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'm confessing, Alicia—confessing that I killed you wih arsenic!”

usic From Infinity

By THORP McCLUSKY

That furious, triumphal piano playing; was it from somewhere in the
Infinite—or from the dying brain of a murderer in the electric chair?

fight now,” my good friend John
bers said, “and at twelve
o'clock n'udmght he’s scheduled to die. You

(44 I TS tweaty- ﬁve minutes past eleven

know why I got you over here tonight;

because you're a screwy piano-player, as

screwy as they come, I guess—and God

knows if anybody in this world is psychic
93
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or fey-—that’s what they call it, isn't it>—
you are. Have 2 drink, Jerry?”

I nodded, and relaxed in Chambers’ soft-
est armchair as he opened a small liquor
cabinet that stood in a corner of his com-
fortable home—a large and 'beautifully
furnished room on the third and top floor
of an establishment that may best be de-
scribed as a cross between a private club
and a bachelor gentlemen’s rooming house.
The sort of place with a reception room on
the first floor, telephone service in each

k for minor ives at mod-
crate cost. Just the sort of place for a
wifeless young man—

Chambers mixed two whiskey-sodas,
handed me mine, and sat down tautly on
the davenport, across the froom from me.
He slept, E; the way, on that same daven-
port—though no one would have ever

“Here's the story, Jerry,” he said, sip-
ping at his drink as he talked. “I haven't
told you all of it before for fear you'd

laugh. I waited, instead, until tonight.
Whatever happens tonight—if it does hap-
pea or nothing happens at all, I mean;
it'll be over in 2 hurry, and that'll be the
end of it. And if you want to kid me after-
ward, why, that's your privitege—

“Jerry, T want you to let me tell you
this without interruptions. It’s confused
caough at best, and I want to be as sure
aslouﬂnt]mnotmlssmgmythmgm
may be—significant. So—"

1 nodded; I am a good listener, and after
a moment he continued:

“I met this fellow Pierce just about a
year ago, when he first came to live here.
Kind of a round-faced fellow, with a funny
little nervous twisted smile, sort of like a
cat's—Lord, you've seen his pictures in the
papers enough lately so that I don’t have
to describe him to you. I'll bet he isn't

iling like that right now, though—"

He shivered slightly, glanced fearfully
at the banjo dlock on the wall, gulped a big
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swallow of his drink and went on hastily:

“I struck up a sort of friendship with
this Pierce right off. I'm an amiable bird
anyway, and I couldn’t help getting to
know him; there’re only about twenty-five
fellows lmng hexe, and most of us take

every

and our dinners at night, too, when we” ve
nothmg special on; it's like a sort of club,

"Everybody knows everybody else, and
everybody else’s business, too, so far as
that’s concerned. So I got to know Pxetc\e
right away. Had him up here for 2 drink,
as a matter of fact, the second or third eve-
ning after he checked in the place.

“Lord, if anybody'd told me then that
he'd done what he’d done I'd have said
they were crazy. He seemed the most
harmless sort of fellow in the world. The
only odd thing that I noticed about him
was that he seemed nervous as the devil all
the time; jumpy, like — and he always
seemed to be sort of listening for some-
thing, some noise or sound to materialize
that never did. Lots of times I had to re-
peat whatever I was saying to him two or
three times before he'd reply, and even
then he'd only answer sort of mechanically,
as though he weren't really listening to me
at all. Well, it was 2 damned annoying
trait, I can tell you; I put it down to his
being terribly absent minded, aod I made
a private resolution that I'd find out the
answer.

“Well, as it happened, I dido’t get m
fisst bit of mfonl:\g:lnon from ngc:t dx’-'
rect; I got it from Mrs. Thomas, our land-
lady. She'd noticed, I guess, that I'd struck
it off with Pierce, and I guess, too, that
she’d taken a violent dislike to him. She
waylaid me in the hall one day and started
in, ‘Mr. Chambers, haven't you noticed
anything sfrange about our new Mr.
Pierce?” ‘

“I told her I hada't, go.
“She clamped down her jaws and then
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snaj "The man, posuwd detests music.
Hns’f:dhe told you so: ’

“I can'’t say that the subject of music
has ever been mentioned between us,’ I
told her.

