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Who Could Not Go Home

By L. E. FRAILEY

A grim, buman story about the Great War—a story with
an unexpected ending

¢ ERY well, since you must have

\/ it,” said the young captain, "I

will tell you the story, but do

not blame me if your dreams are bad
tonight.”

We were passengers on the New York
Central, and for several hours had been
talking and smoking. One of us had
asked the officer, whose left arm had re-
mained in France, if it didn’t seem jolly
to be going home, and he had answered
that he was journeying a thousand miles
out of his way to make good a mysterious
promise. This had aroused our curiosity,
and, although reluctant to say anything
more, the captain had at last consented.

* * L * L

FROM the beginning of our voyage
home on the transport Liberty, 1 was
curious about the occupant of Stateroom
17—the one to the right of my own. Call
it premonition, or what you will, I could
not pass the closed door of that room
without a strange feeling of fear—an
emotion which I had not felt in such
measure even while fighting in France.
I wondered who the fellow might be, and
why he kept to his quarters. You see,
the door was always shut. 1 decided
finally that he was one of the more se-
verely wounded officers who could not
go on deck.

But Number 17 was not a bed pris-
oner. That was evident. The first night

I heard him pacing up and down his
quarters. At times, he played old songs,
the sentimental kind, on a singularly
sweet violin. Both in the music and the
monotony of his walking, there was
something that suggested a melancholy
mind. Hour after hour he kept going,
and as the partition was very thin be-
tween us, I felt like asking him to be-
come quiet so that I could go to sleep.
But I ncver did. Maybe I sensed it
wouldn’t do any good, or maybe I just
didn’t want to play the bully. I don’t
know. ButI did fall asleep finally, perhaps
about midnight. I can’t be sure of that.
Toward morning—time for the sun to
be coming up, as I understood later—I
was half awakened by a commotion in the
same room. You know how it is, gentle-
men, when you have been sleeping sound-
ly and are not ready to call it 2 night—
how you are vaguely aware that things
are going on, and yet so quickly go back
to sleep that you are never sure what
happened? Well, it was that way with
me. I knew that several men were in the
room, that they were talking low, and
that at last they went out with dragging
feet. As they went by my door, one of
the men spoke to the others—"He’s bet-
ter off than he was before”—and then 1
was asleep again. Sure—I know what you
are thinking. I should have known. Well,
maybe so, but it was all too much like
a dream. I thought nothing more about
501
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it until that last night on the ship—the
one which I can never forget, and never
understand.

Every night I continued to hear the
music and the footsteps, but they didn’t
bother me so much—not until the night
before we reached New York. I was sit-
ting in my stateroom, excited at the
thought of landing the next day, going
over all of the experiences of my two
years in France. And then, suddenly and
quite terribly, I began to be afraid. I
didn’t know why. It is a sensation you
would have to feel to understand, but I
began to tremble and my body was wet
with sweat. The thought came to me
that more than anything else I wanted to
get to bed and bury myself. in the blank-
ets. You see, the music of that violin
seemed closer than ever before. The fel-
low was still walking up and down, but
each time he stopped on the other side
of the partition—he stopped and played
for me! Maybe you don’t understand,
but I couldn’t stand it. The wild notion
came into my head that soon he wouldn’t
stop—that he would walk right through
that wall. I didn’t wait to see. I rushed
out of my room and up to the deck.

Nerves? Sure, I told myself that. I
was ashamed of my funk. I laughed to
think how many dangers I had faced in
France, only to run away from a fellow
officer and his violin. I wondered what
he would do if I stopped on the way
back to my room and knocked on his
door. Why not?

I had about decided to do it, when one
of the sailors touched my arm. It startled
me a bit, especially when I saw that he
was shaking and that his face was pale.

