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FACES

A Ghost-tale of Santo Domingo
By ARTHUR J. BURKS

I am insane. Many of them

tell me so to my face. They do
it jokingly, but in their eyes I read
that they half believe it.

But who wouldn’t be erazy after
going through what I experienced
during those drcad hours when, hud-
dled in the after cockpit of a wrecked
airplane, in the very center of the
dread Gran Estero, the pilot dead in
the seat ahead of me with his brains
dashed out, I sat the hours away with
my eyes peering into the shadows of
the great swamp?

Perhaps I did not see all the
things memory brings to mind from
that dread page of the past. Ior the
silver plate in my head suggests
many things, added to which there is
a long blank in it somewhere during
which I somehow won free of the mys-
terious region of rotting slime and
bubbling ooze—a blank that I find
myself glad I ean not fill. For it
must have contained terrible things.

We had taken off from the flying
field at Santo Domingo City with
plenty of time to spare ere we should
be due at Santiago. It only takes a
little over an hour, and it still lacked
three hours of sundown when we
lifted, in a scrics of elimbing turns,
into the sunuy sky of the Dominican
Republie.

But we had forgotten the fog which
sometimes rises suddenly in the Pass
through the Cordilleras.

We were half-way through when
the fog was upon us, shutting us out
from the ground below as effectunally
as t}égggh we both had suddenly gone

P EOPLE who know me say that

blind, and were hurtling through a
sea of mist at more than a hundred
miles an hour—quite too fast to think
of piling up on some unseen moun-
tainside. I could secarcely see the
pilot in the seat ahead. He looked
back at me onee and shook his head.
Then he tried to see the ground below
us, as did I. But whichever way we
looked there was nothing but that sea
of impenetrable white. Even the
roaring of the engines was muflled by,
the density of the fog.

The pilot came back on his stick,
and I knew by the way my back
pressed against the cowling in rear
that he was pointing her nose into the
sky in the hope of climbing above the
clouds.

Minutes that seemed like hours
passed as we continued to climb, on a
slant just great enough to keep from
stalling, but great cnough that I
knew we had already cleared the tops
of the mountains on either hand. Yet
the fog held steadily. It must have
been miles high.

Then the aviator got confused. I
don’t blame him. Though I have
never flown a plane I have ridden in
planes many times, and know what it
means to be caught in a fog or among
heavy eclouds which shut out the
earth. Ilad he flown straight he
might have ridden -through the fog;
but he did a turn or two in an at-
tempt to find an opening, and lost us
completely. Only by the slackness of
the belt which held me in could I be
sure that we were flying right-side up
—which was all I did know!



FACES

The altimeter said 10,000 feet, with
the needle crawling slowly toward the
11,000 mark! And still the fog.

Finally the flyer held her nose in
one direction, at least he tried to, and
plunged like a mad thing through the
fog. Yet we didn’t penetrate the
mist wall.

Long after we should have reached
Santiago we were still in the fog, still
above 8,000 feet, and darkmess was
settling down upon us.

There was enough gas in the tanks
when we left the field to keep us in
the air for four hours. My wrist-
watch told me that we lacked but
fifteen minutes of that time! In
God’s name, where were we? We
might as easily have been far out
over the Atlantic QOcean, the Carib-
bean Sea or Mona Passage.

I know now that we came down
within five miles of Bahia de Esco-
cesa, which is an arm of the Atlantie,
and that, had our luck held for a
few minutes more, we might have
made a fairly safe landing on the
broad shelving beach. Just a few
minutes, as time is figured, and a life
is lost—while another man lives to
hear himself called a madman!

The engine spluttered and died.
‘What a dread silence after the roar-
ing of the motors!

The humming of the wind through
the wires and braces told me that we
were spiraling downward. We might

be headed for a mountaintop or for

the open sea and certain drowning—
or might be heading directly into the
field at Santiago, though only a fool
could have hoped for such great
good fortune. And still the fog
about us held.

The pilot flung his helmet and gog-
gles over the side and looked back at
me, grinning widely.

“We’re through, kid!”’ he said.
‘“Ain’t one chance in ten thousand of
getting out of this with our hides.
Let’s hope that they find the remains
sometime, ’’

533

I am not ashamed to confess that I
could not take it so light-heartedly as
this; but then I am not made of the
stuff of which flyers are constructed.

The aviator turned his eyes back to
the instruments on the board before
him, and our spiral continued to the
tune of the wind in the struts, a tune
that had a sinister meaning, a tune
that sang of death up-rushing to meet
us. The altimeter said 1,500 feet
now, with the needle fairly dancing
down toward zero. '

WHEN we broke through the fog
we were directly above a forest
of nodding treetops, with scarcely a
breathing space before the inevitable
crash, which could have been avoided
only did a miracle happen and the
propeller start whirling again.

It seemed to me that we leveled
and seemed to sink straight into the
forest, though common sense told me
that we must have struck at a speed
of not less than ninety miles an hour.
We hit the treetops and ecrashed
through.

