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Robert Barr
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CHAPTER I

 
"My dear," said William Brenton to his wife, "do you think

I shall be missed if I go upstairs for a while? I am not feeling
at all well."

"Oh, I'm so sorry, Will," replied Alice, looking concerned; "I
will tell them you are indisposed."

"No, don't do that," was the answer; "they are having a very
good time, and I suppose the dancing will begin shortly; so I don't
think they will miss me. If I feel better I will be down in an hour
or two; if not, I shall go to bed. Now, dear, don't worry; but have
a good time with the rest of them."

William Brenton went quietly upstairs to his room, and sat
down in the darkness in a rocking chair. Remaining there a few
minutes, and not feeling any better, he slowly undressed and went
to bed. Faint echoes reached him of laughter and song; finally,
music began, and he felt, rather than heard, the pulsation of
dancing feet. Once, when the music had ceased for a time, Alice
tiptoed into the room, and said in a quiet voice—

"How are you feeling, Will? any better?"
"A little," he answered drowsily. "Don't worry about me; I



 
 
 

shall drop off to sleep presently, and shall be all right in the
morning. Good night."

He still heard in a dreamy sort of way the music, the dancing,
the laughter; and gradually there came oblivion, which finally
merged into a dream, the most strange and vivid vision he had
ever experienced. It seemed to him that he sat again in the
rocking chair near the bed. Although he knew the room was dark,
he had no difficulty in seeing everything perfectly. He heard, now
quite plainly, the music and dancing downstairs, but what gave a
ghastly significance to his dream was the sight of his own person
on the bed. The eyes were half open, and the face was drawn and
rigid. The colour of the face was the white, greyish tint of death.

"This is a nightmare," said Brenton to himself; "I must try
and wake myself." But he seemed powerless to do this, and he
sat there looking at his own body while the night wore on. Once
he rose and went to the side of the bed. He seemed to have
reached it merely by wishing himself there, and he passed his
hand over the face, but no feeling of touch was communicated
to him. He hoped his wife would come and rouse him from this
fearful semblance of a dream, and, wishing this, he found himself
standing at her side, amidst the throng downstairs, who were now
merrily saying good-bye. Brenton tried to speak to his wife, but
although he was conscious of speaking, she did not seem to hear
him, or know he was there.

The party had been one given on Christmas Eve, and as
it was now two o'clock in the morning, the departing guests



 
 
 

were wishing Mrs. Brenton a merry Christmas. Finally, the door
closed on the last of the revellers, and Mrs. Brenton stood for a
moment giving instructions to the sleepy servants; then, with a
tired sigh, she turned and went upstairs, Brenton walking by her
side until they came to the darkened room, which she entered
on tiptoe.

"Now," said Brenton to himself, "she will arouse me from this
appalling dream." It was not that there was anything dreadful in
the dream itself, but the clearness with which he saw everything,
and the fact that his mind was perfectly wide awake, gave him an
uneasiness which he found impossible to shake off.

In the dim light from the hall his wife prepared to retire.
The horrible thought struck Brenton that she imagined he was
sleeping soundly, and was anxious not to awaken him—for of
course she could have no realization of the nightmare he was in
—so once again he tried to communicate with her. He spoke her
name over and over again, but she proceeded quietly with her
preparations for the night. At last she crept in at the other side of
the bed, and in a few moments was asleep. Once more Brenton
struggled to awake, but with no effect. He heard the clock strike
three, and then four, and then five, but there was no apparent
change in his dream. He feared that he might be in a trance, from
which, perhaps, he would not awake until it was too late. Grey
daylight began to brighten the window, and he noticed that snow
was quietly falling outside, the flakes noiselessly beating against
the window pane. Every one slept late that morning, but at last



 
 
 

he heard the preparations for breakfast going on downstairs—
the light clatter of china on the table, the rattle of the grate; and,
as he thought of these things, he found himself in the dining-
room, and saw the trim little maid, who still yawned every now
and then, laying the plates in their places. He went upstairs again,
and stood watching the sleeping face of his wife. Once she raised
her hand above her head, and he thought she was going to awake;
ultimately her eyes opened, and she gazed for a time at the
ceiling, seemingly trying to recollect the events of the day before.

