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"The winter hearth is  the very land of
gossip-red. There it  is  that

superstition loves to tel l  her marvels,
and curiosity to gather them. The

gloom and desolation without,  with
the wild,  unearthly voice of the blast,

as it  sweeps over a waste of snows
and cuts sharp against the leafless

branches, or the wan sepulchral  l ight
that shows the dreary earth as it  were
covered with a pall,  and the trees l ike
spectres rising from beneath it,  alike
send men huddling round the blazing

fire,  and awaken those impressions
of the wild and shadowy and

unsubstantial,  to which tales of
marvel  or of terror are such welcome

food."

-
From The Christmas Book by

Thomas K. Hervey (1836)
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Have you ever wondered at the line "there'll be
scary ghost stories" in the Christmas carol "It's the
Most Wonderful Time of the Year"? 

The winter season used to be the time for scary
stories and, in Victorian England, it simply wasn't
Christmas without them. Here we've gathered
three of our very favorite eerie Victorian winter's
tales for your enjoyment - "The Story of the Goblins
Who Stole a Sexton" by Charles Dickens, "The Kit-
Bag" by Algernon Blackwood, and "A Strange
Christmas Game" by Charlotte Riddell.

The name "To Be Read at Dusk" comes from
another Dickens story!

If you're interested in learning more about these
stories, please consider attending our online
Gothic Solstice on December 21st, 2022 at 7PM ET!
More information can be found at the end of this
booklet.

We hope you love these stories as much as we do!

Yours in mischief and magic, 
~ Sara and Brittany
The Carterhaugh School

TO BE READ AT DUSK:

INTRODUCTION
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In an old abbey town, down in
this part of the country, a long,
long while ago - so long, that
the story must be a true one,
because our great-
grandfathers implicitly
believed it - there officiated as
sexton and grave-digger in the
churchyard, one Gabriel Grub.
It by no means follows that
because a man is a sexton, and
constantly surrounded by the
emblems of mortality,
therefore he should be a
morose and melancholy man;
your undertakers are the
merriest fellows in the world;
and I once had the honour of
being on intimate terms with a
mute, who in private life, and
off duty,

 was as comical and jocose a little fellow as
ever chirped out a devil-may-care song,
without a hitch in his memory, or drained
off a good stiff glass without stopping for
breath. But notwithstanding these
precedents to the contrary, Gabriel Grub
was an ill-conditioned, cross-grained, surly
fellow - a morose and lonely man, who
consorted with nobody but himself, and an
old wicker bottle which fitted into his large
deep waistcoat pocket - and who eyed each
merry face, as it passed him by, with such a
deep scowl of malice and ill-humour, as it
was difficult to meet without feeling
something the worse for.

THE STORY OF
THE GOBLINS
WHO STOLE A
SEXTON

BY CHARLES DICKENS



A little before twilight, one Christmas Eve, Gabriel shouldered his spade, lighted his lantern,
and betook himself towards the old churchyard; for he had got a grave to finish by next
morning, and, feeling very low, he thought it might raise his spirits, perhaps, if he went on
with his work at once. As he went his way, up the ancient street, he saw the cheerful light of
the blazing fires gleam through the old casements, and heard the loud laugh and the
cheerful shouts of those who were assembled around them; he marked the bustling
preparations for next day's cheer, and smelled the numerous savoury odours consequent
thereupon, as they steamed up from the kitchen windows in clouds. All this was gall and
wormwood to the heart of Gabriel Grub; and when groups of children bounded out of the
houses, tripped across the road, and were met, before they could knock at the opposite door,
by half a dozen curly-headed little rascals who crowded round them as they flocked upstairs
to spend the evening in their Christmas games, Gabriel smiled grimly, and clutched the
handle of his spade with a firmer grasp, as he thought of measles, scarlet fever, thrush,
whooping-cough, and a good many other sources of consolation besides.

In this happy frame of mind, Gabriel strode along, returning a short, sullen growl to the
good-humoured greetings of such of his neighbours as now and then passed him, until he
turned into the dark lane which led to the churchyard. Now, Gabriel had been looking
forward to reaching the dark lane, because it was, generally speaking, a nice, gloomy,
mournful place, into which the townspeople did not much care to go, except in broad
daylight, and when the sun was shining; consequently, he was not a little indignant to hear a
young urchin roaring out some jolly song about a merry Christmas, in this very sanctuary
which had been called Coffin Lane ever since the days of the old abbey, and the time of the
shaven-headed monks. As Gabriel walked on, and the voice drew nearer, he found it
proceeded from a small boy, who was hurrying along, to join one of the little parties in the
old street, and who, partly to keep himself company, and partly to prepare himself for the
occasion, was shouting out the song at the highest pitch of his lungs. So Gabriel waited until
the boy came up, and then dodged him into a corner, and rapped him over the head with his
lantern five or six times, just to teach him to modulate his voice. And as the boy hurried
away with his hand to his head, singing quite a different sort of tune, Gabriel Grub chuckled
very heartily to himself, and entered the churchyard, locking the gate behind him.

He took off his coat, set down his lantern, and getting into the unfinished grave, worked at
it for an hour or so with right good- will. But the earth was hardened with the frost, and it
was no very easy matter to break it up, and shovel it out; and although there was a moon, it
was a very young one, and shed little light upon the grave, which was in the shadow of the
church. 



At any other time, these obstacles would have made Gabriel Grub very moody and
miserable, but he was so well pleased with having stopped the small boy's singing, that he
took little heed of the scanty progress he had made, and looked down into the grave, when
he had finished work for the night, with grim satisfaction, murmuring as he gathered up his
things-

         Brave lodgings for one, brave lodgings for one,
           A few feet of cold earth, when life is done;
           A stone at the head, a stone at the feet,
           A rich, juicy meal for the worms to eat;
          Rank grass overhead, and damp clay around,
          Brave lodgings for one, these, in holy ground!

"Ho! ho!" laughed Gabriel Grub, as he sat himself down on a flat tombstone which was a
favourite resting-place of his, and drew forth his wicker bottle. "A coffin at Christmas! A
Christmas box! Ho! ho! ho!"

"Ho! ho! ho!" repeated a voice which sounded close behind him.

Gabriel paused, in some alarm, in the act of raising the wicker bottle to his lips, and looked
round. The bottom of the oldest grave about him was not more still and quiet than the
churchyard in the pale moonlight. The cold hoar frost glistened on the tombstones, and
sparkled like rows of gems, among the stone carvings of the old church. The snow lay hard
and crisp upon the ground; and spread over the thickly-strewn mounds of earth, so white
and smooth a cover that it seemed as if corpses lay there, hidden only by their winding
sheets. Not the faintest rustle broke the profound tranquillity of the solemn scene. Sound
itself appeared to be frozen up, all was so cold and still.

"It was the echoes," said Gabriel Grub, raising the bottle to his lips again.

"It was NOT," said a deep voice.

Gabriel started up, and stood rooted to the spot with astonishment and terror; for his eyes
rested on a form that made his blood run cold.

Seated on an upright tombstone, close to him, was a strange, unearthly figure, whom
Gabriel felt at once, was no being of this world.



His long, fantastic legs which might have reached the ground, were cocked up, and crossed
after a quaint, fantastic fashion; his sinewy arms were bare; and his hands rested on his
knees. On his short, round body, he wore a close covering, ornamented with small slashes; a
short cloak dangled at his back; the collar was cut into curious peaks, which served the
goblin in lieu of ruff or neckerchief; and his shoes curled up at his toes into long points. On
his head, he wore a broad-brimmed sugar-loaf hat, garnished with a single feather. The hat
was covered with the white frost; and the goblin looked as if he had sat on the same
tombstone very comfortably, for two or three hundred years. He was sitting perfectly still;
his tongue was put out, as if in derision; and he was grinning at Gabriel Grub with such a
grin as only a goblin could call up.

"It was NOT the echoes," said the goblin.

Gabriel Grub was paralysed, and could make no reply.

"What do you do here on Christmas Eve?" said the goblin sternly.