“Well, she persisted, practically went
into a tirade. Yammer, yammer, yammer;
T'll reproduce it for you as well as I can.
She said, and she was in dead earnest, too,
‘Mr. Chambers, that Mr. Pierce, before he
would even so much as look at my rooms,
told me very emphatically that if there was
a piano in the house he wouldn’t even con-
sider staying here; said that he hated piano-

phymg Of coutse, as it happens, thece '

isn’t 2 piano on the pwmses, though I've
often considered getting one of those little
spinets for the reception room. So I told
Mr. Pierce the truth, that there weren’t
any pianos in the building, and he seemed
very pleased, didn't even ask #hen to look
at rooms, but paid me a month’s lodging
in advance and moved in the same day.
Mark my words, Mr. Chambers; a man
‘who hates music as much as that isn’t nor-
mal!’

“I hadn’t noticed that Pierce disliked
mus;'c;though 1 knew perfetxly well th:t
he

that I'd pl:yed the radio in my room lots
of times when Pierce was present, and he
never seemed upset. Also I mentioned
Dowd's banjo playing, down the hall, said
that that never seemed to bother Pierce,
cither.

L » that about terminated the con-
versation; Mrs. Thomas muttered
around a little more and then went off in
a huff. I merely had the idea at the time
that she’d just taken a violent dislike to
her new:lodger, and wanted to express that
dislike in talking to me; I know now, of
course, that she was right, Landladies are
uncanny that wa)
“Consciously I dxdnt pay much atten-
tion at the time to what Mrs. Thomas had
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said, but I guess that subconsciously I kept
mulling it over. I remember the thought
came to me one day all of a sudden that I
really didn't know the first damned thing
about Pierce—about where he worked, if
he did work, who his people were, where
he came from, anything. And I realized
another thing, too, that that funny man-
nerism of his of always seeming to be lis-
tening nervously for some sound that he
never actually heard was getting more pro-
nounced every time I saw him; by thunder
after I'd known the fellow about two weeks
1 began to wonder if maybe Mrs. Thomas
wasn't right after all about him. Watching
him—and remember that I had plenty of
opportunity to do just that, for we were
faitly thick there for awhile—I couldn’t
help but come to the conclusion that either
the man possessed such an acutely sensitive
ear that the sound of piano playing was
torture to him, or he was just plain nuts.

“And neither of those notions exactly
fitted the facts, either—for no man who
ever lived played 2 more miserable banjo
than Dowd, yet Dowd's banjo_ practice
didn’t bother Pierce at all. Nor did piano
playing when it came over the radio. But
any sort of piano playing, good or bad,
popular or dlassical, that came to his ears
direct from the instrument seemed to affect
him like the screech of chalk on a black-
board affects 2 normal person. I've seen
him turn white as a sheet at the faintest
sound of piano-playing coming from an
open apartment window as we walked past;
T've even seen him cross the street to avoid
passing the open door of our neighbortiood
music store. That’s the way he was all the
time he lived here, normal in every sespect
except when it came to pianos and piano-
playing direct from producer to consumer.
Music under those citcumstances was pure
unadiilterated torture to him. The more
I watched him the more I veered toward
the conclusion that he was really crazy,
after all.
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“Then, one night, it all came out—or so
1 thought at the time. It was a Saturday
night and something or other had hap-
pened at the last minute to spoil my date
and it was too late then to get any other
girl—so I went down the hall to Pierce’s
room and asked him if he dida’t waat to
take in a2 movie. I was pretty sure even
before I knocked ‘that he'd be there; he
very seldom went out; I know now because
of that piano music phobia of his. Well,
he said all right and we took in the double
feature at the Cameo, down the block, and
then we went to a beer place to kill the rest
of the evening. Funay about that, too; we
passed up two fairly decent places for this
dump where there wasn't any orchestra—
not a piano, even, only 2 machine; Pierce
wouldn't go inside the first two places, just

stood outside for 2 minute and shook his

head and dragged me along uatil we found
the last place.

“We stayed there until the place closed
and by that time we were feeling pretty
good. As a matter of fact we'd both had
enough by then, but it was a Saturday night
and I didn’t have to work on Sunday, so
we came back here and I opened up a quart
of Scotch and we really went to town. I
guess I liked Pierce more then than I ever
did, before or since. The drinks had killed
that nervousness of his for the time being;
he wasn’t listening and cringing all the
time anymore; he seemed normal as hell.
And after a few more shots I did the un-
pardonable; I asked him point-blank what
was the matter with him, why he bad such
a terrible fear of the sound of piano music.
That’s what too many drinks can do to a
man’s discretion.

