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Year 7 Home Learning: Victorian Ghost Stories 

  

Learning Intentions:   

 To be able to summarise ideas within a text 

 To be able to retrieve key details within a text through 

various comprehension methods 

 To be able to predict / infer ideas from a text 

 To analyse how a writer’s language choices create a 

sense of location 

Assessment Objectives covered:  

AO1: Read, understand and respond to texts. Students should 

be able to: • maintain a critical style and develop an informed 

personal response • use textual references, including 

quotations, to support and illustrate interpretations.  

AO2: Analyse the language, form and structure used by a writer 

to create meanings and effects, using relevant subject 

terminology where appropriate. 

Deadline for completion: Wednesday 15th April.  

We recommend that you send work via email to your teacher. 

You can send documents or screen shots/ photographs of your 

work.  

Instructions: You can complete the tasks in this booklet on 

paper at home; there is no need to print any of this 

material. 

Support available: 

  You may email your English teacher at any time to ask for 

help or to clarify a task. They will reply as soon as possible. 

You can find your teacher’s email address on the SJH website: 

sjhcsc.co.uk 
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Read the short story ‘The Red Room’  

 “I can assure you,” said I, “that it will take a very tangible ghost to 
frighten me.” And I stood up before the fire with my glass in my hand.  

“It is your own choosing,” said the man with the withered arm, and 
glanced at me askance.  

“Eight-and-twenty years,” said I, “I have lived, and never a ghost have I seen as 
yet.”  

The old woman sat staring hard into the fire, her pale eyes wide open. “Ay,” she 
broke in; “and eight-and-twenty years you have lived and never seen the likes of this 
house, I reckon. There’s a many things to see, when one’s still but eight-and-twenty.” 
She swayed her head slowly from side to side. “A many things to see and sorrow 
for.”  

I half suspected the old people were trying to enhance the spiritual terrors of their 
house by their droning insistence. I put down my empty glass on the table and 
looked about the room, and caught a glimpse of myself, abbreviated and broadened 
to an impossible sturdiness, in the queer old mirror at the end of the room. “Well,” I 
said, “if I see anything to-night, I shall be so much the wiser. For I come to the 
business with an open mind.”  

“It’s your own choosing,” said the man with the withered arm once more.  

I heard the faint sound of a stick and a shambling step on the flags in the passage 
outside. The door creaked on its hinges as a second old man entered, more bent, 
more wrinkled, more aged even than the first. He supported himself by the help of a 
crutch, his eyes were covered by a shade, and his lower lip, half averted, hung pale 
and pink from his decaying yellow teeth. He made straight for an armchair on the 
opposite side of the table, sat down clumsily, and began to cough. The man with the 
withered hand gave the newcomer a short glance of positive dislike; the old woman 
took no notice of his arrival, but remained with her eyes fixed steadily on the fire.  

“I said—it’s your own choosing,” said the man with the withered hand, when the 
coughing had ceased for a while.  

“It’s my own choosing,” I answered.  

The man with the shade became aware of my presence for the first time, and 
threw his head back for a moment, and sidewise, to see me. I caught a momentary 
glimpse of his eyes, small and bright and inflamed. Then he began to cough and 
splutter again.  

“Why don’t you drink?” said the man with the withered arm, pushing the beer 
toward him. The man with the shade poured out a glassful with a shaking hand, that 
splashed half as much again on the deal table. A monstrous shadow of him 
crouched upon the wall, and mocked his action as he poured and drank. I must 
confess I had scarcely expected these grotesque custodians. There is, to my mind, 
something inhuman in senility, something crouching and atavistic; the human 
qualities seem to drop from old people insensibly day by day. The three of them 
made me feel uncomfortable with their gaunt silences, their bent carriage, their 
evident unfriendliness to me and to one another. And that night, perhaps, I was in 
the mood for uncomfortable impressions. I resolved to get away from their vague 
fore-shadowings of the evil things upstairs.  

“If,” said I, “you will show me to this haunted room of yours, I will make myself 
comfortable there.”  
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The old man with the cough jerked his head back so suddenly that it startled me, 
and shot another glance of his red eyes at me from out of the darkness under the 
shade, but no one answered me. I waited a minute, glancing from one to the other. 
The old woman stared like a dead body, glaring into the fire with lack-lustre eyes.  

“If,” I said, a little louder, “if you will show me to this haunted room of yours, I will 
relieve you from the task of entertaining me.”  

“There’s a candle on the slab outside the door,” said the man with the withered 
hand, looking at my feet as he addressed me. “But if you go to the Red Room to-
night—”  

“This night of all nights!” said the old woman, softly.  

“—You go alone.”  

“Very well,” I answered, shortly, “and which way do I go?”  

“You go along the passage for a bit,” said he, nodding his head on his shoulder at 
the door, “until you come to a spiral staircase; and on the second landing is a door 
covered with green baize. Go through that, and down the long corridor to the end, 
and the Red Room is on your left up the steps.”  

“Have I got that right?” I said, and repeated his directions.  

He corrected me in one particular.  

“And you are really going?” said the man with the shade, looking at me again for 
the third time with that queer, unnatural tilting of the face.  

“This night of all nights!” whispered the old woman.  

“It is what I came for,” I said, and moved toward the door. As I did so, the old man 
with the shade rose and staggered round the table, so as to be closer to the others 
and to the fire. At the door I turned and looked at them, and saw they were all close 
together, dark against the firelight, staring at me over their shoulders, with an intent 
expression on their ancient faces.  

“Good-night,” I said, setting the door open. “It’s your own choosing,” said the man 
with the withered arm.  

I left the door wide open until the candle was well alight, and then I shut them in, 
and walked down the chilly, echoing passage.  

I must confess that the oddness of these three old pensioners in whose charge her 
ladyship had left the castle, and the deep-toned, old-fashioned furniture of the 
housekeeper’s room, in which they foregathered, had affected me curiously in spite 
of my effort to keep myself at a matter-of-fact phase. They seemed to belong to 
another age, an older age, an age when things spiritual were indeed to be feared, 
when common sense was uncommon, an age when omens and witches were 
credible, and ghosts beyond denying. Their very existence, thought I, is spectral; the 
cut of their clothing, fashions born in dead brains; the ornaments and conveniences 
in the room about them even are ghostly—the thoughts of vanished men, which still 
haunt rather than participate in the world of to-day. And the passage I was in, long 
and shadowy, with a film of moisture glistening on the wall, was as gaunt and cold as 
a thing that is dead and rigid. But with an effort I sent such thoughts to the right-
about. The long, drafty subterranean passage was chilly and dusty, and my candle 
flared and made the shadows cower and quiver. The echoes rang up and down the 
spiral staircase, and a shadow came sweeping up after me, and another fled before 
me into the darkness overhead. I came to the wide landing and stopped there for a 
moment listening to a rustling that I fancied I heard creeping behind me, and then, 
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satisfied of the absolute silence, pushed open the unwilling baize-covered door and 
stood in the silent corridor.  