“Look here, my man,” I cried to him
crossly, “what’s up? You look as if you
had seen——"

But he wouldn’t let me finish. Thrust-
ing a note into my hand, he hurriedly
crossed himself and fled across the deck.
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I never found out who the fellow was, or
how he got the note, but you can imagine
my astonishment when I discovered that
it had been written by the occupant of
Number 17. It was a short note, written
in a peculiar hand. He wanted to see me
—asked if I would mind coming to his
quarters. It would only take 2 few min-
utes, the writer said, and was of great
importance.

I READ the note under one of the ship
lamps; then I tossed it to the deck.
For a while, I stood wondering if I
wanted to go. You can laugh at me, if
you wish, but the cold fear which had
sent me bolting out of my stateroom had
again swept over me. All during the voy-
age I had been wanting to see the fellow,
and there I stood, afraid now that the
chance had come. It is all still so unex-
plainable. Perhaps if it had not been for
the package—but then I must stick to my
story in the way it happened. You can
explain for yourselves the mystery of that
room.

The fellow was playing his violin again
when I got to his door, but when I
knocked, the music stopped immediately,
and in a few seconds the door opened.
The light in the room was shaded, and
at first I could see but little. I did notice,
however, that the air seemed unusually
cold, and, curiously enough, that there
were no covers on the bed. That struck
me as queer, but I forgot all about it as
gradually there appeared the outlines of
a tall figure standing at the other end of
the room.

When the man spoke, I noticed that
his voice was pleasant but quite unnatural
in quality.

"Will you not sit down?"” he began.
*I thank you very much for coming. One
can always count on a marine for a favor,
even though the supplicant is a stranger.”

By this time my eyes were becoming



THE MAN WHO COULD NOT GO HOME

more accustomed to the shadows. Imagine
my astonishment when I saw that a mask
concealed the lower half of the man’s
face. Of course, as a soldier, I had be-
come more or less indifferent to the unex-
pected, but the thought of the man meet-
ing me with masked features was so far
from my mind that I could not resist a
start of surprize. I took a step backward
toward the door.

In a second, however, I was ashamed
of myself, for the manners of my host
were those of a gentleman, and he wore
the uniform of a colonel of the infantry.
It was absurd that I should have doubted
him. I took the stool which he had indi-
cated and, while waiting for him to ex-
plain, studied all of his face that was not
hidden.

The eyes, just above the mask, were
large. The forehead was high. I could
imagine that women must have loved his
hair, for it was so boyishly curly—just
the kind of hair that entwines easily about
a woman’s fingers. He stood very erect,
and in the tight-fitting fatigue blouse he
suggested muscular quickness rather than
brute strength. Above all, there was some-
thing unreal about the man, highly inten-
sified by the dim light, the dull thumping
of the engines below, and the insistent
beating of the waters against the ship.

My nerves were jumping, and I was
glad when he spoke again.

“You are wondering what 1 want of
you and who I am. Is it not so, Captain
Thomas?"

“So strange a summons could hardly
fail to arouse my curiosity, sir,” I an-
sweted. “'I am content to wait, however,
until you are ready to explain.”

I fancied that his big eyes were smil-
ing at me for a second or so.

“Part of your curiosity—which is indeed
justified—I may satisfy,” he said, “but
some things are better left untold. Let
it be enough that I am a stranger who
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must take the liberty of asking a great
service. Perhaps the fact that we both
fought for the same cause, and” (his
glance wandered to my empty coat sleeve)
“have both suffered for it, is sufficient
reason to make me hope you will not re-
fuse my request.”

I may have been rash to promise, but I
felt keenly the speaker’s personality; be-
sides, he was my superior officer. I lost
no time in assuring him that he could
count on me for any reasonable service.

He was silent for a moment as if seek-
ing the best way to begin. ‘“Captain
Thomas, you are looking forward to see-
ing home again, are you not? May I ask
if you intend going there at once?” He
put the questions calmly, but his voice
had a queer break in it at the mention
of the word home.

"Just as soon as the train will take me,
sit,” T replied with enthusiasm. “You
might not believe it, but there is a little
woman and two kids in Virginia who are
mighty anxious to see me—even if I am
minus half an arm.”