"Will," she said dreamily, "are you still asleep?"
There was no answer from the rigid figure at the front of the

bed. After a few moments she placed her hand quietly over the
sleeper's face. As she did so, her startled eyes showed that she
had received a shock. Instantly she sat upright in bed, and looked
for one brief second on the face of the sleeper beside her; then,
with a shriek that pierced the stillness of the room, she sprang
to the floor.

"Will! Will!" she cried, "speak to me! What is the matter with
you? Oh, my God! my God!" she cried, staggering back from the
bed. Then, with shriek after shriek, she ran blindly through the
hall to the stairway, and there fell fainting on the floor.



 
 
 

 
CHAPTER II

 
William Brenton knelt beside the fallen lady, and tried to

soothe and comfort her, but it was evident that she was insensible.
"It is useless," said a voice by his side.
Brenton looked up suddenly, and saw standing beside him a

stranger. Wondering for a moment how he got there, and thinking
that after all it was a dream, he said—

"What is useless? She is not dead."
"No," answered the stranger, "but you are."
"I am what?" cried Brenton.
"You are what the material world calls dead, although in

reality you have just begun to live."
"And who are you?" asked Brenton. "And how did you get in

here?"
The other smiled.
"How did you get in here?" he said, repeating Brenton's words.
"I? Why, this is my own house."
"Was, you mean."
"I mean that it is. I am in my own house. This lady is my wife."
"Was," said the other.
"I do not understand you," cried Brenton, very much annoyed.

"But, in any case, your presence and your remarks are out of
place here."

"My dear sir," said the other, "I merely wish to aid you and to



 
 
 

explain to you anything that you may desire to know about your
new condition. You are now free from the incumbrance of your
body. You have already had some experience of the additional
powers which that riddance has given you. You have also, I am
afraid, had an inkling of the fact that the spiritual condition has its
limitations. If you desire to communicate with those whom you
have left, I would strongly advise you to postpone the attempt,
and to leave this place, where you will experience only pain and
anxiety. Come with me, and learn something of your changed
circumstances."

"I am in a dream," said Brenton, "and you are part of it. I went
to sleep last night, and am still dreaming. This is a nightmare and
it will soon be over."

"You are saying that," said the other, "merely to convince
yourself. It is now becoming apparent to you that this is not a
dream. If dreams exist, it was a dream which you left, but you
have now become awake. If you really think it is a dream, then
do as I tell you—come with me and leave it, because you must
admit that this part of the dream is at least very unpleasant."

"It is not very pleasant," assented Brenton. As he spoke the
bewildered servants came rushing up the stairs, picked up their
fallen mistress, and laid her on a sofa. They rubbed her hands and
dashed water in her face. She opened her eyes, and then closed
them again with a shudder.

"Sarah," she cried, "have I been dreaming, or is your master
dead?"



 
 
 

The two girls turned pale at this, and the elder of them went
boldly into the room which her mistress had just left. She was
evidently a young woman who had herself under good control,
but she came out sobbing, with her apron to her eyes.

"Come, come," said the man who stood beside Brenton,
"haven't you had enough of this? Come with me; you can return
to this house if you wish;" and together they passed out of the
room into the crisp air of Christmas morning. But, although
Brenton knew it must be cold, he had no feeling of either cold
or warmth.

"There are a number of us," said the stranger to Brenton, "who
take turns at watching the sick-bed when a man is about to die,
and when his spirit leaves his body, we are there to explain, or
comfort, or console. Your death was so sudden that we had no
warning of it. You did not feel ill before last night, did you?"

"No," replied Brenton. "I felt perfectly well, until after dinner
last night."

"Did you leave your affairs in reasonably good order?"
"Yes," said Brenton, trying to recollect. "I think they will find

everything perfectly straight."
"Tell me a little of your history, if you do not mind," inquired

the other; "it will help me in trying to initiate you into our new
order of things here."