The effect was scarcely what I expected, for the moonlight, coming in by the great 
window on the grand staircase, picked out everything in vivid black shadow or 
reticulated silvery illumination. Everything seemed in its proper position; the house 
might have been deserted on the yesterday instead of twelve months ago. There 
were candles in the sockets of the sconces, and whatever dust had gathered on the 
carpets or upon the polished flooring was distributed so evenly as to be invisible in 
my candlelight. A waiting stillness was over everything. I was about to advance, and 
stopped abruptly. A bronze group stood upon the landing hidden from me by a 
corner of the wall; but its shadow fell with marvelous distinctness upon the white 
paneling, and gave me the impression of some one crouching to waylay me. The 
thing jumped upon my attention suddenly. I stood rigid for half a moment, perhaps. 
Then, with my hand in the pocket that held the revolver, I advanced, only to discover 
a Ganymede and Eagle, glistening in the moonlight. That incident for a time restored 
my nerve, and a dim porcelain Chinaman on a buhl table, whose head rocked as I 
passed, scarcely startled me.  

The door of the Red Room and the steps up to it were in a shadowy corner. I 
moved my candle from side to side in order to see clearly the nature of the recess in 
which I stood, before opening the door. Here it was, thought I, that my predecessor 
was found, and the memory of that story gave me a sudden twinge of apprehension. 
I glanced over my shoulder at the black Ganymede in the moonlight, and opened the 
door of the Red Room rather hastily, with my face half turned to the pallid silence of 
the corridor.  

I entered, closed the door behind me at once, turned the key I found in the lock 
within, and stood with the candle held aloft surveying the scene of my vigil, the great 
Red Room of Lorraine Castle, in which the young Duke had died; or rather in which 
he had begun his dying, for he had opened the door and fallen headlong down the 
steps I had just ascended. That had been the end of his vigil, of his gallant attempt to 
conquer the ghostly tradition of the place, and never, I thought, had apoplexy better 
served the ends of superstition. There were other and older stories that clung to the 
room, back to the half-incredible beginning of it all, the tale of a timid wife and the 
tragic end that came to her husband’s jest of frightening her. And looking round that 
huge shadowy room with its black window bays, its recesses and alcoves, its dusty 
brown-red hangings and dark gigantic furniture, one could well understand the 
legends that had sprouted in its black corners, its germinating darknesses. My 
candle was a little tongue of light in the vastness of the chamber; its rays failed to 
pierce to the opposite end of the room, and left an ocean of dull red mystery and 
suggestion, sentinel shadows and watching darknesses beyond its island of light. 
And the stillness of desolation brooded over it all.  

I must confess some impalpable quality of that ancient room disturbed me. I tried 
to fight the feeling down. I resolved to make a systematic examination of the place, 
and so, by leaving nothing to the imagination, dispel the fanciful suggestions of the 
obscurity before they obtained a hold upon me. After satisfying myself of the 
fastening of the door, I began to walk round the room, peering round each article of 
furniture, tucking up the valances of the bed and opening its curtains wide. In one 
place there was a distinct echo to my footsteps, the noises I made seemed so little 
that they enhanced rather than broke the silence of the place. I pulled up the blinds 
and examined the fastenings of the several windows. Attracted by the fall of a 
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particle of dust, I leaned forward and looked up the blackness of the wide chimney. 
Then, trying to preserve my scientific attitude of mind, I walked round and began 
tapping the oak paneling for any secret opening, but I desisted before reaching the 
alcove. I saw my face in a mirror—white.  

There were two big mirrors in the room, each with a pair of sconces bearing 
candles, and on the mantelshelf, too, were candles in china candle-sticks. All these I 
lit one after the other. The fire was laid—an unexpected consideration from the old 
housekeeper—and I lit it, to keep down any disposition to shiver, and when it was 
burning well I stood round with my back to it and regarded the room again. I had 
pulled up a chintz-covered armchair and a table to form a kind of barricade before 
me. On this lay my revolver, ready to hand. My precise examination had done me a 
little good, but I still found the remoter darkness of the place and its perfect stillness 
too stimulating for the imagination. The echoing of the stir and crackling of the fire 
was no sort of comfort to me. The shadow in the alcove at the end of the room 
began to display that undefinable quality of a presence, that odd suggestion of a 
lurking living thing that comes so easily in silence and solitude. And to reassure 
myself, I walked with a candle into it and satisfied myself that there was nothing 
tangible there. I stood that candle upon the floor of the alcove and left it in that 
position.  

By this time I was in a state of considerable nervous tension, although to my 
reason there was no adequate cause for my condition. My mind, however, was 
perfectly clear. I postulated quite unreservedly that nothing supernatural could 
happen, and to pass the time I began stringing some rhymes together, Ingoldsby 
fashion, concerning the original legend of the place. A few I spoke aloud, but the 
echoes were not pleasant* For the same reason I also abandoned, after a time, a 
conversation with myself upon the impossibility of ghosts and haunting. My mind 
reverted to the three old and distorted people downstairs, and I tried to keep it upon 
that topic.  

The sombre reds and grays of the room troubled me; even with its seven candles 
the place was merely dim. The light in the alcove flaring in a draft, and the fire 
flickering, kept the shadows and penumbra perpetually shifting and stirring in a 
noiseless flighty dance. Casting about for a remedy, I recalled the wax candles I had 
seen in the corridor, and, with a slight effort, carrying a candle and leaving the door 
open, I walked out into the moonlight, and presently returned with as many as ten. 
These I put in the various knick-knacks of china with which the room was sparsely 
adorned, and lit and placed them where the shadows had lain deepest, some on the 
floor, some in the window recesses, arranging and rearranging them until at last my 
seventeen candles were so placed that not an inch of the room but had the direct 
light of at least one of them. It occurred to me that when the ghost came I could warn 
him not to trip over them. The room was now quite brightly illuminated. There was 
something very cheering and reassuring in these little silent streaming flames, and to 
notice their steady diminution of length offered me an occupation and gave me a 
reassuring sense of the passage of time.  

Even with that, however, the brooding expectation of the vigil weighed heavily 
enough upon me. I stood watching the minute hand of my watch creep towards 
midnight.  

Then something happened in the alcove. I did not see the candle go out, I simply 
turned and saw that the darkness was there, as one might start and see the 
unexpected presence of a stranger. The black shadow had sprung back to its place. 
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“By Jove,” said I aloud, recovering from my surprise, “that draft’s a strong one;” and 
taking the matchbox from the table, I walked across the room in a leisurely manner 
to relight the corner again. My first match would not strike, and as I succeeded with 
the second, something seemed to blink on the wall before me. I turned my head 
involuntarily and saw that the two candles on the little table by the fireplace were 
extinguished. I rose at once to my feet.  

“Odd,” I said. “Did I do that myself in a flash of absent-mindedness?”  

