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THE SEANCE

Jhe
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€ance

By RONAL KAYSER

A strange tale about a spirit-seance beld by a fake medium, and
the terrible doom that struck from the dark

EAR. . .. ‘
F _ Ever since it happened, these queer,

maggoty thoughts have been crawl-
ing inside my skull, and I can’t get rid of
them. Did you ever stop to wonder what
pure Fear — absolute, unadulterated —
would be like? A man could quite easily
go mad thinking about that.

I've come as close to such Fear as a
living person can. And I don’t know
what it was like. None of us do, or ever
will; because those who have experienced
the supreme terror can’t come back and
tell us how it felt. . . . Or can they?

Do the dead ever come back?

God forgive me, but I was egotist
enough to fancy that I might find out
about that. That night, I thought I had
my hands on the very veil of the Un-
knowable. And instead, I met up with
this other thing. Fear, so pure and abso-
lute that it killed! Like a noose around
the neck. Like a knife in the heart.

I was told what to expect. But, you
see, 1 thought Swami Singh's warning
was just part of his act, like his costume
and make-up. He wore a' dirty yellow

silk turban and had a faded red dressing-’
robe swathed around his fat, squat body.
Artificial dye, or maybe berry juice,
stained his round face the color of ma-
hogany. Beads of Mascara sooted his
eyelashes. When he spoke, you couldn’t
help catching the faked, stagy way he
whistled the s-sounds.

“There iss sso great a danger,” Swami
Singh intoned, “when we sstand on the
thresshold of Death. . . . And Death is
mosst jealouss when we peer into hiss
realm! Perhapss Death will claim one of
uss—it hass happened sso before, in the
sseance.”

One of us! Which one did he mean?
My eyes jerked to June Darling, the
gorgeous girl swathed in a fur cloak; to
Henri Patou, a frail and elderly man tap-
ping his cigarette with a nervous, almost
transparent, beautifully tended finger; to
Larry Stevens, the picture of a solid, suc-
cessful business man. Or did he mean
me, the hard-boiled reporter?

Then I remembered that Singh was'
putting on an act. Hell, he'd never seen
India. His real name would be as or-
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dinary as Smith or Brown or Jones. And
his act wasn’t even a good fraud.

You may wondet why I bothered to go
to the seance at all, then. I'll tell you. I
sensed that Swami Singh was something
more than just a bum actor. Behind the
mascaraed lashes, his eyes were blackest
catbon. Beneath all this cheap, faked
make-up lay a core of reality.

Psychic power. Maybe Singh didn't
even know that he had it. Possibly he
didn’t know how to use it, or maybe was
afraid to; but he had it.

There was another angle, too. Sup-
pose Myra Desola could come back from
the grave—she had promised to try. . . .

I had a hunch that Myra could do this
thing, if anybody could. She’d spent her
life doing the things everyone else called
impossible.

. Can you imagine a woman without any
fingers on her right hand becoming the
most famous dancer of her time? Myra
did. And for twenty years, no one ever
guessed that het famous shawls were
clutched by pitiful, maimed stumps. . . .

We, the very few who did know,
never told. Because there is something
about deformity—especially deformity in
a beantiful woman—that turns the public
away. That's why Myra led a life more
lonely than Garbo’s. The very people
who worshipped her would have turned
on her with hate, if they’d known.

I aan’t tell you anything more about
Myra Desola, for fear you'd guess her real
pame. . ..

But I did have this hunch: that she'd
be able to use this power of Singh’s, even
if he couldn’t.

“ ossT horrible and awful peril for
all of uss,” Singh hissed. “Death,
perhapss. . . .”
We had tied him into the grandfather’s
chair behind the table in the seance room.
We knotted his wrists to its wooden arms
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with our handkerchiefs, and bound his
ankles to the chair-legs with our neckties.
We had wrapped leather straps around
the bottom rungs of the chair and had
nailed the straps onto the floor.

On top of that, I was to sit in a chair
behind his, and hold his arms throughout
the seance.

And on the other side of the table,
Patou and Stevens and June Darling sat
in ordmary kitchen chairs.

“There iss a Ley on the table,” Smgh
whispered to me, “‘and the sswitch iss on
the wall behind uss. Turn out the light.”

I picked up the key and walked to the
back of the room. It isn’t necessary to go
into details about this room, except to say
that we had made sure there was but one
possible entrance—the door, and we had
pasted brown paper over that.

This wasn’t an ordinary switch, though.
One had to have the key to turn the lights
on or off.

“Hell! I blurted.

