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Mary Shelley (1797-1851) 
The mortal immortal 

 
 
 
 

J ULY 16, 1833. – This is a memorable anniversary for me; on it I 
complete my three hundred and twenty-third year! 
 

The Wandering Jew? – certainly not. More than eighteen centuries 
have passed over his head. In comparison with him, I am a very 
young Immortal. 

Am I, then, immortal? This is a question which I have asked myself, 
by day and night, for now three hundred and three years, and yet can-
not answer it. I detected a grey hair amidst my brown locks this very 
day – that surely signifies decay. Yet it may have remained concealed 
there for three hundred years – for some persons have become en-
tirely white-headed before twenty years of age. 

 
I will tell my story, and my reader shall judge for me. I will tell my 

story, and so contrive to pass some few hours of a long eternity, be-
come so wearisome to me. For ever! Can it be? to live for ever! I have 
heard of enchantments, in which the victims were plunged into a deep 
sleep, to wake, after a hundred years, as fresh as ever: I have heard of 
the Seven Sleepers – thus to be immortal would not be so burthen-
some: but, oh! The weight of never-ending time – the tedious passage 
of the still-succeeding hours! How happy was the fabled Nourjahad! – 
But to my task. 

 
All the world has heard of Cornelius Agrippa. His memory is as 

immortal as his arts have made me. All the world has also heard of his 
scholar, who, unawares, raised the foul fiend during his master’s ab-
sence, and was destroyed by him. The report, true or false, of this 
accident, was attended with many inconveniences to the renowned 
philosopher. All his scholars at once deserted him – his servants dis-
appeared. He had no one near him to put coals on his ever-burning 
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fires while he slept, or to attend to the changeful colours of his medi-
cines while he studied. 

Experiment after experiment failed, because one pair of hands was 
insufficient to complete them: the dark spirits laughed at him for not 
being able to retain a single mortal in his service. 

I was then very young – very poor – and very much in love. I had 
been for about a year the pupil of Cornelius, though I was absent 
when this accident took place. On my return, my friends implored me 
not to return to the alchymist’s abode. I trembled as I listened to the 
dire tale they told; I required no second warning; and when Cornelius 
came and offered me a purse of gold if I would remain under his 
roof, I felt as if Satan himself tempted me. My teeth chattered – my 
hair stood on end; – I ran off as fast as my trembling knees would 
permit. 

My failing steps were directed whither for two years they had every 
evening been attracted, – a gently bubbling spring of pure living wa-
ter, beside which lingered a dark-haired girl, whose beaming eyes were 
fixed on the path I was accustomed each night to tread. I cannot re-
member the hour when I did not love Bertha; we had been 
neighbours and playmates from infancy, – her parents, like mine, were 
of humble life, yet respectable, – our attachment had been a source of 
pleasure to them. In an evil hour, a malignant fever carried off both 
her father and mother, and Bertha became an orphan. She would 
have found a home beneath my paternal roof, but, unfortunately, the 
old lady of the near castle, rich, childless, and solitary, declared her 
intention to adopt her. Henceforth Bertha was clad in silk – inhabited 
a marble palace – and was looked on as being highly favoured by for-
tune. But in her new situation among her new associates, Bertha re-
mained true to the friend of her humbler days; she often visited the 
cottage of my father, and when forbidden to go thither, she would 
stray towards the neighbouring wood, and meet me beside its shady 
fountain. 

She often declared that she owed no duty to her new protectress 
equal in sanctity to that which bound us. Yet still I was too poor to 
marry, and she grew weary of being tormented on my account. She 
had a haughty but an impatient spirit, and grew angry at the obstacles 
that prevented our union. We met now after an absence, and she had 
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Herman Melville (1819-1891) 
The Fiddler  

 
 
 
 

S 
o my poem is damned, and immortal fame is not for me! I am 
nobody forever and ever. Intolerable fate! 
Snatching my hat, I dashed down the criticism, and rushed out 

into Broadway, where enthusiastic throngs were crowding to a circus 
in a side-street near by, very recently started, and famous for a capital 
clown. 