I walked back, relit one, and as I did so I saw the candle in the right sconce of one 
of the mirrors wink and go right out, and almost immediately its companion followed 
it. The flames vanished as if the wick had been suddenly nipped between a finger 
and thumb, leaving the wick neither glowing nor smoking, but black. While I stood 
gaping the candle at the foot of the bed went out, and the shadows seemed to take 
another step toward me.  

“This won’t do!” said I, and first one and then another candle on the mantelshelf 
followed.  

“What’s up?” I cried, with a queer high note getting into my voice somehow. At that 
the candle on the corner of the wardrobe went out, and the one I had relit in the 
alcove followed.  

“Steady on!” I said, “those candles are wanted,” speaking with a half-hysterical 
facetiousness, and scratching away at a match the while, “for the mantel 
candlesticks.” My hands trembled so much that twice I missed the rough paper of the 
matchbox. As the mantel emerged from darkness again, two candles in the remoter 
end of the room were eclipsed. But with the same match I also relit the larger mirror 
candles, and those on the floor near the doorway, so that for the moment I seemed 
to gain on the extinctions. But then in a noiseless volley there vanished four lights at 
once in different corners of the room, and I struck another match in quivering haste, 
and stood hesitating whither to take it.  

As I stood undecided, an invisible hand seemed to sweep out the two candles on 
the table. With a cry of terror I dashed at the alcove, then into the corner and then 
into the window, relighting three as two more vanished by the fireplace, and then, 
perceiving a better way, I dropped matches on the iron-bound deedbox in the corner, 
and caught up the bedroom candlestick. With this I avoided the delay of striking 
matches, but for all that the steady process of extinction went on, and the shadows I 
feared and fought against returned, and crept in upon me, first a step gained on this 
side of me, then on that. I was now almost frantic with the horror of the coming 
darkness, and my self-possession deserted me. I leaped panting from candle to 
candle in a vain struggle against that remorseless advance.  

I bruised myself in the thigh against the table, I sent a chair headlong, I stumbled 
and fell and whisked the cloth from the table in my fall. My candle rolled away from 
me and I snatched another as I rose. Abruptly this was blown out as I swung it off the 
table by the wind of my sudden movement, and immediately the two remaining 
candles followed. But there was light still in the room, a red light, that streamed 
across the ceiling and staved off the shadows from me. The fire! Of course I could 
still thrust my candle between the bars and relight it.  

I turned to where the flames were still dancing between the glowing coals and 
splashing red reflections upon the furniture; made two steps toward the grate, and 
incontinently the flames dwindled and vanished, the glow vanished, the reflections 
rushed together and disappeared, and as I thrust the candle between the bars 



9 
 

darkness closed upon me like the shutting of an eye, wrapped about me in a stifling 
embrace, sealed my vision, and crushed the last vestiges of self-possession from my 
brain. And it was not only palpable darkness, but intolerable terror. The candle fell 
from my hands. I flung out my arms in a vain effort to thrust that ponderous 
blackness away from me, and lifting up my voice, screamed with all my might, once, 
twice, thrice. Then I think I must have staggered to my feet. I know I thought 
suddenly of the moonlit corridor, and with my head bowed and my arms over my 
face, made a stumbling run for the door.  

But I had forgotten the exact position of the door, and I struck myself heavily 
against the corner of the bed. I staggered back, turned, and was either struck or 
struck myself against some other bulky furnishing. I have a vague memory of 
battering myself thus to and fro in the darkness, of a heavy blow at last upon my 
forehead, of a horrible sensation of falling that lasted an age, of my last frantic effort 
to keep my footing, and then I remember no more.  

I opened my eyes in daylight. My head was roughly bandaged, and the man with 
the withered hand was watching my face. I looked about me trying to remember what 
had happened, and for a space I could not recollect. I rolled my eyes into the corner 
and saw the old woman, no longer abstracted, no longer terrible, pouring out some 
drops of medicine from a little blue phial into a glass. “Where am I?” I said. “I seem to 
remember you, and yet I can not remember who you are.”  

They told me then, and I heard of the haunted Red Room as one who hears a tale. 
“We found you at dawn,” said he, “and there was blood on your forehead and lips.”  

I wondered that I had ever disliked him. The three of them in the daylight seemed 
commonplace old folk enough. The man with the green shade had his head bent as 
one who sleeps.  

It was very slowly I recovered the memory of my experience. “You believe now,” 
said the old man with the withered hand, “that the room is haunted?” He spoke no 
longer as one who greets an intruder, but as one who condoles with a friend.  

“Yes,” said I, “the room is haunted.”  

“And you have seen it. And we who have been here all our lives have never set 
eyes upon it. Because we have never dared. Tell us, is it truly the old earl who—”  

“No,” said I, “it is not.”  

“I told you so,” said the old lady, with the glass in her hand. “It is his poor young 
countess who was frightened—”  

“It is not,” I said. “There is neither ghost of earl nor ghost of countess in that room; 
there is no ghost there at all, but worse, far worse, something impalpable—”  

“Well?” they said.  

“The worst of all the things that haunt poor mortal men,” said I; “and that is, in all 
its nakedness—‘Fear!’ Fear that will not have light nor sound, that will not bear with 
reason, that deafens and darkens and overwhelms. It followed me through the 
corridor, it fought against me in the room—”  

I stopped abruptly. There was an interval of silence. My hand went up to my 
bandages. “The candles went out one after another, and I fled—”  

Then the man with the shade lifted his face sideways to see me and spoke.  

“That is it,” said he. “I knew that was it. A Power of Darkness. To put such a curse 
upon a home! It lurks there always. You can feel it even in the daytime, even of a 
bright summer’s day, in the hangings, in the curtains, keeping behind you however 
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you face about. In the dusk it creeps in the corridor and follows you, so that you dare 
not turn. It is even as you say. Fear itself is in that room. Black Fear.... And there it 
will be... so long as this house of sin endures.”  
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Read the short story: ‘A Pair of Hands’ By Arthur Quiller-Couch 
 
"It happened when I lived down in Cornwall, at Tresillack on the 
south coast. Tresillack was the name of the house, which stood quite 
alone at the head of a coombe, within sound of the sea but without sight of it; for 
though the coombe led down to a wide open beach, it wound and twisted half a 
dozen times on its way, and its overlapping sides closed the view from the house, 
which was advertised as 'secluded.' I was very poor in those days. Your father and 
all of us were poor then, as I trust, my dears, you will never be; but I was young 
enough to be romantic and wise enough to like independence, and this word 
'secluded' took my fancy.  
 

"The misfortune was that it had taken the fancy, or just suited the requirements, of 
several previous tenants. You know, I dare say, the kind of person who rents a 
secluded house in the country? Well, yes, there are several kinds; but they seem to 
agree in being odious. No one knows where they come from, though they soon 
remove all doubt about where they're 'going to,' as the children say. 'Shady' is the 
word, is it not? Well, the previous tenants of Tresillack (from first to last a bewildering 
series) had been shady with a vengeance.  
 

