under the thorn. For he recollected broken dreams, and pains all over him, and
fallings into darkness, and waking again into a room with a twinkling light and
black shadows in it, and voices, half heard, murmuring about him, and the last
music of the Fair dying down very far away. And when he could get up,
everything that he knew had passed away. The clothes people wore were different
from those that he remembered; there seemed to be no knights in glittering
armour; the shops had no such treasures as he had seen at the Fair; all the
wonder and the glory had gone from the world. When he tried to speak of what he
remembered, nobody would listen to him.


            He
ended as a poet. His family did not care to have it mentioned. They said that
it all began with the sunstroke he got when he was a little boy, and that it
was a great pity.


            As
his Aunt Elizabeth always said:


            ‘He
would go off to that horrible, common Fair, all alone, and just like a boy, he
left his cap in the hall, though it was blazing Midsummer. Then, there was the
Salvation Army holding a meeting in the market-place, bawling and banging in
their usual way; and I’m sure the cornet, as old Sam Smith plays it, is enough
to split anybody’s head in two. Then off to the Fair, that, I say, ought to
have been put down a hundred years ago; and in and out of the tents; boxing and
prize-fighting, and ‘Maria Marten’ and the rest of it, and the Performing
Parrots and Punch and Judy, and Potter’s Perfect Pierrots, and the Flying
Serpents, and that burning sun all the time. No wonder he got a sunstroke, and
has been very queer ever since.’
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          The newspaper reporter, from the
nature of the case, has generally to deal with the commonplaces of life. He
does his best to find something singular and arresting in the spectacle of the
day’s doings; but, in spite of himself, he is generally forced to confess that
whatever there may be beneath the surface, the surface itself is dull enough.


            I
must allow, however, that during my ten years or so in Fleet Street, I came
across some tracks that were not devoid of oddity. There was that business of
Campo Tosto, for example. That never got into the papers. Campo Tosto, I must
explain, was a Belgian, settled for many years in England, who had left all his
property to the man who looked after him.


            My
news editor was struck by something odd in the brief story that appeared in the
morning paper, and sent me down to make inquiries. I left the train at Reigate;
and there I found that Mr Campo Tosto had lived at a place called Burnt Green — which is a translation of his name into English — and that he shot at trespassers with a bow and arrows. I
was driven to his house, and saw through a glass door some of the property
which he had bequeathed to his servant: fifteenth-century triptychs, dim and
rich and golden; carved statues of the saints; great spiked altar candlesticks;
storied censers in tarnished silver; and much more of old church treasure. The
legatee, whose name was Turk, would not let me enter; but, as a treat, he took
my newspaper from my pocket and read it upside down with great accuracy and
facility. I wrote this very queer story, but Fleet Street would not suffer it.
I believe it struck them as too strange a thing for their sober columns.


            And
then there was the affair of the J.H.V.S. Syndicate, which dealt with a
Cabalistic cipher, and the phenomenon, called in the Old Testament, ‘the Glory
of the Lord,’ and the discovery of certain objects buried under the site of the
Temple at Jerusalem: that story was left half told, and I never heard the
ending of it. And I never understood the affair of the hoard of coins that a
storm disclosed on the Suffolk coast near Aldeburgh. From the talk of the
longshoremen, who were on the look-out amongst the dunes, it appeared that a
great wave came in and washed away a slice of the sand cliff just beneath them.
They saw glittering objects as the sea washed back, and retrieved what they
could. I viewed the treasure — it was a collection of
coins; the earliest of the twelfth century, the latest, pennies, three or four
of them, of Edward VII, and a bronze medal of Charles Spurgeon. There are, of
course, explanations of the puzzle; but there are difficulties in the way of
accepting any one of them. It is very clear, for example, that the hoard was
not gathered by a collector of coins; neither the twentieth-century pennies nor
the medal of the great Baptist preacher would appeal to a numismatologist.


            But
perhaps the queerest story to which my newspaper connections introduced me was
the affair of the Reverend Secretan Jones, the ‘Canonbury Clergyman,’ as the
headlines called him.