"I came to dig a grave, Sir," stammered Gabriel Grub.

"What man wanders among graves and churchyards on such a night as this?" cried the
goblin.

"Gabriel Grub! Gabriel Grub!" screamed a wild chorus of voices that seemed to fill the
churchyard. Gabriel looked fearfully round - nothing was to be seen.

"What have you got in that bottle?" said the goblin.

"Hollands, sir," replied the sexton, trembling more than ever; for he had bought it of the
smugglers, and he thought that perhaps his questioner might be in the excise department of
the goblins.

"Who drinks Hollands alone, and in a churchyard, on such a night as this?" said the goblin.
"Gabriel Grub! Gabriel Grub!" exclaimed the wild voices again.

The goblin leered maliciously at the terrified sexton, and then raising his voice, exclaimed -
"And who, then, is our fair and lawful prize?"



To this inquiry the invisible chorus replied, in a strain that sounded like the voices of many
choristers singing to the mighty swell of the old church organ - a strain that seemed borne to
the sexton's ears upon a wild wind, and to die away as it passed onward; but the burden of
the reply was still the same, "Gabriel Grub! Gabriel Grub!"

The goblin grinned a broader grin than before, as he said, "Well, Gabriel, what do you say to
this?"

The sexton gasped for breath.

"What do you think of this, Gabriel?" said the goblin, kicking up his feet in the air on either
side of the tombstone, and looking at the turned-up points with as much complacency as if
he had been contemplating the most fashionable pair of Wellingtons in all Bond Street.

"It's - it's - very curious, Sir," replied the sexton, half dead with fright; "very curious, and
very pretty, but I think I'll go back and finish my work, Sir, if you please."

"Work!" said the goblin, "what work?"

"The grave, Sir; making the grave," stammered the sexton.

"Oh, the grave, eh?" said the goblin; "who makes graves at a time when all other men are
merry, and takes a pleasure in it?"

Again the mysterious voices replied, "Gabriel Grub! Gabriel Grub!"

"I am afraid my friends want you, Gabriel," said the goblin, thrusting his tongue farther into
his cheek than ever - and a most astonishing tongue it was - "I'm afraid my friends want
you, Gabriel," said the goblin.

"Under favour, Sir," replied the horror-stricken sexton, "I don't think they can, Sir; they
don't know me, Sir; I don't think the gentlemen have ever seen me, Sir."

"Oh, yes, they have," replied the goblin; "we know the man with the sulky face and grim
scowl, that came down the street to-night, throwing his evil looks at the children, and
grasping his burying-spade the tighter. We know the man who struck the boy in the envious
malice of his heart, because the boy could be merry, and he could not. We know him, we
know him."



Here, the goblin gave a loud, shrill laugh, which the echoes returned twentyfold; and
throwing his legs up in the air, stood upon his head, or rather upon the very point of his
sugar-loaf hat, on the narrow edge of the tombstone, whence he threw a Somerset with
extraordinary agility, right to the sexton's feet, at which he planted himself in the attitude in
which tailors generally sit upon the shop-board.

"I - I - am afraid I must leave you, Sir," said the sexton, making an effort to move.

"Leave us!" said the goblin, "Gabriel Grub going to leave us. Ho! ho! ho!"

As the goblin laughed, the sexton observed, for one instant, a brilliant illumination within
the windows of the church, as if the whole building were lighted up; it disappeared, the
organ pealed forth a lively air, and whole troops of goblins, the very counterpart of the first
one, poured into the churchyard, and began playing at leap-frog with the tombstones, never
stopping for an instant to take breath, but "overing" the highest among them, one after the
other, with the most marvellous dexterity. The first goblin was a most astonishing leaper,
and none of the others could come near him; even in the extremity of his terror the sexton
could not help observing, that while his friends were content to leap over the common-sized
gravestones, the first one took the family vaults, iron railings and all, with as much ease as if
they had been so many street-posts.

At last the game reached to a most exciting pitch; the organ played quicker and quicker, and
the goblins leaped faster and faster, coiling themselves up, rolling head over heels upon the
ground, and bounding over the tombstones like footballs. The sexton's brain whirled round
with the rapidity of the motion he beheld, and his legs reeled beneath him, as the spirits flew
before his eyes; when the goblin king, suddenly darting towards him, laid his hand upon his
collar, and sank with him through the earth.

When Gabriel Grub had had time to fetch his breath, which the rapidity of his descent had
for the moment taken away, he found himself in what appeared to be a large cavern,
surrounded on all sides by crowds of goblins, ugly and grim; in the centre of the room, on an
elevated seat, was stationed his friend of the churchyard; and close behind him stood
Gabriel Grub himself, without power of motion.

"Cold to-night," said the king of the goblins, "very cold. A glass of something warm here!"



At this command, half a dozen officious goblins, with a perpetual smile upon their faces,
whom Gabriel Grub imagined to be courtiers, on that account, hastily disappeared, and
presently returned with a goblet of liquid fire, which they presented to the king.

"Ah!" cried the goblin, whose cheeks and throat were transparent, as he tossed down the
flame, "this warms one, indeed! Bring a bumper of the same, for Mr. Grub."

It was in vain for the unfortunate sexton to protest that he was not in the habit of taking
anything warm at night; one of the goblins held him while another poured the blazing liquid
down his throat; the whole assembly screeched with laughter, as he coughed and choked,
and wiped away the tears which gushed plentifully from his eyes, after swallowing the
burning draught.

"And now," said the king, fantastically poking the taper corner of his sugar-loaf hat into the
sexton's eye, and thereby occasioning him the most exquisite pain; "and now, show the man
of misery and gloom, a few of the pictures from our own great storehouse!"

As the goblin said this, a thick cloud which obscured the remoter end of the cavern rolled
gradually away, and disclosed, apparently at a great distance, a small and scantily furnished,
but neat and clean apartment. A crowd of little children were gathered round a bright fire,
clinging to their mother's gown, and gambolling around her chair. The mother occasionally
rose, and drew aside the window-curtain, as if to look for some expected object; a frugal
meal was ready spread upon the table; and an elbow chair was placed near the fire. A knock
was heard at the door; the mother opened it, and the children crowded round her, and
clapped their hands for joy, as their father entered. He was wet and weary, and shook the
snow from his garments, as the children crowded round him, and seizing his cloak, hat,
stick, and gloves, with busy zeal, ran with them from the room. Then, as he sat down to his
meal before the fire, the children climbed about his knee, and the mother sat by his side,
and all seemed happiness and comfort.

But a change came upon the view, almost imperceptibly. The scene was altered to a small
bedroom, where the fairest and youngest child lay dying; the roses had fled from his cheek,
and the light from his eye; and even as the sexton looked upon him with an interest he had
never felt or known before, he died. His young brothers and sisters crowded round his little
bed, and seized his tiny hand, so cold and heavy; but they shrank back from its touch, and
looked with awe on his infant face; for calm and tranquil as it was, and sleeping in rest and
peace as the beautiful child seemed to be, they saw that he was dead, and they knew that he
was an angel looking down upon, and blessing them, from a bright and happy Heaven.



Again the light cloud passed across the picture, and again the subject changed. The father
and mother were old and helpless now, and the number of those about them was
diminished more than half; but content and cheerfulness sat on every face, and beamed in
every eye, as they crowded round the fireside, and told and listened to old stories of earlier
and bygone days. Slowly and peacefully, the father sank into the grave, and, soon after, the
sharer of all his cares and troubles followed him to a place of rest. The few who yet survived
them, kneeled by their tomb, and watered the green turf which covered it with their tears;
then rose, and turned away, sadly and mournfully, but not with bitter cries, or despairing
lamentations, for they knew that they should one day meet again; and once more they mixed
with the busy world, and their content and cheerfulness were restored. The cloud settled
upon the picture, and concealed it from the sexton's view.

"What do you think of THAT?" said the goblin, turning his large face towards Gabriel Grub.
Gabriel murmured out something about its being very pretty, and looked somewhat
ashamed, as the goblin bent his fiery eyes upon him.

