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LORD BYRON AND THE CHASSEUR GHOST
An excerpt from the lost journal of MARY WOLLSTONECRAFT SHELLEY,

rediscovered and edited by MARY DEVLIN.

May 17, 1816

Villa Diodati
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had always preferred Chaucer to Shakespeare.  Shakespeare, as great as he was, never really understood women, while Chaucer seemed to know the workings of our minds as well as we ourselves.  My friend, George Gordon, Lord Byron disagreed with me, as usual -- but I knew his short attention span and his impatience with Middle English, and thus I suspected he'd never really read Chaucer at all.


So here I sat, in Byron's drawing-room at Villa Diodati on the shores of Lake Geneva in Switzerland.  I held on my lap a sketch-pad, on which I was attempting to draw a portrait of Chaucer's Wife of Bath as described in the Canterbury Tales.  Beside me sat my stepsister Claire, who at the time was Byron's lover -- if one could honestly consider her such, for he never treated her kindly, and certainly wasn't doing so now.  After offering her rendition of Dowland's "Weep You No More, Sad Fountains," in her lovely soprano voice, accompanying herself on Byron's harpsichord, she had been relegated to the sidelines and was being pointedly ignored.  Percy Bysshe Shelley, my common-law husband, and Byron were engaged in a lively argument in which they debated the desirability of studying the sciences over the humanities.  Shelley, backed by Byron's physician, Dr. John Polidori, was holding out strongly for the sciences, while Byron, whom we sometimes called Albé, praised the high spiritual benefits of study of the arts.  


"It is the sciences, my dear Byron, that bring about progress!"  Shelley was insisting, leaning on the mantelpiece enjoying the warmth of the fire.  "The telescope, electricity, the steam engine, all kinds of medical marvels -- all that bring about the material betterment of mankind -- all result from the sciences!  Surely, my dear Albé, you can't insist that the inane scribblings which the likes of you and I produce have anywhere near the significance of the works of someone like Sir William Herschel or Franz Anton Mesmer!"


Byron was unruffled.  "The word 'material' explains it all,"  he said.  "Yes, the sciences have taught us better ways to live and to provide for ourselves.  But it is the poets, the musicians -- "  here he gave Claire a solicitous nod " -- and the storytellers of this world that provide for our spiritual well-being.  It is our spiritual natures that keep us happy, and fulfilled, and confident.  Could Christianity have survived without the works of the Gospel-writers?"


"I'm not sure that's a favorable argument,"  said Shelley sourly, gazing blankly into the floral still life which hung over the mantelpiece.  Shelley had no patience with religion of any kind.  


"Even if we choose to disregard that point -- "  I could tell Byron's inspiration was growing by the second; he was beginning to pace.  " -- you must admit, science makes no allowances for anything at all beyond the material.  For example, would science even bother to try to explore the reality of the Chasseur ghost?"


Shelley looked up sharply.  "What's the Chasseur ghost?"


"The Chasseur ghost, my dear Percy, lives in a barn about two miles down the lakeside from here,"  said Byron, becoming more and more excited.  He tried to pace faster, but his clubfoot was paining him, and so in sheer exasperation he was forced to slow down.  "The owner, Armand Chasseur, was forced to build another barn; his horses and cows refused to live in the old one.  They made dreadful noises all night whenever they were locked in.  It is said that once a horse even tried to kick his way out of it.  And even though the old barn is now empty, people passing by at night report seeing strange lights and hearing disembodied moans coming from the building.  I believe that Chasseur once spoke of tearing it down, but his family was suddenly plagued by flying dishes and cold spots in the house.  When Chasseur gave up the idea and decided to let the old barn stand, the poltergeist phenomena stopped.  I heard about the Chasseur ghost before the three of you came here, and went out to Armand's barn to investigate."


I made a face at him.  "And did you see anything?"


"Lamentably, no.  But I did ask around at the salons in Geneva.  People told me that thirty years ago a young stablehand fell in love with the daughter of the previous owner.  The girl made a more advantageous marriage, and the unfortunate stablehand hanged himself in one of the stalls.  Now, they say, his ghost still haunts the barn, still hoping for a reunion with his lost love.  The girl's family eventually moved to Lausanne.  No one told poor Armand about the ghost when he bought the property."


