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A Stort and Eery Story Is

THE DAMSEL AND

HER

CAT

By DAVID H. KELLER

1270.

The Damsel Susanne had de-
veloped a sickness that frightened
her parents and drove Friar Sinis-
trari to extra hours of devotion. She
would retire as usual in the evening,
and, after some hours had passed,
there would come a ery from her as
though she had suffered from a
nightmare in her sleep. Going to her
daughter’s room, the mother would
find her in a deep sleep and very
white, with little beads of perspira-
tion on her face. Moisturc gathered
on a mirror held before her mouth
but she could not be seen to breathe,
This way she would stay for hours,
often till the first dawn of day, and
then she would sigh dceply, grow
roses in her checks and fall into a
natural sleep from which she would
awake by noon. These periods of
decp uneconsciousness, hours of stu-
por, came at first a week apart. then
twice a week, and finally cvery
night. During the daytime the dam-
sel lost her buoyaney and light heart
and became listless.

The duke, her father, was poor.
Fortunately for him the forests were
full of deer and the rivers abundant
with fish. Grain was raised by the
vassals, and firewood was plenty.
Everyone contributed toward the
welfare of the little community.
There was but little gold, and few
jewels, some dresses that had been
worn for three generations, plenty of
armor, and at least some degree of

IT ALL happened in the fall of

security. The very poverty of the
duke and the isolated position of his
castle kept at a distance the robber
bands that roamed over France dur-
ing thosc lawless eenturies.

The duke and his Lady Arabella,
however, considered themselves rich
in one respect, and that was in the
posscssion of their daughter. She
was not ouly a well-behaved young
lady, but she bhad some degree of
beauty and in addition was intelli-
gent enough to learn to read and
write, a most unusual accomplish-
ment in those days for a woman. The
old friar was proud of her, as she
wes the only pupil of his old age.
He was almost enthusiastie over her
scholastic attainments and frequent-
ly spoke of her wisdom.

In 1270 Susanne was seventceen
years old. Life must have secmed
very quict to her during those years,
and no doubt she took long breaths
and sighed deeply when the friar
told her tales of Paris and the
French court. I presume that she
thought nothing cver happened in
Aragon—and just when the child
was ready to die from the very same-
ness of her life, the cat had come to
the castle.

There is no doabt that this was a
very unusual cat in every way. She
was much larger than the average
cat, and striped like a tiger. The
cyes were yellow and at night shone
like large stars. During the entire
time the cat was at the castle she

was never seen to eat; while she often
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sat on the table at meaitime, not even
the choicest titbit was fine enough
to tempt her appetite. As soon as
this cat came to the castle all the
other cats left, at once, and their
absence was not a cause for concern,
for all the rats and mice left at the
same time,.

The cat came and went according
to no rule or reason and seemed to
have no trouble in going anywhere
she wished to, even though the doors
were closed and the windows locked.
She was never seen in the small
chapel. Her favorite room was that
occupied by the Damsel Susanne,
and she seemed fonder of that child
than of any other person in the
castle. She would lie for hours at a
time on the floor, watching Susanne,
her eyes first narrow slits in the yel-
low and then deep pits of a peculiar
green.

The damsel liked the cat, and for
that reason the animal was tolerated.
Friar Sinistrari protested from the
first and said that it would end in
some horrible disaster, but the dam-
scl cried and the Lady Arabella
looked concerned and the duke said
that he saw nothing of harm in a
cat; so it ended in the cat’s staying.
Yet in the fall of the year the dam-
sel was ill more often than ever.

To add to the worries of Duke
Jacobus Hubelaire, strange tales be-
gan to come to the castle. First a
goose was found dead with blood
coming from little punctate holes in
the neck; then little lambs were
somehow killed during the night and
their bodies sucked dry of blood;
and finally a child was taken from its
crib and the torn and lifeless body
left in a thicket near the grief-
stricken parents’ hut.

The common folk were dependent
on the duke for protection, so it was
natural that they send a delegation
to him telling him what they feared
and asking him for help. They were
no cowards though they were serfs,
and the tale they told to the duke,
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his lady and the friar was no story
to tell to little children.