" You miserable man!" said the goblin, in a tone of excessive contempt. "You!" He appeared
disposed to add more, but indignation choked his utterance, so he lifted up one of his very
pliable legs, and, flourishing it above his head a little, to insure his aim, administered a good
sound kick to Gabriel Grub; immediately after which, all the goblins in waiting crowded
round the wretched sexton, and kicked him without mercy, according to the established and
invariable custom of courtiers upon earth, who kick whom royalty kicks, and hug whom
royalty hugs.

"Show him some more!" said the king of the goblins.

At these words, the cloud was dispelled, and a rich and beautiful landscape was disclosed to
view - there is just such another, to this day, within half a mile of the old abbey town. The
sun shone from out the clear blue sky, the water sparkled beneath his rays, and the trees
looked greener, and the flowers more gay, beneath its cheering influence. The water rippled
on with a pleasant sound, the trees rustled in the light wind that murmured among their
leaves, the birds sang upon the boughs, and the lark carolled on high her welcome to the
morning. Yes, it was morning; the bright, balmy morning of summer; the minutest leaf, the
smallest blade of grass, was instinct with life. The ant crept forth to her daily toil, the
butterfly fluttered and basked in the warm rays of the sun; myriads of insects spread their
transparent wings, and revelled in their brief but happy existence. Man walked forth, elated
with the scene; and all was brightness and splendour.



"YOU a miserable man!" said the king of the goblins, in a more contemptuous tone than
before. And again the king of the goblins gave his leg a flourish; again it descended on the
shoulders of the sexton; and again the attendant goblins imitated the example of their chief.

Many a time the cloud went and came, and many a lesson it taught to Gabriel Grub, who,
although his shoulders smarted with pain from the frequent applications of the goblins' feet
thereunto, looked on with an interest that nothing could diminish. He saw that men who
worked hard, and earned their scanty bread with lives of labour, were cheerful and happy;
and that to the most ignorant, the sweet face of Nature was a never-failing source of
cheerfulness and joy. He saw those who had been delicately nurtured, and tenderly brought
up, cheerful under privations, and superior to suffering, that would have crushed many of a
rougher grain, because they bore within their own bosoms the materials of happiness,
contentment, and peace. He saw that women, the tenderest and most fragile of all God's
creatures, were the oftenest superior to sorrow, adversity, and distress; and he saw that it
was because they bore, in their own hearts, an inexhaustible well-spring of affection and
devotion. Above all, he saw that men like himself, who snarled at the mirth and cheerfulness
of others, were the foulest weeds on the fair surface of the earth; and setting all the good of
the world against the evil, he came to the conclusion that it was a very decent and
respectable sort of world after all. No sooner had he formed it, than the cloud which had
closed over the last picture, seemed to settle on his senses, and lull him to repose. One by
one, the goblins faded from his sight; and, as the last one disappeared, he sank to sleep.

The day had broken when Gabriel Grub awoke, and found himself lying at full length on the
flat gravestone in the churchyard, with the wicker bottle lying empty by his side, and his
coat, spade, and lantern, all well whitened by the last night's frost, scattered on the ground.
The stone on which he had first seen the goblin seated, stood bolt upright before him, and
the grave at which he had worked, the night before, was not far off. At first, he began to
doubt the reality of his adventures, but the acute pain in his shoulders when he attempted to
rise, assured him that the kicking of the goblins was certainly not ideal. He was staggered
again, by observing no traces of footsteps in the snow on which the goblins had played at
leap-frog with the gravestones, but he speedily accounted for this circumstance when he
remembered that, being spirits, they would leave no visible impression behind them. So,
Gabriel Grub got on his feet as well as he could, for the pain in his back; and, brushing the
frost off his coat, put it on, and turned his face towards the town.



But he was an altered man, and he could not bear the thought of returning to a place where
his repentance would be scoffed at, and his reformation disbelieved. He hesitated for a few
moments; and then turned away to wander where he might, and seek his bread elsewhere.

The lantern, the spade, and the wicker bottle were found, that day, in the churchyard. There
were a great many speculations about the sexton's fate, at first, but it was speedily
determined that he had been carried away by the goblins; and there were not wanting some
very credible witnesses who had distinctly seen him whisked through the air on the back of a
chestnut horse blind of one eye, with the hind-quarters of a lion, and the tail of a bear. At
length all this was devoutly believed; and the new sexton used to exhibit to the curious, for a
trifling emolument, a good-sized piece of the church weathercock which had been
accidentally kicked off by the aforesaid horse in his aerial flight, and picked up by himself in
the churchyard, a year or two afterwards.

Unfortunately, these stories were somewhat disturbed by the unlooked-for reappearance of
Gabriel Grub himself, some ten years afterwards, a ragged, contented, rheumatic old man.
He told his story to the clergyman, and also to the mayor; and in course of time it began to
be received as a matter of history, in which form it has continued down to this very day. The
believers in the weathercock tale, having misplaced their confidence once, were not easily
prevailed upon to part with it again, so they looked as wise as they could, shrugged their
shoulders, touched their foreheads, and murmured something about Gabriel Grub having
drunk all the Hollands, and then fallen asleep on the flat tombstone; and they affected to
explain what he supposed he had witnessed in the goblin's cavern, by saying that he had
seen the world, and grown wiser. But this opinion, which was by no means a popular one at
any time, gradually died off; and be the matter how it may, as Gabriel Grub was afflicted
with rheumatism to the end of his days, this story has at least one moral, if it teach no better
one - and that is, that if a man turn sulky and drink by himself at Christmas time, he may
make up his mind to be not a bit the better for it: let the spirits be never so good, or let them
be even as many degrees.

THE END



When the words 'Not Guilty'
sounded through the crowded
courtroom that dark December
afternoon, Arthur Wilbraham, the
great criminal KC, and
leader for the triumphant defense,
was represented by his junior; but
Johnson, his private secretary,
carried the verdict across to his
chambers like lightning.

'It's what we expected, I think,' said
the barrister, without emotion; and,
personally, I am glad the case is
over.' There was no particular sign
of pleasure that his defense of John
Turk, the murderer, on a plea of
insanity, had been successful, for no
doubt he felt, as everybody who had
watched the case felt, that no man
had ever better deserved the
gallows.

'I'm glad too,' said Johnson. He had
sat in the court for ten days
watching the face of the man who
had carried out with callous detail

one of the most brutal and cold-blooded
murders of recent years.

The counsel glanced up at his secretary. They
were more than employer and employed; for
family and other reasons, they were friends.
'Ah, I remember; yes,' he said with a kind
smile, 'and you want to get away for
Christmas? You're going to skate and ski in
the Alps, aren't you? If I was your age I'd come
with you.'

Johnson laughed shortly. He was a young man
of twenty-six, with a delicate face like a girl's.
'I can catch the morning boat now,' he said;
'but that's not the reason I'm glad the trial is
over. I'm glad it's over because I've seen the
last of that man's dreadful face. It positively
haunted me. Bat white skin, with the black
hair brushed low over the forehead, is a thing
I shall never forget, and the description of the
way the dismembered body was crammed and
packed with lime into that--'

THE 
KIT-BAG

BY ALGERNON BLACKWOOD

TUR
K



'Don't dwell on it, my dear fellow,' interrupted the other, looking at him curiously out of his
keen eyes, 'don't think about it. Such pictures have a trick of coming back when one least
wants them.' He paused a moment. 'Now go,' he added presently, 'and enjoy your holiday. I
shall want all your energy for my Parliamentary work when you get back. And don't break
your neck skiing.'

Johnson shook hands and took his leave. At the door he turned suddenly.

'I knew there was something I wanted to ask you,' he said. 'Would you mind lending me one
of your kit-bags? It's too late to get one tonight, and I leave in the morning before the shops
are open.'

'Of course; I'll send Henry over with it to your rooms. You shall have it the moment I get
home.'

'I promise to take great care of it,' said Johnson gratefully, delighted to think that within
thirty hours he would be nearing the brilliant sunshine of the high Alps in winter. The
thought of that criminal court was like an evil dream in his mind.