"I knew nothing of this when I first made application to the landlord, a solid yeoman 
inhabiting a farm at the foot of the coombe, on a cliff overlooking the beach. To him I 
presented myself fearlessly as a spinster of decent family and small but assured 
income, intending a rural life of combined seemliness and economy. He met my 
advances politely enough, but with an air of suspicion which offended me. I began by 
disliking him for it: afterwards I set it down as an unpleasant feature in the local 
character. I was doubly mistaken. Farmer Hosking was slow-witted, but as honest a 
man as ever stood up against hard times; and a more open and hospitable race than 
the people on that coast I never wish to meet. It was the caution of a child who had 
burnt his fingers, not once but many times. Had I known what I afterwards learned of 
Farmer Hosking's tribulations as landlord of a 'secluded country residence,' I should 
have approached him with the bashfulness proper to my suit and faltered as I 
undertook to prove the bright exception in a long line of painful experiences. He had 
bought the Tresillack estate twenty years before--on mortgage, I fancy--because the 
land adjoined his own and would pay him for tillage. But the house was a nuisance, 
an incubus; and had been so from the beginning.  
 

"'Well, miss,' he said, 'you're welcome to look over it; a pretty enough place, inside 
and out. There's no trouble about keys, because I've put in a housekeeper, a widow-
woman, and she'll show you round. With your leave I'll step up the coombe so far 
with you, and put you in your way.' As I thanked him he paused and rubbed his chin. 
'There's one thing I must tell you, though. Whoever takes the housemust take Mrs. 
Carkeek along with it.'  
 

"'Mrs. Carkeek?' I echoed dolefully. 'Is that the housekeeper?'  
 

"'Yes: she was wife to my late hind. I'm sorry, miss,' he added, my face telling him no 
doubt what sort of woman I expected Mrs. Carkeek to be; 'but I had to make it a rule 
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after--after some things that happened. And I dare say you won't find her so bad. 
Mary Carkeek's a sensible comfortable woman, and knows the place. She was in 
service there to Squire Kendall when he sold up and went: her first place it was.'  
 

"'I may as well see the house, anyhow,' said I dejectedly. So we started to walk up 
the coombe. The path, which ran beside a little chattering stream, was narrow for the 
most part, and Farmer Hosking, with an apology, strode on ahead to beat aside the 
brambles. But whenever its width allowed us to walk side by side I caught him from 
time to time stealing a shy inquisitive glance under his rough eyebrows. Courteously 
though he bore himself, it was clear that he could not sum me up to his satisfaction 
or bring me square with his notion of a tenant for his 'secluded country residence.'  
 

"I don't know what foolish fancy prompted it, but about halfway up the coombe I 
stopped short and asked:  
 

"'There are no ghosts, I suppose?'  
 

"It struck me, a moment after I had uttered it, as a supremely silly question; but he 
took it quite seriously. 'No; I never heard tell of any ghosts.' He laid a queer sort of 
stress on the word. 'There's always been trouble with servants, and maids' tongues 
will be runnin'. But Mary Carkeek lives up there alone, and she seems comfortable 
enough.'  
 

"We walked on. By-and-by he pointed with his stick. 'It don't look like a place for 
ghosts, now, do it?'  
 

"Certainly it did not. Above an untrimmed orchard rose a terrace of turf scattered with 
thorn-bushes, and above this a terrace of stone, upon which stood the prettiest 
cottage I had ever seen. It was long and low and thatched; a deep verandah ran 
from end to end. Clematis, Banksia roses and honeysuckle climbed the posts of this 
verandah, and big blooms of the Marechal Niel were clustered along its roof, 
beneath the lattices of the bedroom windows. The house was small enough to be 
called a cottage, and rare enough in features and in situation to confer distinction on 
any tenant. It suggested what in those days we should have called 'elegant' living. 
And I could have clapped my hands for joy.  
 

"My spirits mounted still higher when Mrs. Carkeek opened the door to us. I had 
looked for a Mrs. Gummidge, and I found a healthy middle-aged woman with a 
thoughtful but contented face, and a smile which, without a trace of obsequiousness, 
quite bore out the farmer's description of her. She was a comfortable woman; and 
while we walked through the rooms together (for Mr. Hosking waited outside) I 'took 
to' Mrs. Carkeek. Her speech was direct and practical; the rooms, in spite of their 
faded furniture, were bright and exquisitely clean; and somehow the very 
atmosphere of the house gave me a sense of well-being, of feeling at home and 
cared for; yes, of being loved. Don't laugh, my dears; for when I've done you may not 
think this fancy altogether foolish.  
 

"I stepped out into the verandah, and Farmer Hosking pocketed the pruning-knife 
which he had been using on a bush of jasmine.  
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"'This is better than anything I had dreamed of,' said I.  
 

"'Well, miss, that's not a wise way of beginning a bargain, if you'll excuse me.'  
 

"He took no advantage, however, of my admission; and we struck the bargain as we 
returned down the coombe to his farm, where the hired chaise waited to convey me 
back to the market town. I had meant to engage a maid of my own, but now it 
occurred to me that I might do very well with Mrs. Carkeek. This, too, was settled in 
the course of the next day or two, and within the week I had moved into my new 
home.  
 

"I can hardly describe to you the happiness of my first month at Tresillack; because 
(as I now believe) if I take the reasons which I had for being happy, one by one, 
there remains over something which I cannot account for. I was moderately young, 
entirely healthy; I felt myself independent and adventurous; the season was high 
summer, the weather glorious, the garden in all the pomp of June, yet sufficiently 
unkempt to keep me busy, give me a sharp appetite for meals, and send me to bed 
in that drowsy stupor which comes of the odours of earth. I spent the most of my 
time out of doors, winding up the day's work as a rule with a walk down the cool 
valley, along the beach and back.  
 

"I soon found that all housework could be safely left to Mrs. Carkeek. She did not talk 
much; indeed her only fault (a rare one in house-keepers) was that she talked too 
little, and even when I addressed her seemed at times unable to give me her 
attention. It was as though her mind strayed off to some small job she had forgotten, 
and her eyes wore a listening look, as though she waited for the neglected task to 
speak and remind her. But as a matter of fact she forgot nothing. Indeed, my dears, I 
was never so well attended to in my life.  
 

"Well, that is what I'm coming to. That, so to say, is just it. The woman not only had 
the rooms swept and dusted, and my meals prepared to the moment. In a hundred 
odd little ways this orderliness, these preparations, seemed to read my desires. Did I 
wish the roses renewed in a bowl upon the dining-table, sure enough at the next 
meal they would be replaced by fresh ones. Mrs. Carkeek (I told myself) must have 
surprised and interpreted a glance of mine. And yet I could not remember having 
glanced at the bowl in her presence. And how on earth had she guessed the very 
roses, the very shapes and colours I had lightly wished for? This is only an instance, 
you understand. Every day, and from morning to night, I happened on others, each 
slight enough, but all together bearing witness to a ministering intelligence as subtle 
as it was untiring.  
 