"Well," replied Brenton, and he wondered at himself for
falling so easily into the other's assumption that he was a dead
man, "I was what they call on the earth in reasonably good



 
 
 

circumstances. My estate should be worth $100,000. I had
$75,000 insurance on my life, and if all that is paid, it should net
my widow not far from a couple of hundred thousand."

"How long have you been married?" said the other.
"Only about six months. I was married last July, and we

went for a trip abroad. We were married quietly, and left almost
immediately afterwards, so we thought, on our return, it would
not be a bad plan to give a Christmas Eve dinner, and invite
some of our friends. That," he said, hesitating a moment, "was
last night. Shortly after dinner, I began to feel rather ill, and went
upstairs to rest for a while; and if what you say is true, the first
thing I knew I found myself dead."

"Alive," corrected the other.
"Well, alive, though at present I feel I belong more to the

world I have left than I do to the world I appear to be in. I must
confess, although you are a very plausible gentleman to talk to,
that I expect at any moment to wake and find this to have been
one of the most horrible nightmares that I ever had the ill luck
to encounter."

The other smiled.
"There is very little danger of your waking up, as you call

it. Now, I will tell you the great trouble we have with people
when they first come to the spirit-land, and that is to induce them
to forget entirely the world they have relinquished. Men whose
families are in poor circumstances, or men whose affairs are in a
disordered state, find it very difficult to keep from trying to set



 
 
 

things right again. They have the feeling that they can console or
comfort those whom they have left behind them, and it is often a
long time before they are convinced that their efforts are entirely
futile, as well as very distressing for themselves."

"Is there, then," asked Brenton, "no communication between
this world and the one that I have given up?"

The other paused for a moment before he replied.
"I should hardly like to say," he answered, "that there is

no communication between one world and the other; but the
communication that exists is so slight and unsatisfactory, that if
you are sensible you will see things with the eyes of those who
have very much more experience in this world than you have.
Of course, you can go back there as much as you like; there will
be no interference and no hindrance. But when you see things
going wrong, when you see a mistake about to be made, it is an
appalling thing to stand there helpless, unable to influence those
you love, or to point out a palpable error, and convince them
that your clearer sight sees it as such. Of course, I understand
that it must be very difficult for a man who is newly married,
to entirely abandon the one who has loved him, and whom he
loves. But I assure you that if you follow the life of one who is
as young and handsome as your wife, you will find some one
else supplying the consolations you are unable to bestow. Such
a mission may lead you to a church where she is married to her
second husband. I regret to say that even the most imperturbable
spirits are ruffled when such an incident occurs. The wise men



 
 
 

are those who appreciate and understand that they are in an
entirely new world, with new powers and new limitations, and
who govern themselves accordingly from the first, as they will
certainly do later on."

"My dear sir," said Brenton, somewhat offended, "if what you
say is true, and I am really a dead man–"

"Alive," corrected the other.
"Well, alive, then. I may tell you that my wife's heart is broken.

She will never marry again."
"Of course, that is a subject of which you know a great deal

more than I do. I all the more strongly advise you never to see her
again. It is impossible for you to offer any consolation, and the
sight of her grief and misery will only result in unhappiness for
yourself. Therefore, take my advice. I have given it very often,
and I assure you those who did not take it expressed their regret
afterwards. Hold entirely aloof from anything relating to your
former life."

Brenton was silent for some moments; finally he said—
"I presume your advice is well meant; but if things are as you

state, then I may as well say, first as last, that I do not intend to
accept it."

"Very well," said the other; "it is an experience that many
prefer to go through for themselves."

"Do you have names in this spirit-land?" asked Brenton,
seemingly desirous of changing the subject.

"Yes," was the answer; "we are known by names that we have



 
 
 

used in the preparatory school below. My name is Ferris."
"And if I wish to find you here, how do I set about it?"
"The wish is sufficient," answered Ferris. "Merely wish to be

with me, and you are with me."
"Good gracious!" cried Brenton, "is locomotion so easy as

that?"
"Locomotion is very easy. I do not think anything could

be easier than it is, and I do not think there could be any
improvement in that matter."

"Are there matters here, then, that you think could be
improved?"