            To
begin with, it was a matter of sudden disappearance. I believe people of all
sorts disappear by dozens in the course of every year, and nobody hears of them
or their vanishings. Perhaps they turn up again, or perhaps they don’t; anyhow,
they never get so much as a line in the papers, and there is an end of it.
Take, for example, that unknown man in the burning car, who cost the amorous
commercial traveller his life. In a certain sense, we all heard of him; but he
must have disappeared from somewhere in space, and nobody knew that he had gone
from his world. So it is often; but now and then there is some circumstance
that draws attention to the fact that A. or B. was in his place on Monday and
missing from it on Tuesday and Wednesday; and then inquiries are made and
usually the lost man is found, alive or dead, and the explanation is often
simple enough.


            But
as to the case of Secretan Jones. This gentleman, a cleric as I have said, but
seldom, it appeared, exercising his sacred office, lived retired in a misty,
1830-40 square in the recesses of Canonbury. He was understood to be engaged in
some kind of scholarly research, was a well-known figure in the Reading Room of
the British Museum, and looked anything between fifty and sixty. It seems
probable that if he had been content with that achievement he might have
disappeared as often as he pleased, and nobody would have troubled; but one
night as he sat late over his books in the stillness of that retired quarter, a
motor-lorry passed along a road not far from Tollit Square, breaking the
silence with a heavy rumble and causing a tremor of the ground that penetrated
into Secretan Jones’s study. A teacup and saucer on a side-table trembled
slightly, and Secretan Jones’s attention was taken from his authorities and
notebooks.


            This
was in February or March of 1907, and the motor industry was still in its early
stages. If you preferred a horse-bus, there were plenty left in the streets.
Motor coaches were non-existent, hansom cabs still jogged and jingled on their
cheerful way; and there were very few heavy motor-vans in use. But to Secretan
Jones, disturbed by the rattle of his cup and saucer, a vision of the future,
highly coloured, was vouchsafed, and he began to write to the papers. He saw
the London streets almost as we know them today; streets where a horse-vehicle
would be almost a matter to show one’s children for them to remember in their
old age; streets in which a great procession of huge omnibuses carrying fifty,
seventy, a hundred people was continually passing; streets in which vans and
trailers loaded far beyond the capacity of any manageable team of horses would
make the ground tremble without ceasing.


            The
retired scholar, with the happy activity which does sometimes, oddly enough,
distinguish the fish out of water, went on and spared nothing. Newton saw the
apple fall, and built up a mathematical universe; Jones heard the teacup
rattle, and laid the universe of London in ruins. He pointed out that neither
the roadways nor the houses beside them were constructed to withstand the
weight and vibration of the coming traffic. He crumbled all the shops in Oxford Street and Piccadilly into dust;
he cracked the dome of St Paul’s, brought down Westminster
Abbey, reduced the Law Courts to a fine powder. What was left was dealt with by
fire, flood, and pestilence. The prophetic Jones demonstrated that the roads
must collapse, involving the various services beneath them. Here, the
water-mains and the main drainage would flood the streets; there, huge volumes
of gas would escape, and electric wires fuse; the earth would be rent with
explosions, and the myriad streets of London would go up in a great flame of
fire. Nobody really believed that it would happen, but it made good reading,
and Secretan Jones gave interviews, started discussions, and enjoyed himself
thoroughly. Thus he became the ‘Canonbury Clergyman.’ ‘Canonbury Clergyman says
that Catastrophe is Inevitable’; ‘Doom of London pronounced by Canonbury
Clergyman’; ‘Canonbury Clergyman’s Forecast: London a Carnival of Flood, Fire
and Earthquake’ — that sort of thing.


            And
thus Secretan Jones, though his main interests were liturgical, was able to
secure a few newspaper paragraphs when he disappeared rather more than a year
after his great campaign in the Press, which was not quite forgotten, but not
very clearly remembered.