"I am a light sleeper, as you know, with an uncomfortable knack of waking with the 
sun and roaming early. No matter how early I rose at Tresillack, Mrs. Carkeek 
seemed to have prevented me. Finally I had to conclude that she arose and dusted 
and tidied as soon as she judged me safely a-bed. For once, finding the drawing-
room (where I had been sitting late) 'redded up' at four in the morning, and no trace 
of a plate of raspberries which I had carried thither after dinner and left overnight, I 
determined to test her, and walked through to the kitchen, calling her by name. I 
found the kitchen as clean as a pin, and the fire laid, but no trace of Mrs. Carkeek. I 
walked upstairs and knocked at her door. At the second knock a sleepy voice cried 
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out, and presently the good woman stood before me in her nightgown, looking (I 
thought) very badly scared.  
 

"'No,' I said, 'it's not a burglar. But I've found out what I wanted, that you do your 
morning's work over night. But you mustn't wait for me when I choose to sit up. And 
now go back to your bed like a good soul, whilst I take a run down to the beach.'  
 

"She stood blinking in the dawn. Her face was still white.  
 

"'Oh, miss,' she gasped, 'I made sure you must have seen something!'  
 

"'And so I have,' I answered, 'but it was neither burglars nor ghosts.'  
 

"'Thank God!' I heard her say as she turned her back to me in her grey bedroom--
which faced the north. And I took this for a carelessly pious expression and ran 
downstairs, thinking no more of it.  
 

"A few days later I began to understand.  
 

"The plan of Tresillack house (I must explain) was simplicity itself. To the left of the 
hall as you entered was the dining-room; to the right the drawing-room, with a 
boudoir beyond. The foot of the stairs faced the front door, and beside it, passing a 
glazed inner door, you found two others right and left, the left opening on the kitchen, 
the right on a passage which ran by a store-cupboard under the bend of the stairs to 
a neat pantry with the usual shelves and linen-press, and under the window (which 
faced north) a porcelain basin and brass tap. On the first morning of my tenancy I 
had visited this pantry and turned the tap; but no water ran. I supposed this to be 
accidental. Mrs. Carkeek had to wash up glass ware and crockery, and no doubt 
Mrs. Carkeek would complain of any failure in the water supply.  
 

"But the day after my surprise visit (as I called it) I had picked a basketful of roses, 
and carried them into the pantry as a handy place to arrange them in. I chose a 
china bowl and went to fill it at the tap. Again the water would not run.  
 

"I called Mrs. Carkeek. 'What is wrong with this tap?' I asked. 'The rest of the house 
is well enough supplied.'  
 

"'I don't know, miss. I never use it.'  
 

"'But there must be a reason; and you must find it a great nuisance washing up the 
plate and glasses in the kitchen. Come around to the back with me, and we'll have a 
look at the cisterns.'  
 

"'The cisterns'll be all right, miss. I assure you I don't find it a trouble.'  
 

"But I was not to be put off. The back of the house stood but ten feet from a wall 
which was really but a stone face built against the cliff cut away by the architect. 
Above the cliff rose the kitchen garden, and from its lower path we looked over the 
wall's parapet upon the cisterns. There were two--a very large one, supplying the 
kitchen and the bathroom above the kitchen; and a small one, obviously fed by the 
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other, and as obviously leading, by a pipe which I could trace, to the pantry. Now the 
big cistern stood almost full, and yet the small one, though on a lower level, was 
empty.  
 

"'It's as plain as daylight,' said I. 'The pipe between the two is choked.' And I 
clambered on to the parapet.  
 

"'I wouldn't, miss. The pantry tap is only cold water, and no use to me. From the 
kitchen boiler I gets it hot, you see.'  
 

"'But I want the pantry water for my flowers.' I bent over and groped. 'I thought as 
much!' said I, as I wrenched out a thick plug of cork and immediately the water 
began to flow. I turned triumphantly on Mrs. Carkeek, who had grown suddenly red 
in the face. Her eyes were fixed on the cork in my hand. To keep it more firmly 
wedged in its place somebody had wrapped it round with a rag of calico print; and, 
discoloured though the rag was, I seemed to recall the pattern (a lilac sprig). Then, 
as our eyes met, it occurred to me that only two mornings before Mrs. Carkeek had 
worn a print gown of that same sprigged pattern.  
 

"I had the presence of mind to hide this very small discovery, sliding over it some 
quite trivial remark; and presently Mrs. Carkeek regained her composure. But I own I 
felt disappointed in her. It seemed such a paltry thing to be disingenuous over. She 
had deliberately acted a fib before me; and why? Merely because she preferred the 
kitchen to the pantry tap. It was childish. 'But servants are all the same,' I told myself. 
'I must take Mrs. Carkeek as she is; and, after all, she is a treasure.'  
 

"On the second night after this, and between eleven and twelve o'clock, I was lying in 
bed and reading myself sleepy over a novel of Lord Lytton's, when a small sound 
disturbed me. I listened. The sound was clearly that of water trickling; and I set it 
down to rain. A shower (I told myself) had filled the water-pipes which drained the 
roof. Somehow I could not fix the sound. There was a water pipe against the wall just 
outside my window. I rose and drew up the blind.  
 

"To my astonishment no rain was falling; no rain had fallen. I felt the slate window-
sill; some dew had gathered there--no more. There was no wind, no cloud: only a still 
moon high over the eastern slope of the coombe, the distant plash of waves, and the 
fragrance of many roses. I went back to bed and listened again. Yes, the trickling 
sound continued, quite distinct in the silence of the house, not to be confused for a 
moment with the dull murmur of the beach. After a while it began to grate on my 
nerves. I caught up my candle, flung my dressing-gown about me, and stole softly 
downstairs.  
 

"Then it was simple. I traced the sound to the pantry. 'Mrs. Carkeek has left the tap 
running,' said I: and, sure enough, I found it so--a thin trickle steadily running to 
waste in the porcelain basin. I turned off the tap, went contentedly back to my bed, 
and slept.  
 

"--for some hours. I opened my eyes in darkness, and at once knew what had 
awakened me. The tap was running again. Now it had shut easily in my hand, but 
not so easily that I could believe it had slipped open again of its own accord. 'This is 
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Mrs. Carkeek's doing,' said I; and am afraid I added 'Bother Mrs. Carkeek!'  
 

"Well, there was no help for it: so I struck a light, looked at my watch, saw that the 
hour was just three o'clock, and descended the stairs again. At the pantry door I 
paused. I was not afraid--not one little bit. In fact the notion that anything might be 
wrong had never crossed my mind. But I remember thinking, with my hand on the 
door, that if Mrs. Carkeek were in the pantry I might happen to give her a severe 
fright.  
 