My head banged against the cowl-
ing when we hit, and I remember
nothing afterward—until I opened
my eyes in the shadows which hold
sway in El Gran Estero, and found
that the safety belt still held me in
my seat. What was left of our right
wing was above the dank waters of
the vast swamp, while on my left I
could see nothing but shadows, and
the oozy slime of the dread quagmire.
Only the main part of our ship had
held together, and this was steadily
sinking forward because of the dead
weight of the motor,

The aviator was aspraw! in the
forward cockpit, his arms hanging
over the side. I noted that blood
dripped from the fingers of his right
hand.

I unfastened my belt and leaned
forward, swaying dizzily as a terrible
feeling of vertigo seized me.
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I shook the aviator roughly by the
shoulder.

““MecKenzie!”’ 1
you bad hurt, boy?”’

He was. For, as I shook him, pull-
ing him around by the shoulder, I
caught a glimpse of his face. It was
not a face, but a bloody smear, with a
gaping wound in the forehead. His
body was still warm, proof that I had
been unconseious but a short time.
There was no mark of blood on the
cowling before McKenzic’s face, and
I wondered what had dealt him that
blow which had dashed out his brains.
Leaning forward carefully I strove to
peer down into the cockpit.

‘When I saw what had done it I all
but collapsed. I'or the forward
cockpit had fallen squarely upon the
jagged stump of a tree and this had
gone through the light fabric and
penetrated McKenzie’s body in a
way that I find myself unable to
mention in cold print. He had been
dead even before that blood-stained
stump had come on through to bash
out his brains,

There was nothing I could do for
him. And there seemed little chance
of saving myself.

I knew that I was somewhere
within mysterious Gran Estero, in a
plane that was gradually sinking of
its own weight—and that 1 was
mighty fortunate to have lived even
this long. Besides which I knew that
I was badly hurt, how badly T eould
only guess—as you can do when I
tell you that a goodly portion of my
skull is silver at the present moment.

How to get out, and what direction
to take? How to reach land solid
enough to support my weight? In
the daytime I knew I could have done
it, somehow—had I been in full pos-
session of my faculties and my
strength.

I studied the swamp around me,
but as far as I could see in the dark-
ness there was nothing but oozy
morass, into which I should have dis-

shouted. ¢‘Are
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appeared within a few minutes at
most. Ever the plane seemed to sink
lower, as though a great mouth were
relentlessly sucking it down.

My head was aching terribly, and
oddly colored dots were dancing be-
fore my eyes. Any moment I ex-
pected to lose consciousness—and
rather hoped that, did I do so, I
would never regain it. Death would
be easy, and would save me untold
trouble and privation, to say nothing
of unplumbed suffering,.

““Well, why don’t you climb out of
there and find us a way out?’’

I started as though someone had
suddenly placed a hot iron against
my quivering flesh. In my mind I
heard the words, yet I swear that my
ears had heard nothing at all. Just
an impression that someone had
spoken—an impression that had the
force of actuality.

The hair at the back of my neck
seemed to lift oddly as I whirled and
stared into the gloom which was now
so deep in Gran Estero that I could
scarcely see my hand before my face.

Under a tree with many great
branches, in the very midst of an
area acrawl with the ooze of the vast
quagmire, stood Lieutenant McKen-
zie, boyishly smiling as he had smiled
before the crash! From his puttees
to his helmet and goggles he was
dressed for flying—save for that
ghastly red weal across his forehead!

My eyes must have bulged from
their sockets as I stared at him; for
he smiled again and the smile froze
on his lips, never again to leave them.
This time when he spoke his voice
sounded hollow, and as celd as a voice
from the tomb.

‘“Well, get going!
out of here!’’

Yet I couldn’t move a muscle!

Will you understand why when I
mention that the dead body of Me-
Kenzie still lolled motionless in the
forward cockpit?

We must get
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McKenzie was dead, killed in a
manner that has many times since
caused me to waken from horrible
nightmares with sereams on my lips;
yet he couldn’t be dead when I could
see him, as plainly as you see this
page, standing there beneath that tree
in the midst of Gran Estero!

I sereamed aloud when I found
that I could look through that figure
under the tree and see the bole of the
tree itself. Still that frozen smile
rested upon those white lips; still
that red weal showed on the forehead
beneath the helmet—a red weal that
seemed to be steadily dripping, drip-
ping, dripping.

Then I began to laugh, a horrible
laugh, in which my body shook so
convulsively that I all but fell out of
the cockpit into the slime.

And as I laughed the phantom of
McKenzie disappeared as though a
breath had erased it, leaving me
alone in the sinking plane with the
dead body for company.

But my haughter was short-lived.

For, looking around again for some
possible footing place, my eyes found
something in the swamp which had at
first escaped my notice—a pair of
bare feet, with their water-whitened
soles just above the surface of the
ooze! By some weird necromancy I
could look down through the mud to
the body which hung upside-down be-
low those feet—the skeleton of a na-
tive who had been lost in the swamp.