I don’t know why I shivered, then. I
had tumed the switch, and the chandeliet
blinked out, leaving us in darkness. Any
kid would have expected that. . . . But
they ought to invent a special name for
this kind of utter, absolute dark. It was
as if my eyeballs had been painted with
ink—ink the color of fresh lampblack,
drear, caliginous, soot-black.

It wasn’t until I had fumbled my way
through that solid murk, not until I was
crouched in the chair behind Swami
Singh and had my bands on his arms,
that T realized. I, with the key, alone
could switch up the light again. And the
swami alone knew where I was—by the
grip of my hands on him. Now I knew
why he had insisted on our bringing np
matches into this room!

I knew then that he was a fake.

And I knew that he wasn’t.

How could that be? Surely a man
can’t have two absolutely contradictory
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emotions & the same time. You can’t be-
lieve a thing, and not believe it, with the
same thought.

But I did, as if there were two brains,
entirely separate, inside my skull, each
grinding out entirely different ideas—
like two radios, tuned in on different sta-
tions, playing in one room.

“Bunk!” one brain sneered.

"“God, this is real”” the other brain
whispered.

Five minutes passed; ten.

Every few moments, Swami Singh
jertked. And after each jerk he got more
rigid. I suddenly dug my fingers into his
biceps, hard, and felt the musde flinch.
So this trance of his was a fake.

And underneath was something else.
Power. It beat through the silk sleeves of
his robe in hot, weird waves. Not like the
prickle of a concealed electric battery.
These emanations of his were psychic, oc-
cult. That some people do have such “in-
fluence” is a scentifically provable fact.
Many of the early saints had it, so power-
fully that it fairly shone through their
flesh.

Every few moments he fetched a long,
stagy groan, like a ham Romeo dying
with one eye cocked open to see how the
audience was taking it.

Rasputin had power like this, I re-
membered. In his case, it was evil. I
didn’t thiak it could be either good or
evil in Swami Singh . . . because he
couldn’t hamness it. The “influence” sim-
ply blew through him like wind through
a tree. Or it was like juice in a high-volt-
age wire. He couldn’t any more switch
it on or off than the wire can.

“It'ss coming!” he suddenly yelled.
And I knew that he lied; there was noth-
ing.

But there was something.

Now a whitish speck swam into sight.
It had a very dim and faint phosphores-
cence—an earthly phosphorescence, I felt
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sure. It hovered some eight or nine inch-
es above the floor, possibly three feet to
the left of us.

The thing which I felt had nothing to
do with this whitish speck.

I would say that this luminous speck
had about the size of a walnut when 1
ficst noticed it. It very quickly swelled to
the largeness of a baseball; though it
didn’t resemble a baseball, being very
wrinkled.

“The firsst materialization iss very difhi-
cult for the sspirit,” Swami Singh hissed.
"A full ﬁguxe at the firsst, iss sso

THB wrinkled shape smoothed out as
it elongated into form. It became a
woman's face; dim and blurred and
scarcely visible, it might have been taken
for almost any woman, of any age. But
it wasn't Myra Desola.

All the same, Myra had come into this
room. 1 felt ber watching us. 1 couldn't
be mistaken.

"Who are you, sspirit?”” the swami
hissed.

“Itis 1,”
Myra.”

Bunk! Her voice had been contralto. 1
knew what was going on here. The
swami changed his voice and threw it
down toward the face—ventriloquism.

“"Do you recognize anyone here?”
Singh asked.

“"Yes,” the soprano hesitated.
is June. And it's Glen, isn't it?”

Glen meant me: and that was more
bunk. Myra Desola would have spoken
to Patou first. Lord, she’d been his
mistress for twenty years. She would
have greeted June next, because she'd
raised the girl from a street waif to wo-
manhood; and then, Larry Stevens, for
he’d managed her tours.

But our precious swami didn’t know
all that. All he had to go on was ours

came a soprano reply. “It is

“There
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names, and the fact that we wanted to
talk to a certain “Myra”.

He played it smartly, though. “Would
any of you folks like to ask her some
questionss about the Great Beyond?” he
inquired.

Yeah. He would like to answer ques-
tions sbout that. Something we couldn’t
check up on.

June Darling's voice floated through
the intense dark. “Myra, will you tell me
the brand of perfume you always used?
Fve forgotten, and I wanted to buy
some."

Perfume. Mpyrd's perfume. God, it
was in this room. Tbhat trail of strange,
glamorous scent. . . .

Singh was trying to wriggle out of
it. He had the soprano voice saying,
"I do not remember—it secms so long

ago——"

Thas beady draft of perfume in the
darkness! 1t didw't come from the face.
It had nothing to do with the face.

By this time, I had pretty well deduced
where that face came from. He couldn't
be using his hands, for I had a grasp on
the arms. It didn't come from his gar-
ments, {or Stevens and 1 had searched
through those. It had to be the chair,
The rungs of the chair. He could press
against them with his legs.