Presently my old friend Standard rather boisterously accosted me. 
– Well met, Helmstone, my boy! Ah! what’s the matter? Haven’t 

been committing murder? Ain’t flying justice? You look wild!  
– You have seen it then? – said I, of course referring to the criti-

cism. 
– Oh yes; I was there at the morning performance. Great clown, I 

assure you. But here comes Hautboy. Hautboy, Helmstone. –  
Without having time or inclination to resent so mortifying a mista-

ke, I was instantly soothed as I gazed on the face of the new acquain-
tance so unceremoniously introduced. His person was short and full, 
with a juvenile, animated cast to it. His complexion rurally ruddy; his 
eye sincere, cheery, and gray. His hair alone betrayed that he was not 
an overgrown boy. From his hair I set him down as forty or more. 

– Come, Standard– he gleefully cried to my friend – are you not 
going to the circus? The clown is inimitable, they say. Come; Mr. Hel-
mstone, too; come both; and circus over, we’ll take a nice stew and 
punch at Taylor’s. –  

The sterling content, good humor, and extraordinary ruddy, sincere 
expression of this most singular new acquaintance acted upon me like 
magic. It seemed mere loyalty to human nature to accept an invitation 
from so unmistakably kind and honest a heart. 

During the circus performance I kept my eye more on Hautboy 
than on the celebrated clown. Hautboy was the sight for me. Such 
genuine enjoyment as his struck me to the soul with a sense of the 
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William Dean Howells (1837-1920) 
Christmas Every Day 

 
 
 
 

T 
he little girl came into her papa’s study, as she always did Sat-
urday morning before breakfast, and asked for a story. He 
tried to beg off that morning, for he was very busy, but she 

would not let him. So he began: 
– Well, once there was a little pig. –  
She put her hand over his mouth and stopped him at the word. She 

said she had heard little pig-stories till she was perfectly sick of them. 
– Well, what kind of story shall I tell, then?  
– About Christmas. It’s getting to be the season. It’s past Thanks-

giving already. 
– It seems to me – her papa argued – that I’ve told as often about 

Christmas as I have about little pigs. 
– No difference! Christmas is more interesting. 
– Well! – Her papa roused himself from his writing by a great ef-

fort. – Well, then, I’ll tell you about the little girl that wanted it Christ-
mas every day in the year. How would you like that?  

– First-rate! – said the little girl; and she nestled into comfortable 
shape in his lap, ready for listening. 

– Very well, then, this little pig. Oh, what are you pounding me for? 
– Because you said little pig instead of little girl. 
– I should like to know what’s the difference between a little pig 

and a little girl that wanted it Christmas every day!  
– Papa – said the little girl, warningly – if you don’t go on, I’ll give it 

to you! – And at this her papa darted off like lightning, and began to 
tell the story as fast as he could. 

Well, once there was a little girl who liked Christmas so much that 
she wanted it to be Christmas every day in the year; and as soon as 
Thanksgiving was over she began to send postal-cards to the old 
Christmas Fairy to ask if she mightn’t have it. But the old fairy never 
answered any of the postals; and after a while the little girl found out 
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Ambrose Bierce (1842-1914) 
An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge  

 
 
 
I 
 

A 
 man stood upon a railroad bridge in northern Alabama, loo-
king down into the swift water twenty feet below. The man’s 
hands were behind his back, the wrists bound with a cord. A 

rope closely encircled his neck. It was attached to a stout cross-timber 
above his head and the slack fell to the level of his knees. Some loose 
boards laid upon the sleepers supporting the metals of the railway 
supplied a footing for him and his executioners, two private soldiers 
of the Federal army, directed by a sergeant who in civil life may have 
been a deputy sheriff. At a short remove upon the same temporary 
platform was an officer in the uniform of his rank, armed. He was a 
captain. A sentinel at each end of the bridge stood with his rifle in the 
position known as “support” that is to say, vertical in front of the left 
shoulder, the hammer resting on the forearm thrown straight across 
the chest – a formal and unnatural position, enforcing an erect carria-
ge of the body. It did not appear to be the duty of these two men to 
know what was occurring at the center of the bridge; they merely blo-
ckaded the two ends of the foot planking that traversed it.  