"As to that I shall not say. Perhaps you will be able to give
your own opinion before you have lived here much longer."

"Taking it all in all," said Brenton, "do you think the spirit-
land is to be preferred to the one we have left?"

"I like it better," said Ferris, "although I presume there are
some who do not. There are many advantages; and then, again,
there are many—well, I would not say disadvantages, but still
some people consider them such. We are free from the pangs of
hunger or cold, and have therefore no need of money, and there
is no necessity for the rush and the worry of the world below."

"And how about heaven and hell?" said Brenton. "Are those
localities all a myth? Is there nothing of punishment and nothing
of reward in this spirit-land?"

There was no answer to this, and when Brenton looked around
he found that his companion had departed.



 
 
 

 
CHAPTER III

 
William Brenton pondered long on the situation. He would

have known better how to act if he could have been perfectly
certain that he was not still the victim of a dream. However, of
one thing there was no doubt—namely, that it was particularly
harrowing to see what he had seen in his own house. If it were
true that he was dead, he said to himself, was not the plan
outlined for him by Ferris very much the wiser course to adopt?
He stood now in one of the streets of the city so familiar to him.
People passed and repassed him—men and women whom he had
known in life—but nobody appeared to see him. He resolved,
if possible, to solve the problem uppermost in his mind, and
learn whether or not he could communicate with an inhabitant
of the world he had left. He paused for a moment to consider the
best method of doing this. Then he remembered one of his most
confidential friends and advisers, and at once wished himself at
his office. He found the office closed, but went in to wait for his
friend. Occupying the time in thinking over his strange situation,
he waited long, and only when the bells began to ring did he
remember it was Christmas forenoon, and that his friend would
not be at the office that day. The next moment he wished himself
at his friend's house, but he was as unsuccessful as at the office;
the friend was not at home. The household, however, was in great
commotion, and, listening to what was said, he found that the



 
 
 

subject of conversation was his own death, and he learned that
his friend had gone to the Brenton residence as soon as he heard
the startling news of Christmas morning.

Once more Brenton paused, and did not know what to do.
He went again into the street. Everything seemed to lead him
toward his own home. Although he had told Ferris that he did
not intend to take his advice, yet as a sensible man he saw that
the admonition was well worth considering, and if he could once
become convinced that there was no communication possible
between himself and those he had left; if he could give them no
comfort and no cheer; if he could see the things which they did
not see, and yet be unable to give them warning, he realized that
he would merely be adding to his own misery, without alleviating
the troubles of others.

He wished he knew where to find Ferris, so that he might
have another talk with him. The man impressed him as being
exceedingly sensible. No sooner, however, had he wished for
the company of Mr. Ferris than he found himself beside that
gentleman.

"By George!" he said in astonishment, "you are just the man
I wanted to see."

"Exactly," said Ferris; "that is the reason you do see me."
"I have been thinking over what you said," continued the

other, "and it strikes me that after all your advice is sensible."
"Thank you," replied Ferris, with something like a smile on

his face.



 
 
 

"But there is one thing I want to be perfectly certain about. I
want to know whether it is not possible for me to communicate
with my friends. Nothing will settle that doubt in my mind except
actual experience."

"And have you not had experience enough?" asked Ferris.
"Well," replied the other, hesitating, "I have had some

experience, but it seems to me that, if I encounter an old friend,
I could somehow make myself felt by him."

"In that case," answered Ferris, "if nothing will convince you
but an actual experiment, why don't you go to some of your old
friends and try what you can do with them?"

"I have just been to the office and to the residence of
one of my old friends. I found at his residence that he had
gone to my"—Brenton paused for a moment—"former home.
Everything seems to lead me there, and yet, if I take your advice,
I must avoid that place of all others."

"I would at present, if I were you," said Ferris. "Still, why not
try it with any of the passers-by?"

Brenton looked around him. People were passing and
repassing where the two stood talking with each other. "Merry
Christmas" was the word on all lips. Finally Brenton said, with
a look of uncertainty on his face—

"My dear fellow, I can't talk to any of these people. I don't
know them."

Ferris laughed at this, and replied—
"I don't think you will shock them very much; just try it."