            A
few paragraphs, I said, and stowed away, most of them, in out-of-the-way
corners of the papers. It seemed that Mrs Sedger, the woman who shared with her
husband the business of looking after Secretan Jones, brought in tea on a tray
to his study at four o’clock as usual, and came, again as usual, to take it
away at five. And, a good deal to her astonishment, the study was empty. She
concluded that her master had gone out for a stroll, though he never went out
for strolls between tea and dinner. He didn’t come back for dinner; and Sedger,
inspecting the hall, pointed out that the master’s hats and coats and sticks
and umbrellas were all on their pegs and in their places. The Sedgers
conjectured this, that, and the other, waited a week, and then went to the
police, and the story came out and perturbed a few learned friends and
correspondents: Prebendary Lincoln, author of The Roman Canon in the Third
Century; Dr Brightwell, wise on the Rite of Malabar; and Stokes, the
Mozarabic man. The rest of the populace did not take very much interest in the
affair, and when, at the end of six weeks, there was a line or two stating that
‘the Rev. Secretan Jones, whose disappearance at the beginning of last month
from his house in Tollit Square, Canonbury, caused some anxiety to his friends,
returned yesterday,’ there was neither enthusiasm nor curiosity. The last line
of the paragraph said that the incident was supposed to be the result of a
misunderstanding; and nobody even asked what that statement meant.


            And
there would have been the end of it —
if Sedger had not gossiped to the circle in the private bar of ‘The King of
Prussia.’ . . . Some mysterious and unofficial person, in touch with this
circle, insinuated himself into the presence of my news editor and told him
Sedger’s tale. Mrs Sedger, a careful woman, had kept all the rooms tidy and
well dusted. On the Tuesday afternoon she had opened the study door and saw, to
her amazement and delight, her master sitting at his table with a great book
open beside him and a pencil in his hand. She exclaimed:


            ‘Oh,
sir, I am glad to see you back again!’


            ‘Back
again?’ said the clergyman. ‘What do you mean? I think I should like some more
tea.’


            ‘I
don’t know in the least what it’s all about,’ said the news editor, ‘but you
might go and see Secretan Jones and have a chat with him. There may be a story
in it.’ There was a story in it, but not for my paper, or any other paper.


            I
got into the house in Tollit Square on some unhandsome pretext connected with
Secretan Jones’s traffic scare of the year before. He looked at me in a dim,
abstracted way at first — the ‘great book’ of his
servant’s story, and other books, and many black quarto notebooks were about
him — but my introduction of the
proposed design for a ‘mammoth carrier’ clarified him, and he began to talk
eagerly, and as it seemed to me lucidly, of the grave menace of the new
mechanical transport.


            ‘But
what’s the use of talking?’ he ended. ‘I tried to wake people up to the certain
dangers ahead. I seemed to succeed for a few weeks; and then they forgot all
about it. You would really say that the great majority are like dreamers, like
sleepwalkers. Yes; like men walking in a dream; shutting out all the
actualities, all the facts of life. They know that they are, in fact, walking
on the edge of a precipice; and yet they are able to believe, it seems, that
the precipice is a garden path; and they behave as if it were a garden path, as
safe as that path you see down there, going to the door at the bottom of my
garden.’


            The
study was at the back of the house, and looked on the long garden, heavily
overgrown with shrubs run wild, mingling with one another, some of them
flowering richly, and altogether and happily obscuring and confounding the
rigid grey walls that doubtless separated each garden from its neighbours.
Above the tall shrubs, taller elms and planes and ash trees grew unlopped and
handsomely neglected; and under this deep concealment of green boughs the path
went down to a green door, just visible under a cloud of white roses.


            ‘As
safe as that path you see there,’ Secretan Jones repeated, and, looking at him,
I thought his expression changed a little; very slightly, indeed, but to a
certain questioning, one might say to a meditative doubt. He suggested to me a
man engaged in an argument, who puts his case strongly, decisively; and then
hesitates for the fraction of a second as a point occurs to him of which he had
never thought before; a point as yet unweighed, unestimated; dimly present, but
more as a shadow than a shape.