Instantly I saw what the layout must
be. One of the rungs at the front of the
chair would be hollowed out. There
would be a piston inside the rung, and a
spring to shoot it out. This rung could
not be made to fit into the chair-leg on
the left side, but only appeared to do so.
The pressure of Singh’s legs would re-
lease it, move it back an inch or so, and
finally allow the piston to slide forth.

This accounted for the position of the
face, its distance above the floor, and its
distance from the chair.

But what accounted for the perfume,
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and the feeling that Myra bad come into
sbe room?

The logical part of me refused to be-
lieve in the perfume. I concentrated on
the fake face, There would be a hollow
chamber in the end of the piston. A rub-
ber bag, painted to resemble a face—
painted with luminous paint—would be
firmly cemented there. And a concealed
air chamber would supply the pressure to
force this mask out at the piston’send. . . .

Abruptly, I snatched my hands away
from Singh’s arms, and I dived. Damn!
There wasn't any face. I sprawled on the
floor.

The swami had been too fast for me.
Obviously, mask and piston shot back into
place the instant he released the pressure
of his legs against the rung. But wait
I'd switch on the lights and tear that
chair to pieces with my bare hands. . . .

A soft, woman's langh bubbled
through the dark. A contralto laugh! A
contralto voice said: “But I bhaven't for-
gotten, [une. The perfume was called
‘Spring Breeze', and it was put up for me
specially by Lodsi, in Paris.”

And this was the real thing. I knew
that even before I twisted over on the
floor and saw ber. (There was only one
mind, then, from the moment I looked
on her. I had no doubt at all.)

“Myra!” came Larry Stevens' sob,
“God, it is Myra!”

There was a sound of feet stumbling
on the floor, and somehow I knew that
would be Patou groping toward her.

Of them all, I was closest to her, so
close that I could almost have dipped my
fingers in the luminous, azure haze that
clothed her.

It was as if a radium thread limned her
nude limbs and magnificent breasts.
About her face the glow thickened to a
positive halo, The wide lips smiled.

Curiously, this ardent blue aura made
no lmpression whatever upon the pro-

W. T—17
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foand darkness, It shed no pool of radi-
ance upon the polished floor, nor could
{ see the table—or the chair, where Swami
Singh sat and fetched great, racking
breaths. The illumination seemed to turn
inward, so that it gleamed upon the mar-
ble-white of her flesh and the vivid scar-
Jet of shawl wrapped around her hips and
caught loosely over the right forearm.

And this, I sensed, was the way she
would have chosen to come back. In cos-
tume. Ready for the showtogoon. . . .

“Myra,” Henri Patou whispered.
“Will you give me your hand?"

COULD not see him at all. But her

arm rose in its luminous flowing line,
and then her hand vanished—was blotted
out—as he fondled it.

Thete was no sound now but the harsh,
burried breathing of Swami Singh in his
chair.

Then Patou laughed; or pechaps he

wept.

"It &5 Myra,” he said. “Come, Lasry
~—and you. Glen, and June—sake ber
band.

I gotuy from the floor. I went to her,
and 1 took her hand. Dread rushed
through me; L trembled; my knees weak-
ened. You see, I had somehow expected
or thought that her flesh would be warm.

And it wasn’t. No—cold, and limp;
but I touched it, and there couldn’t be any
mistake. My hand groped over the pit-
ecus stumps where her fingers had been
hacked off—close to the palm, with less
thaa an inch of each remaining.

*Do not cry, my poor Henri,” she said
tenderly. For he wept, now—the terrible
teaes of a man who cries without shame.
“It does not matter any more,” she said.
*“The sickness and the pain, the loneli-
ness, nof even Death. . . . All that is
behind me. It is gone, quite gone.”

This was nothing for me to hear. Nor
Larry, nor June. But we could not do

w.T—8
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otherwise. We knew somchow that to
have opened the door and let the faintest
ray of light into this room would have
shattered the spell. . . .

“It is gone,” she said. *'Like those poor
fingers of mine for which you once wept
such bitter tears.”

Behind us, in the tenebrous lamp-soot
black, Singh cried out in a broken voice of
terror: “The light! In God’s name, tum
on the light!”

I groped toward his chair, and slapped
—4twice—with my open palm against his
bleating mouth. “Shut up!” I sald.
“Leave them alone—those two.”

The feel of his flesh against my hand
was snaky, lizard-like. I hated him for
this power that he had, and we could not
ever have—the power to call ber back
from Death.