 
 
 

"Ah, here's a friend of mine. You wait a moment, and I will
accost him." Approaching him, Brenton held out his hand and
spoke, but the traveller paid no attention. He passed by as one
who had seen or heard nothing.

"I assure you," said Ferris, as he noticed the look of
disappointment on the other's face, "you will meet with a similar
experience, however much you try. You know the old saying
about one not being able to have his cake and eat it too. You
can't have the privileges of this world and those of the world you
left as well. I think, taking it all in all, you should rest content,
although it always hurts those who have left the other world not
to be able to communicate with their friends, and at least assure
them of their present welfare."

"It does seem to me," replied Brenton, "that would be a great
consolation, both for those who are here and those who are left."

"Well, I don't know about that," answered the other. "After
all, what does life in the other world amount to? It is merely a
preparation for this. It is of so short a space, as compared with
the life we live here, that it is hardly worth while to interfere with
it one way or another. By the time you are as long here as I have
been, you will realize the truth of this."

"Perhaps I shall," said Brenton, with a sigh; "but, meanwhile,
what am I to do with myself? I feel like the man who has been
all his life in active business, and who suddenly resolves to enjoy
himself doing nothing. That sort of thing seems to kill a great
number of men, especially if they put off taking a rest until too



 
 
 

late, as most of us do."
"Well," said Ferris, "there is no necessity of your being idle

here, I assure you. But before you lay out any work for yourself,
let me ask you if there is not some interesting part of the world
that you would like to visit?"

"Certainly; I have seen very little of the world. That is one of
my regrets at leaving it."

"Bless me," said the other, "you haven't left it."
"Why, I thought you said I was a dead man?"
"On the contrary," replied his companion, "I have several

times insisted that you have just begun to live. Now where shall
we spend the day?"

"How would London do?"
"I don't think it would do; London is apt to be a little gloomy

at this time of the year. But what do you say to Naples, or Japan,
or, if you don't wish to go out of the United States, Yellowstone
Park?"

"Can we reach any of those places before the day is over?"
asked Brenton, dubiously.

"Well, I will soon show you how we manage all that. Just wish
to accompany me, and I will take you the rest of the way."

"How would Venice do?" said Brenton. "I didn't see half as
much of that city as I wanted to."

"Very well," replied his companion, "Venice it is;" and the
American city in which they stood faded away from them,
and before Brenton could make up his mind exactly what was



 
 
 

happening, he found himself walking with his comrade in St.
Mark's Square.

"Well, for rapid transit," said Brenton, "this beats anything
I've ever had any idea of; but it increases the feeling that I am
in a dream."

"You'll soon get used to it," answered Ferris; "and, when you
do, the cumbersome methods of travel in the world itself will
show themselves in their right light. Hello!" he cried, "here's a
man whom I should like you to meet. By the way, I either don't
know your name or I have forgotten it."

"William Brenton," answered the other.
"Mr. Speed, I want to introduce you to Mr. Brenton."
"Ah," said Speed, cordially, "a new-comer. One of your

victims, Ferris?"
"Say one of his pupils, rather," answered Brenton.
"Well, it is pretty much the same thing," said Speed. "How

long have you been with us, and how do you like the country?"
"You see, Mr. Brenton," interrupted Ferris, "John Speed was

a newspaper man, and he must ask strangers how they like the
country. He has inquired so often while interviewing foreigners
for his paper that now he cannot abandon his old phrase. Mr.
Brenton has been with us but a short time," continued Ferris,
"and so you know, Speed, you can hardly expect him to answer
your inevitable question."

"What part of the country are you from?" asked Speed.
"Cincinnati," answered Brenton, feeling almost as if he were



 
 
 

an American tourist doing the continent of Europe.
"Cincinnati, eh? Well, I congratulate you. I do not know any

place in America that I would sooner die in, as they call it, than
Cincinnati. You see, I am a Chicago man myself."

Brenton did not like the jocular familiarity of the newspaper
man, and found himself rather astonished to learn that in the
spirit-world there were likes and dislikes, just as on earth.