            The
newspaper reporter needs the gestures of the serpent as well as its wisdom. I
forget how I glided from the safe topic of the traffic peril to the dubious
territory which I had been sent to explore. At all events, my contortions were
the most graceful that I could devise; but they were altogether vain. Secretan
Jones’s kind, lean, clean-shaven face took on an expression of distress. He
looked at me as one in perplexity; he seemed to search his mind not for the
answer that he should give me, but rather for some answer due to himself.


            ‘I
am extremely sorry that I cannot give you the information you want,’ he said,
after a considerable pause. ‘But I really can’t go any farther into the matter.
In fact, it is quite out of the question to do so. You must tell your editor or
sub-editor; which is it? — that the whole business is
due to a misunderstanding, a misconception, which I am not at liberty to
explain. But I am really sorry that you have come all this way for nothing.’


            There
was real apology and regret, not only in his words, but in his tones and in his
aspect. I could not clutch my hat and get on my way with a short word in the
character of a disappointed and somewhat disgusted emissary; so we fell on
general talk, and it came out that we both came from the Welsh borderland, and
had long ago walked over the same hills and drank of the same wells. Indeed, I
believe we proved cousinship, in the seventh degree or so, and tea came in, and
before long Secretan Jones was deep in liturgical problems, of which I knew
just enough to play the listener’s part. Indeed, when I had told him that the hwyl,
or chanted eloquence, of the Welsh Methodists was, in fact, the Preface Tone of
the Roman Missal, he overflowed with grateful interest, and made a note in one
of his books, and said the point was most curious and important. It was a
pleasant evening, and we strolled through the french windows into the
green-shadowed, blossoming garden, and went on with our talk, till it was time — and high time —
for me to go. I had taken up my hat as we left the study, and as we stood by
the green door in the wall at the end of the garden, I suggested that I might
use it.


            ‘I’m
so sorry,’ said Secretan Jones, looking, I thought, a little worried, ‘but I am
afraid it’s jammed, or something of that kind. It has always been an awkward
door, and I hardly ever use it.’


            So
we went through the house, and on the doorstep he pressed me to come again, and
was so cordial that I agreed to his suggestion of the Saturday sennight. And so
at last I got an answer to the question with which my newspaper had originally
entrusted me; but an answer by no means for newspaper use. The tale, or the
experience, or the impression, or whatever it may be called, was delivered to
me by very slow degrees, with hesitations, and in a manner of tentative
suggestion that often reminded me of our first talk together. It was as if
Jones were, again and again, questioning himself as to the matter of his
utterances, as if he doubted whether they should not rather be treated as
dreams, and dismissed as trifles without consequence.


            He
said once to me: ‘People do tell their dreams, I know; but isn’t it usually
felt that they are telling nothing? That’s what I am afraid of.’


            I
told him that I thought we might throw a great deal of light on very dark
places if more dreams were told.


            ‘But
there,’ I said, ‘is the difficulty. I doubt whether the dreams that I am
thinking of can be told. There are dreams that are perfectly lucid from
beginning to end, and also perfectly insignificant. There are others which are
blurred by a failure of memory, perhaps only on one point: you dream of a dead
man as if he were alive. Then there are dreams which are prophetic: there seems
on the whole, no doubt of that. Then you may have sheer clotted nonsense; I
once chased Julius Caesar all over London to get his recipe for curried eggs.
But, besides these, there is a certain dream of another order: utter lucidity
up to the moment of waking, and then perceived to be beyond the power of words
to express. It is neither sense nor nonsense; it has, perhaps, a notation of
its own, but . . . well, you can’t play Euclid on the violin.’


            Secretan
Jones shook his head. ‘I am afraid my experiences are rather like that,’ he
said. It was clear, indeed, that he found great difficulty in finding a verbal
formula which should convey some hint of his adventures.


            But
that was later. To start with, things were fairly easy; but, characteristically
enough, he began his story before I realised that the story was begun. I had
been talking of the queer tricks a man’s memory sometimes plays him. I was
saying that a few days before, I was suddenly interrupted in some work I was
doing. It was necessary that I should clear my desk in a hurry. I shuffled a
lot of loose papers together and put them away, and awaited my caller with a
fresh writing-pad before me. The man came. I attended to the business with
which he was concerned, and went back to my former affair when he had gone. But
I could not find the sheaf of papers. I thought I had put them in a drawer.
They were not in the drawer; they were not in any drawer, or in the
blotting-book, or in any place where one might reasonably expect to find them.
They were found next morning by the servant who dusted the room, stuffed hard
down into the crevice between the seat and the back of an armchair, and
carefully hidden under a cushion.