"I pushed the door open briskly. Mrs. Carkeek was not there. But something was 
there, by the porcelain basin--something which might have sent me scurrying 
upstairs two steps at a time, but which as a matter of fact held me to the spot. My 
heart seemed to stand still--so still! And in the stillness I remember setting down the 
brass candlestick on a tall nest of drawers beside me.  
 

"Over the porcelain basin and beneath the water trickling from the tap I saw two 
hands.  
 

"That was all--two small hands, a child's hands. I cannot tell you how they ended.  
 

"No: they were not cut off. I saw them quite distinctly: just a pair of small hands and 
the wrists, and after that--nothing. They were moving briskly--washing themselves 
clean. I saw the water trickle and splash over them--not through them--but just as it 
would on real hands. They were the hands of a little girl, too. Oh, yes, I was sure of 
that at once. Boys and girls wash their hands differently. I can't just tell you what the 
difference is, but it's unmistakable.  
 

"I saw all this before my candle slipped and fell with a crash. I had set it down without 
looking--for my eyes were fixed on the basin--and had balanced it on the edge of the 
nest of drawers. After the crash, in the darkness there, with the water running, I 
suffered some bad moments. Oddly enough, the thought uppermost with me was 
that I must shut off that tap before escaping. I had to. And after a while I picked up all 
my courage, so to say, between my teeth, and with a little sob thrust out my hand 
and did it. Then I fled.  
 

"The dawn was close upon me: and as soon as the sky reddened I took my bath, 
dressed and went downstairs. And there at the pantry door I found Mrs. Carkeek, 
also dressed, with my candlestick in her hand.  
 

"'Ah!' said I, 'you picked it up.'  
 

"Our eyes met. Clearly Mrs. Carkeek wished me to begin, and I determined at once 
to have it out with her.  
 

"'And you knew all about it. That's what accounts for your plugging up the cistern.'  
 

"'You saw? . . .' she began.  
 

"'Yes, yes. And you must tell me all about it--never mind how bad. Is--is it--murder?'  
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"'Law bless you, miss, whatever put such horrors in your head?'  
 

"'She was washing her hands.'  
 

"'Ah, so she does, poor dear! But--murder! And dear little Miss Margaret, that 
wouldn't go to hurt a fly!'  
 

"'Miss Margaret?'  
 

"'Eh, she died at seven year. Squire Kendall's only daughter; and that's over twenty 
year ago. I was her nurse, miss, and I know-- diphtheria it was; she took it down in 
the village.'  
 

"'But how do you know it is Margaret?'  
 

"'Those hands--why, how could I mistake, that used to be her nurse?'  
 

"'But why does she wash them?'  
 

"'Well, miss, being always a dainty child--and the house-work, you see--'  
 

"I took a long breath. 'Do you mean to tell me that all this tidying and dusting--' I 
broke off. 'Is it she who has been taking this care of me?'  
 

"Mrs. Carkeek met my look steadily.  
 

"'Who else, miss?'  
 

"'Poor little soul!'  
 

"'Well now'--Mrs. Carkeek rubbed my candlestick with the edge of her apron--'I'm so 
glad you take it like this. For there isn't really nothing to be afraid of--is there?' She 
eyed me wistfully. 'It's my belief she loves you, miss. But only to think what a time 
she must have had with the others!'  
 

"'The others?' I echoed.  
 

"'The other tenants, miss: the ones afore you.'  
 

"'Were they bad?'  
 

"'They was awful. Didn't Farmer Hosking tell you? They carried on fearful--one after 
another, and each one worse than the last."  
 

"'What was the matter with them? Drink?'  
 

"'Drink, miss, with some of 'em. There was the Major--he used to go mad with it, and 
run about the coombe in his nightshirt. Oh, scandalous! And his wife drank too--that 
is, if she ever was his wife. Just think of that tender child washing Up after their nasty 
doings!'  
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"I shivered.  
 

"'But that wasn't the worst, miss--not by a long way. There was a pair here--from the 
colonies, or so they gave out--with two children, a boy and gel, the eldest scarce six. 
Poor mites!'  
 

"'Why, what happened?'  
 

"'They beat those children, miss--your blood would boil!--and starved, and tortured 
'em, it's my belief. You could hear their screams, I've been told, away back in the 
high-road, and that's the best part of half a mile. Sometimes they was locked up 
without food for days together. But it's my belief that little Miss Margaret managed to 
feed them somehow. Oh, I can see her, creeping to the door and comforting!'  
 

"'But perhaps she never showed herself when these awful people were here, but 
took to flight until they left.'  
 

"'You didn't never know her, miss. The brave she was! She'd have stood up to lions. 
She've been here all the while: and only to think what her innocent eyes and ears 
must have took in! There was another couple--' Mrs. Carkeek sunk her voice.  
 

"'Oh, hush!' said I, 'if I'm to have any peace of mind in this house!'  
 

"'But you won't go, miss? She loves you, I know she do. And think what you might be 
leaving her to--what sort of tenant might come next. For she can't go. She've been 
here ever since her father sold the place. He died soon after. You musn't go!'  
 

"Now I had resolved to go, but all of a sudden I felt how mean this resolution was.  
 

"'After all,' said I, 'there's nothing to be afraid of.'  
 

"'That's it, miss; nothing at all. I don't even believe it's so very uncommon. Why, I've 
heard my mother tell of farmhouses where the rooms were swept every night as 
regular as clockwork, and the floors sanded, and the pots and pans scoured, and all 
while the maids slept. They put it down to the piskies; but we know better, miss, and 
now we've got the secret between us we can lie easy in our beds, and if we hear 
anything, say "God bless the child!" and go to sleep.'  
 

"'Mrs. Carkeek,' said I, 'there's only one condition I have to make.'  
 

"'What's that?'  
 

"'Why, that you let me kiss you.'  
 

"'Oh, you dear!' said Mrs. Carkeek as we embraced: and this was as close to 
familiarity as she allowed herself to go in the whole course of my acquaintance with 
her.  
 

"I spent three years at Tresillack, and all that while Mrs. Carkeek lived with me and 



19 
 

shared the secret. Few women, I dare to say, were ever so completely wrapped 
around with love as we were during those three years. It ran through my waking life 
like a song: it smoothed my pillow, touched and made my table comely, in summer 
lifted the heads of the flowers as I passed, and in winter watched the fire with me 
and kept it bright.  
 

"'Why did I ever leave Tresillack?' Because one day, at the end of five years, Farmer 
Hosking brought me word that he had sold the house--or was about to sell it; I forget 
which. There was no avoiding it, at any rate; the purchaser being a Colonel Kendall, 
a brother of the old Squire.'  
 

"'A married man?' I asked.  
 

"'Yes, miss; with a family of eight. As pretty children as ever you see, and the mother 
a good lady. It's the old home to Colonel Kendall.'  
 

"'I see. And that is why you feel bound to sell.'  
 

"'It's a good price, too, that he offers. You mustn't think but I'm sorry enough--'  
 

"'To turn me out? I thank you, Mr. Hosking; but you are doing the right thing.'  
 