¢ T question sobered him up like 2

bullet between the eyes. He stiffened
all over for an instant, all the drunken mer-
riment gone out of his face like magic,
then he began to tremble—horribly. The
way he reacted was ghastly; I've never seen
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anything quite like it. But after 2 minute
or two he got hold of himself to some ex-
tent, and he looked up at me, and there was
the most pitiable, haunted expression on
that man’s face imaginable; twisted and
haggard and agonized, like the faces in
some of those old Doré illustrations. I'm
not exaggerating when I say that his face
then was the face of a man damned—ut-
terly without hope and still tormeated.
That's the significant point; he looked as
though his torment wasn't over or would
ever be over—but was still going on and
on, without any end to it in sight or even
hoped for. By the Holy; the sight of his
face then gave me the creeps; just the
thought of it still does, for that matter.

“Then he began to talk. Heaven knows
why, except that I'd been friendly to him,
and the nerve strain he was under was too
great for him to bear any longer alone.
Sooner or later, I guess, he would have had
to talk to somebody. It just happened that
that somebody was me.

“I'll try to tell you, as nearly as possible
in his own words, everything he said. Of
course he didn’t say all this at once; there
were pauses and interruptions and we had
more drinks and there were times when I
thought he was going to break down en-
tirely. It was four o'clock in’ the morning
before he finished.

““I'll tell you, Chambers,” he said, hts
voice very soft and low and without a
tremor in it as he began—though his face
was twitching and his hands shaking, ‘I
haven't known you very long, but you've
been a damn good friend and I'll tell you.
You know my name is Harry Pierce. There
are lots of Harry Pierces in the world, but
I'm the Harry Pierce—.

“Well, that didn’t mean a thing to me,
and I guess my face showed it, for he weat
on, ‘I'm the Harry Pierce whose wife died
last August of a—a lingering illness, they
called it. Pernicious anemia, the death cer-
tificate read. She was a pianist, a profes-
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sional—played jazz, but she played: it like
a concert artist. Her maiden name was
Alicia Castle. That's ﬁ:emme she played
under—

“I knew, of course, who Alicia Castle
had been—who doesn’t?>—and 1 thought
immediately that I had the whole story.
Loving husband—wife, fine pianist, dies—
husband can no longer bear to hear piano
music as he had heard it so many times in
his home, soft and loud, fragmentary bits,
practising, the human side of music that’s
somehow missing on a record or over the
radio. ‘Poor devil,” I thought.

“I felt sympathetic, all right. The feel-
ing of intimacy the drinks had built up—
and then this confession Pierce had made,
that had so dramatically and poignantly
explained his peculiar phobia. 1 tried to
be as delicate as possible in my sympathy.
I looked down at my hands and mur-
mured, ‘She “was a wonderful pianist,
wasn't she? I remember; she always played
Dancing in the Wind at the start and finish
of her radio programs, And she was your
wife—!" .

“He didn’t seem to be listening. He
just sat there across from me, right where
you're sitting now, and, like me, he kept
looking down at his hands. Only his hands
were trembling violently. After a moment
he muttered, and his voice was so savage
that I almost jumped, ‘Dancing in the
Wind! God, how I loathe that piece!’

“I didn’t say anything; I was afraid to.
And in a minute or two he started up
again, and the words just poured out of

“ ‘Hell, Chambers!” he babbled, with the
most peculiar, pitiful eagerness, ‘ghosts
dontmst"!'hey]ustdontenst,mddms
all there is to it ghosts
that don't do anything but just play the

,.
“He reached for the bottle of Scotch,
himself a good six ounces, tossed
it off in one sobbing gulp that didn't even
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jar him. He went on tzllung\—nvmg
maybe’s the better word.

““It's been like that ever since the night
she died. Piano playing. Her piano play-
ing. I can’t mistake it; I know her touch,
her style of playing, the licks she used that

nobody else can imitate, like I know my
own face. It's ber playing. Nobody else.
It’s unmistakable, unmistakable, I tell you!
And it's been going on ever since the night
she died. Whenever I get near a piano,
sooner or later I hear her playing. Not
all the time; sometimes she plays only one
ptece, or just pa:t of a piece, and then stops,
as though she’s been—called away. Darc-
ing in the Wmd she plays a lot. She had
a special arrangement of it. And—nobody
else can hear her. Nobody else can hear
her playing. Only me.