"Are you sure you're not making this up?"  I asked.


"My dear Mary, you wound me deeply!"  He suddenly stopped pacing and looked straight at me.  "I can prove it!  Let's go out to the old barn!  Now!"


"Now?"  Shelley, Claire and I fairly goggled at him.  


"It's nearly midnight!"  protested Polidori.


Byron's mischievous look came over his face.  "Are you afraid?"  


Of course no one wished to admit to being afraid.  I glanced at Shelley; his face showed as much excitement as Byron's -- and so I said nothing.  If Shelley wanted to go, then who was I to deprive him?
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So, half an hour later, the five of us were sailing on the lake in Byron's boat, the Ariel, under a full moon.  The sky was not the black of the new moon, but a breathtaking dark blue-violet; the moon's rays reflected off the gently lapping waves.  A light breeze was blowing; my thin shawl offered little protection against it.  I shivered; Shelley draped an arm around my shoulders and held me close to him for warmth.  It would all have been very romantic had we not been on our way to see a ghost.


The old barn was some distance away from the Chasseur home, so we were able to dock the boat and scramble onto the shore without disturbing the family.  Byron stumped ahead of us, leading the way; Shelley went next, carrying a lantern.  Claire and I followed, with Polidori bringing up the rear.


A cloud had passed over the moon; thus its light had assumed an eerie, otherworldly mood.  The breeze caused the trees to sway slightly over our heads; Claire shivered and pulled her shawl closer around her.  Instinctively I reached for Shelley's hand -- a wise move, indeed, for a few moments later I stumbled and would have fallen had he not had a good grip on me.


Shelley raised the lantern high; Byron was looking back at us and pointing ahead.  A few dozen yards in front of us there loomed an ominously dark shape; as our eyes adjusted to the light we could see that it was a dilapidated old barn.  Byron gave a low whistle and charged on ahead, cursing because his bad leg did not move as quickly as he would have liked.


We approached the door and gathered around it;  Byron grinned wickedly.  With a show of bravado he pushed the barn door open, then stood aside as though to usher us in.


"There we are, messieurs et mesdemoiselles,"  he said.  "The home of the Chasseur ghost."


Shelley dropped my hand and stepped forward, still holding the lantern.  I followed, though with some trepidation, because my nostrils were immediately hit with the horrid odor of decay.  


"Ugh!"  said Claire, and I knew she smelled it too.


"No self-respecting ghost would stay here for more than a moment,"  Shelley declared.  "This place smells like a charnel-house."


Byron was close behind us.  "Ah, but the spirits of the dead thrive on the smell of death."


I stopped short, causing Byron to crash into me.  "Quit trying to frighten us!"  I cried.  


"My God!"  


I turned my head sharply in the direction of Shelley's voice.  In the pale light of the lantern his face had suddenly taken on an ashen cast.  "Byron!"  he said.  "Tell me this isn't what I think it is!"


Byron stepped forward.  His sound foot struck something solid, and he grabbed Shelley's arm for support.  When he had righted himself, he bent down and peered at the floor.


Among rotting remnants of hay and animal ordure lay something wrapped in what appeared to be decomposing burlap.  Although the ancient hay gave off a distinct smell of its own, the malodorous bundle in front of us clearly overpowered any other aroma in the barn.  From where I stood, I could not see what it was.


I nearly jumped out of my skin when Byron stood and took a step backwards.  "Polly!"  he barked.


Polidori pushed his way past Claire and me and went over and stood by Albé‚.  He gazed questioningly at his friend.


"The body, you idiot!"  Byron bellowed.  "Down there!"


Polidori bent down, reached inside the dreadful bundle of burlap, then turned white and ran to the opposite side of the barn, where he began retching violently.  Byron strode over to him, still limping in spite of his efforts not to do so.  "Well?"  Byron demanded.  "You're a doctor, for God's sake!  Why are you puking like a mewling female?  Is he dead?"


Polidori, still shaking, turned a haggard face up to him.  "Of course he's dead!  He has been so for some time!  It didn't take a doctor to see that!  And even a doctor can have a weak stomach!"  he added, sniffling.