I might have rambled on, but I no-
ticed that my words seemed to hurt the
man in the mask. There was a sudden
droop to his shoulders, and he turned
quickly away, pretending to glance out
the open port-hole. I stopped in some
confusion, and then, like a fool, made it
worse by apologizing.

“I am sorry, sir,” I told him, “if I
spoke of unpleasant things. I did not
know "

He turned back to me, and I thought I
saw an escaping tear run truant-like un-
der the black mask.

Do not worry; it is nothing,” he said.
“You are not to blame. Your words,
however, brought back to me some very
precious memories. It happens that I,
too, have a wife and two kids waiting for
me.”

“Well, that’s jolly fine,” I interrupted.
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"“Isn’t it great to be out of the trenches—
out of them and on the way home?”

“Great enough for you,” he cried al-
most fiercely, “yes, but it is hell for
I thought then that I understood why
my words about home had pained him.

“Forgive me, sit,” I pleaded. "I have
unintentionally touched upon a sorrow
of yours. You mean that something has
happened while you have been away?”

“No, nothing has happened—they are
alive and well, thank God. I am the one
who is dead.”

For a moment I thought he must be
insane. He went on rapidly.

“You are going home, Captain Thom-
as. You will feel again the arms of your
wife about you. Your children will cling
to you and shout for a good old romp.
At night, you will sit among them, and
they will listen with big eyes while you
tell them about what you did in France.
As for your empty sleeve, they will wor-
ship you for it, and your children will
brag about their soldier daddy to all their
playmates. For you there is heaven—for
me, nothing! I, too, have a wife and
children, but I will never, never see them
again, For me no happy reunion, no tiny
fingers to cling to my uniform. For me
nothing at all but eternal loneliness. Is
not a man who can not ever hope to see
his friends, his children, his wife—is not
such a man one of the dead?”

He had spoken with tremendous pas-
sion, and even though I did not under-
stand what he meant I knew that I had
just witnessed the overflowing of a man’s
soul filled to the uttermost with misery.

“I do not want to seem inquisitive,” I
said soothingly, “and yet—is there some
reason why you can not go home?”

The interview had not prepared me
for the answer to my question. With a
quick step to the light, the man tore off
the cloth which had shaded it, and, while
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I blinked from the new brilliance, he
rushed toward me.

“Look,” he screamed, “'look—have I a
reason? Would you want to go home like
this?”’

May God help me if ever a human be-
ing looked at anything more hideous than
the face which he thrust within six inches
of my own, Describe it I can not. Yet
to forget it is impossible. All my life it
will live in my memory—that mutilated
countenance grinning at me in the stuffy
stateroom,

“Take it away!” I shouted. “For God’s
sake, let me get out of here!”

MADE for the door, nauseated, trem-

bling. My nerve was gone. I had only
one thought—to get out into the open air
as quickly as possible.

At the threshold, I shot one terrified
glance over my shoulder. Instead of that
awful thing, I saw only the mask-cov-
ered features of the colonel. He was
standing with folded arms and bowed
head.

A wave of pity swept over me. I
paused, ashamed of my own weakness.
While I hesitated, knowing not what to
say, he spoke to me in the same precise
tones which he had used in the early part
of our meeting, Understanding the con-
dition of the lower half of his face, I
marveled to note how well he enunciated.

“8it down again, Captain Thomas,” he
said kindly, “and forgive me, if you can,
for the rude manner in which I have
frightened you, At least, you can now
agree with me that I never could have
gone home. Do not fear that you have
offended me. With quite brutal candor,
they told me in the French hospital that
my wound was the most hideous they had
ever seen. If the sight of my poor face
so terrified you, a soldier, imagine what
the result would have been upon my
wife.”
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I did not argue. In my heart, I knew
he was right. I offered one suggestion.

“Couldn’t you always wear the mask?"’
I asked.