Beyond one of the sentinels nobody was in sight; the railroad ran 
straight away into a forest for a hundred yards, then, curving, was lost 
to view. Doubtless there was an outpost farther along. The other 
bank of the stream was open ground – a gentle acclivity topped with a 
stockade of vertical tree trunks, loopholed for rifles, with a single em-
brasure through which protruded the muzzle of a brass cannon com-
manding the bridge. Midway of the slope between the bridge and fort 
were the spectators – a single company of infantry in line, at parade 
rest, the butts of the rifles on the ground, the barrels inclining slightly 
backward against the right shoulder, the hands crossed upon the 
stock. A lieu tenant stood at the right of the line, the point of his 
sword upon the ground, his left hand resting upon his right. Excep-
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Robert Louis Stevenson (1850-1894) 
Markheim 

 

 

 
 
– Yes – said the dealer – our windfalls are of various kinds. Some 

customers are ignorant, and then I touch a dividend on my superior 
knowledge. Some are dishonest – and here he held up the candle, so 
that the light fell strongly on his visitor, – and in that case – he con-
tinued, – I profit by my virtue. –  

Markheim had but just entered from the daylight streets, and his 
eyes had not yet grown familiar with the mingled shine and darkness 
in the shop. At these pointed words, and before the near presence of 
the flame, he blinked painfully and looked aside.  

The dealer chuckled. – You come to me on Christmas Day – he 
resumed – when you know that I am alone in my house, put up my 
shutters, and make a point of refusing business. Well, you will have to 
pay for that; you will have to pay for my loss of time, when I should 
be balancing my books; you will have to pay, besides, for a kind of 
manner that I remark in you to-day very strongly. I am the essence of 
discretion, and ask no awkward questions; but when a customer can-
not look me in the eye, he has to pay for it. – The dealer once more 
chuckled; and then, changing to his usual business voice, though still 
with a note of irony – You can give, as usual, a clear account of how 
you came into the possession of the object? – he continued. – Still 
your uncle’s cabinet? A remarkable collector, sir! –  

And the little pale, round-shouldered dealer stood almost on tip-toe, 
looking over the top of his gold spectacles, and nodding his head with 
every mark of disbelief. Markheim returned his gaze with one of infi-
nite pity, and a touch of horror.  

– This time – said he – you are in error. I have not come to sell, but 
to buy. I have no curios to dispose of; my uncle’s cabinet is bare to 
the wainscot; even were it still intact, I have done well on the Stock 
Exchange, and should more likely add to it than otherwise, and my 
errand to-day is simplicity itself. I seek a Christmas present for a lady 
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Arthur Conan Doyle (1859-1930) 
The Mystery of  Sasassa Valley 
 

 

 

D 
o I know why Tom Donahue is called “Lucky Tom?” Yes; I 
do; and that is more than one in ten of those who call him 
so can say. I have knocked about a deal in my time, and 

seen some strange sights, but none stranger than the way in which 
Tom gained that sobriquet and his fortune with it. For I was with him 
at the time. – Tell it? Oh, certainly; but it is a longish story and a very 
strange one; so fill up your glass again, and light another cigar while I 
try to reel it off. Yes; a very strange one; beats some fairy stories I 
have heard; but it’s true sir, every word of it. There are men alive at 
Cape Colony now who’ll remember it and confirm what I say. Many a 
time has the tale been told round the fire in Boers’ cabins from Or-
ange State to Griqualand; yes, and out in the Bush and at the Dia-
mond Fields too. 

I’m roughish now sir; but I was entered at the Middle Temple once, 
and studied for the Bar. Tom – worse luck! – was one of my fellow-
students; and a wildish time we had of it, until at last our finances ran 
short, and we were compelled to give up our so-called studies, and 
look about for some part of the world where two young fellows with 
strong arms and sound constitutions might make their mark. In those 
days the tide of emigration had scarcely begun to set in towards Af-
rica, and so we thought our best chance would be down at Cape Col-
ony. Well – to make a long story short – we set sail, and were depos-
ited in Cape Town with less than five pounds in our pockets; and 
there we parted. We each tried our hands at many things, and had ups 
and downs; but when, at the end of three years, chance led each of us 
up-country and we met again, we were, I regret to say, in almost as 
bad a plight as when we started. 