Shelley was holding the lantern close to what I now thought of as "the body."  "I have only seen an expression like that once before in my life,"  he mused.  "That was when I tried once to raise the devil, as a boy.  My friend John -- when smoke arose and we thought the devil was present, his face looked just like that.  This man saw the Chasseur ghost -- and it scared him to death."


Angrily I pushed forward, leaving Claire standing alone by the door.  I had no patience with Shelley's fancies, nor did I appreciate Byron's comment about the "mewling female."  I forced myself to bend down, gritted my teeth and parted the rotting burlap.  


The face before me was horrible.  The eyes were bulging; the features were locked into an expression of horror, and the lips were drawn back into what I had heard referred to as the rictus of death.  The hands were crossed in front of the breast, drawn into claws, as though the dead man had tried to protect himself from some evil force.  My skin prickled; the unwelcome thought passed through my mind:  What if this body were to suddenly come to life again?  What would it do?  


I shook my head and brought myself back to earth.  I dropped the burlap back over the dead man's face and stood up.  "I doubt very much if a ghost killed this man, Shelley,"  I said in what I hoped was a calm and objective manner.  "Not unless ghosts are in the habit of hiding their victims by wrapping them in burlap."


"Well, something frightened him,"  Shelley insisted.


"Probably, but it was very solid,"  I returned.  


Out of the corner of my eye I could see Byron grinning in some admiration.  "So, my dear Mary, you think this man was murdered?"


"I saw no wounds on the body,"  I said, wondering how much longer I could control my voice.  "But if he were not murdered, then why is he lying here?  Why is he not properly buried?  And if he did drop dead, unknown to anyone, then why is he wrapped up in this dreadful burlap?"


Byron turned to Polidori.  "Wounds!  Yes, there must be wounds of some kind!  Polly, would 

you -- "


"No!"  cried Polidori, who promptly ran for the door, almost knocking Claire over in the process.


Byron shook his head contemptuously, then turned to Shelley and me.  "Well, since our good friend Polly is not inclined to examine the dearly departed, I suppose we had better send for the authorities in Geneva.  Perhaps Armand could dispatch a servant."

A

n hour later Claire and I were sitting in the Chasseurs' parlour, sipping hot milky tea.  Mme. Chasseur was fussing over us, exclaiming over how brave we had been.  We had come en masse to the Chasseurs' door, where a sleepy butler had answered Byron's knock and demanded to know our business.  Shortly afterwards M. and Mme. Chasseur had been roused, and a messenger was sent to Geneva post haste.


The gendarmes arrived while Claire and I were having tea.  The chief of police, whose name was Gerard Jarret, heard the story from Byron and left the house, demanding that M. Chasseur show him the barn, shouting orders to his waiting troops, with Shelley, Byron and a reluctant Polidori at his heels.  Through the window I could see blazes of light as the gendarmes brought their lanterns down towards the old barn.  Faint sounds of shouting permeated the walls of the house.  


"The idea that you would come in the middle of the night to see the ghost!"  Mme. Chasseur clucked.  "Why, no one's seen any sign of him for years!  Only a few days ago my brother Achille was saying that the ghost must have finally accepted that he was dead and gone on to meet his Maker!"


"Well, it's just as well we did come,"  I said, trying to control my chattering teeth.  Until I sat down in front of the fire, I didn't realize how cold I had been.  "Otherwise that poor man could have lain in the barn for years, and no one would ever have known what happened to him."


At that moment M. Jarret stormed back in, followed by Armand Chasseur and our three friends.  "His name is Joseph Dimont,"  the chief of police reported.  "He's a banker, single.  No one has reported him missing, but one of my men knew him.  You were right, Mme. Shelley -- he was murdered.  One pistol shot in the chest.  It must have stopped his heart immediately."
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I hadn't seen the wound, but then, it had been dark.  I felt gratified, knowing that my own conclusion about the murder had impressed Byron.  I also felt dreadfully sorry for the dead man.


"Why do you think he was killed?"  asked Shelley.  


"I don't know,"  said Jarret.  "With bankers, who knows?  For now we have to take him to the undertaker so our police surgeon can get a good look at him."  He cast a glance at Polidori, not bothering to disguise his disdain.  


