Will

By Vincent O’ Sullivan

Have the dead still power after they are laid in the earth? Do they rule us, by the power of the
dead, from their awful thrones? Do their closed eyes become menacing beacons, and their
paralysed hands reach out to scourge our feet into the paths which they have marked Out? Ah,
surely when the dead are given to the dust, their power crumbles into the dust!

Often during the long summer afternoons, as they sat together in a deep window looking out at
the Park of the Sombre Fountains, he thought of these things. For it was at the hour of sundown,
when the gloomy house was splashed with crimson, that he most hated his wife. They had been
together for some months now; and their days were aways spent in the same manner—seated in
the window of a great room with dark oak furniture, heavy tapestry and rich purple hangings, in
which a curious decaying scent of lavender ever lingered. For an hour at a time he would stare at
her intensely as she sat before him—tall, and pae, and fragile, with her raven hair sweeping
about her neck, and her languid hands turning over the leaves of an illuminated missal—and then
he would look once more at the Park of the Sombre Fountains, where the river lay, like a silver
dream, at the end. At sunset the river became for him turbulent and boding—a pool of blood; and
the trees, clad in scarlet, brandished flaming swords. For long days they sat in that room, always
slent, watching the shadows turn from steel to crimson, from crimson to grey, from grey to
black.

If by rare chance they wandered abroad, and moved beyond the gates of the Park of the
Sombre Fountains, he might hear one passenger say to another, ‘How beautiful sheis!” And then
his hatred of hiswife increased a hundredfold.

So he was poisoning her surely and lingeringly—with a poison more wily and subtle than that
of Caesar Borgia's ring—with a poison distilled in his eyes. He was drawing out her life as he
gazed at her; draining her veins, grudging the beats of her heart. He felt no need of the slow
poisons which set fire to the brain; for his hate was a poison which he poured over her white
body, till it would no longer have the strength to hold back the escaping soul. With exultation he
watched her growing weaker and weaker as the summer glided by: not a day, not an hour passed
that she did not pay toll to his eyes. and when in the autumn there came upon her two long faints
which resembled catalepsy, he fortified hiswill to hate, for he felt that the end was at hand.

At length one evening, when the sky was grey in a winter sunset, she lay on a couch in the dark
room, and he knew she was dying. The doctors had gone away with death on their lips, and they
were |eft, for the moment, alone. Then she called him to her side from the deep window where
he was seated |ooking out over the Park of the Sombre Fountains.

“You have your will,” she said. ‘| am dying.’

‘My will? he murmured, waving his hands.

‘Hush!” she moaned. ‘Do you think | do not know? For days and months | have felt you
drawing the life of my body into your life, that you might spill my soul on the ground. For days
and months as | have sat with you, as | have waked by your side, you have seen me imploring
pity. But you relented not, and you have your will; for | am going down to death. Y ou have your
will, and my body is dead; but my soul cannot die. No!" she cried, raising herself a little on the
pillows. ‘my soul shall not die, but live, and sway an all-touching sceptre lighted at the stars.’

‘My wife!’



‘Y ou have thought to live without me, but you will never be without me. Through long nights
when the moon is hid, through dreary days when the sun is dulled, | shall be at your side. In the
deepest chaos illumined by lightning, on the loftiest mountain-top, do not seek to escape me.
Y ou are my bond-man; for thisis the compact | have made with the Cardinals of Death.’

At the noon of night she died; and two days later they carried her to a burying-place set about a
ruined abbey, and there they laid her in the grave. When he had seen her buried, he left the Park
of the Sombre Fountains and travelled to distant lands. He penetrated the most unknown and
difficult countries; he lived for months amid Arctic seas; he took part in tragic and barbarous
scenes. He used himself to sights of cruelty and terror: to the anguish of women and children, to
the agony and fear of men. And when he returned after years of adventure, he went to livein a
house the windows of which overlooked the ruined abbey and the grave of his wife, even as the
window where they had erewhile sat together overlooked the Park of the Sombre Fountains.

And here he spent dreaming days and deepless nights—nights painted with monstrous and
tumultuous pictures, and moved by waking dreams. Phantoms haggard and ghastly swept before
him; ruined cities covered with a cold light edified themselves in his room; while in his ears
resounded the trample of retreating and advancing armies, the clangor of squadrons, and noise of
breaking war. He was haunted by women who prayed him to have mercy, stretching out
beseeching hands—aways women—and sometimes they were dead. And when the day came at
last, and his tired eyes reverted to the lonely grave, he would soothe himself with some eastern
drug, and let the hours lumber by as he fell into long reveries, murmuring at times to himself the
rich, sonorous, lulling cadences of the poems in prose of Baudelaire, or dim meditative phrases,
laden with the mysteries of the inner rooms of life and death, from the pages of Sir Thomas
Browne.