"Chicago is a very enterprising city," he said, in a non-
committal way.

"Chicago, my dear sir," said Speed, earnestly, "is the city. You
will see that Chicago is going to be the great city of the world
before you are a hundred years older. By the way, Ferris," said
the Chicago man, suddenly recollecting something, "I have got
Sommers over here with me."

"Ah!" said Ferris; "doing him any good?"
"Well, precious little, as far as I can see."
"Perhaps it would interest Mr. Brenton to meet him," said

Ferris. "I think, Brenton, you asked me a while ago if there was
any hell here, or any punishment. Mr. Speed can show you a man
in hell."

"Really?" asked Brenton.
"Yes," said Speed; "I think if ever a man was in misery, he

is. The trouble with Sommers was this. He—well, he died of
delirium tremens, and so, of course, you know what the matter
was. Sommers had drunk Chicago whisky for thirty-five years
straight along, and never added to it the additional horror of



 
 
 

Chicago water. You see what his condition became, both physical
and mental. Many people tried to reform Sommers, because he
was really a brilliant man; but it was no use. Thirst had become
a disease with him, and from the mental part of that disease,
although his physical yearning is now gone of course, he suffers.
Sommers would give his whole future for one glass of good old
Kentucky whisky. He sees it on the counters, he sees men drink
it, and he stands beside them in agony. That's why I brought him
over here. I thought that he wouldn't see the colour of whisky as
it sparkles in the glass; but now he is in the Café Quadra watching
men drink. You may see him sitting there with all the agony of
unsatisfied desire gleaming from his face."

"And what do you do with a man like that?" asked Brenton.
"Do? Well, to tell the truth, there is nothing to do. I took him

away from Chicago, hoping to ease his trouble a little; but it has
had no effect."

"It will come out all right by-and-by," said Ferris, who noticed
the pained look on Brenton's face. "It is the period of probation
that he has to pass through. It will wear off. He merely goes
through the agonies he would have suffered on earth if he had
suddenly been deprived of his favourite intoxicant."

"Well," said Speed, "you won't come with me, then? All right,
good-bye. I hope to see you again, Mr. Brenton," and with that
they separated.

Brenton spent two or three days in Venice, but all the time
the old home hunger was upon him. He yearned for news of



 
 
 

Cincinnati. He wanted to be back, and several times the wish
brought him there, but he instantly returned. At last he said to
Ferris—

"I am tired. I must go home. I have got to see how things are
going."

"I wouldn't if I were you," replied Ferris.
"No, I know you wouldn't. Your temperament is indifferent.

I would rather be miserable with knowledge than happy in
ignorance. Good-bye."

It was evening when he found himself in Cincinnati. The
weather was bright and clear, and apparently cold. Men's feet
crisped on the frozen pavement, and the streets had that welcome,
familiar look which they always have to the returned traveller
when he reaches the city he calls his home. The newsboys were
rushing through the streets yelling their papers at the top of their
voices. He heard them, but paid little attention.

"All about the murder! Latest edition! All about the poison
case!"

He felt that he must have a glimpse at a paper, and, entering
the office of an hotel where a man was reading one, he glanced
over his shoulder at the page before him, and was horror-stricken
to see the words in startling headlines—



 
 
 

 
THE BRENTON MURDER

 
 

The Autopsy shows that
Morphine was the Poison used

 
 

Enough found to have killed a Dozen Men
 
 

Mrs. Brenton arrested for Committing the Horrible
 
 

Deed
 



 
 
 

 
CHAPTER IV

 
For a moment Brenton was so bewildered and amazed at the

awful headlines which he read, that he could hardly realize what
had taken place. The fact that he had been poisoned, although
it gave him a strange sensation, did not claim his attention as
much as might have been thought. Curiously enough he was more
shocked at finding himself, as it were, the talk of the town,
the central figure of a great newspaper sensation. But the thing
that horrified him was the fact that his wife had been arrested
for his murder. His first impulse was to go to her at once, but
he next thought it better to read what the paper said about the
matter, so as to become possessed of all the facts. The headlines,
he said to himself, often exaggerated things, and there was a
possibility that the body of the article would not bear out the
naming announcement above it. But as he read on and on, the
situation seemed to become more and more appalling. He saw
that his friends had been suspicious of his sudden death, and
had insisted on a post-mortem examination. That examination
had been conducted by three of the most eminent physicians of
Cincinnati, and the three doctors had practically agreed that the
deceased, in the language of the verdict, had come to his death
through morphia poisoning, and the coroner's jury had brought
in a verdict that "the said William Brenton had been poisoned
by some person unknown." Then the article went on to state how