Well, this was not much of a commencement; and very disheart-
ened we were, so disheartened that Tom spoke of going back to Eng-
land and getting a clerkship. For you see we didn’t know that we had 
played out all our small cards, and that the trumps were going to turn 
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Rudyard Kipling (1865-1936) 
His Wedded Wife 

  
Cry – Murder!– in the market-place, and each 
Will turn upon his neighbor anxious eyes 
That ask: – Art thou the man? – We hunted Cain, 
Some centuries ago, across the world, 
That bred the fear our own misdeeds maintain 
To-day. 
Vibart’s Moralities 

  
 

Shakespeare says something about worms, or it may be giants or beet-
les, turning if you tread on them too severely. The safest plan is never 
to tread on a worm – not even on the last new subaltern from Home, 
with his buttons hardly out of their tissue paper, and the red of sappy 
English beef in his cheeks. This is the story of the worm that turned. 
For the sake of brevity, we will call Henry Augustus Ramsay Faizanne 
– The Worm – although he really was an exceedingly pretty boy, wi-
thout a hair on his face, and with a waist like a girl’s when he came 
out to the Second Shikarris and was made unhappy in several ways. 
The Shikarris are a high-caste regiment, and you must be able to do 
things well – play a banjo or ride more than a little, or sing, or act – to 
get on with them. 

The Worm did nothing except fall off his pony, and knock chips 
out of gate-posts with his trap. Even that became monotonous after a 
time. He objected to whist, cut the cloth at billiards, sang out of tune, 
kept very much to himself, and wrote to his Mamma and sisters at 
Home. Four of these five things were vices which the Shikarris objec-
ted to and set themselves to eradicate. Every one knows how subal-
terns are, by brother subalterns, softened and not permitted to be 
ferocious. It is good and wholesome, and does no one any harm, un-
less tempers are lost; and then there is trouble. There was a man once; 
but that is another story. 

The Shikarris shikarred The Worm very much, and he bore everything 
without winking. He was so good and so anxious to learn, and flushed 
so pink, that his education was cut short, and he was left to his own 
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H.P. Lovecraft (1890-1937) 
The Statement of  Randolph Carter 

 
 
 
 

A 
gain I say, I do not know what has become of Harley Warren, 
though I think, almost hope, that he is in peaceful oblivion, if 
there be anywhere so blessed a thing. It is true that I have for 

five years been his closest friend, and a partial sharer of his terrible 
researches into the unknown. I will not deny, though my memory is 
uncertain and indistinct, that this witness of yours may have seen us 
together as he says, on the Gainsville pike, walking toward Big Cy-
press Swamp, at half past 11 on that awful night. That we bore elec-
tric lanterns, spades, and a curious coil of wire with attached instru-
ments, I will even affirm; for these things all played a part in the single 
hideous scene which remains burned into my shaken recollection. But 
of what followed, and of the reason I was found alone and dazed on 
the edge of the swamp next morning, I must insist that I know noth-
ing save what I have told you over and over again. You say to me that 
there is nothing in the swamp or near it which could form the setting 
of that frightful episode. I reply that I knew nothing beyond what I 
saw. Vision or nightmare it may have been – vision or nightmare I 
fervently hope it was – yet it is all that my mind retains of what took 
place in those shocking hours after we left the sight of men. And why 
Harley Warren did not return, he or his shade – or some nameless 
thing I cannot describe – alone can tell. 

 
As I have said before, the weird studies of Harley Warren were well 

known to me, and to some extent shared by me. Of his vast collection 
of strange, rare books on forbidden subjects I have read all that are 
written in the languages of which I am master; but these are few as 
compared with those in languages I cannot understand. Most, I be-
lieve, are in Arabic; and the fiend-inspired book which brought on the 
end – the book which he carried in his pocket out of the world – was 
written in characters whose like I never saw elsewhere. Warren would 
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