“'It can’t be. Such a thing can’t be.
There aren’t ghosts. There can't be ghosts.
But when I get near 2 piano, sooner or
later I hear her ghost playing. The night
she died I heard her first, playing on the
big grand downstairs in the living room.
I went down—but before I got dowanstairs
the music stopped. The room was empty—
nobody there. But Lucas—he was our
butler then—was outside, in the foyer. I
asked him who'd been playing the piano in
the living room, and he said, “Nobody,
M. Pierce. I'haven't heard 2 sound from
the living room all evening.” So I went up-
stairs again. Twice more that night I heard
it—the sound of her playing—and both
times nobody else heard it—nobody but
me. I asked; I know. The servants were
beginning to look at me as though they
thought I was queer; I knew they were be-

inning to talk among themselves. So I
%ﬁ—juﬁ wahd::dgdmn;wabdwd the
people in the house, the friends and rela-
tives who were dropping in all the time to
pay their condolences.

“ ‘Three or four times the next day I
heard her playing. Each time I was in
the living room — and each time other
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people were with me, old friends who had
known her well and who waated to look
at her and to look at me too and see for
themselves how I was bearing up. God,
it was barbaric! The casket stood between
the north windows, on the opposite side of
the room from the piano. Standing with
my back to the piano, standing between my
friends looking down into her pale wasted
face, I could hear her playing there behind
me. But nobody else heard. Nobody else
heard! I watched their faces, and I know.
‘To them, the piano was silent. Yet I heard
it playing, three or four times that day!
God! God! God! I know that once I almost
fainted when I heard it; Kenny Coates had
to grasp my arms and hold me up until I
came out of it. He helped me upstairs and
gave me brandy and made me lie down for
awhile, I was afraid to ask him if he'd
heard the music, because I knew he hadn’t.
1 began to wonder if I wasn't going crazy.

“ “And the next day, and the day of the
funeral—it was the same. Music that only
I heard—Alicia’s music—coming from
that damnable piano downstairs. I dida’t
sleep three total hours from the moment
she died until they buried her. I was try-
ing to think, trying to fathom out the
thing, to keep from going wholly mad. I
knew that it was a sort of short circuit in
my own brain that was causing the trouble;
Tkept telling myself over and over that the

sounds didn't really exist, or other

would have heard them. But I knew too
that if T didn't conquer the—the sickness—
sooner or later I'd go stark raving mad.
Part of my brain was sick already; I had to
keep the sickness from becoming: any
worse.

1 have will power, plenty of it. But
I couldn’t overcome this thing. I eveh
forced myself to sit in the Imng room by
the piano, hour after hout, waiting to hear
the music, waiting to see if the piano kcys
would also appear to move.
ﬁndwtlfmyﬂckn&ssmdednfaras
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‘hallucination—included my vision as well

as my hearing. But whenever I watched

‘the piano, it wouldn't play. It only played

when my back was turned—and always
when I was in the presence of other people,
never when I was alone. It was like a devil
in my brain, trying to make me—act ridicu-
lous, strange, mad, in front of my servants
and friends.

“deayofd)efuwdwasthewom
Right in the middle of the
the music began—Darncing in the
again. Itkeptupd.ld:eway\‘.htoug!‘lﬂ:e
prayer, until the prayer was finished and
the quartette begas to sing; I had to bite my
lips to keep from screaming. But I havea
strong will—I conquered that time. Yet
some day I won't—and I'm afraid that
then they'll find out my secret and take me
away and lock me up as 2 madman.
“*After she was—buried, I came back
to the house and shut myself in my room.
All that night T stayed awake, waiting to
hear that music. But there was no music
then, not a note. It was just as though my

sickness had gone with the people who for

three days had filled my house. But I
knew that perhaps it was just waiting an-
other—opportunity.

““The next afternoon Kenny Coates
dropped in. He's my attorney, and one of
my best friends; I couldn't refuse to see
him. I met him in the library, across the
hall from the living room.

“ “Just as soon as we started talking it
began agiin. Asalways,xtswnedtocome
from the big in the living room, and
1 could hear it plainly, though the two in-
tervening doors were closed. Cutting right
into what Kenny was saying, blotting out
his words, blotting out all my senses ex-
cept my hearing, blotting out everything

except itself.

