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HAQRY |
STENMAN

“In God’s name!” I gasped; “what does it mean?”

ens-Shy

By W. M. CLAYTON

An odd and curions tale about a photographer who was assigned to
photograph the corpse of bis uncle

WAS just about to call it a day when
the phone rang. It was Walter
Beamish, suggesting we have dinner
together at Au Gai Penguin, which, by
the way, is one of New York’s few au-
thentic French restaurants. *I have a

rather unpleasant job on tonight, and I
need your cheering company,” was the
way he put it.

Had I known what a startling denoue-
ment was to climaxx that “unpleasant job.”
—but I didn't, so I accepted the invitation,
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Over our Dubonnet (Monsier Gai dis-
approves of cocktails), Walter opened up.

““That job I referred to is photographing
a corpse,” he began abruptly, “and to make
it worse, it’s an uncle of mine, or was,
rather. Not that I ever had much to do
with him,” he added, “for we never got
on together. Uncle Fred—he was my
mother’s brother—didn't like me, and
strongly disapproved of my work.”

"Why? Didn't he like to have his pic-
ture taken?” I asked idly. I may say that
Beamish, with whom I roomed during my
freshman and sophomore years at Colum-
bia, is the highly paid first assistant in a
smart Fifth Avenue studio, is recognized as
one of the best portrait men in America,
and is an ardent researcher in optics, re-
fraction and such other sciences appertain-
ing directly or indirectly to photography.

“Like to have his picture taken?” Walt
literally snorted. ‘"Why, darn him! That
was one of the things we quarreled over.
I begged him again and again to sit for
me—the old boy would have made a won-
derful subject—marvelous type—but it was
an obsession with him. I once jokingly
accused him of having some criminal rea-
son to fear having a picture made, and
he flew into a rage, his eyes actually seem-
ing to glow with animal fire, and ordered
me never to enter his home again. That
was years ago, but he never forgave me
and I never saw him again—didn’t know
he was dead until my aunt phoned me to-
day. She always wanted a picture of him,
but nothing doing. Guess she figured now
was her chance. At any rate she asked me
to come tonight and take a picture of him
in his cofhin.”

“Creepy sott of business, I should
think,” T observed.

“Oh, it’s not unusual,” Walter replied.
“T've done it several times in the way of
business. It's really easier than a regular
picture. No difficulty about the pose, for
one thing. And we always charge extra,”

he grinned. "Of course there’s nothing
in tonight's job—cash, I mean. I'm only
too glad to oblige my aunt, who is as decent
as the dear departed was the reverse. Oh,
well, funny how things work out; I'll get
my picture after all—but unless I fake the
setting , it won't be a study I can exhibit."”

The conversation drifted to other mat-
ters, and the dinner progressed through
its several excellent courses until, com-
fortably filled with a sense of well-being
and the result of Monsieur Gai's culipary
skill, we separated, Beamish to go on his
gruesome errand, I to my room to dig into
an abstract of title. I might mention that
I am an attorney, employed by one of the
big title companies.

TWO or three weeks passed with no
further word from Beamish, and I had
about forgotten our dinner and his en-
gagement with a corpse when again the
telephone brought both to my mind. It
was Beamish, phoning me at my apartment.

“Hello! Jim? Walt speaking,” he be-
gan. “Say, you remember that little job
I had on hand the last time we had dinner
together? Uncle Fred, you know?”

“Sure! Sure!” I replied, half jokingly.
“The late lamented was to sit for his pot-
trait in spite of himself. How did it turn
out? Did mind triumph over matter and-
the corpse arise and smash the camera?”
Pethaps my remarks might be considered
in questionable taste, but, first, I knew
Walter well enough to feel sure he would
not take offense, and, second, I knew with
what scientific matter-of-factness he always
regarded his work. To Walter, I felt sure,
photographing a dead man—uncle or
a stranger—was merely part of the day’s
routine.

For a2 moment there was a dead silence,
and I began to have qualms as to just how
impersonally Walter had taken my jocu-
larity. Then his voice came—and even
over the wire it seemed oddly strained.
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“Eh—no—not exactly,” he said. “But
it was a rather rum business at that. Can
you come over to the studio?”

“Sure thing! What time?” I replied,
thinking he referred to the following day,
since it was now nearly ten o’clock. Thus
I was the more surprised at his answer.

“Now,” came over the phone. “I'm at
the studio now. I've been away on an out-
of-the-city assignment, and only got back
this afternoon. Been cleaning up a lot of
things here—among them my uncle’s pic-
ture.” Again a pause. “That's what I
want to see you about. You'll come?” His
voice shot up an octave on the question,
and, startled and uneasy without knowing
exactly why, I assented.

OF COURSE it was raining—a dismal,
cold, penetrating downpour, and as I
walked to the corner, alert for a taxi, I
mentally anathematized Walter and his
uncle for having brought me out. As a
bachelor, I may lack some of the home
comforts of my married friends, but an
open fireplace in my living-room and a
reasonably well-stocked wine cupboard
atone for much.

The Fifth Avenue building in the fifties
in which Walt's employer has his expen-
sive studio was dark as the taxi drew up,
but a light shone on the fifth floor and a
push on the bell brought a surly watchman
who admitted me.

Woalter himself opened the studio door
and I learned we two were the sole occu-
pants of the premises.

“I've been doing some work on my own
after Simmons left,” he explained, naming
the head of the developing-room. “Among
other things, I developed my uncle’s pic-
ture,” he went on abruptly, and I fancied
—was it only fancy?—a tremor in his voice.
“Come and look at it!”

He led the way into the dark room,
then turned. “The subject”—he became
suddenly and I think unconsciously profes-

sional in his speech and manner—"was
photographed as he lay in his coffin. The
casket was on the usual trestles, and I
pushed back some palms and flowers so as
to be able to focus my camera directly on
the face and upper part of the body. Of
course I had the camera mounted on a
tripod such as we use for such shots. The
casket was partly closed, you understand,
but the face, shoulders and chest of the
subject were clearly exposed to the lens.”

Walter’s voice was jerky, his words
clipped, as of a man under intense nervous
strain who takes refuge in the common-
places of his trade. He regarded me stiffly
for a moment, then turned to a metal stand
and picked up a print. Silently he handed
it to me. Silently I took it.

This is what I saw.

The end of an elaborate casket. A few
leaves obtruding around the margin. The
vague outline of a head. The gleaming
shirt front and black lapels that denoted
evening clothes. But where the face should
have been was only a glare of light.

I took this to be merely a spoiled ex-
posure—probably an electric light bulb
had fronted the camera’s lens, causing the
negative to be light-struck. But even as I
gazed, it seemed as if I could discern in
that nimbus of light a more deeply glow-
ing pair of eyes. Mocking, triumphant,
they seemed actually to shine with animal
fire.

Then as I turned the print in my hands
the semblance of eyes vanished, nor could
I again capture the illusion—if illusion it
was—no matter how I turned and re-turned
the photograph.

The expression on my friend's face
showed me he knew what I had seen.

“In God’s name!” I gasped; “what does
it mean?”

“What does it mean?” he echoed hol-
lowly. “Why, it just means that Uncle
Fred held to his resolution. Alive or dead,
he wouldn’t be photographed!”