For some rcason my eyes darted
back to where I had seen the phan-
tom of McKenzie, to see the figure of
a ragged native in his place. This
one looked at me out of sunken eyes,
and slowly his arm upraised as he
pointed to the bare feet, which were
all that I eould now see of the grue-
some thing just outside the plane. A
voice issued from the motionless lips
of the native—a voice that spoke soft
words in gentle Spanish.

“Si, Sedior,”” said the voice, ‘‘it is
I whom you see there!’’
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Wildly I laughed, and the phan-
tom of the native vanished as the
shade of McKenzie had done at the
sound of my maniacal laughter.

Wildly, since I knew that my mind
was going because of this weird hor-
ror, 1 searched the jungle wall with
frightened eyes.

TH.E night drew on apace, and 1
will not dwell on it unduly, for I
kmow that in that direction lies mad-
ness—madness more mad, even, than
is now mine.

For I discovered that El Gran Es-
tero is the trysting place of countless
shades!

Out of the shadows they came to
stare at me—out of the shadows to
stare, to smile coldly, and to vanish—
while I laughed at each in turn.

It is strange that I laughed; but I
could not help it, for my head ached
abominably, and I laughed to ease
the pain. Is that a good reason? To
me at the time it scemed so; but per-
haps I laughed at the faces.

The faces?

I lost count of their vast number,
for assuredly there must have been
many who have lost their lives in El
Gran Estero—whose faces came up
before me, for the lips to smile coldly,
to smile coldly and to vanish, while
others came to take their places.

As it grew cooler as the night drew
on, will-o’-the-wisps came up from the
ooze. Balls of weird flame, balls that
had the shape of faces with smiling
lips—all sorts of faces. Faces of ne-
groes, men and women—yes, and
children; faeces of Dominieans,
bronze-burnished by a smiling sun,
with here and there the pale, staring
faces of white men. Thank God
there were but few of these! For I
found myself unable to look into their
staring eyes. It was ay though the
white men were brothers of mine, and
that I had somehow failed them in the
weary search for a way out of the
vast quagmire. When they smiled



536

coldly, reproachfully, and I could
give them no aid, they would shake
their heads sadly and disappear, only
to show again down some vista
through the tree-lanes, always looking
back at me sadly before they disap-
peared for good.

The saddest of them all was a white
woman with a babe in her arms. She
stood for many minutes where Me-
Kenzie and the native had stood, and
her eyes were sunken caverns ablaze
with a vast reproach. Her eyes
searched ceaselessly the wall of trees,
seeking, seeking, seeking. At last she
wandered down a lane through the
trees, gliding softly atop the ooze.
She looked back several times as she
wandered aimlessly away, and once I
fancied I could hear the subdued
wailing of the babe in her arms. She
must have heard it, too, for her head
bent as though she soothed the phan-
tom infant. She did not look up
again, and, thus soothing the baby
with which she must have died, she
vanished into the vastness of the
swamp. I wondered what man had
been the cause of her going to her
death in Gran Estero. For there was
that in her eyes that told me a man
was to blame.

Faces, faces, always the faces!
And the dead blackness of El Gran
Estero.

When all the shades I had seen, to-
gether with a host I had never seen
before, some of the latter aborigines
who must have gone to their death in
the swamp during the regime of
Columbus and his governors, came at
last and gathered in the ooze about
me, to smile coldly and sadly into my
face, I must have gone clear out of
my head, for that is the last dread
happening which I remember.

The plane had sunk so low that
slime was beginning to trickle into
the cockpit in which T still sat hud-
dled, when the army of shades gath-
ercd about me—silent and motionless
as though they waited for something.
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Did they wait for me to lead them out
of this never-ending thraldom of
theirs? I do not know. I do not
know anything about it.

I only know the next thing I re-
member is that I awoke in a cot in the
hospital in Santiago, and that the
colonel of the regiment occupying the
city was sitting at my bedside.
‘When I opened my eyes the colonel
turned to the doctor.

‘“Can he talk now, Doctor$’’

The doctor nodded. ,

I told the colonel all that had be-
fallen me. As I talked I saw a queer
light eome into his eyes, and knew
that he doubted my story, may per-
haps even have blamed me a little
for what happened. I wonder why.
His questions took a queer trend at
the last.

‘““Why didn’t you go back into the
swamp with McKenzie and help him
salvage the engine of the plane?”’

‘“‘But McKenzie is dead, sir!
was Kkilled in the erash!’’ _

Again that queer light in his eyes.

‘“‘But the natives who found you
at the edge of the swamp swear that
a man in uniform was with you—a
man in helmet and goggles, 2 man
answering in every detail the desecrip-
tion of McKenzie. They say he led
you out; but that as soon as he had
attracted their attention and saw
that you would be taken in charge,
he turned back into the swamp be-
fore they could come close to him.
You should have gone back in with
him.”” _

But assuredly the colonel must
have been mistaken. Perhaps his
limited Spanish caused him to misin-
terpret the reports of the natives. I
know, in my heart, that McKenzie
never left that forward cockpit after
the erash into El Gran Estero.

But do I know? After all there is
that blank to be accounted for, and
often T waken in the middle of the
night and lie awake until dawn, won-
dering.

He