 
 
 

suspicion had gradually fastened itself upon his wife, and at last
her arrest had been ordered. The arrest had taken place that day.

After reading this, Brenton was in an agony of mind. He
pictured his dainty and beautiful wife in a stone cell in the city
prison. He foresaw the horrors of the public trial, and the deep
grief and pain which the newspaper comments on the case would
cause to a woman educated and refined. Of course, Brenton had
not the slightest doubt in his own mind about the result of the
trial. His wife would be triumphantly acquitted; but, all the same,
the terrible suspense which she must suffer in the meanwhile
would not be compensated for by the final verdict of the jury.

Brenton at once went to the jail, and wandered through that
gloomy building, searching for his wife. At last he found her, but
it was in a very comfortable room in the sheriffs residence. The
terror and the trials of the last few days had aged her perceptibly,
and it cut Brenton to the heart to think that he stood there before
her, and could not by any means say a soothing word that she
would understand. That she had wept many bitter tears since the
terrible Christmas morning was evident; there were dark circles
under her beautiful eyes that told of sleepless nights. She sat in
a comfortable armchair, facing the window; and looked steadily
out at the dreary winter scene with eyes that apparently saw
nothing. Her hands lay idly on her lap, and now and then she
caught her breath in a way that was half a sob and half a gasp.

Presently the sheriff himself entered the room.
"Mrs. Brenton," he said, "there is a gentleman here who



 
 
 

wishes to see you. Mr. Roland, he tells me his name is, an old
friend of yours. Do you care to see any one?"

The lady turned her head slowly round, and looked at the
sheriff for a moment, seemingly not understanding what he said.
Finally she answered, dreamily—

"Roland? Oh, Stephen! Yes, I shall be very glad to see him.
Ask him to come in, please."

The next moment Stephen Roland entered, and somehow the
fact that he had come to console Mrs. Brenton did not at all please
the invisible man who stood between them.

"My dear Mrs. Brenton," began Roland, "I hope you are
feeling better to-day? Keep up your courage, and be brave. It
is only for a very short time. I have retained the noted criminal
lawyers, Benham and Brown, for the defence. You could not
possibly have better men."

At the word "criminal" Mrs. Brenton shuddered.
"Alice," continued Roland, sitting down near her, and drawing

his chair closer to her, "tell me that you will not lose your
courage. I want you to be brave, for the sake of your friends."

He took her listless hand in his own, and she did not withdraw
it.

Brenton felt passing over him the pangs of impotent rage, as
he saw this act on the part of Roland.

Roland had been an unsuccessful suitor for the hand which he
now held in his own, and Brenton thought it the worst possible
taste, to say the least, that he should take advantage now of her



 
 
 

terrible situation to ingratiate himself into her favour.
The nearest approach to a quarrel that Brenton and his wife

had had during their short six months of wedded life was on the
subject of the man who now held her hand in his own. It made
Brenton impatient to think that a woman with all her boasted
insight into character, her instincts as to what was right and what
was wrong, had such little real intuition that she did not see
into the character of the man whom they were discussing; but a
woman never thinks it a crime for a man to have been in love
with her, whatever opinion of that man her husband may hold.

"It is awful! awful! awful!" murmured the poor lady, as the
tears again rose to her eyes.

"Of course it is," said Roland; "it is particularly awful that they
should accuse you, of all persons in the world, of this so-called
crime. For my part I do not believe that he was poisoned at all,
but we will soon straighten things out. Benham and Brown will
give up everything and devote their whole attention to this case
until it is finished. Everything will be done that money or friends
can do, and all that we ask is that you keep up your courage, and
do not be downcast with the seeming awfulness of the situation."