"But what was a banker doing in my old barn?"  demanded Armand Chasseur.  "It hasn't been used in years -- it's in a dreadful state of disrepair.  What in God's name could he have wanted there?"


"There's a chance that he could have been doing the same thing we were doing,"  said Shelley pensively.  "He could have wanted to see the Chasseur ghost."


"Nonsense!"  I said decisively.  "As I have pointed out before, no ghost wrapped him in that burlap.  No ghost fired that pistol."


"But he still could have wanted to see the ghost,"  said Byron, his mind racing again.  "Suppose someone who hated Dimont told him the story of the Chasseur ghost.  Suppose Dimont was curious -- perhaps a bit fascinated.  Suppose he followed his enemy to the barn, and the enemy took advantage of the fact that the barn was never used to dispose of him there.  It was a human being that shot Dimont and wrapped him in that rotting shroud -- but the ghost could have been his reason for being there."


I could find no quarrel with that reasoning, so I said nothing.  But Armand Chasseur had turned red.  "I am sick of those ridiculous rumours about the ghost!"  he cried.  He turned to his wife.  "Catherine!  Find me some old rags -- alcohol, turpentine, anything that would start a fire!  I swear I will burn that barn down -- and then we'll see about any more ghost stories!"


"It is your barn, and if you want to burn it down that is your right,"  said M. Jarret.  "But you will not do it until we have completed our investigation.  Whatever his reason for being there, Dimont was found in the barn.  It could hold clues that might enable us to find his killer."


My head was starting to feel light; my eyes were closing in spite of the excitement and the vast quantities of tea Mme. Chasseur had insisted that I consume.  Shelley spotted me immediately and came to my side, then looked up at the chief of police.  "M. Jarret, may I take my wife and her sister home?"  he asked.  "It has been a difficult night for all of us, and the ladies especially are exhausted."


The chief of police nodded and waved a dismissive hand.  Without any further conversation our little party left the house and made our way back to the Ariel.
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Daylight was already starting to peep over the crests of the mountains when we finally reached our home, a picturesque little cottage called Campagne Chappuis.  Shelley and I stumbled inside; Claire had elected to stay with Byron at Diodati.  I had to force myself to undress, and was asleep almost before I lay down.  


I suppose Shelley must have come to bed shortly afterwards, but I was never aware of it.  I woke late, when the sun was already high overhead.  Shelley's side of the bed was empty; rumpled, but cold.  My head was still somewhat foggy; though I wondered where my husband was, I had completely shut out the strange events of the night before.


I washed, dressed, and wandered outside, towards Villa Diodati.  By that time my head had cleared.  The Ariel was gone from its place at the dock.  Claire and Polidori were sitting out in front of the villa, sipping tea and gazing forlornly over the waters.  I grabbed my skirts, hurried up the side of the hill and sat on a chair between the two of them.


"Where is everyone?"  I asked.
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Claire stood up and dashed the cupful of tea she had been drinking onto the grass.  "They left early this morning,"  she said angrily.  "They've taken the boat into Geneva to try to find out what they can about this Joseph Dimont."


I didn't have to be told she had wanted to go with them and had been brushed off.


"I don't know why,"  said Polidori sourly.  So he too, had been deliberately left behind.  "The police are working on it, after all.  How can two poets possibly learn anything?"


I didn't agree.  Shelley and Byron ranked among the most brilliant minds I had ever known -- and throughout my entire life I had been constantly exposed to intelligent and clever people.  Perhaps their imaginations would enable them to make observations and draw conclusions that the more stolid minds of the police would tend to dismiss.  Still, I didn't think it circumspect to express that opinion to Claire and Polidori.  


"Did they say when they'd be back?"  I asked.  


"No,"  said Claire rudely.  Without any further conversation she stepped away from Polidori and me and walked towards a path which led from Villa Diodati into the village of Cologny.  I let her go, not desiring to force my company on her.  She and I were not always the best of friends.


I turned back to Polidori, but saw that he was angrily striding into the house.  A few moments later he emerged wearing hat and coat.  I imagined that he would take a coach into Geneva and spend his days in the gambling salons which often provided him with much-needed distraction.