He dined at his club and went on to Bloomsbury, where he occupied the top floor in one of
those old, gaunt houses in which the rooms are large and lofty. The floor below his own was
vacant and unfurnished, and below that were other lodgers whom he did not know. It was
cheerless, and he looked forward heartily to a change. The night was even more cheerless: it
was miserable, and few people were about. A cold, sleety rain was driving down the streets
before the keenest east wind he had ever felt. It howled dismally among the big, gloomy
houses of the great squares, and when he reached his rooms he heard it whistling and
shouting over the world of black roofs beyond his windows.

In the hall he met his landlady, shading a candle from the draughts with her thin hand. 'This
come by a man from Mr Wilbr'im's, sir.'

She pointed to what was evidently the kit-bag, and Johnson thanked her and took it upstairs
with him. 'I shall be going abroad in the morning for ten days, Mrs Monks,' he said. 'I'll leave
an address for letters.'

'And I hope you'll 'ave a merry Christmas, sir,' she said, in a raucous, wheezy voice that
suggested spirits, 'and better weather than this.'



'I hope so too,' replied her lodger, shuddering a little as the wind went roaring down the
street outside.

When he got upstairs he heard the sleet volleying against the window panes. He put his
kettle on to make a cup of hot coffee, and then set about putting a few things in order for his
absence. 'And now I must pack--such as my packing is,' he laughed to himself, and set to
work at once.

He liked the packing, for it brought the snow mountains so vividly before him, and made
him forget the unpleasant scenes of the past ten days. Besides, it was not elaborate in
nature. His friend had lent him the very thing--a stout canvas kit-bag, sack-shaped, with
holes round the neck for the brass bar and padlock. It was a bit shapeless, true, and not
much to look at, but its capacity was unlimited, and there was no need to pack carefully. He
shoved in his waterproof coat, his fur cap and gloves, his skates and climbing boots, his
sweaters, snow-boots, and ear-caps; and then on the top of these he piled his woollen shirts
and underwear, his thick socks, puttees, and knickerbockers. The dress suit came next, in
case the hotel people dressed for dinner, and then, thinking of the best way to pack his white
shirts, he paused a moment to reflect. 'That's the worst of these kit-bags,' he mused vaguely,
standing in the centre of the sitting-room, where he had come to fetch some string.

It was after ten o'clock. A furious gust of wind rattled the windows as though to hurry him
up, and he thought with pity of the poor Londoners whose Christmas would be spent in such
a climate, whilst he was skimming over snowy slopes in bright sunshine, and dancing in the
evening with rosy-checked girls--Ah! that reminded him; he must put in his dancing-pumps
and evening socks. He crossed over from his sitting-room to the cupboard on the landing
where he kept his linen.

And as he did so he heard someone coming softly up the stairs.

He stood still a moment on the landing to listen. It was Mrs Monks's step, he thought; she
must he coming up with the last post. But then the steps ceased suddenly, and he heard no
more. They were at least two flights down, and he came to the conclusion they were too
heavy to be those of his bibulous landlady. No doubt they belonged to a late lodger who had
mistaken his floor. He went into his bedroom and packed his pumps and dress-shirts as best
he could.



The kit-bag by this time was two-thirds full, and stood upright on its own base like a sack of
flour. For the first time he noticed that it was old and dirty, the canvas faded and worn, and
that it had obviously been subjected to rather rough treatment. It was not a very nice bag to
have sent him--certainly not a new one, or one that his chief valued. He gave the matter a
passing thought, and went on with his packing. Once or twice, however, he caught himself
wondering who it could have been wandering down below, for Mrs Monks had not come up
with letters, and the floor was empty and unfurnished. From time to time, moreover, he was
almost certain he heard a soft tread of someone padding about over the bare boards-
cautiously, stealthily, as silently as possible--and, further, that the sounds had been lately
coming distinctly nearer.

For the first time in his life he began to feel a little creepy. Then, as though to emphasize this
feeling, an odd thing happened: as he left the bedroom, having, just packed his recalcitrant
white shirts, he noticed that the top of the kit-bag lopped over towards him with an
extraordinary resemblance to a human face. The camas fell into a fold like a nose and
forehead, and the brass rings for the padlock just filled the position of the eyes. A shadow--
or was it a travel stain? for he could not tell exactly--looked like hair. It gave him rather a
turn, for it was so absurdly, so outrageously, like the face of John Turk the murderer.

He laughed, and went into the front room, where the light was stronger.

'That horrid case has got on my mind,' he thought; 'I shall be glad of a change of scene and
air.' In the sitting-room, however, he was not pleased to hear again that stealthy tread upon
the stairs, and to realize that it was much closer than before, as well as unmistakably real.
And this time he got up and went out to see who it could be creeping about on the upper
staircase at so late an hour.

But the sound ceased; there was no one visible on the stairs. He went to the floor below, not
without trepidation, and turned on the electric light to make sure that no one was hiding in
the empty rooms of the unoccupied suite. There was not a stick of furniture large enough to
hide a dog. Then he called over the banisters to Mrs Monks, but there was no answer, and
his voice echoed down into the dark vault of the house, and was lost in the roar of the gale
that howled outside. Everyone was in bed and asleep--everyone except himself and the
owner of this soft and stealthy tread.

'My absurd imagination, I suppose,' he thought. 'It must have been the wind after all,
although--it seemed so _very_ real and close, I thought.' He went back to his packing. It was
by this time getting on towards midnight. He drank his coffee up and lit another pipe--the
last before turning in.



It is difficult to say exactly at what point fear begins, when the causes of that fear are not
plainly before the eyes. Impressions gather on the surface of the mind, film by film, as ice
gathers upon the surface of still water, but often so lightly that they claim no definite
recognition from the consciousness. Then a point is reached where the accumulated
impressions become a definite emotion, and the mind realizes that something has
happened. With something of a start, Johnson suddenly recognized that he felt nervous--
oddly nervous; also, that for some time past the causes of this feeling had been gathering
slowly in has mind, but that he had only just reached the point where he was forced to
acknowledge them.

It was a singular and curious malaise that had come over him, and he hardly knew what to
make of it. He felt as though he were doing something that was strongly objected to by
another person, another person, moreover, who had some right to object. It was a most
disturbing and disagreeable feeling, not unlike the persistent promptings of conscience:
almost, in fact, as if he were doing something he knew to be wrong. Yet, though he searched
vigorously and honestly in his mind, he could nowhere lay his finger upon the secret of this
growing uneasiness, and it perplexed him. More, it distressed and frightened him.

'Pure nerves, I suppose,' he said aloud with a forced laugh. 'Mountain air will cure all that!
Ah,' he added, still speaking to himself, 'and that reminds me--my snow-glasses.'

He was standing by the door of the bedroom during this brief soliloquy, and as he passed
quickly towards the sitting-room to fetch them from the cupboard he saw out of the corner
of his eye the indistinct outline of a figure standing on the stairs, a few feet from the top. It
was someone in a stooping position, with one hand on the banisters, and the face peering
up towards the landing. And at the same moment he heard a shuffling footstep. The person
who had been creeping about below all this time had at last come up to his own floor. Who
in the world could it be? And what in the name of Heaven did he want?

Johnson caught his breath sharply and stood stock still. Then, after a few seconds'
hesitation, he found his courage, and turned to investigate. The stairs, he saw to his utter
amazement, were empty; there was no one. He felt a series of cold shivers run over him, and
something about the muscles of his legs gave a little and grew weak. For the space of several
minutes he peered steadily into the shadows that congregated about the top of the staircase
where he had seen the figure, and then he walked fast--almost ran, in fact--into the light of
the front room; but hardly had he passed inside the doorway when he heard someone come
up the stairs behind him with a quick bound and go swiftly into his bedroom.



It was a heavy, but at the same time a stealthy footstep--the tread of somebody who did not
wish to be seen. And it was at this precise moment that the nervousness he had hitherto
experienced leaped the boundary line, and entered the state of fear, almost of acute,
unreasoning fear. Before it turned into terror there was a further boundary to cross, and
beyond that again lay the region of pure horror. Johnson's position was an unenviable one.