Mrs. Brenton wept silently, but made no reply. It was evident,
however, that she was consoled by the words and the presence of
her visitor. Strange as it may appear, this fact enraged Brenton,
although he had gone there for the very purpose of cheering and
comforting his wife. All the bitterness he had felt before against
his former rival was revived, and his rage was the more agonizing



 
 
 

because it was inarticulate. Then there flashed over him Ferris's
sinister advice to leave things alone in the world that he had left.
He felt that he could stand this no longer, and the next instant he
found himself again in the wintry streets of Cincinnati.

The name of the lawyers, Benham and Brown, kept repeating
itself in his mind, and he resolved to go to their office and hear,
if he could, what preparations were being made for the defence
of a woman whom he knew to be innocent. He found, when he
got to the office of these noted lawyers, that the two principals
were locked in their private room; and going there, he found them
discussing the case with the coolness and impersonal feeling that
noted lawyers have even when speaking of issues that involve life
or death.

"Yes," Benham was saying, "I think that, unless anything new
turns up, that is the best line of defence we can adopt."

"What do you think might turn up?" asked Brown.
"Well, you can never tell in these cases. They may find

something else—they may find the poison, for instance, or the
package that contained it. Perhaps a druggist will remember
having sold it to this woman, and then, of course, we shall have
to change our plans. I need not say that it is strictly necessary
in this case to give out no opinions whatever to newspaper men.
The papers will be full of rumours, and it is just as well if we can
keep our line of defence hidden until the time for action comes."

"Still," said Brown, who was the younger partner, "it is as well
to keep in with the newspaper fellows; they'll be here as soon as



 
 
 

they find we have taken charge of the defence."
"Well, I have no doubt you can deal with them in such a way as

to give them something to write up, and yet not disclose anything
we do not wish known."

"I think you can trust me to do that," said Brown, with a self-
satisfied air.

"I shall leave that part of the matter entirely in your hands,"
replied Benham. "It is better not to duplicate or mix matters, and
if any newspaper man comes to see me I will refer him to you. I
will say I know nothing of the case whatever."

"Very well," answered Brown. "Now, between ourselves, what
do you think of the case?"

"Oh, it will make a great sensation. I think it will probably be
one of the most talked-of cases that we have ever been connected
with."

"Yes, but what do you think of her guilt or innocence?"
"As to that," said Benham, calmly, "I haven't the slightest

doubt. She murdered him."
As he said this, Brenton, forgetting himself for a moment,

sprang forward as if to strangle the lawyer. The statement
Benham had made seemed the most appalling piece of treachery.
That men should take a woman's money for defending her, and
actually engage in a case when they believed their client guilty,
appeared to Brenton simply infamous.

"I agree with you," said Brown. "Of course she was the only
one to benefit by his death. The simple fool willed everything



 
 
 

to her, and she knew it; and his doing so is the more astounding
when you remember he was quite well aware that she had a
former lover whom she would gladly have married if he had been
as rich as Brenton. The supreme idiocy of some men as far as
their wives are concerned is something awful."

"Yes," answered Benham, "it is. But I tell you, Brown, she is
no ordinary woman. The very conception of that murder had a
stroke of originality about it that I very much admire. I do not
remember anything like it in the annals of crime. It is the true
way in which a murder should be committed. The very publicity
of the occasion was a safeguard. Think of poisoning a man at
a dinner that he has given himself, in the midst of a score of
friends. I tell you that there was a dash of bravery about it that
commands my admiration."

"Do you imagine Roland had anything to do with it?"
"Well, I had my doubts about that at first, but I think he is

innocent, although from what I know of the man he will not
hesitate to share the proceeds of the crime. You mark my words,
they will be married within a year from now if she is acquitted.
I believe Roland knows her to be guilty."

"I thought as much," said Brown, "by his actions here, and
by some remarks he let drop. Anyhow, our credit in the affair
will be all the greater if we succeed in getting her off. Yes," he
continued, rising and pushing back his chair, "Madam Brenton
is a murderess."
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