On a night, which was the last of the moon, he heard a singular scraping noise at his window,
and upon throwing open the casement he smelt the heavy odour which clings to vaults and cata-
combs where the dead are entombed. Then he saw that a beetle— a beetle, enormous and
unreal—had crept up the wall of his house from the graveyard, and was now crawling across the
floor of his room. With marvellous swiftness it climbed on a table placed near a couch on which
he was used to lie, and as he approached, shuddering with loathing and disgust, he perceived to
his horror that it had two red eyes like spots of blood. Sick with hatred of the thing as he was,
those eyes fascinated him—held him like teeth. That night his other visions left him, but the
beetle never let him go—nay! compelled him, as he sat weeping and helpless, to study its
hideous conformation, to dwell upon its fangs, to ponder on its food. All through the night that
was like a century—all through the pulsing hours—did he sit oppressed with horror gazing at
that unutterable, slimy vermin. At the first streak of dawn it glided away, leaving in its trail the
same smell of the charnel-house; but to him the day brought no rest, for his dreams were haunted
by the abominable thing. All day in his ears a music sounded—a music thronged with passion
and wailing of defeat, funereal and full of great alarums; al day he felt that he was engaged in a
conflict with one in armour, while he himself was unharnessed and defenceless—all day, till the
dark night came, when he observed the abhorred monster crawling slowly from the ruined abbey,
and the calm, neglected Golgotha which lay there in his sight. Cam outwardly; but benesth
perhaps—how disturbed, how swept by tempest! With trepidation, with a feeling of inexpiable
guilt, he awaited the worm—the messenger of the dead. And this night and day were the type of
nights and days to come. From the night of the new moon, indeed, till the night when it began to
wane, the beetle remained in the grave; but so awful was the relief of those hours, the transition
so poignant, that he could do nothing but shudder in a depression as of madness. And his



circumstances were not merely those of physica horror and disgust: clouds of spiritua fear
enveloped him: he felt that this abortion, this unspeakable visitor, was really an agent that
clamed his life, and the flesh fell from his bones. So did he pass each day looking forward with
anguish to the night; and then, at length, came the distorted night full of overwhelming anxiety
and pain.

At dawn, when the dew was till heavy on the grass, he would go forth into the graveyard and
stand before the iron gates of the vault in which his wife was laid. And as he stood there,
repeating wild litanies of supplication, he would cast into the vault things of priceless value:
skins of man-eating tigers and of leopards; skins of beasts that drank from the Ganges, and of
beasts that wallowed in the mud of the Nile; gems that were the ornament of the Pharaohs; tusks
of elephants, and corals that men had given their lives to obtain. Then holding up his arms, in a
voice that raged against heaven he would cry: ‘Take these, O avenging soul, and leave me in
quiet! Are not these enough?

And after some weeks he came to the vault again bringing with him a consecrated chalice
studded with jewels which had been used by a priest at Mass, and a ciborium of the purest gold.
These he filled with the rare wine of alost vintage, and placing them within the vault he called in
a voice of storm: ‘Take these, O implacable soul and spare thy bond-man! Are not these
enough?

And last he brought with him the bracelets of the woman he loved, whose heart he had broken
by parting with her to propitiate the dead. He brought a long strand of her hair, and a
handkerchief damp with her tears. And the vault was filled with the misery of his heart-quaking
whisper: ‘O my wife, are not these enough?

But it became plain to those who were about him that he had come to the end of his life. His
hatred of death, his fear of its unyielding caress, gave him strength; and he seemed to be resisting
with his thin hands some palpable assailant. Plainer and more deeply coloured than the visions of
delirium, he saw the company which advanced to combat him: in the strongest light he
contemplated the scenery which surrounds the portals of dissolution. And at the supreme
moment, it was with a struggle far greater than that of the miser who is forcibly parted from his
gold, with an anguish far more intense than that of the lover who is torn from his mistress, that
he gave up his soul.

On a shrewd, grey evening in the autumn they carried him down to bury him in the vault by the
side of his wife. This he had desired; for he thought that in no other vault however dark, would
the darkness be quite till; in no other resting-place would he be allowed to repose. As they
carried him they intoned a majestic threnody—a chant which had the deep tramp and surge of a
triumphant march, which rode on the winds, and sobbed through the boughs of ancient trees.
And having come to the vault they gave him to the grave, and knelt on the ground to pray for the
ease of his spirit. Requiem aternam dona ei, Domine!

But as they prepared to leave the precincts of the ruined abbey, a dialogue began within the
vault—a dialogue so wonderful, so terrible, in its nature, its cause, that as they hearkened they
gazed at one another in the twilight with wry and pallid faces.

And first awoman’s voice.

“You are come.’

‘Yes, | am come,” said the voice of aman. ‘I yield myself to you—the conqueror.’



‘Long have | awaited you,” said the woman's voice. ‘For years | have lain here while the rain
soaked through the stones, and snow was heavy on my breast. For years while the sun danced
over the earth, and the moon smiled her mellow smile upon gardens and pleasant things. | have
lain here in the company of the worm, and | have leagued with the worm. You did nothing but
what | willed; you were the toy of my dead hands. Ah, you stole my body from me, but | have
stolen your soul from you!”’

‘And is there peace for me—now—at the last?

The woman’'s voice became louder, and rang through the vault like a proclaiming trumpet.
‘Peace is not mine! You and | are at last together in the city of one who queens it over a mighty
empire. Now shall we tremble before the queen of Death.’

The watchers flung aside the gates of the vault and struck open two coffins. In a mouldy coffin
they found the body of a woman having the countenance and the warmth of one who has just
died. But the body of the man was corrupt and most horrid, like a corpse that has lain for yearsin
aplace of graves.