**T don’t know how I looked then, or
how I acted, but my reaction must have
been pretty ghastly, for the next thing I
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remember was Kenay handing me a drink
thhhufaneaswhxteasasheetandsay-
‘ing over and over, “Good God, Harry—
you look shot to pieces! For a minute there
1 thought you were going to fold up. I
tell you, you've got to snap out of it, or it
won’t be long before you follow Alicia.
Get away, take a cruise, go to Canada, do
anything to try and shake off this nervous
condition that's got hold of you. Other-

wise—" .

“ I guess I must have been still in 2
fog for I remember that I asked him, “But
the music, Harry! Didn't you hear—the

"

music?

“ ‘He shook his head.
music?”

“ ‘That clinched it. I knew then that I
had to get away. So I did. I turned my
business over to a friend—I guess he'd
beea half anticipating that I'd do just that
—and went to Canada, to a little place
where I've been going every fall for years
to hunt.

* I stayed there for three weeks. I was
really beginning to feel better; since leav-
mgmeatylhzdntomehardthnﬁend
ish piano playing. Then, one Saturday
night, Pierre Chouinard —he owns the
lodge where I was stopping—asked me if
I didn’t waat to go to 2 barn dance at the
village—and some devil in me made me
say yes.

“‘When we entered that hall the first
thing I noticed was that there was a piano.
An old worn-out upright on 2 makeshift
bandstand. The sight of it gave me a
queasy feeling for a minute, but the feel-
ing passed off; there was too much noise
and merriment and gaiety going on. The
orchestra was a couple of fiddlers, a pianist
and a drummer. They weren't bad; they
played round and square daaces mostly,
with every once in awhile 2 waltz, and
everybody danced, old and young alike.

“*At ten o'clock the orchestra took its
intermission, and we all lined up in a row

“Music? What

9

for refreshments—ice cream and cake. I
was just reaching out my hand for mine—
Pierre was standing directly behind me—

- when the music started.

“‘It came from that old rattletrap on
the bandstand. The piece was Dancing in
the Wind, and it was Alicia playing. No
matter how tinny the music was, no mat-
ter how distorted by that God-awful out-of-

instrument with its loose strings and
its'dead notes, nothing could disguise that.
It was Alicia playing, all right, playing that

_wreck of a piano to me alone. I looked

at the bandstand, and there wasn't anybody
there. Not cven the orchestra; they had
all gone off the stand somewhere to smoke
and eat their ice cream. Through that hell-
ish music I heard my dish smash on the
floor at my feet, and that’s the last thing I
femembered, then. .
“‘I woke up .in my bunk in Pierre’s
cabin, with a raging fever. Pierre wasn't
in the room, and I lay there for awhile
thinking and trembling. Funay thing, but
my thoughts were clear as crystal. I could
recollect everything that had happened
since I'd left my own house back in the
city, and it occurred to me all it once that
I had never actually been within hearing
distance of a piano in all that time—until
the night of the barn dance. ‘I had gone
from my house to my train, and from that
train to another train, and then I had rid-
den in an automobile, and then in a wagon,
and, of course, in Pierre’s lodge there was
no piano. * I tried to figure it out, figure
out what craziness was in me that made me
seem to hear Alicia playing, sooner o later,
whenever I came near 2 piano. I remem-
bered clearly that that old rattletrap had
seemed to sound exactly like itself, with all
its mechanical imperfections and poor
tuning, not at all like our big grand. Thea
1 began to wonder if my own couldn’t con-
ceivably have twisted its own conception
of Alicia’s playing to conform to the limi-
tations of this tinny.old instrument. The
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thing seemed not impossible. If my mind
could make me imagine that I heard Alicia
playing, it could certainly also make me im-
agine that I heard her playing various
pianos, especially after I had had a good
chance to hear each of those instruments.
And I'had been listening to that decrepit
old upright all evening. Certainly no super-
natural influence was at work. It was all
in my own mind. I remembered a story I
had read somewhere about 2 man who had
imagined that a monkey was following him
about. The story ended, I believe, with
the man slitting his own throat. I made
up my mind then and there to get back to
the city and consult a psychiatrist—a good
one!

46 FTYHREE ‘days later I was well enough

to travel, so I returned to the city.
I didn’t go to my own home, but registered
at an hotel instead. I was afraid to go back
to my own house, full as it was of memo-
ties ‘of Alide — and with that accursed
grand piano waiting for me in the down-
staits living room. The only way I could
have gone home would have been to first
have that piano moved out of the house—
and I was afraid to do that. Afraid of
what people would think and say. The
servants had heard me talking queerly, so
had Kenny Coates. A hotel was the only
solution.