“Quite impossible,” he responded. "It is
a tragedy I would not wish to bring into
her life. By now my name has already
been reported among the dead. I would
rather live in her memory as I once was
than live in her presence as I now am.”

I remained silent, still sick at what I
had beheld.

“That is why I sent for you,” he con-
tinued. "I want you to go to her. I have
a little package. Tell her I gave it to you
just before I died. In the package is a
medal. It will mean much to her—and
some day the children will prize it, too.”

He handed me a little box, neatly
wrapped in brown paper, and I took it
mechanically.

“Make it as easy for her as you can.
Tell her I was glad to die for my country
and that she must be happy—if only be-
cause I wanted her to be.”

“But there is no address on the pack-
age—I do not know your name——"

“You will find it inside,” he interrupt-
ed. "It has two wrappers. Please do me
the favor not to open the package, or seek
to read the address, until you land.”

He drew himself to the position of a
soldier and looked at me with stern in-
tensity.

“On your honor as a gentleman and an
officer,” he commanded, “promise me to
do what I have asked.”

"On my honor, I swear to do it,” I
cried. “But yos—what are yos going to
do?”

“That was not difficult to decide,” he
replied, as he opened the door. "It is a
great service you are doing me. Good
night.”

I did not want to go, but what else
could I do? As I passed him, he suddenly
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held out his hand. His grasp was firm,
There were tears in my eyes and a lump
in my throat.

“Thomas,” he said, “if you see the lit-
tle ones, kiss them for me.”

I nodded, then the door closed behind
me. In some way, I found my way back
to the upper deck. I felt that I must have
fresh air and plenty of it.

It was past eleven o'clock, and most
of those on the ship were asleep. Occa-
sionally, the full moon eluded the rush-
ing clouds, and for a few seconds I could
see the ugly waves beneath.

I had fallen into a melancholy retro-
spection, leaning on the rail, when I heard
a sudden splash as if something heavy
had been thrown into the water. For just
a moment, the moon escaped the clouds,
and I thought I could make out the body
of a man. Was it my imagination, or did
I really see, down there staring up at me,
the mutilated face of the man in Num-
ber 17?

L] * * L *

THB young captain hesitated. “Gen-
tlemen,” he said nervously, “it has
not been easy to tell you this story. The
rest I do not expect you to either believe
or understand. And yet ”

We gazed at him in mute sympathy,
our foreheads wet with sweat.

"Don’t stop!” stammered the traveling
man who sat huddled in one corner of
the smoker. '"Tell us what happened to
the colonel. Did you actually see him in
the water?”

The captain shuddered. *“That I do not
know,” he replied. I realize now, as I
did not then, the significance of many of
the incidents in that strange experience.
Piece by piece, I can put them together
now. So can you, There was that com-
motion in the room the second morning
—and the fellow’s remark that he was
better off than before. Remember, too,
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the sailor who gave me the colonel’s note.
I told you how he trembled. Those things,
1 suppose, should have prepared me for
what I discovered about that stateroom.
But—"

"Well, what did you discover?”” 1
pleaded.

The captain hesitated. I think he feared
to end his story, feared that we would not
believe him.

“You see,” he finally said, "I rushed
below and dashed down the passageway.
I kicked open the door, but Number 17
was empty. I called the commander. He
said that the colonel had died on the sec-
ond night of our voyage. The door had
been locked ever since. The colonel had

been buried at sea.”
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For a moment, probably we all felt that
we had been cheated in the telling of
the story. At least, the man in the corner
laughed. "Oh, so it was only a dream,”
he said. "“There wasn’'t any man in a
mask after all.”

“Perhaps you are right,” replied the
captain slowly, “but do not decide too
quickly.” ‘

The air in the smoker seemed suddenly
to grow damp and thin, and our faces as
white as the frosted windows, as the cap-
tain extended his hand so that we all
could see.

“Maybe a dream,” he said, “but there
is still a promise for me to keep. You
scc—here is the package which I must
give to the colonel's wife.”