And I hated him, that he should heat
these words. “I loved you, Myra,” cried
Patou. “And you would never marty me.
You never told me—why——"

So I knew why he wept. It was for
his memory of her, and the single flaw
that made the memory less than perfed.

“T will tell you now.” The contralto
voice throbbed. ‘‘There need not be any
secrets between us, any more. My poos
Henri, but did you never guess?”

Patou whispered, "That there was
someone else? I guessed thas. There was
a time when I suspected Larry. . . . And
afterward, I thought pechaps, the stage—
your att——"

“None that I foved but you,” said
Myra. “Not since that day in the old
Greatnoble Theater—the day when you
took me into your arms. . . . Do you se-
member, Henri? You kissed my hands—
my beautiful hands, you called them.
Can you remember the words you said
then? You talked of hands, You said
you could oot love a women whose
knuckles were red and ugly. . . . You
spoke of the slender, trailing fingers of
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Eleanore Duse, and you said that mine
were yet more beautiful. There was a
song — ‘Pale bands 1 loved’ — and you
called it my song. . . .

“You thought we were alone in the
theater, Henri. But there was one other
—hidden backstage—my husband——"

HE silence! The blackness of the
room!
“Husband!" cried Patou. I never
knew. . . ."”

Through the haze of blue the wide lips
smiled sadly. “No, I never told you. I
was young when I married Hugo Singer
—jyoung, and stage-struck, and not know-
ing what marriage meant. He fascinated
me in some strange way. . . . ButI had
learned to hate him—as he must have
hated me.

"For, that night, he forced his way into
my dressing-room. Yon were on the
stage at the time. There was 2 New York
theatrical agent in the audience; and it
meant much to you—a successful per-
formance, that night.”

Her low, sad contralto laugh!

I did not spoil it for you, Henri. I did
not cry out. Not even when I saw the
knife—the butcher knife—in his hand!
Not even when he seized me. He was
drunk—intoxicated with his rage. ‘Pale

hands that he loves! he said, between his:

teeth. 'I will fix your pretty hands!

“There stood a great, metal-bound
trunk in the comer of the room. 1
fought, and he was too strong for me.
He placed my hand on the edge of the
trunk, and he struck "’

She sobbed. All the horror of a wo-
man’s mutilated beauty and wasted years
curdled in that sound. Hearing it, I felt
my skin knit up into points of exquisite
dread. God, how she must have hated
that monster of a husband—with a hate
that not even the grave had been able to
quench.
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“I would have killed him, if 1 had
known]” Patou said. Abysmal rage stirred
in his voice.

"Yes, you would have ruined your
career — and mine,” said Myra. "I
couldn’t tell you, then. But now it is
different. . . . 1 haveno career, now, and
they can’t lock up a dead woman.” '

Something flashed in her hand. Some-
thing that she had snatched from the
folds of her shawl—a knife. A huge;
ugly butchering-knife, . . .

She moved swiftly, and her luminous
limbs swam as a bird in flight, the knife
shining as she raised it before her ter-
rible, glowing eyes.

A scream! A most horrible, ghastly,
and unhuman scream!

I shuddered as I lurched toward the
back wall. In the darkness I could not
find the switch. The rough, unpapered
plaster rasped my fingers as I sought
for it.

There was a sound of wild, contralto
laughter. Frantically, I pawed the wall
as another shriek rang out. It reverber-
ated, as the last cry that goes up when a
great ship with all on board is swallowed
into the sea. It gibbered, like the wild
wail of an alpinist hurtling down a thou-
sand-foot cliff. So First Man must have
cried out when the claws of the saber-
tooth tiger ripped his flesh. There was
agony in it, and terfor, and despair.

Often now in the night I live over that
unendurable instant before 1 found the
switch, and my numbed finger forced the
key into it, and the light in the chandelier
flashed up. '

I turned, then, and stared. There was
the solid, small room and the door we
had pasted shut with brown paper. . . .

And the lingering fragrance of an ex-
otic perfume. . . .

And the four of us—Patou, Larry Ste-
vens, June Darling, and I—peering at the
man trussed in the chair.
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The swami was dead. We knew that.
His eyes, wide-staring and bulging like
fat prunes in their sockets, were sight-
less; the fat face had the grayness of
death ander the mahogany dye; and his
mouth hung open and slack.

Blood dripped from his manacled
bands. . . . And fora crazed moment I
thought that his fingers had been hacked
off. Actually, the blood came from the
palms, lacerated by the nails of those
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fingers which were so tightly curled up
that the mortician had to scissor through
the tendons to open the hands.

SAw the name which was written oa
the death certificate; and it was not
Singh, but Singer. On the next line be-

low, for cause of death, they wrote bears

failare,
I know better.
It was Fear. . , .