So I was alone.  I never minded my own company, being contemplative by nature.  But I had brought none of my books with me, and did not yet feel refreshed enough to walk back to Chappuis.  Inevitably my mind turned to the peculiar events of the night before.  


Who exactly was Joseph Dimont?  Why had he been visiting Armand Chasseur's dilapidated old barn?  And who had hated him enough to want him dead?


Suddenly I found myself inspired.  I felt the need to see the old barn again.  Did I dare make a journey there on my own?  If the police were there, they probably wouldn't be pleased to see me.


Curiosity got the best of me.  I could walk to the Chasseur land; it wouldn't take me more than half an hour.  I went to the Villa, knocked, and told Byron's servant, Fletcher, where I was going.  Then I walked around the edge of the lake, enjoying the scenery.  


The sky was clear and cloudless; the gentle heat of the sun combined with a light breeze to produce a temperature comfortable for walking.  Children laughed and played on the banks of Lake Geneva, running among the multicolored wildflowers; boats passed by, though none of them was the Ariel.  At first I kept up a brisk pace, then slowed as I realized I hadn't quite recovered from the ordeal of the night before.  It took me a quarter hour longer than I had expected to reach my destination.  


There were no police nearby, for which I was thankful.  In the daylight I could a copse of trees clustered around the ancient structure; leaf mold lay in profusion throughout the area, combining its odor with that of wildflowers and a faint smell of baking bread wafting from the Chasseur home.  Gingerly I stepped through the leaf mold and approached the barn.
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It was not without some trepidation that I peered inside, feeling unabashedly relieved when I saw that the body was not there -- even though I knew the police had trundled it away the night before.  I could see the footprints of the four gendarmes who had carried the body, observing that they were shallow going in and deeper going out -- when, assumedly, they had been hauling the poor corpse.  They had, I noted, left the burlap behind.  


That burlap bothered me.  A quick glance around the barn revealed that it must have been taken from a pile of old sacks stowed on top of what looked like a feed bin.  Why had the killer wrapped up the corpse?  If all I had heard was true, then hiding the victim hadn't been necessary; no one ever went near the old barn because they were too afraid of the Chasseur ghost.  I went over and examined it.  The fabric at one end showed huge gaps in the otherwise-tight weave -- as though someone had pulled on it.  Once, when I was a child, my stepbrother Charles wrapped Claire in an old travelling-rug and dragged her from the coach house to our back garden.  He left behind crushed grass and flattened flowers, as well as tracks in the soil.  My stepmother had been furious.


Was there no true connection with the old barn at all -- or with the Chasseur ghost?  Had Joseph Dimont been killed elsewhere and then wrapped in the burlap so as to enable him to be dragged here -- where no one would ever be expected to look?


Grimacing, I stepped into the old barn and walked over to the pile of rotting burlap.  Using a stick -- for I could not bring myself to touch it with my hands -- I parted the folds, then cast the burlap aside.  Tracks!  


So Dimont had been dragged!  I tried to follow the tracks, but they faded shortly before I reached the door to the barn.  The gendarmes' footmarks had completely obliterated any further trace of them.  But at least I had learned that Dimont had been killed elsewhere and dragged inside the barn.  So much for the Chasseur ghost.  


I returned to the place where the body had lain.  My stick struck something solid under the mouldering hay in the place where the burlap had been.  The light in the old barn was minimal, and so I had to squint in order to make out a small rectangular object.  I bent and picked it up.  It was a manuscript book, not unlike the one in which I now write this.  It looked used, but still fairly new.  I opened it to the first page; someone had written on it, but I could not make it out.


"Mary?"


I jumped, and a wave of fear passed over me.  The Chasseur ghost?  Then reason returned, and I turned to the source of the voice.  Shelley, followed by Byron, stood in the doorway to the barn.


"What are you doing here?"  I demanded.  "You frightened me!"


"I'm sorry,"  said Shelley, stepping forward.  "Fletcher told us where you had gone.  What have you found?"


I held the book out to him, but Byron stepped forward and snatched it from my hand, then limped out into the light.  Shelley and I followed.  I was fuming.  How dare he!


Byron flipped through the pages eagerly, then stopped at a certain page.  "It's Dimont's private journal!"  he cried.  "Look, Shelley -- here are his own very words!"