By Jove! That was someone on the stairs, then,' he muttered, his flesh crawling all over; 'and
whoever it was has now gone into my bedroom.' His delicate, pale face turned absolutely
white, and for some minutes he hardly knew what to think or do. Then he realized
intuitively that delay only set a premium upon fear; and he crossed the landing boldly and
went straight into the other room, where, a few seconds before, the steps had disappeared.

'Who's there? Is that you, Mrs Monks?' he called aloud, as he went, and heard the first half of
his words echo down the empty stairs, while the second half fell dead against the curtains in
a room that apparently held no other human figure than his own.

'Who's there?' he called again, in a voice unnecessarily loud and that only just held firm.
'What do you want here?'

The curtains swayed very slightly, and, as he saw it, his heart felt as if it almost missed a
beat; yet he dashed forward and drew them aside with a rush. A window, streaming with
rain, was all that met his gaze. He continued his search, but in vain; the cupboards held
nothing but rows of clothes, hanging motionless; and under the bed there was no sign of
anyone hiding. He stepped backwards into the middle of the room, and, as he did so,
something all but tripped him up. Turning with a sudden spring of alarm he saw--the kit-
bag.

'Odd!' he thought. 'That's not where I left it!' A few moments before it had surely been on his
right, between the bed and the bath; he did not remember having moved it. It was very
curious. What in the world was the matter with everything? Were all his senses gone queer?
A terrific gust of wind tore at the windows, dashing the sleet against the glass with the force
of small gunshot, and then fled away howling dismally over the waste of Bloomsbury roofs.
A sudden vision of the Channel next day rose in his mind and recalled him sharply to
realities.



There's no one here at any rate; that's quite clear!' he exclaimed aloud. Yet at the time he
uttered them he knew perfectly well that his words were not true and that he did not believe
them himself. He felt exactly as though someone was hiding close about him, watching all
his movements, trying to hinder his packing in some way. 'And two of my senses,' he added,
keeping up the pretense, 'have played me the most absurd tricks: the steps I heard and the
figure I saw were both entirely imaginary.'

He went hack to the front room, poked the fire into a blaze, and sat down before it to think.
What impressed him more than anything else was the fact that the kit-bag was no longer
where he had left at. It had been dragged nearer to the door.

What happened afterwards that night happened, of course, to a man already excited by fear,
and was perceived by a man that had not the full and proper control, therefore, of the
senses. Outwardly, Johnson remained calm and master of himself to the end, pretending to
the very last that everything he witnessed had a natural explanation, or was merely
delusions of his tired nerves. But inwardly, in his very heart, he knew all along that someone
had been hiding downstairs in the empty suite when he came in, that this person had
watched his opportunity and then stealthily made his way up to the bedroom, and that all he
saw and heard afterwards, from the moving of the kit-bag to--well, to the other things this
story has to tell--were caused directly by the presence of this invisible person.

And it was here, just when he most desired to keep his mind and thoughts controlled, that
the vivid pictures received day after day upon the mental plates exposed in the courtroom of
the Old Bailey, came strongly to light and developed themselves in the dark room of his
inner vision. Unpleasant, haunting memories have a way of coming to life again just
when the mind least desires them--in the silent watches of the night, on sleepless pillows,
during the lonely hours spent by sick and dying beds. And so now, in the same way, Johnson
saw nothing but the dreadful face of John Turk, the murderer, lowering at him from every
corner of his mental field of vision; the white skin, the evil eyes, and the fringe of black hair
low over the forehead. All the pictures of those ten days in court crowded back into his mind
unbidden, and very vivid.

'This is all rubbish and nerves,' he exclaimed at length, springing with sudden energy from
his chair. 'I shall finish my packing and go to bed. I'm overwrought, overtired. No doubt, at
this rate I shall hear steps and things all night!'

But his face was deadly white all the same. He snatched up his field-glasses and walked
across to the bedroom, humming a music-hall song as he went--a trifle too loud to be
natural; and the instant he crossed the threshold and stood within the room something
turned cold about his heart, and he felt that every hair on his head stood up.



The kit-bag lay close in front of him, several feet nearer to the door than he had left it, and
just over its crumpled top he saw a head and face slowly sinking down out of sight as though
someone were crouching behind it to hide, and at the same moment a sound like a long-
drawn sigh was distinctly audible in the still air about him between the gusts of the storm
outside.

Johnson had more courage and will-power than the girlish indecision of his face indicated;
but at first such a wave of terror came over him that for some seconds he could do nothing
but stand and stare. A violent trembling ran down his back and legs, and he was conscious
of a foolish, almost a hysterical, impulse to scream aloud. That sigh seemed in his very ear,
and the air still quivered with it. It was unmistakably a human sigh.

'Who's there?' he said at length, finding his voice; but thought he meant to speak with loud
decision, the tones came out instead in a faint whisper, for he had partly lost the control of
his tongue and lips.

He stepped forward, so that he could see all round and over the kit-bag. Of course there was
nothing there, nothing but the faded carpet and the bulging canvas sides. He put out his
hands and threw open the mouth of the sack where it had fallen over, being only three parts
full, and then he saw for the first time that round the inside, some six inches from the top,
there ran a broad smear of dull crimson. It was an old and faded blood stain. He uttered a
scream, and drew hack his hands as if they had been burnt. At the same moment the kit-bag
gave a faint, but unmistakable, lurch forward towards the door.

Johnson collapsed backwards, searching with his hands for the support of something solid,
and the door, being further behind him than he realized, received his weight just in time to
prevent his falling, and shut to with a resounding bang. At the same moment the swinging
of his left arm accidentally touched the electric switch, and the light in the room went
out.

It was an awkward and disagreeable predicament, and if Johnson had not been possessed of
real pluck he might have done all manner of foolish things. As it was, however, he pulled
himself together, and groped furiously for the little brass knob to turn the light on again.
But the rapid closing of the door had set the coats hanging on it a-swinging, and his fingers
became entangled in a confusion of sleeves and pockets, so that it was some moments
before he found the switch. And in those few moments of bewilderment and terror two
things happened that sent him beyond recall over the boundary into the region of genuine
horror--he distinctly heard the kit-bag shuffling heavily across the floor in jerks, and close
in front of his face sounded once again the sigh of a human being.



In his anguished efforts to find the brass button on the wall he nearly scraped the nails from
his fingers, but even then, in those frenzied moments of alarm--so swift and alert are the
impressions of a man keyed-up by a vivid emotion--he had time to realize that he dreaded
the return of the light, and that it might be better for him to stay hidden in the merciful
screen of darkness. It was but the impulse of a moment, however, and before he had time to
act upon it he had yielded automatically to the original desire, and the room was flooded
again with light.

But the second instinct had been right. It would have been better for him to have stayed in
the shelter of the kind darkness. For there, close before him, bending over the half-packed
kit-bag, clear as life in the merciless glare of the electric light, stood the figure of John Turk,
the murderer. Not three feet from him the man stood, the fringe of black hair marked
plainly against the pallor of the forehead, the whole horrible presentment of the scoundrel,
as vivid as he had seen him day after day in the Old Bailey, when he stood there in the dock,
cynical and callous, under the very shadow of the gallows.

In a flash Johnson realized what it all meant: the dirty and much-used bag; the smear of
crimson within the top; the dreadful stretched condition of the bulging sides. He
remembered how the victim's body had been stuffed into a canvas bag for burial, the
ghastly, dismembered fragments forced with lime into this very bag; and the bag itself
produced as evidence--it all came back to him as clear as day...

Very softly and stealthily his hand groped behind him for the handle of the door, but before
he could actually turn it the very thing that he most of all dreaded came about, and John
Turk lifted his devil's face and looked at him. At the same moment that heavy sigh passed
through the air of the room, formulated somehow into words: 'It's my bag. And I want it.'

