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Some Uncanny Tales

BY AMBROSE BIERCE

ONE SUMMER NIGHT

HE fact that Henry Arm-
strong was buried did not
seem to him to prove that he
was dead: he had always
been a hard man to con-
vince. That he really was
buried the testimony of his
senses compelled him to ad-
mit. His posture—flat upon
his back, with his hands
crossed upon his stomach and tied with
something that he easily broke without
profitably altering the situation—the strict
confinement of his entire person, the black
darkness and profound silence, made a
body of evidence impossible to controvert
and he accepted it without cavil.

But dead—no; he was only very, very
ill. He had, withal, the invalid’s apathy
and did not greatly concern himself about
the uncommon fate that had been allotted
to him. No philosopher was he—just a
plain, commonplace person gifted, for the
time being, with a pathological indiffer-
ence: the organ that he feared consequences
with was torpid. So, with no particular

apprehension for his immediate future, he
fell asleep and all was peace with Henry
Armstrong.

But something was going on overhead.
It was a dark summer night, shot through
with infrequent shimmers of lightning
silently firing a cloud lying low in the west
and portending a stormi. These brief, stam-
mering illuminations brought out with
ghastly distinctness the monuments and
headstones of the cemetery and seemed to
set them dancing. It was not a night in
which any credible witness was likely
to be straying about a cemetery, so the
three men who were there, digging into the
grave of Henry Armstrong, felt reasonably
secure.

Two of them were young students from
a medical college a few miles away; the
third was a gigantic negro known as Jess.
For many years Jess had been employed
about the cemetery as a man-of-all-work
and it was his favorite pleasantry that he
knew ‘‘every soul in the place.” From the
nature of what he was now doing it was
inferable that the place was not so populous
as its register may have shown it to be. Out-
side the wall, at the part of the grounds

543



544

farthest from the public road, were a horse
and a light wagon, waiting.

The work of excavation was not difficult:
the earth with which the grave had been
loosely filled a few hours before offered little
resistance and was soon thrown out. Re-
moval of the casket from its box was less
easy, but it was taken out, for it was a
perquisite of Jess, who carefully unscrewed
the cover and laid it aside, exposing the
body in black trousers and white shirt. At
that instant the air sprang to flame, a
cracking shock of thunder shook the
stunned world and Henry Armstrong tran-
quilly sat up. With inarticulate cries the
men fled in terror, each in a different direc-
tion. For nothing on earth could two of
them have been persuaded to return. But
Jess was of another breed.

In the gray of the morning the two
students, pallid and haggard with anxiety
and with the terror of their adventure still
beating in their blood, met at the college.

“You saw it?” cried one.

“God! yes—what are we to do?”

What they did was to pass around to the
rear of the building, where they saw a
horse, attached to a light wagon, hitched
to a gatepost near the door of the dissecting
room. Mechanically they entered the
room. On a bench in a comer sat the
negro Jess. He rose, grinning, all eves
and teeth.

“I'm waiting for my pay,” he said.

Stretched naked on a long table lay the
body of Henry Armstrong, the head defiled
with blood and with clay from a blow with
a spade.

JOHN MORTONSON’S FUNERAL

OHN MORTONSON was
dead: hislinesin‘“thetragedy
‘Man’” had all been spoken
and he had left the stage.
The body rested in a fine
mahogany coffin fitted with a plate of glass.
All arrangements for the funeral had been
so well attended to that had the deceased
known he would doubtless have approved.
The face, as it showed under the glass, was
not disagreeable to look upon: it bore a
faint smile, and as the death had been pain-
less had not been distorted beyond the re-
pairing power of the undertaker. At two
o’clock of the afternoon the friends were to
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assemble to pay their last tribute of respect
to one who had no further need of friends
and respect. The surviving members of the
family came severally every few minutes to
the casket and wept above the placid fea-
tures beneath the glass. This did them no
good; it did no good to John Mortonson;
but in the presence of death reason and
philosophy are silent.

As the hour of two approached the
friends began to arrive and after offering
such consolation to the stricken relatives as
the proprieties of the occasion required,
solemnly seated themselves about the room
with an augmented consciousness of their
importance in the scheme funereal. Then
the minister came, and in that overshadow-
ing presence the lesser lights went into
eclipse. His entrance was followed by that
of the widow, whose lamentations filled the
room.  She approached the casket and
after leaning her face against the cold glass
for a moment was gently led 1o a seat near
her daughter. Mournfully and low the
man of God began his eulogy of the dead,
and his doleful voice, mingled with the sob-
bing which it was its purpose to stimulate
and sustain, rose and fell, seemed to come
and go, like the sound of a sullen sea. The
gloomy day grew darker as he spoke; a cur-
tain of cloud underspread the sky and a
few drops of rain fell audibly. It seemed as
if all nature were weeping for John Morton-
son.

When the minister had finished his eulogy
with prayer, a hymn was sung and the pall-
bearers took their places heside the bier.
As the last notes of the hymn died away the
widow rushed frantically to the coffin, cast
herself upon it and sobbed hysterically.
Gradually, however, she yielded to dissua-
sion, becoming more composed; and as the
minister was in the act of leading her away
her eyes sought the face of the dead beneath
the glass. She threw up her arms, her face
assumed a dreadful pallor, and with a
shriek she fell backward insensible.