“ "When I registered I asked for a quiet
room, isolated from the ballroom andqdin-
ing room; I told the desk cleck frankly that
I couldn’t bear the sound of music, es-

ially piano music. The room he gave
me was all right; there wasn’t a piano with-
in a half-dozen floors of me. But I couldn’t
stay in that room indefinitely, The first
time I came downshairs, as I got off the
elevator in the lobby 1 heard that devilish
piano playing again, coming from the din-
ing room. God! it followed me all the
way across the lobby, growing fainter and
fainter as 1 walked away from it; I could
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hear it up until the instant that I passed
through the revolving doors to the street.
Then I couldn’t hear it anymore.

I went directly to consult 2 psychia-
trist, told him the same story I've told you.
He seemed intetested as hell, told me that
my malady was extremely rare, used a lot
of big words and ended up by advising me
that my only salvation lay in fighting the

thing—

“ “Well, I did just that. I did exactly as
this man advised. I didn’t go home, be-
cause of my—memories of Alicia; but for
three months I lived in that accursed hotel,
went to my office every day and transacted
my business as well as I was able, ate my
morning and evening meals in that hotel
dining room every day—and listened to
that ghastly music pounding in my brain
every mortal day in the week! Always in
the hotel dining room I heard it—not
when the orchestra was playing, of course;
only when they were silent between pieces.
But I heard it other places, too; through
an open window as I was hurrying to catch
a subway, a fragment of Duncing in the
Wind hitting me in the face from the
swinging doors of a saloon as I walked
past, even from the orchestra pit of a
theatre—God!—anywhere and anytime! 1
haven't gone inside a theatre since, that
had a piano; I haven't dared. .

“ ‘For three months I fought it. Butl

“couldn’t beat it; I can’t beat it. Two weeks

ago I finally gave up the fight. I moved
out of the hotel, took the room here. For
one reason only, because there isn’t a piano
in the place. When I'm inside these walls
1 have peace—of a sort; it's only when I go
out that I hear the music—and I'm careful
about whese I go, what streets.and even
which side of the street I walk on, so that
I'm seldom exposed. Maybe the disease
will go away of itself in time; I don't
know. "I only know that I haven't the
strength or the courage to fight it any
longer. That way would lead to total in-
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sanity quicker than the way I have

- "ﬂm s a!l G:ambm, everything.
Now you know—why I am as I am, why I
act as I do. " I trust that you will keep
this—this confession to yourself’?”

John Chambers, who for almost half
an hour had been talking in a steady, quiet
mnotoneashegaveﬁome,asnaﬂyn
possible in. Harry Pierce’s own words, the
pemlm confession Pierce had made to him
in this same room twelve months eatlier,
paused abruptly in his nacrative. Without
2 word, he rose from the davenport, took
my glass and his own, walked over to the
liquor cabinet and mixed two more drinks.
He handed me mine; I nodded without
speaking, and he went back to his place
ag:hn&rmted himself. Then he sndphls
voice still quiet, still restrained, though I
knew his thoughts were racing:

“It was good of you to listen to me so
long, Jerry, without interrupting. I'm glad
you did, for I wanted you to get the com-
plete picture without missing anything, no
matter how insignificant some details may
seem. There are details which may have
vast significance, contrasted with others
which may mean nothing; I thought it best
to tell you everything that I remembered.

“Well, the rest of the story is told from
my own viewpoint; it's exactly what I saw
and heard. Pierce never again mentioned
his odd confession to me and I of course
also refrained from referring to it. And—
it was just two weeks later that he finally
broke.

“Funny how that came about. One of
those jokes of Fate that are always happen-
ing and that none of us can foresee or

guard against. It happened on a Friday

evening; about eleven-thirty; I know it

wasn't aay later than that because I have
to work on Saturday mornings and T was
still sitting up, fully dressed,

when I heard this awful scream. It wasn’t
like anything human, I can tell you; it
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wasn't even as a man’s or a
woman's voice—it was more like a—like a
fiend screaming in hell or a witch burning
at the stake, maybe. It was loud; it stabbed