Johnson just remembered clawing the door open, and then falling in a heap upon the floor of
the landing, as he tried frantically to make his way into the front room.

He remained unconscious for a long time, and it was still dark when he opened his eyes and
realized that he was lying, stiff and bruised, on the cold boards. Then the memory of what
he had seen rushed back into his mind, and he promptly fainted again. When he woke the
second time the wintry dawn was just beginning to peep in at the windows, painting the
stairs a cheerless, dismal grey, and he managed to crawl into the front room, and cover
himself with an overcoat in the armchair, where at length he fell asleep.

A great clamor woke him. He recognized Mrs Monks's voice, loud and voluble.



'What! You ain't been to bed, sir! Are you ill, or has anything 'appened? And there's an urgent
gentleman to see you, though it ain't seven o'clock yet, and--'

'Who is it?' he stammered. 'I'm all right, thanks. Fell asleep in my chair, I suppose.'

'Someone from Mr Wilb'rim's, and he says he ought to see you quick before you go abroad,
and I told him--'

'Show him up, please, at once,' said Johnson, whose head was whirling, and his mind was
still full of dreadful visions.

Mr Wilbraham's man came in with many apologies, and explained briefly and quickly that
an absurd mistake had been made, and that the wrong kit-bag had been sent over the night
before.

'Henry somehow got hold of the one that came over from the courtroom, and Mr Wilbraham
only discovered it when he saw his own lying in his room, and asked why it had not gone to
you,' the man said.

'Oh!' said Johnson stupidly.

'And he must have brought you the one from the murder case instead, sir, I'm afraid,' the
man continued, without the ghost of an expression on his face. 'The one John Turk packed
the dead both in. Mr Wilbraham's awful upset about it, sir, and told me to come over first
thing this morning with the right one, as you were leaving by the boat.'

He pointed to a clean-looking kit-bag on the floor, which he had just brought. 'And I was to
bring the other one back, sir,' he added casually.

For some minutes Johnson could not find his voice. At last he pointed in the direction of his
bedroom. 'Perhaps you would kindly unpack it for me. Just empty the things out on the
floor.'

The man disappeared into the other room, and was gone for five minutes. Johnson heard
the shifting to and fro of the bag, and the rattle of the skates and boots being unpacked.

'Thank you, sir,' the man said, returning with the bag folded over his arm. 'And can I do
anything more to help you, sir?'



'What is it?' asked Johnson, seeing that he still had something he wished to say.

The man shuffled and looked mysterious. 'Beg pardon, sir, but knowing your interest in the
Turk case, I thought you'd maybe like to know what's happened--'

'Yes.'

'John Turk killed hisself last night with poison immediately on getting his release, and he left
a note for Mr Wilbraham saying as he'd be much obliged if they'd have him put away, same
as the woman he murdered, in the old kit-hag.'

'What time--did he do it?' asked Johnson.

'Ten o'clock last night, sir, the warder says.'

THE END



When, through the death of a
distant relative, I, John Lester, 
succeeded to the Martingdale
Estate, there could not have been
found in the length and breadth of
England a happier pair than myself
and my only sister Clare. 

We were not such utter hypocrites
as to affect sorrow for the loss of our
kinsman, Paul Lester, a man we had
never seen, of whom we had heard
but little, and that little
unfavourable, at whose hands we 
had never received a single benefit
—who was, in short, as great a 
stranger to us as the then Prime
Minister, the Emperor of Russia, 
or any other human being utterly
removed from our extremely
humble sphere of life.

His loss was very certainly our gain. His death
represented to us, not a dreary parting from
one long loved and highly honoured, but the 
accession of lands, houses, consideration,
wealth, to myself—John Lester, Esquire,
Martingdale, Bedfordshire: whilom, Jack
Lester, artist and second-floor lodger at 32,
Great Smith Street, Bloomsbury. 

Not that Martingdale was much of an estate as
county properties go. The Lesters who had
succeeded to that domain from time to time
during the course of a few hundred years,
could by no stretch of courtesy have 
been called prudent men. In regard of their
posterity they were, indeed, scarcely honest,
for they parted with manors and farms, with 
common rights and advowsons, in a manner
at once so baronial and so unbusiness-like,
that Martingdale at length in the hands of
Jeremy Lester, the last resident owner, melted
to a mere little dot in the map 
of Bedfordshire. 

A STRANGE
CHRISTMAS
GAME

BY CHARLOTTE RIDDELL



Concerning this Jeremy Lester there was a mystery. No man could say what had become of
him. He was in the oak parlour at Martingdale one Christmas-eve, and before the next
morning he had disappeared—to reappear in the flesh no more. 

Over night, one Mr. Warley, a great friend and boon companion of Jeremy’s, had sat playing
cards with him until after twelve o’clock chimed, then he took leave of his host and rode
home under the moonlight. After that, no person, as far as could be ascertained, ever 
saw Jeremy Lester alive. 

His ways of life had not been either the most regular, or the most respectable, and it was not
until a new year had come in without any tidings of his whereabouts reaching the house,
that his servants became seriously alarmed concerning his absence. 

Then inquiries were set on foot concerning him—inquiries which grew more urgent as
weeks and months passed by without the slightest clue being obtained as to his
whereabouts. Rewards were offered, advertisements inserted, but still Jeremy made no
sign; and so in course of time the heir-at-law, Paul Lester, took possession of the house, and
went down to spend the summer months at Martingdale with his rich wife, and her four
children by a first husband. Paul Lester was a barrister—an over-worked barrister, who,
every one supposed would be glad enough to leave the bar and settle at Martingdale, where 
his wife’s money and the fortune he had accumulated could not have failed to give him a
good standing even among the neighbouring county families; and perhaps it was with some
such intention that he went down into Bedfordshire. 

If this were so, however, he speedily changed his mind, for with the January snows he
returned to London, let off the land surrounding the house, shut up the Hall, put in a care-
taker, and never troubled himself further about his ancestral seat. 

Time went on, and people began to say the house was haunted, that Paul Lester had “ seen
something,” and so forth—all which stories were duly repeated for our benefit, when, forty-
one years alter the disappearance of Jeremy Lester, Clare and I went down to inspect our 
inheritance. 

I say “ our,” because Clare had stuck bravely to me in poverty— grinding poverty, and
prosperity was not going to part us now. What was mine was hers, and that she knew, God
bless her, without my needing to tell her so. 



The transition from rigid economy to comparative wealth, was in our case the more
delightful also, because we had not in the least degree anticipated it. We never expected
Paul Lester’s shoes to come to us, and accordingly it was not upon our consciences that we
had ever in our dreariest moods wished him dead. 

Had he made a will, no doubt we never should have gone to Martingdale, and I,
consequently, never written this story; but, luckily Sot us, he died intestate, and the
Bedfordshire property came to me. 

As for his fortune, he had spent it in travelling, and in giving great entertainments at his
grand house in Portman Square. Concerning his effects, Mrs. Lester and I came to a very
amicable arrangement, and she did me the honour of inviting me to call upon her
occasionally, and, as I heard, spoke of me as a very worthy and presentable young man 
“for my station,” which, of coarse, coming from so good an authority, was gratifying.
Moreover, she asked me if I intended residing at Martingdale, and on my replying in the
affirmative, hoped I should like it. 

It struck me at the time that there was a certain significance in her tone, and when I went
down to Martingdale and heard the absurd stories which were afloat concerning the house
being haunted, I felt confident that if Mrs. Lester had hoped much, she feared more. 

People said Mr. Jeremy “ walked ” at Martingdale. He had been seen, it was averred, by
poachers, by gamekeepers, by children who had come to use the park as a near cut to school,
by lovers who kept their tryst under the elms and beeches. 

As for the care-taker and his wife, the third in residence since Jeremy Lester’s
disappearance, the man gravely shook his head when questioned, while the woman stated
that wild horses, or even wealth untold, should not draw her into the red bed-room, nor into
the oak parlour, after dark. 