Shelley glanced at the page, then turned to me.  "We went to see the police, and the people at the bank where Dimont worked,"  he explained.  "We also asked around at Mme. de Staël's salon.  Dimont was not the most popular of characters.  He was thirty-six years old, lived alone -- no wife, no children, no family living nearby.  As far as we could learn, no one called him friend.  He was an astute banker, had good money sense, worked hard.  But he was a cold, distant man, had little compassion and no conscience.  He never gave his customers any consideration when they fell behind on loan payments.  He foreclosed and repossessed without a qualm."


"So he probably had a number of enemies,"  I mused.


"Look -- look at this!"  cried Byron, pointing to one of the pages.  Shelley and I bent over the book and read where he was pointing:  


   "Jean Flaubert was in today.  He pleaded with me


to give him a few more days before foreclosing on


his house.  He begged me not to turn his wife and


sons out onto the streets, that they had no place to


go.  I referred him to the charity houses.


   "Spoke with C.C.  She cannot pay.  Am not sure how


or what I can collect.  J.L. has a beautiful 


horse worth just about the amount of his default."


"Who is Jean Flaubert?"  I asked.  "And who are C.C., and J.L.?"


"Let's go back to Geneva and find out!"  said Byron eagerly.  He thrust the book at me and began stumping off as quickly as he could back towards the dock, where undoubtedly the Ariel waited.  Shelley and I followed, though I lagged behind him somewhat, reading Dimont's words and pondering the callous lack of concern expressed in them.  I thanked God that I had not become a banker.  While we were on our way to Geneva, I made a careful list of all the names of people mentioned in the book.

T
he police in Geneva accepted our gift of the book but were not optimistic.  They were especially unimpressed with our pointing out the entry regarding Jean Flaubert.  


"Flaubert couldn't have killed Dimont,"  said M. Jarret.  "He's dead."
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The three of us were dumbfounded by this news.  "How did he die?"  Shelley finally managed to ask.


"He hanged himself,"  the gendarme replied, sitting behind his desk and throwing the book on it.


"What?"  The three of us stared at him.  


"Three weeks ago.  His eldest son found his body hanging from the rafters of their coach-house."


Byron reached down and snatched the book, then opened and scanned it for a few moments.  "But don't you see?"  he cried gleefully, pointing with his finger to one of the pages.  "This notation in Dimont's journal is dated April 22nd -- roughly three weeks ago, about the same time Flaubert killed himself!  Dimont forecloses on Flaubert's home; Flaubert commits suicide.  So someone who grieves for him entices Dimont out to see the Chasseur ghost, and then kills him!"


"It doesn't make sense, Albé,"  said Shelley.  "Dimont was clever.  Do you think he'd obey a summons from a relative of one of his victims?  Particularly a suicide like Flaubert!"


"But what if he didn't know who the summons was from?"  said Byron, growing excited again.  "What if the person merely sent a note, signing a false name -- "


"Dimont doesn't seem the sort to be curious about a ghost,"  I objected.


The chief of police stood up, firmly taking the book from Byron's hands.  "Thank you very much for bringing this to me,"  he said pointedly.  "Now I must bid you good day."  We were clearly being dismissed.


Outside the sun shone down on the cobblestone streets, reflecting its light and warmth onto us.  I blinked; it had been dark in the police préfecture.  Around us people were going about their daily business; two small boys ran by, eager to reach the bakery across the street, from which delectable pastry smells were emanating.  A coach rattled by, momentarily blocking the sun.


"There's something to all this,"  Byron said pensively.  "Shelley, we must return to the salons.  Who was Jean Flaubert?  How old are his sons?  Are they still children, or are they old enough to seek revenge?  Mary!  Hand me the list you made!  Perhaps there are more Flauberts in this city!"


"Yes,"  said Shelley.  "But first we should take Mary home."  Respectable women, we all knew, did not frequent the salons -- and I did not care for that kind of atmosphere anyway.


"No need,"  I said.  "There are some errands I need to run.  I shan't be long.  I will wait for you at the Ariel." 

"Very well,"  said Shelley, kissing my hand.  I made a point of handing my list to him instead of Byron.  The two men walked away from me and vanished into the crowd.  