"Since Mrs. Carkeek was to stay, the arrangement lacked nothing of absolute 
perfection--except, perhaps, that it found no room for me.  
 

"'She--Margaret-will be happy,' I said; 'with her cousins, you know.'  
 

"'Oh yes, miss, she will be happy, sure enough,' Mrs. Carkeek agreed.  
 

"So when the time came I packed up my boxes, and tried to be cheerful. But on the 
last morning, when they stood corded in the hall, I sent Mrs. Carkeek upstairs upon 
some poor excuse, and stepped alone into the pantry.  
 

"'Margaret!' I whispered.  
 

"There was no answer at all. I had scarcely dared to hope for one. Yet I tried again, 
and, shutting my eyes this time, stretched out both hands and whispered:  
 

"'Margaret!'  
 

"And I will swear to my dying day that two little hands stole and rested--for a moment 
only--in mine."  
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O. Henry 

The Furnished Room 

Restless, shifting, fugacious as time itself is a 

certain vast bulk of the population of the red brick district of the lower 

West Side. Homeless, they have a hundred homes. They flit from 

furnished room to furnished room, transients forever - transients in 

abode, transients in heart and mind. They sing "Home, Sweet Home" in 

ragtime; they carry their lares et penates in a bandbox; their vine is 

entwined about a picture hat; a rubber plant is their fig tree. 

     Hence the houses of this district, having had a thousand dwellers, 

should have a thousand tales to tell, mostly dull ones, no doubt; but it 

would be strange if there could not be found a ghost or two in the wake of 

all these vagrant guests. 

     One evening after dark a young man prowled among these crumbling 

red mansions, ringing their bells. At the twelfth he rested his lean hand 

baggage upon the step and wiped the dust from his hatband and 

forehead. The bell sounded faint and far away in some remote, hollow 

depths. 

     To the door of this, the twelfth house whose bell he had rung, came a 

housekeeper who made him think of an unwholesome, surfeited worm 

that had eaten its nut to a hollow shell and now sought to fill the vacancy 

with edible lodgers. 

     He asked if there was a room to let. 

     "Come in," said the housekeeper. Her voice came from her throat; her 

throat seemed lined with fur. "I have the third-floor-back, vacant since a 

week back. Should you wish to look at it?" 
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     The young man followed her up the stairs. A faint light from no 

particular source mitigated the shadows of the halls. They trod noiselessly 

upon a stair carpet that its own loom would have forsworn. It seemed to 

have become vegetable; to have degenerated in that rank, sunless air to 

lush lichen or spreading moss that grew in patches to the staircase and 

was viscid under the foot like organic matter. At each turn of the stairs 

were vacant niches in the wall. Perhaps plants had once been set within 

them. If so, they had died in that foul and tainted air. It may be that 

statues of the saints had stood there, but it was not difficult to conceive 

that imps and devils had dragged them forth in the darkness and down to 

the unholy depths of some furnished pit below. 

     "This is the room," said the housekeeper, from her furry throat. "It's a 

nice room. It ain't often vacant. I had some most elegant people in it last 

summer - no trouble at all, and paid in advance to the minute. The 

water's at the end of the hall. Sprowls and Mooney kept it three months. 

They done a vaudeville sketch. Miss B'retta Sprowls - you may have 

heard of her - oh, that was just the stage names - right there over the 

dresser is where the marriage certificate hung, framed. The gas is here, 

and you see there is plenty of closet room. It's a room everybody likes. It 

never stays idle long." 

     "Do you have many theatrical people rooming here?" asked the young 

man. 

     "They comes and goes. A good proportion of my lodgers is connected 

with the theaters. Yes, sir, this is the theatrical district. Actor people 

never stays long anywhere. I get my share. Yes, they comes and they 

goes." 

     He engaged the room, paying for a week in advance. He was tired, he 

said, and would take possession at once. He counted out the money. The 

room had been made ready, she said, even to towels and water. As the 

housekeeper moved away he put, for the thousandth time, the question 

that he carried at the end of his tongue. 



25 
 

     "A young girl - Miss Vashner - Miss Eloise Vashner - do you remember 

such a one among your lodgers? She would be singing on the stage, most 

likely. A fair girl, of medium height and slender, with reddish gold hair 

and a dark mole near her left eyebrow." 

     "No, I don't remember the name. Them stage people has names they 

change as often as their rooms. No, I don't call that one to mind." 

     No. Always no. Five months of ceaseless interrogation and the 

inevitable negative. So much time spent by day in questioning managers, 

agents, schools and choruses; by night among the audiences of theatres 

from all-star casts down to music halls so low that he dreaded to find 

what he most hoped for. He who had loved her best had tried to find her. 

He was sure that since her disappearance from home this great, water-

girt city held her somewhere, but it was like a monstrous quicksand, 

shifting its particles constantly, with no foundation, its upper granules of 

today buried tomorrow in ooze and slime. 

     The furnished room received its latest guest with a first glow of 

pseudo hospitality, a hectic, haggard, perfunctory welcome like the 

specious smile of a demirep. The sophistical comfort came in reflected 

gleams from the decayed furniture, the ragged brocade upholstery of a 

couch and two chairs, a foot-wide cheap pier glass between the two 

windows, from one or two gilt picture frames and a brass bedstead in a 

corner. 

     The guest reclined, inert, upon a chair, while the room, confused in 

speech as though it were an apartment in Babel, tried to discourse to him 

of its divers tenantry. 

     A polychromatic rug like some brilliant-fowered, rectangular, tropical 

islet lay surrounded by a billowy sea of soiled matting. Upon the gay-

papered wall were those pictures that pursue the homeless one from 

house to house - The Huguenot Lovers, The First Quarrel, The Wedding 

Breakfast, Psyche at the Fountain. The mantel's chastely severe outline 

was ingloriously veiled behind some pert drapery drawn rakishly askew 
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like the sashes of the Amazonian ballet. Upon it was some desolate 

flotsam cast aside by the room's marooned when a lucky sail had borne 

them to a fresh port - a trifling vase or two, pictures of actresses, a 

medicine bottle, some stray cards out of a deck. One by one, as the 

characters of a cryptograph became explicit, the little signs left by the 

furnished room's procession of guests developed a significance. The 

threadbare space in the rug in front of the dresser told that lovely women 

had marched in the throng. The tiny fingerprints on the wall spoke of little 

prisoners trying to feel their way to sun and air. A splattered stain, raying 

like the shadow of a bursting bomb, witnessed where a hurled glass or 

bottle had splintered with its contents against the wall. Across the pier 

glass had been scrawled with a diamond in staggering letters the name 

Marie. It seemed that the succession of dwellers in the furnished room 

had turned in fury - perhaps tempted beyond forbearance by its garish 

coldness - and wreaked upon it their passions. The furniture was chipped 

and bruised; the couch, distorted by bursting springs, seemed a horrible 

monster that had been slain during the stress of some grotesque 

convulsion. Some more potent upheaval had cloven a great slice from the 

marble mantel. Each plank in the floor owned its particular cant and 

shriek as from a separate and individual agony. It seemed incredible that 

all this malice and injury had been wrought upon the room by those who 

had called it for a time their home; and yet it may have been the cheated 

home instinct surviving blindly, the resentful rage at false household gods 

that had kindled their wrath. A hut that is our own we can sweep and 

adorn and cherish. 