            ‘And,’
I finished, ‘I hadn’t the faintest recollection of doing it. My mind was blank
on the matter.’


            ‘Yes,’
said Secretan Jones, ‘I suppose we all suffer from that sort of thing at times.
About a year ago I had a very odd experience of the same kind. It troubled me a
good deal at the time. It was soon after I had taken up that question of the
new traffic and its probable — its certain — results. As you may have gathered, I have been absorbed
for most of my life in my own special studies, which are remote enough from the
activities and interests of the day. It hasn’t been at all my way to write to
the papers to say there are too many dogs in London, or to denounce street
musicians. But I must say that the extraordinary dangers of using our present
road system for a traffic for which it was not designed did impress themselves
very deeply upon me; and I dare say I allowed myself to be over-interested and
overexcited.


            ‘There
is a great deal to be said for the Apostolic maxim: ‘Study to be quiet and to
mind your own business.’ I am afraid I got the whole thing on the brain, and
neglected my own business, which at that particular time, if I remember, was
the investigation of a very curious question —
the validity or non-validity of the Consecration Formula of the Grand Saint
Graal: Car chou est li sanc di ma nouviele loy, li miens meismes.
Instead of attending to my proper work, I allowed myself to be drawn into the
discussion I had started, and for a week or two I thought of very little else:
even when I was looking up authorities at the British Museum, I couldn’t get
the rumble of the motor-van out of my head. So, you see, I allowed myself to
get harried and worried and distracted, and I put down what followed to all the
bother and excitement I was going through. The other day, when you had to leave
your work in the middle and start on something else, I dare say you felt
annoyed and put out, and shoved those papers of yours away without really
thinking of what you were doing, and I suppose something of the same kind
happened to me. Though it was still queerer, I think.’


            He
paused, and seemed to meditate doubtfully, and then broke out with an
apologetic laugh, and: ‘It really sounds quite crazy!’ And then: ‘I forgot
where I lived.’


            ‘Loss
of memory, in fact, through overwork and nervous excitement?’


            ‘Yes,
but not quite in the usual way. I was quite clear about my name and my
identity. And I knew my address perfectly well: Thirty-nine, Tollit Square, Canonbury.’


            ‘But
you said you forgot where you lived.’


            ‘I
know; but there’s the difficulty of expression we were talking about the other
day. I am looking for the notation, as you called it. But it was like this: I
had been working all the morning in the Reading Room with the motor danger at
the back of my mind, and as I left the Museum, feeling a sort of heaviness and
confusion, I made up my mind to walk home. I thought the air might freshen me a
little. I set out at a good pace. I knew every foot of the way, as I had often
done the walk before, and I went ahead mechanically, with my mind wrapt up in a
very important matter relating to my proper studies. As a matter of fact, I had
found in a most unexpected quarter a statement that threw an entirely new light
on the Rite of the Celtic Church, and I felt that I might be on the verge of an
important discovery. I was lost in a maze of conjectures, and when I looked up
I found myself standing on the pavement by the ‘Angel,’ Islington, totally
unaware of where I was to go next.


            ‘Yes,
quite so: I knew the ‘Angel’ when I saw it, and I knew I lived in Tollit
Square; but the relation between the two had entirely vanished from my
consciousness. For me, there were no longer any points of the compass; there
was no such thing as direction, neither north nor south, nor left nor right, an
extraordinary sensation, which I don’t feel I have made plain to you at all. I
was a good deal disturbed, and felt that I must move somewhere, so I set off — and found myself at King’s Cross railway station. Then I
did the only thing there was to be done: took a hansom and got home, feeling
shaky enough.’


            I
gathered that this was the first incident of significance in a series of odd
experiences that befell this learned and amiable clergyman. His memory became
thoroughly unreliable, or so he thought at first.