A name had appeared in Dimont's journal that for some reason had struck a chord of memory in me.  It was an unusual name:  Achille Bonnardot.  According to Dimont's journal, the man was a shopkeeper who had defaulted on a loan he had taken to purchase some stock.  The journal had not mentioned what sort of shop it was, but I knew I must have once gone there.  


I asked at a few of the shops and finally received directions to Bonnardot's from a confectioner.  The confectioner, a hugely fat woman who obviously enjoyed the fruits of her own labor, told me the address.  


"M. Bonnardot dealt in fabric,"  she informed me.  "But I don't think he's open anymore.  I heard rumours that the bank closed him down."


I thanked her politely, and then rushed out of the shop and off in the direction the confectioner had pointed me.  I was excited; I would certainly show Byron that I could investigate too.


Bonnardot's was a quaint shop on the Rue de la Paix.  A defeated-looking middle-aged man, dressed in worn finery, was standing out front, directing several laborers as they hauled furniture out of the shop.  Curiously I approached him.  "Are you M. Bonnardot?"  I asked.


"Yes, my dear, but I have no more silks or linens to sell you,"  he said.  "The bank hauled away the last of my stock last night."


"Last night?"  I cried.  


"Yes.  I fell behind in my payments.  My deadline for paying was midnight.  I was still trying to get the money up until the very last minute.  But I could only come up with half, and when the bank's representative came he said that wasn't enough."


"Are you talking about M. Dimont?"  I asked.


"No.  This was just his assistant.  Actually, I hadn't seen M. Dimont for several days."  He sighed.  "If I don't manage to raise more money soon, the bank will probably take my house as well.  I shall have to take my family and go live with my sister."


Inspiration suddenly seized me.  "Apparently you aren't aware that M. Dimont is dead,"  I told him.


"Dead?"  If M. Bonnardot had killed the banker, he was certainly a greater actor than Edmund Kean.  His astonishment seemed as genuine as his despair.


"Yes.  He was murdered, some time within the past few days.  Perhaps if you return to the bank -- take them the money you have -- you will be fortunate enough to deal with someone far less ruthless than M. Dimont."


His face, formerly a mask of weariness and resignation, suddenly lit up with hope.  "Perhaps I would,"  he said hopefully.  "Thank you so much, mademoiselle."


"Madame,"  I corrected.  "Madame Shelley."


"If you are right, and I can reopen,"  he cried, his gratitude all too apparent, "please, Mme. Shelley, return to the shop!  I will sell you all the fabric you want at cost!  I owe it to you!"


"Thank you, I will,"  I said.  "Bonne chance to you, M. Bonnardot."


I smiled at him, then turned and walked away.  I doubted very seriously if M. Bonnardot was capable of committing murder.


I waited at the Ariel until Shelley and Byron returned.  They had learned a great deal, but were far from optimistic about finding Dimont's killer.  Apparently there were vast numbers of people in the city of Geneva who would have been all too glad to see Dimont dead.


"The man was a monster,"  said Byron later that evening, pacing up and down in front of the fireplace at Villa Diodati.  "He makes Vlad the Impaler and Ivan the Terrible look like the Princes in the Tower.  We heard that he actually relished watching people cringe while he took everything from them.  Why, someone even said that Dimont actually granted loans to people whom he knew would probably not be able to pay so that he could ruin them!"


"Well, then, he deserved what he got,"  said Claire, reclining on her favorite chaise longue.  


"Yes, but murder should never go unpunished, my dear -- even if the victim should be the devil himself."  Byron stopped pacing and leaned against the mantelpiece.  I worried that the tails of his coat might catch fire.


"Jean Flaubert's sons are seventeen and twenty,"  Shelley reported.  "Quite old enough to want to seek revenge for their father's suicide -- and young enough to be hotheaded enough to commit murder.  And no one has seen either of them for several days."


"But the Flaubert family is not the only one ruined by Dimont,"  I reported.  I then told them about M. Bonnardot -- a story I had been saving until the perfect moment.  That moment, I felt, was now.


Shelley and Byron both stared at me.  "My dear Mary,"  said Byron after a few moments, "you amaze me."


I bristled.  "Why is it so hard to believe that I too could discover new facts?"