To put it briefly, their tale was
this—that several of them had seen
a woman wandering through the
woods on the nights when the lambs
and the baby had been slain. It was
the opinion of those who had seen
her most clearly in the moonlight
that the woman had ‘the dress and
general appearance of the Damsel
Susanne. At this statement the duke
swore, the Lady Arabella fainted,
and the friar crossed himself. The
nobility in the castle assured the
serfs that they must be mistaken, as
they were sure that on these nights
the damsel had been asleep in her
bed—not only asleep, but so deeply
asleep that she could not be aroused.

For a wonder the simple folk be-
lieved the duke and his lady. They
left the castle convinced that their
eyes had betrayed them. The friar
went at once to his room, where he
spent long hours in study and prayer,
nor did he negleet to fast, to purge,
and to drink large amounts of water
mingled with the juice of limes.
Then the secret was revealed to him
by merciful Saint Anthony.

‘What he realized was this:

When the cat was in the room with
the damsel, she was always awake or
sleeping peacefully. On occasions
when the damsel was in her deep and
deathlike stupor the cat was never to
be seen. When she roused from this
deep sleep the cat was always in the
room, crouched in one ecorner or
hidden back of a chest. In some way
the cat was associated with the
strange sickness of the girl. Another
fact was evident. The child had
been perfectly well before the cat
came. Also the killing of the an-
imals and the child had all happened
since the coming of the cat.

If the cat ecould be killed, then the
whole trouble would stop. At least
Friar Sinistrari hoped so. Un-
fortunately, the thinking about kill-
ing the animal and the actual kill-
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ing of it were two separate things.
There was no doubt about its hav-
ing nine lives; perhaps it had ninety.
Secretly the duke offered a gold
piece as a reward for the killing of
the eat; everyone wanted the money
and tried to earn it, but when they
saw the cat they were weaponless,
and when they had their weapons
ready the cat was never to be scen.

Then another lamb was killed, and
the very next night an attempt was
made to take a baby out of the
cradle. This time the mother was
watching and when her baby cried
she sprang forward in its defense.
She saw a woman in white picking
the baby up. There was a struggle,
and finally the intruder fled. The
mother was sure that it was another
woman who had tried to rob her.
She had scratched the thief’s neck
and, the next morning, while telling
the story to the duke and the friar,
showed them the blood, still under
her fingernails.

The duke tried to ecomfort her,
but all the time he and the friar
were looking sidewise at each other,
and as soon as they could do so they
went to the room of the damsel. She
had  passed through another hard
night, one that was worse than
usual, but when they saw her she
was sleeping naturally. There was
a red spot on the sheet, and when
they turned her head they saw
several long red scratches on her
neck.

The cat sat as usual up on the
window-sill, leisurely washing her
face.

The duke was not a coward but
at the sight of the scratches he
turned pale and started to gnaw
upon his fingers. The friar thought
harder than ever, but all he could
say was to repeat the statement
that they should kill the cat, at
which statement the animal disap-
peared through the window and was
seen no more that day.

But the Damsel Susanne was
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whiter than her usual wont that
dinner-time, and against the pallor
of her facec her red lips blushed.
Friar Sinistrari had something on
his mind, it seemed, something that
he dared not speak to the damsel’s
father. None the less, he made two
suggestions: first, that from then
on the damsel be watched constant-
ly, and second, that a lamb be tied
as a decoy and a bait in the grass
circle of the dark wood in back of
the eastle. He advised that all the
people hide themselves in a great
circle around this lamb and watch
in the full of the moon for whatever
might come to kill the lamb and
sueck its blood.

His advice and argument were so
good that the duke promised him
that no matter who came for the
lamb, they would kil him in any
manner the friar considered best.
The friar went to the blacksmith
and had a long talk with him, and
all that day the smith toiled at his
forge.

THAT night the lamb was tied in
the middle of the bare circle.
No tree or shrub grew there—only a
small green grass—and all around
the edge were mushrooms. The sim-

_ple peasants, shivering but at the

same time determined to do what
they could to rid the place of this
horrid pest, hid in the thick wood
some distance away. They were
told to come to the circle when they
heard the screech of the great
horned owl.