“ I have heard my mother tell, sir—it was her as followed old Mrs. Reynolds, the first care-
taker—how there were things went on in those self same rooms as might make any
Christian’s hair stand on end. Such stamping, and swearing, and knocking about of
furniture; and then tramp, tramp, up tbe great staircase, and along the corridor and so 
into the red bed-room, and then bang, and tramp, tramp again. They do say, sir, Mr. Paul
Lester met him once, and from that time the oak parlour has never been opened. I never was
inside it myself.”



Upon hearing which fact, the first thing I did was to proceed to the oak parlour, open the
shutters, and let the August sun stream in upon the haunted chamber. It was an old-
fashioned, plainly furnished apartment, with a large table in the centre, a smaller in a recess
by the fire-place, chairs ranged against the walls, and a dusty moth-eaten carpet on the
floor. There were dogs on the hearth, broken and rusty; there was a brass fender, tarnished
and battered; a picture of some sea-fight over the mantel-piece, while another work of art
about equal in merit hung between the windows. Altogether, an utterly prosaic and yet not
uncheerful apartment, from out of which the ghosts flitted as soon as daylight was let into
it, and which I proposed, as soon as I “felt my feet,” to re-decorate, re-fumish, and convert
into a pleasant morning-room. I was still under thirty, but I had learned prudence in that
very good school, Necessity; and it was not my intention to spend much money until I
ascertained for certain what were the actual revenues derivable from the lands still
belonging to the Martingdale estates, and the charges upon them. In fact, I wanted to know
what I was worth before committing myself to any great extravagance, and the place had for
so long a time been neglected, that I experienced some difficulty in arriving at the state of
my real income. 

But in the meanwhile, Clare and I found great enjoyment in exploring every nook and
corner of our domain, in turning over the contents of old chests and cupboards, in
examining the faces of our ancestors looking down on us from the walls, in walking through
the neglected gardens, full of weeds, overgrown with shruhs and birdweed, where the 
boxwood was eighteen inches high, and the shoots of the rose-trees yards long. I have put
the place in order since then, there is no grass on the paths, there are no trailing brambles
over the ground, the hedges have been cut and trimmed, and the trees pruned, and the box¬ 
wood clipped; but I often say now-a-days that spite of all my improvements, or rather in
consequence of them, Martingdale does not look one half so pretty as it did in its pristine
state of uncivilized picturesqueness. 

Although I determined not to commence repairing and decorating the house till better
informed concerning the rental of Martingdale, still the state of my finances was so far
satisfactory that Clare and I decided on going abroad and take our long-talked-of holiday
before the fine weather was past. We could not tell what a year might bring forth, as Clare 
sagely remarked; it was wise to take our pleasure while we could; and accordingly, before the
end of August arrived we were wandering about the continent, loitering at Rouen, visiting
the galleries in Paris, and talking of extending our one month of enjoyment to three. What
decided me on this course was the circumstance of our becoming acquainted with an
English family who intended wintering in Borne. We met accidentally, hut discovering we
were near neighbours in England—in fact, that Mr. Cronson’s property lay close beside
Martingdale—the slight acquaintance soon ripened into intimacy, and ere long 
we were travelling in company. 



From the first, Clare did not much like this arrangement. There was “ a little girl ” in
England she wanted me to marry, and Mr. Cronson had a daughter who certainly was both
handsome and attractive. The little girl had not despised John Lester, artist, while Miss
Cronson indisputably set her cap at John Lester of Martingdale, and would have turned
away her pretty face from a poor man’s admiring gaze—all this I can see plainly enough
now, but I was blind then and should have proposed for Marybel—that was her name—
before the winter was over, had news not suddenly arrived of the illness of Mrs. Cronson, 
senior. In a moment the programme was changed ; our pleasant days of foreign travel were
at an end. The Cronsons packed up and departed, while Clare and I returned more slowly to
England, a little out of humour, it must be confessed, with each other. 

It was the middle of November when we arrived at Martingdale, and found the place
anything but romantic or pleasant. The walks were wet and sodden, the trees were leafless,
there were no flowers save a few late pink roses blooming in the garden. 

It had been a wet season, and the place looked miserable. Clare would not ask Alice down to
keep her company in the winter months, as she had intended; and for myself, the Cronsons
were still absent in Norfolk, where they meant to spend Christmas with old Mrs. Cronson,
now recovered. 

Altogether, Martingdale seemed dreary enough, and the ghost stories we had laughed at
while sunshine flooded the rooms, became less unreal, when we had nothing but blazing
fires and wax candles to dispel the gloom. They became more real also when servant after 
servant left us to seek situations elsewhere; when “noises” grew frequent in the house; when
we ourselves, Clare and I, with our own ears heard the tramp, tramp, the banging and the
clattering which had been described to us. 

My dear reader, you doubtless are utterly free from superstitious fancies. You pooh-pooh
the existence of ghosts, and “ only wish you could find a haunted house in which to spend a
night,” which is all very brave and praiseworthy, but wait till you are left in a dreary, desolate
old country mansion, filled with the most unaccountable sounds, without a servant, with no
one save an old care-taker and his wife, who, living at the extremest end of the building,
heard nothing of the tramp, tramp, bang, bang, going on at all hours of the night. 

At first I imagined the noises were produced by some evil-disposed persons, who wished,
for purposes of their own, to keep the house uninhabited; but by degrees Clare and I came to
the conclusion the visitation must be supernatural, and Martingdale by consequence 
untenantable.



Still being practical people, and unlike our predecessors, not having money to live where
and how we liked, we decided to watch and see whether we could trace any human influence
in the matter. If not, it was agreed we were to pull down the right wing 
of the house and the principal staircase. 

For nights and nights we sat up till two or three o’clock in the morning, Clare engaged in
needlework, I reading, with a revolver lying on the table beside me; bnt nothing, neither
sound nor appearance rewarded our vigil. 

This confirmed my first idea that the sounds were not supernatural; but just to test the
matter, I determined on Christmas-eve, the anniversary of Mr. Jeremy Lester’s
disappearance, to keep watch by myself in the red bed-chamber. Even to Clare I never
mentioned my intention. 

About ten, tired out with our previous vigils, we each retired to rest. Somewhat
ostentatiously, perhaps, I noisily shut the door of my room, and when I opened it half-an-
hour afterwards, no mouse could have pursued its way along the corridor with greater
silence and caution than myself. 

Quite in the dark I sat in the red room. For over an hour I might as well have been in my
grave for anything I could see in the apartment; but at the end of that time the moon rose
and cast strange lights across the floor and upon the wall of the haunted chamber. 

Hitherto I had kept my watch opposite the window, now I changed my place to a corner near
the door, where I was shaded from observation by the heavy hangings of the bed, and an
antique wardrobe. 

Still I sat on, but still no sound broke the silence. I was weary with many nights’ watching,
and tired of my solitary vigil, I dropped at last into a slumber from which I was awakened by
hearing the door softly opened. 

“John,” said my sister, almost in a whisper; “John, are yon here ?” 

“ Yes, Clare,” I answered; “ but what are you doing up at this hour?” 

“ Come downstairs,” she replied; “ they are in the oak parlour.” 

I did not need any explanation as to whom she meant, but crept downstairs after her,
warned by an uplifted hand of the necessity for silence and caution. 

By the door—by the open door of the oak parlour, she paused, and we both looked in. 



There was the room we left in darkness overnight, with a bright wood fire blazing on the
hearth, candles on the chimney-piece, the small table pulled out from its accustomed
corner, and two men seated beside it, playing, at cribbage. We could see the face of the
younger player; it was that of a man about five and twenty, of a man who had lived hard and
wickedly; who had wasted his substance and his health; who had been while in the flesh
Jeremy Lester.

It would be difficult for me to say how I knew this, how in a moment I identified the
features of the player with those of the man who had been missing for forty-one years —
forty-one years that very night.