            He
began to miss important papers from his table in the study. A series of notes,
on three sheets lettered A, B, and C, were placed by him on the table under a
paperweight one night, just before he went up to bed. They were missing when he
went into his study the next morning. He was certain that he had put them in
that particular place, under the bulbous glass weight with the pink roses
embedded in its depths: but they were not there. Then Mrs Sedger knocked at the
door and entered with the papers in her hand. She said she had found them
between the bed and the mattress in the master’s bedroom, and thought they
might be wanted.


            Secretan
Jones could not make it out at all. He supposed he must have put the papers
where they were found and then forgotten all about it, and he was uneasy,
feeling afraid that he was on the brink of a nervous breakdown. Then there were
difficulties about his books, as to which he was very precise, every book
having its own place. One morning he wanted to consult the Missale de
Arbuthnot, a big red quarto, which lived at the end of a bottom shelf near
the window. It was not there. The unfortunate man went up to his bedroom, and
felt the bed all over and looked under his shirts in the chest of drawers, and
searched all the room in vain. However, determined to get what he wanted, he
went to the Reading Room, verified his reference, and returned to Canonbury:
and there was the red quarto in its place. Now here, it seemed certain, there
was no room for loss of memory; and Secretan Jones began to suspect his
servants of playing tricks with his possessions, and tried to find a reason for
their imbecility or villainy — he did not know what to
call it. But it would not do at all. Papers and books disappeared and
reappeared, or now and then vanished without return. One afternoon, struggling,
as he told me, against a growing sense of confusion and bewilderment, he had
with considerable difficulty filled two quarto sheets of ruled paper with a
number of extracts necessary to the subject he had in hand. When this was done,
he felt his bewilderment thickening like a cloud about him: ‘It was, physically
and mentally, as if the objects in the room became indistinct, were presented
in a shimmering mist or darkness.’ He felt afraid, and rose, and went out into
the garden. The two sheets of paper he had left on his table were lying on the
path by the garden door.


            I
remember he stopped dead at this point. To tell the truth, I was thinking that
all these instances were rather matter for the ear of a mental specialist than
for my hearing. There was evidence enough of a bad nervous breakdown, and it
seemed to me, of delusions. I wondered whether it was my duty to advise the man
to go to the best doctor he knew, and without delay. Then Secretan Jones began
again:


            ‘I
won’t tell you any more of these absurdities. I know they are drivel, pantomime
tricks and traps, children’s conjuring; contemptible, all of it.


            ‘But
it made me afraid. I felt like a man walking in the dark, beset with uncertain
sounds and faint echoes of his footsteps that seem to come from a vast depth,
till he begins to fear that he is treading by the edge of some awful precipice.
There was something unknown about me; and I was holding on hard to what I knew,
and wondering whether I should be sustained.


            ‘One
afternoon I was in a very miserable and distracted state. I could not attend to
my work. I went out into the garden, and walked up and down trying to calm myself.
I opened the garden door and looked into the narrow passage which runs at the
end of all the gardens on this side of the square. There was nobody there — except three children playing some game or other. They
were horrible, stunted little creatures, and I turned back into the garden and
walked into the study. I had just sat down, and had turned to my work hoping to
find relief in it, when Mrs Sedger, my servant, came into the room and cried
out, in an excited sort of way, that she was glad to see me back again.


            ‘I
made up some story. I don’t know whether she believes it. I suppose she thinks
I have been mixed up in something disreputable.’


            ‘And
what had happened?’


            ‘I
haven’t the remotest notion.’


            We
sat looking at each other for some time.


            ‘I
suppose what happened was just this,’ I said at last. ‘Your nervous system had
been in a very bad way for some time. It broke down utterly; you lost your
memory, your sense of identity — everything. Your may have
spent the six weeks in addressing envelopes in the City Road.’


            He
turned to one of the books on the table and opened it. Between the leaves there
were the dimmed red and white petals of some flower that looked like an
anemone.