The Damsel Susanne complained
of being tired and went went to bed
earlier than usual. In the next
room, looking through holes bored
in the wooden partition, watched
the duke and the friar. The window
was open and the night was still;
there was no breeze, and the candle
by the bed burned without a flicker.
Just as they were growing tired, the
moon came above the trees and
shone into the room. There was now
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light from three sources—the moon,
the ecandle, and the fire on. the
hearth. They had no trouble in see-
ing the cat come through the open
window and jump up on the bed.
They had no trouble at all in seeing
the groat green globes of the cat’s
eyes as it leaned over the damsel and
seemed to suck the breath of life
from her. Friar Sinistrari had to
hold the duke to keep him from
rushing into the room. Then, with
one jump, the cat disappeared
through the window. When they
reached the room, Susannc seemed
as though touched by the hand of
death. Leaving her in the care of
her mother and the aged nurse, the
duke ran out. of the castle, followed
as rapidly as possible by the old
friar. A few men-at-arms joined
them in their hurried walk to the
bare circle. There they joined. the
blacksmith and the others who were
waiting.

The full moon, just above the
tree-tops, was like a harvest moon,
yellow like an orange, round as a

ball and large as a bushel hasket.
It seemed to rest on the top of the
pines, flooding the circle: with. light.
In the middle of the spot the white
lamb baacd uneasily.

Then the woman appeared.

The duke gasped. The fnar
praycd. Every peasant who saw
what was to be seen. crossed him-
self, for the woman was. the Damsel
Susanne, but her eyes were yellow
globes in the moonlight. She glided
over to the lamb and struck. it with
her left hand. A feline cry echoed
through the wood, and then, without
further pause, the woman. seized the
lamb, bit it in: the neck and. started
to suck the hlood. Once she raised
her head to listen, and her lips
were red in the moonlight.

Out of the stillness- came the hoot-
ing of an owl! .

From every side the peasants
gathered. to form a complete cirele,
greatly afraid but determined: to do
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the thing they had been asked to do.
They ecarried. axes and hoes and
sharpened stakes, and a few had
spears and swords. The cirele
finally was three deep with deter-
mined men,

Too late the woman realized that
she was surrounded. She glided
away from the dead lamb, and her
face was covered with blood and
hate. Several times. she jumped sav-
agely at different portions of the en-
cireling ring only to be met by the
threatening hedge of weapons. Then
the friar whispered to the smith,
and he shouted an order to close
upon the woman.

To the duke’s credit he Ikept si-
lent; he had promiscd to keep silent
and not interfere, but his: face dis-
closed the feeling in his heart to find

- that this woman, this fiemd from

hell, was his daughter. Closer and
closer the threatening ring of peas-
ants pressed, and finally a few of
the bravest jumped and bere the
woman to the ground under their
weight. The blacksmith had her by
the throat, but not before she had
drawn bloed from his arm.

The friar called for the brazier of
glowing charcoal. In it, white-hot,
was a brand in the shape of a cross.
Shaking with excitement, the old
man managed to control himselflong
enough to say earnestly, ‘‘In the
name of the Father, Son and Holy
Ghost;”’ then he took the handle: of
the brand. in. his hands and pressed
it against the skull of the woman,
just above and between the eyes—
pressed it with all his strength. . .

The woman writhed beneath the
weight of those above her. All the pow-
erful strength of the smith was bare-
ly enough to hold her head to the
ground. Shriek after shrick filled:
the air as the hot crucifix burned its
way into her hrain and into her soul,
searing. and destroying the very cen-
ters of her life.

And to the horror of all, to the
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surprize and amazement of these
who held her, she changed suddenly
i shape, and when she died, it was
not the Damsel Susanne they held,
but a twisted cat.

The duke was brave, but for all
his bravery he fainted.

When he came to his senses, he
found that a large fire had been
built and the eat was searing amid
the flames. There was nothing to
do hnt to stumble back to the castle.

The Lady Arabella told her hus-
band that she had sat by the side
of her danghter holding a golden
cross in her hands and praying. At
a certain time the damsel had
sereamed, sat up in bed, and then
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dropped hackward. The mother and
the old nurse thought she was dead,
but her regular breathing soocn
showed the rcturn of life. The rest
of the night they spent in the bed-
room, one on cach side of their be-
loved daughter, holding her hands.

The morning dawned, a lovely
rose.

The damscl, waking, called for
food. When milk was brought to
her she drank it eagerly but com-
plained that it hurt her to swallow.
Then she fell asleep.

In the daylight they saw a red
cross on her forehead.

On her neck were the Hivid marks
of fingertips.