- into my ears like a knife—left them ring-

ing for seconds afterward. I was out of
my room and down the staits in nothing
flat, and everybody else in the house, too—!
“They were down in the front hall—
Harry Pierce and two men who, it turned
out, were Kenny Coates and Alicia’s
brother. Frank Castle, his name was. Frank
Castle and this Coates were both holding
Pierce by the arms to keep him from sag-
ging to the floor; after that single scream
Pierce hadn’t screamed any more but there
was froth on his lips and dribbling down
his chin and his face was white as paper
and streaming sweat. And his eyes; God!
—they were the eyes of a trapped, mad-
dened beast] And he was mumbling over
andwex,hismmlnmddmohng,hs
wholebod t.temb 5| A Yu,
me, Alicia; lumnfm'nuueayou,k.uaa
you with arsenic so slowly that
knew. I'll tell now, tell the world now
that if they exhume your body they'll find
enough arsenic in you to kill a dozen
people! Hear me, Alicia; hear me! I'm con-
fessing; God, I'm confessing! It's what
you've wanted, allalon&lknow You've
won, Alicia; you've won; you've beaten
m'l' g, Alicia; I'm conf
mlhﬂedywwtﬂlm—"
“Over and over and over he weat on,
like a broken record.

10g

“’WBLL,cmeptfotafev loose ends
that's all thege is to the story to date
that you haven't already read in the papers.
The confession came as 2 total surprise to
me, of course, but I can see now how com-
pletely it explained things; explained
Ptemes terrible maasﬂn_jlsss, lns peullm

houndmg him every minute, day aml
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must have been a perfect hell.

“It turned out that the three of them
‘had met earlier in the evening, dined—at
some place where there was no piano!—
and come here afterward.

“Well, you know that the brother de-
manded that Alicia’s body be exhumed,
which was done—and they found that sure
enough she was saturated with arsenic.
Pierce pleaded not guilty on grounds of

* insanity, but the alienists shot his story full
of holes. They examined him and they
put him in rooms with pianos, and he tried
to fake the malady he said he’d been ex-
periencing all along, and they proved that
he was just faking, Then he tried to say
that he hadn’t heard that ghostly piano-
playing any more since the minute he'd
confessed, and that only made it worse.
The prosecution made a monkey out of
him. Proved that his business had been
perilously close to the rocks, that he had
been inordinately jealous of Alicia because
of her radio reputation and because she
made more money than he did, and that
he'd killed Alicia for her insurance. The
jury found him guilty in half an hour, and
the judge sentenced him to burn. And to-
night's the night. That's why you're here,

“Oh, there’s one point that I forgot. Re-
member I said that the reason Pierce broke
when he did was one of those jokes of
Fate that nobody can forsee or guard
against? Well, the joke was this: that same
day, while Pierce was out, Mrs. Thomas
bought a piano. A little spinet. She'd al-
ways wanted one anyway for the reception
room; she didn't like Pierce of course and
didn't care 2 damn whether he stayed on or
moved out on account of it; so I suppose
when she saw it she merely thought, “The
hell with him,” and ordered it sent out.
It came that evening, and it was put in the
reception room near the door, not ten feet
from where Pierce went haywire as he
walked into the house.
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night. Through all those months his life -

“But the real reason I've got you up
here tonight, Jerty, is this—

“It may all be imagination, but, think-
ing back after all the commotion and ex-
citement that night had subsided, I can’t
get out of my mind the notion that, just
before Pietce screamed, I heard somebody
playing that piano downstairs! Just a frag-
ment of music, just for an instant, and then
the scream blotted it out. Music that had
a sort of unreal quality to it, as though
someone was playing loudly, but at a great
distance—like the music that comes across
a lake at night, like, Oh, Lotd, this is 2
lame comparison but it's accurate — like
music heard when you hold just the needle
to a phonograph record, in your fingers.
Diminished  aimost to notht

strong and powerful. Microscopic, yet full
of fury. You understand? And the piece
was Dancing in the Wind!

“Jetry, you're hete because I believe that
I heard that music, that same music that
drove Pierce to confess! Maybe it was only
an emanation from Pierce’s own tortured
brain; I don't know. But I am certain
that T heard it. There have been times
when I thought that I was clairvoyant,
Jerry; not tremendously so, like mediums,
but just a little bit. And if I'm sensitive
at all to such things, I know that you're
ten times more so.

“Jerry, I feel that, if it were truly Ali-
cia’s spirit driving Harry Pierce to confess
through her music, we will hear her play
again tonight, for the last time, when he
dies. Because she knows that I know the
whole story, as no other person on earth
knows it. And I feel that if Alicia’s spirit
exists, and can communicate with us, it will
try to get one last message through to me
—to let me know—that it lives and that it
has triumphed.”