            ‘I
picked this flower,’ he said, ‘as I was walking down the path that afternoon.
It was the first of its kind to be in bloom —
very early. It was still in my hand when I walked back into this room, six
weeks later, as everybody declares. But it was quite fresh.’


            There
was nothing to be said. I kept silent for five minutes, I suppose, before I
asked him whether his mind was an utter blank as to the six weeks during which
no known person had set eyes on him; whether he had no sort of recollection,
however vague.


            ‘At
first, nothing at all. I could not believe that more than a few seconds came
between my opening the garden door and shutting it. Then in a day or two there
was a vague impression that I had been somewhere where everything was
absolutely right. I can’t say more than that. No fairyland joys, or bowers of
bliss, or anything of that kind; no sense of anything strange or unaccustomed.
But there was no care there at all. Est enim magnum chaos.’


            But
that means ‘For there is a great void,’ or ‘A great gulf.’


            We
never spoke of the matter again. Two months later he told me that his nerves
had been troubling him, and that he was going to spend a month or six weeks at
a farm near Llanthony, in the Black Mountains, a few miles from his old home.
In three weeks I got a letter, addressed in Secretan Jones’s hand. Inside was a
slip of paper on which he had written the words:


             


            Est
enim magnum chaos.


             


            The
day on which the letter was posted he had gone out in wild autumn weather, late
one afternoon, and had never come back. No trace of him has ever been found.
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          ‘You know,’ said Tyndall to his
quiet friend Andrews, ‘that I have long felt that there is only one citadel to
be captured. If we can take that, we’ve won, and rationalism will be the only
possible attitude for sane men to adopt.’


            ‘That
sounds excellent,’ said Andrews, ‘but I don’t quite follow you. One citadel? Is
there anything that depends on one citadel? You mean, I suppose, one particular
centre of argument?’


            ‘If
you like to put it like that. But I’ll show you what I mean. You know the enemy
have taken refuge in the arts, the æsthetic impulses, and their results. You
can corner them, you can say, ‘Here’s this religion of yours, with its
doctrines and its dogmas, its emotions and its prayers, its rites and its ceremonies
and the rest of it. Very good; but can you give any rational account of it? Can
you offer any intelligible reason for going to Mass or meeting or wherever you
do go? As the Balliol don said to the undergraduate: “can you think it?”
‘


            ‘I
think that’s very good, very strongly put indeed, as far as it goes,’ said
Andrews thoughtfully. ‘After all, you know, “the enemy,” as you call them, are
always insisting — to use a favourite phrase
of theirs — that every good gift is
from above. And, I take it, that they can’t deny that the intellect is a good
gift: no, they could scarcely do that. They couldn’t have the face to say that
the perfect man is a being who has completely sterilised and stifled all his
intellectual faculties. So, if they have to confess that this religious
business of theirs can’t stand the examination of the intellect, and mustn’t be
asked to give a rational account of itself; well, really, I should have thought
you had them already.’


            ‘We
used to think so. But, then, they’ve lugged in the arts. They say frankly that
they can’t give a logical and rational intelligible account of their spiritual
universe; and, by the way, it’s rather convenient for us that they don’t turn
round and ask us to give a rational account of our physical universe. But
they don’t do that. They say: “All right; if you like, we don’t know why we go
to Mass, and we can’t put that revival feeling into a series of logical
propositions. But can you explain why you go to concerts, and why you
become hysterical, or almost hysterical, over this soprano and that violinist?
You have written libraries of books and spent millions of money over what is
nothing more nor less than a lot of noises. Men have passed their lives in
daubing canvasses with coloured earths, and other men have spent their fortunes
in buying these canvasses. How much money has been poured out in the last
hundred years in buying Keats’s poems? How many hours have been spent in
reading them? Where’s the intellectual justification for all this? And, anyhow,
what does faery lands forlorn mean? Where are they?” You see the
argument: “If you do things which you can’t explain logically; why shouldn’t
we?” That is, they ask us to accept the existence of super-rational faculties
and emotions peculiar to man. And that won’t do.’


            Andrews
looked thoughtful.