He was dressed in the costume of a bygone period; his hair was powdered, and round his
wrists there were ruffles of lace. He looked like one who, having come from some great
party, had sat down after his return home to play cards with an intimate friend. On his little
finger there sparkled a ring, in the front of his shirt there gleamed a valuable diamond.
There were diamond buckles in his shoes, and, according to the fashion of his time, he wore
knee breeches and silk stockings, which showed off advantageously the shape of a
remarkably good leg and ankle. He sat opposite the door, but never once lifted his eyes to it.
His attention seemed concentrated on the cards.

For a time there was utter silence in the room, broken only by the momentous counting of
the game. In the doorway we stood, holding our breath, terrified and yet fascinated by the
scene which was being acted before us. The ashes dropped on the hearth softly and like the
snow; we could hear the rustle of the cards as they were dealt out and fell upon the table; we
listened to the count — fifteen two, fifteen-four, and so forth, — but there was no other
word spoken till at length the player, whose face we could not see, exclaimed, ” I win; the
game is mine.”

Then his opponent took up the cards, sorted them over negligently in his hand, put them
close together, and flung the whole pack in his guest’s face, exclaiming, “Cheat; liar; take
that.”

There was a bustle and confusion — a flinging over of chairs, and fierce gesticulation, and
such a noise of passionate voices mingling, that we could not hear a sentence which was
uttered. All at once, however, Jeremy Lester strode out of the room in so great a hurry that
he almost touched us where we stood; out of the room, and tramp, tramp up the staircase to
the red room, whence he descended in a few minutes with a couple of rapiers under his arm.
When he re-entered the room he gave, as it seemed to us, the other man his choice of the
weapons, and then he flung open the window, and after ceremoniously giving place for his
opponent to pass out first, he walked forth into the night air, Clare and I following.



We went through the garden and down a narrow winding walk to a smooth piece of turf,
sheltered from the north by a plantation of young fir trees. It was a bright moonlight night
by this time, and we could distinctly see Jeremy Lester measuring off the ground.

“When you say ‘three,’” he said at last to the man whose back was still towards us.

They had drawn lots for the ground, and the lot had fallen against Mr. Lester. He stood thus
with the moonbeams falling upon him, and a handsomer fellow I would never desire to
behold.

“One,” began the other; ” two,” and before our kinsman had the slightest suspicion of his
design, he was upon him, and his rapier through Jeremy Lester’s breast.

At the sight of that cowardly treachery, Clare screamed aloud. In a moment the combatants
had disappeared, the moon was obscured behind a cloud, and we were standing in the
shadow of the fir-plantation, shivering with cold and terror. But we knew at last what had
become of the late owner of Martingdale, that he had fallen, not in fair fight, but foully
murdered by a false friend.

When late on Christmas morning I awoke, it was to see a white world, to behold the ground,
and trees, and shrubs all laden and covered with snow. There was snow everywhere, such
snow as no person could remember having fallen for forty-one years.

“It was on just such a Christmas as this that Mr. Jeremy disappeared,” remarked the old
sexton to my sister who had insisted on dragging me through the snow to church,
whereupon Clare fainted away and was carried into the vestry, where I made a full
confession to the Vicar of all we had beheld the previous night.

At first that worthy individual rather inclined to treat the matter lightly, but when, a
fortnight after, the snow melted away and the fir-plantation came to be examined, he
confessed there might be more things in heaven and earth than his limited philosophy had
dreamed of. In a little clear space just within the plantation, Jeremy Lester’s body was
found. We knew it by the ring and the diamond buckles, and the sparkling breast-pin; and
Mr. Cronson, who in his capacity as magistrate came over to inspect these relics, was visibly
perturbed at my narrative.

“Pray, Mr. Lester, did you in your dream see the face of — of the gentleman — your
kinsman’s opponent?”

“No,” I answered, “he sat and stood with his back to us all the time.”



“There is nothing more, of course, to be done in the matter,” observed Mr. Cronson.

“Nothing,” I replied; and there the affair would doubtless have terminated, but that a few
days afterwards, when we were dining at Cronson Park, Clare all of a sudden dropped the
glass of water she was carrying to her lips, and exclaiming, “Look, John, there he is!” rose
from her seat, and with a face as white as the table cloth, pointed to a portrait hanging on
the wall. “I saw him for an instant when he turned his head towards the door as Jeremy
Lester left it,” she explained; “that is he.”

Of what followed after this identification I have only the vaguest recollection. Servants
rushed hither and thither; Mrs. Cronson dropped off her chair into hysterics; the young
ladies gathered round their mamma; Mr. Cronson, trembling like one in an ague fit,
attempted some kind of an explanation, while Clare kept praying to be taken away, — only
to be taken away. I took her away, not merely from Cronson Park but from Martingdale.

Before we left the latter place, however, I had an interview with Mr. Cronson, who said the
portrait Clare had identified was that of his wife’s father, the last person who saw Jeremy
Lester alive.

“He is an old man now,” finished Mr. Cronson, “a man of over eighty, who has confessed
everything to me. You won’t bring further sorrow and disgrace upon us by making this
matter public?”

I promised him I would keep silence, but the story gradually oozed out, and the Cronsons
left the country. My sister never returned to Martingdale; she married and is living in
London. Though I assure her there are no strange noises in my house, she will not visit
Bedfordshire, where the “little girl” she wanted me so long ago to “think of seriously,” is now
my wife and the mother of my children.

THE END



Join us for....

December 21st, 2022
7PM ET

A LIVE Celebration!
(recording available!)

 
Grab your ticket at 

courses.carterhaughschool.com/p/gothic-solstice-2022

https://courses.carterhaughschool.com/p/gothic-solstice-2022


Dr. Maria DeBlassie Dr. Stephen Winick Dr. Sara Cleto & Dr Brittany Warman

HONORING THE DARKNESS
TO SEE THE LIGHT: EVERYDAY
MAGIC, COZY GOTHIC, AND
THE WINTER SOLSTICE

A VICTORIAN FOODWAYS
COCKTAIL PARTY WITH
FATHER CHRISTMAS!

TO BE TOLD AT DUSK:
VICTORIAN "WINTER'S
TALES" OF SPECTERS AND
SHADES

This talk from Dr. Maria
DeBlassie will focus on the joys
of the cozy gothic and the quiet
comfort of spooky stories
during the holidays, a time that
we typically see as nothing but
bright lights and over-the-top
festivities. But for those who
might find the holiday season
fraught with forced cheer and
stress, honoring the darkest
part of the year by delving into
its gothic essence offers much-
needed respite along with soul-
nourishing revelations and
luminous insights. Do not fear
the darkness or the time spent
turning inward. The winter
solstice is a time for
introspection and the kind of
fairy-tale magic that can only be
found by getting lost in a dark
and wild wood. As I always say,
you have to face the darkness in
order to see the light.

This presentation by Dr.
Stephen Winick will focus on
Victorian winter foodways as
represented in Dickens's classic
ghost story A Christmas Carol.
We'll learn why Scrooge was
eating gruel when Marley's
ghost came calling. (Hint: it's
not because he's cheap!) We'll
find out how the Cratchits
cooked a goose without a
kitchen or even a stove, and
what this reveals about
Dickens's social views. We'll
learn how turkeys became a
traditional Christmas food in
England, and why Dickens
loved them so much--and hear
the sad story of his last-ever
Christmas turkey six months
before his death. We'll learn
about the iconic Christmas
pudding, and why you must
take care not to season it with
soap! Most importantly, we'll
sample some traditional and
original Christmas drinks--
Father Christmas will provide
the recipes!

Have you ever wondered at the
line "there'll be scary ghost
stories" in the Christmas carol
"It's the Most Wonderful Time
of the Year"? This talk, from
Drs. Sara Cleto and Brittany
Warman, will discuss the
Victorian tradition of ghost
stories at Christmastime. We'll
take a look at the history dating
back to at least 1836, the folklore
rooted in Yule celebrations that
helped link scary stories with
the winter season, and the
significant connection to Gothic
literature that these stories
have. We'll also take a deep dive
into Dickens and other writers
who really brought this practice
to life. Lastly, we'll close out the
evening with a reading of at
least one eerie and wonderful
Victorian ghost story!

Find out so much more about
the stories included here in our
presentation!
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