I moved uneasily at that, looked down
at my glass, which was empty, and shook
my head.

“Sorry, John. It doesn’t necessarily fol-
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ww-—thatx.fyou,oﬂ otbothofus,hm
this—ghost music- t, we've conse-
quently demonstrated the reality of Alicia’s
spirit—and, naturally, of a whole spirit
world. For telepathy does exist; we know
that—and I can see no way in which we
can eliminate beyond doubt the possibility
that whatever music we may hear—might
not have come to us direct from Pierce's
brain at the moment of death. The human
brain sends out strange and powerful im-
when it is about to die; visions of

ed ones, sometlmos smtdmgly v;vnd and

real,
trms:mttmg deﬁmte mosags ‘There're
So

—whether the music originates with Alicia
—or merely in Pierce's dying brain—that's
2 question. we can never answer—"

John Chambers shivered, and his face

weat gray.
“Jerry! It's four minutes past twelve—
and he’s to die at midnight—!"

ND in that instant—God!—from
downstairs, through that quiet house,
came the sound of furious, triumphal piano
playing! It was jazz, but what jazz! So-

histicated, transcendental playing, a strong .

rlﬁmg thythm glittering with embellish-
ments and flying notes that transformed
the saccharine melody into a surging clan-
gor of glamorous sound. Not ten jazz
pianists in the world could play like that, I
knew—and of those ten only Alicia Castle
had ever playéd that spedial ar-
rangement. It was Alida Castle, all right
—playing aslhadha.rdhetplaymnumet
able times at the start and finish of her
coast-to-coast network broadcasts!

‘The piece danced along to its conclusion,
a spackling shower of notes that burst and
coruscated like 2 musical skyrocket, and
then the music was gone from my brain.
The silence that followed was deafening.
For a full minute we sat there, neither
speaking,
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‘There was 0o sound in the house; what-
ever we had heard had been heard by
nobody else.

Then John Chambets looked at me, and
his face was white.

“Did you hear it?” he whispered.

1 nodded. “Loud,” I croaked. “Loud
as hell. Dancing in the Wind.”

He licked his lips like a frightened dog.
“Tonly heard it faintly,” he muttered. “Just
like the other time. You’re—you're’ more
psychic than I—"

We sat there dumbly, as though para-
lyzed, through long minutes. At last Joha's
lips moved.

“Pierce is dead, Jerry; I know it. He
died when we heard that music. .And—
you're right in what you said; we can never
koow beyond doubt whether that music
came from Alicia, somewhere in the in-
finite, or from his own poor dying brain.
It's a thing we'll never know—

I nodded. It was a thing we would never
know— ’

Again we sat silent. ‘Then, .almost

1gly and wholly irrel ly, I spoke
the words that were to lead us to—the
unbelievable conclusion.

“Funny thing about that damned music,
John,” 1 snd “The B flat above middle C
dida’t play. It was missing, all the way
through the piece.”

“B flat above middle C?” he echoed.
“That’s 2 black note, isn't it?”

I nodded.

“If it's busted on that piano downstairs,
and if I know that it's only been busted a
few days—that would prove that Pietce,
up in the death house, couldn’t have knowa
of it, wouldn't it?”

‘Again I nodded. I was beginning to
understand what he was driving at. He
jumped to his feet.

“Come on. Wednesday night we were

layi down there and Bob Ellis’
gwy:’ngent% backward and broke a black
key on the piano. Mrs. Thomas doesn’t
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even know about it yet. We'll see if it's
the one.”

We went downstairs softly, for it was
late and the house was sleeping. We went
into the darkened reception room. Cham-
bers didn’t wait to turn on the lights. In
the darkness I reached out and depressed
the B flat. At first gently, then vigorously,
I shook the key up and down.

The note was dead—the hammer shaft
broken.

In the dim dark I heard Chambers whis-
per, “It’s the one?”

My voice was taut, unnatural, high-
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pitched as I whispered my.reply, “It’s the
one.”

His voice was quivering, too, now, as,
with a curious triumphant eagerness, he
persisted, “Then it was Alicia—who was
sending music to our ears from this piano
tonight?”

1 could feel the flesh crawling along my
spine as I sought to formulate my answer.
It was incredible, yet there was only one
answer, could be only one answer. Then,
my lips stiff and dry, my heart palpitating
like a triphammer, 1 spoke—that answer.

“Yes, John. It was—Alicia—!"