            ‘I
see your point; as you say, it won’t do. We should have them praying all over
the place, as the verger at the Abbey said. I see; that’s what you meant by
“the citadel.” Well?’


            ‘I’ve
taken it,’ said Tyndall, and stuffed his pipe, and lit it, and blew a
triumphant blast. ‘It’s ours. They’re done.’


            ‘You
know,’ Andrews murmured in his quiet way, ‘in spite of what has been said in
favour of vintage wines, and Brillat Savarin and Alpine climbing, and bridge
and all sorts of things; there are very few pleasures to beat a clean
demonstration. That Eureka feeling.’


            ‘I
agree with you. Well, I found out the right line to take with these people in
an odd sort of way. Someone sent me that Frenchman’s book about birds; the second
book he’s written about birds. An English translation appeared in the autumn.


            ‘It’s
not my subject; but I read it with a good deal of interest: plenty of keen
observation; a bit flowery and fanciful for my taste, but still, an intelligent
book. There was one thing that caught my attention particularly: the Frenchman
described certain birds, two or three sorts, I believe, that have the curious
habit of sticking bright flowers and feathers into their nests; nobody knows
why. Queer, isn’t it? As the author points out, the bird that sticks bright
objects into its nest makes it conspicuous, and most birds do their best in the
opposite direction. He didn’t attempt to explain the difficulty. It’s a minor
difficulty, no doubt, and after all we can’t expect to understand everything.’


            Andrews
looked up at this. His expression was somewhat whimsical.


            Tyndall
went on:


            ‘I
just thought of it as a queer exception to the rule, and let it drop. About a
fortnight ago, I went down to stay with some friends in Pembrokeshire, the
Voyles of Penyrhaul. They’ve got a beautiful place in a sheltered cove, facing
due south: much better climate than the Riviera, if people would only believe
it. They hadn’t been touched by the frost there; there were roses and
snapdragons and chrysanthemums and hollyhocks still lingering, and the spring
flowers, violets and primroses and primulas, getting into blossom. In the
greenhouse they had some splendid early lilies; really noble specimens. One day
Mrs Voyle was shaking her head over them. ‘We usually keep the door locked,’
she said, ‘but Friday was so fine that we left it open in the middle of the
day, and when I came to lock up, two of the finest lilies had gone — snapped off.’ She showed me the stems. ‘Those little
Morgans, I am afraid. Bad boys!’


            ‘It
really is a wonderful climate. What sort of weather did you have in town last
Monday?’


            ‘Old-fashioned
fog; black frost.’


            ‘Do
you know, at Penyrhaul the sun was absolutely hot in the morning: the sky deep
blue. I thought I would stroll down to the beach and sit by the sea; the family
had all gone out somewhere. As I was walking through the little brake at the
bottom of the garden, I heard the most extraordinary twittering and whistling
of birds; and I went very softly, thinking I should see a very odd sight. I
have read about small birds mobbing an enemy, an owl or a weasel. I came to a
turn of the path, and peeped round the corner. I could scarcely believe my
eyes.’


            ‘What
was happening?’


            ‘There
is a prehistoric stone, a menhir, beside the path. The flat limestone was
nearly covered with green moss, and as I looked, about half a dozen small birds
came flying with moss in their beaks, and filled up a bare patch. They had made
— I saw it, mind you, and I
saw sparrows putting the last touches to it —
a perfect little figure, like a doll, lying in a cradle of moss; made out of
twigs of evergreens, and bits of straw, and reeds, and flowers. And on each
side of this doll, they had stuck those two lilies from Mrs Voyle’s greenhouse.
They looked like candles. And hundreds of birds fluttering and flying in a
circle above it, and singing on the boughs of the brake.


            ‘There
was my Eureka! There was the origin of
the æsthetic faculty. Purely animal, purely material. The French naturalist had
seen a mere hint; I had observed the whole process. No doubt a simple seasonal
impulse, with definite biological ends.’


            ‘A
seasonal impulse,’ said Andrews thoughtfully. ‘Yes. No doubt. Last Monday you
said, didn’t you?’


            ‘Last
Monday.’


            ‘That
was Christmas Day.’
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