The mourners sprang forward to the cof-
fin, the friends followed, and as the clock
on the mantel solemnly struck three all eyes
were staring down upon the face of John
Mortonson, deceased.

They turmed away, sick and faint. One
man, trying in his terror to escape the awful’
sight, stumbled against the coffin so heavily
as to knock away one of its frail supports.
The coffin fell to the floor, the glass was
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WITH INARTICULATE CRIES THE MEN FLED IN TERROR
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shattered to bits by the concussion.
the opening crawled John Mortonson’s cat,
which lazily leapt to the floor, sat, tranquilly
wiped its crimson muzzle with a forepaw,
then walked with dignity from the room.

STALEY FLEMING'S HALLUCINA-
TION

F two men who were talking
one was a physician.
“I sent for you, Halder-
man,” said the other, “but I
don’t think you can do me
any good. May be you can recommend a
specialist in psychopathy. I fancy I’ma bit
loony.”

“You don’t look it,” the physician said.

“You shall judge—I have hallucinations.
I wake every night and see in my room, in-
tently watching me, a big black Newfound-
land dog with a white forefoot.”

“You say you wake; are you sure about
that ?  ‘ Hallucinations’ are commonly
dreams.”

“Oh, I wake, allright. Sometimes I lie
still a long time, looking at the dog as ear-
nestlyas the dog looks at me—I always leave
the light going. When I can’t endure it any
longer I sit up in bed and—nothing is
there!”

‘M, ’'m—what is the beast’s expres-
sion?”

“It seems to me sinister. Of course 1
know that, except in art, an animal’s face in
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H1S ENTRANCE WAS FOLLOWED

THE WIDOW
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repose has always the same expression.
But this is not a real animal. Newfound-
land dogs are pretty mild looking, you
know; what’s the matter with this one?”

“Really, my diagnosis would have no
value: T am not going to treat the dog.”

The physician laughed at his own pleas-
antry, but narrowly watched his patient
from the corner of his eve. Presently he
said, ‘“Fleming, vour description of the
beast fits the dog of the late Atwell Barion.”

Fleming half-rose from his chair, sat
again and made a vizible attempt at indif-
ference. *I remember Barton,” he said;
“I believe he was—it was reported that—
wasn’t there something suspicious in his
death?” :

Looking squarely now into the eves of his
patient, the physician said: ‘“Three years
ago the body of your old enemy, Atwell
Barton, was found in the woods near his
house and yours. He had been stabbed to
death. There have been no arrests; there
was no clew.  Some of us had ‘theories.” [
had one. Have vou?”

“I? Why, bless vour soul, what could T
know about it?  You remember that I left
for Europe almost immediately afterward
—au considerable time afterward.  In the
few weeks since my return you could not
expect me to construct a ‘theory.” Infact 1
have not given the matter a thought. What
about his dog?” .

* It was first to find the body. 1t died of
starvation on his grave.”

We do not know the inexorable law
underlving coincidences.  Staley Fleming
did not, or he.would perhaps not have
sprung to his feet as the night wind brought
in through the open window the long wail-
ing howl of a distant dog. He strode several
times across the room in the steadfast gaze
of the physician; then, abruptly confront-
ing him, almost shouted: *“What has all
this to do with my trouble? You forget
why vou were sent for.”

Rising, the physician laid his hand upon
his patient’s arm and said, gently: “Pardon
me. I cannot diagnose your disorder off-
hand—to-morrow, perhaps.  Please go to
bed, leaving your door unlocked; T will
pass the night here with your books.  Can
vou call me without rising ?”

“Yes, there is an electric bell.”

“Good. If—if anythingdisturhs you, push
the button without sitting up. Good night.”

Comfortablyinstalled in an armchair the
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‘1 WAKE EVERY NIGHT AND SEE IN MY ROOM A BIG BLACK NEWFOUNDLAND DOG "

man of medicine stared into the glowing
coals and thought deeply and long, but ap-
parently to little purpose, for he frequently
rose and, opening a door leading to the
staircase, listened intently; then resumed
his seat. Presently, however, he fell asleep,
and when he woke it was past midnight.
He stirred the failing fire, lifted a book from
the table at his side and looked at the title.
It was Denneker’s ‘Meditations.”  He
opened it at random and began to read:

“Forasmuch as it is ordained of God that
all flesh hath spirit and thereby taketh on
spiritual powers, so, also, the spirit hath
powers of the flesh, even when it is gone out
of the flesh and liveth as a thing apart, as
many a violence performed by wraith and
lemure sheweth. And there be who say that
man is not single in this, but the beasts have
the like evil induement and e

The reading was interrupted by a shaking
of the house, as by the appulse of a heavy

object. The reader flung down the book,
rushed from the room and mounted the
stairs to Fleming’s bedchamber. He tried
the door, but contrary to his instructions it
was locked. He set his shoulder against
it with such force that it gave way. On
the floor near the disordered bed, in his
night clothes, lay Fleming gasping away
his life.

The physician raised the dying man’s
head from the Hoor and observed a wound
in the throat. ‘I should have thought of
this,” he said, believing it suicide.

When the man was dead an examination
disclosed the unmistakable marks of an
animal’s fangs deeply sunken into the
jugular vein.

But there was no animal.