     The young tenant in the chair allowed these thoughts to file, softshod; 

through his mind, while there drifted into the room furnished sounds and 

furnished scents. He heard in one room a tittering and incontinent, slack 

laughter; in others the monologue of a scold, the rattling of dice, a 

lullaby, and one crying dully; above him a banjo tinkled with spirit. Doors 

banged somewhere; the elevated trains roared intermittently; a cat 

yowled miserably upon a back fence. And he breathed the breath of the 

house - a dank savor rather than a smell - a cold, musty effluvium as 
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from underground vaults mingled with the reeking exhalations of linoleum 

and mildewed and rotten woodwork. 

     Then suddenly, as he rested there, the room was filled with the 

strong, sweet odor of mignonette. It came as upon a single buffet of wind 

with such sureness and fragrance and emphasis that it almost seemed a 

living visitant. And the man cried aloud, "What, dear?" as if he had been 

called, and sprang up and faced about. The rich odor clung to him and 

wrapped him around. He reached out his arms for it, all his senses for the 

time confused and commingled. How could one be peremptorily called by 

an odor? Surely it must have been a sound. But was it not the sound that 

had touched, that had caressed him? 

     "She has been in this room," he cried, and he sprang to wrest from it 

a token, for he knew he would recognize the smallest thing that had 

belonged to her or that she had touched. This enveloping scent of 

mignonette, the odor that she had loved and made her own - whence 

came it? 

     The room had been but carelessly set in order. Scattered upon the 

flimsy dresser scarf were half a dozen hairpins - those discreet, 

indistinguishable friends of womankind, feminine of gender, infinite of 

mood and uncommunicative of tense. These he ignored, conscious of their 

triumphant lack of identity. Ransacking the drawers of the dresser he 

came upon a discarded, tiny, ragged handkerchief. He pressed it to his 

face. It was racy and insolent with heliotrope; he hurled it to the floor. In 

another drawer he found odd buttons, a theatre program, a pawnbroker's 

card, two lost marshmallows, a book on the divination of dreams. In the 

last was a woman's black satin hair bow, which halted him, poised 

between ice and fire. But the black satin hair bow also is femininity's 

demure, impersonal common ornament and tells no tales. 
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     And then he traversed the room like a hound on the scent, skimming 

the walls, considering the corners of the bulging matting on his hands and 

knees, rummaging mantel and tables, the curtains and hangings, the 

drunken cabinet in the corner, for a visible sign, unable to perceive that 

she was there beside, around, against, within, above him, clinging to him, 

wooing him, calling him so poignantly through the finer senses that even 

his grosser ones became cognizant of the call. Once again he answered 

loudly, "Yes, dear!" and turned, wild-eyed, to gaze on vacancy, for he 

could not yet discern form and colour and love and outstretched arms in 

the odor of mignonette. Oh, God! Whence that odor, and since when have 

odors had a voice to call! Thus he groped. 

     He burrowed in crevices and corners, and found corks and cigarettes. 

These he passed in passive contempt. But once he found in a fold of the 

matting a half-smoked cigar, and this he ground beneath his heel with a 

green and trenchant oath. He sifted the room, from end to end. He found 

dreary and ignoble small records of many a peripatetic tenant; but of her 

whom he sought, and who may have lodged there, and whose spirit 

seemed to hover there, he found no trace. 

     And then he thought of the housekeeper. 

     He ran from the haunted room downstairs and to a door that showed a 

crack of light. She came out to his knock. He smothered his excitement as 

best he could. 

     "Will you tell me, madam," he besought her, "who occupied the room I 

have before I came" 

     "Yes, sir. I can tell you again. Twas Sprowls and Mooney, as I said. 

Miss B'retta Sprowls it was in the theaters, but Missis Mooney she was. 

My house is well known for respectability. The marriage certificate hung, 

framed, on a nail over--" 

     "What kind of a lady was Miss Sprowls - in looks, I mean?" 
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     "Why, black-haired, sir, short, and stout, with a comical face. They left 

a week ago Tuesday." 

     "And before they occupied it?" 

     "Why, there was a single gentleman connected with the draying 

business. He left owing me a week. Before him was Missis Crowder and 

her two children, that stayed four months; and back of them was old Mr. 

Doyle, whose sons paid for him. He kept the room six months. That goes 

back a year, sir, and further I do not remember." 

     He thanked her and crept back to his room. The room was dead. The 

essence that had vivified it was gone. The perfume of mignonette had 

departed. In its place was the old, stale odor of mouldy house furniture, 

of atmosphere in storage. 

     The ebbing of his hope drained his faith. He sat staring at the yellow, 

singing gaslight. Soon he walked to the bed and began to tear the sheets 

into strips. With the blade of his knife he drove them tightly into every 

crevice around windows and door. When all was snug and taut he turned 

out the light, turned the gas full on again and laid himself gratefully upon 

the bed. 

  

It was Mrs. McCool's night to go with the can for beer. So she fetched it 

and sat with Mrs. Purdy in one of those subterranean retreats where 

housekeepers forgather and the worm dieth seldom. 

     "I rented out my third-floor-back this evening," said Mrs. Purdy, 

across a fine circle of foam. "A young man took it. He went up to bed two 

hours ago." 

     "Now, did ye, Mrs. Purdy, ma'am?" said Mrs. McCool, with intense 

admiration. "You do be a wonder for rentin' rooms of that kind. And did 

ye tell him, then?" she concluded in a husky whisper laden with mystery. 
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     "Rooms," said Mrs. Purdy, in her furriest tones, "are furnished for to 

rent. I did not tell him, Mrs. McCool." 

     "'Tis right ye are, ma'am; 'tis by renting rooms we kape alive. Ye have 

the rale sense for business, ma'am. There be many people will rayjict the 

rentin' of a room if they be tould a suicide has been after dyin' in the bed 

of it." 

     "As you say, we has our living to be making," remarked Mrs. Purdy. 

"Yis, ma'am; 'tis true.'Tis just one wake ago this day I helped ye lay out 

the third-floor-back. A pretty slip of a colleen she was to be killin' herself 

wid the gas - a swate little face she had, Mrs. Purdy, ma'am." 

     "She'd a-been called handsome, as you say," said Mrs. Purdy, 

assenting but critical, "but for that mole she had a-growin' by her left 

eyebrow. Do fill up your glass again, Mrs. McCool." 
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Read ‘The Signalman’ By Charles 

Dickens – this is located in a separate 

file in the ‘Victorian Ghost Stories’ folder  
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