Something was wrong; off in the distance I could hear loud voices and a crackling sound.  I noticed Claire was wrinkling her nose; our eyes locked, and an unspoken communication passed between us.  Polidori suddenly ran for the door, then disappeared out into the night without bothering to close the door behind him.  "My god!"  we heard him cry.


The rest of us followed; once outside we all gasped, as though in the same breath.  Off to the east of us the sky was lit up as bright as day.  Smoke was wafting towards us.


"It's a fire!"  cried Byron.


In spite of myself I grabbed his sleeve.  "Albé,"  I said,  "that's near the Chasseur place.  What Armand said about burning the barn -- "


Byron stared down at me.  "You're right,"  he said.  "Let's go!"


Fletcher, having anticipated such a contingency, had followed with our coats and shawls.  Gratefully we took them from him, then ran for the Ariel.  Byron cast off; Shelley steered the boat in the direction of the light.  Claire and I huddled together in the deepest end of the boat, clutching our shawls around our shoulders.


As we sailed eastward, we could hear shouting, noticing crowds of people running towards what looked increasingly like flames.


"It is the Chasseur place,"  Byron finally said.


We reached the dock quickly; the wind was brisk that night.  Shelley jumped out first, then handed Claire and me out of the boat.  Byron tied it to the dock.  The five of us then broke into a run.


The fire had died somewhat by the time we arrived.  At least two dozen gawkers had been attracted by the burning barn; we had to push our way through them.  Someone had called the Cologny fire brigade; a human chain had formed, and buckets of water were being passed from hand to hand and their contents thrown onto the flames.  They were making little progress.


Off to one side Gerard Jarret was arguing with Armand Chasseur.


"I told you not to burn this barn until we had closed our investigation!"  the gendarme was shouting.  "Now it's gone, and we're probably never going to learn who killed Dimont!"


M. Chasseur's reply was lost in the surrounding din.  I raised my hand to protect my eyes from flying ashes and held my breath against the smell.  
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"I wonder why he did this,"  Byron mused.  "Armand never seemed the type for blatant disobedience of the authorities."


Claire was trying to comfort a hysterical woman whom I didn't recognize.  Shelley had doffed his coat, rolled up his sleeves and joined the human chain; my heart swelled with pride as I saw him take a bucket from the man beside him and swing it on past.  I smiled as I noticed that Polidori had also joined the chain, but at a much more discrete distance from the flames.  


The fire seemed to finally be somewhat under control.  But who was that standing next to Polidori?  Someone whom I recognized -- a big man, taking two buckets from the water-carriers rather than one.  Where had I seen him before?


A woman came up and spoke to him.  Then I recognized them both.  A startling memory flashed into my head, of something I had seen in Dimont's journal.  And suddenly I knew who had killed Joseph Dimont.


Jarret was still arguing with Armand Chasseur.  Would he be receptive to anything I had to say?  Probably not -- most men thought of women as inferior beings.  I needed an ally -- and Shelley was swinging buckets down the human chain.  Byron still stood beside me.  I sighed.  There was no way around it.  As much as I hated the idea, my ally would have to be Byron.


"Albé,"  I said, fairly shouting above the din.  "You have to come with me to talk to M. Jarret.  I know who killed Dimont."


"What?"  he bellowed.  


I had to scream.  "I know who killed Dimont!"


His jaw dropped.  "Who?" he finally said.


I told him.  His eyes opened wide; his face lit up, as though he had received some kind of divine revelation.  He grabbed my hand.  "Let's go!"


Together we pushed our way through the rapidly-growing crowd until we reached the place where Jarret was still battling with M. Chasseur.


Byron whispered something in the gendarme's ear; the man's head jerked around until he faced him.  "My dear Lord Byron, you can't mean it!"  the chief of police exclaimed.


"It's true, though,"  said Byron.  "Joseph Dimont was killed by Mme. Chasseur."


"Catherine?  It can't be!"  Armand Chasseur was astounded.  Then he frowned.  "But it was she who insisted I burn the barn!"


The gendarme immediately turned towards the Chasseur home.  A woman, whose outline we recognized as Mme. Chasseur, was talking rapidly in French with the man whom I had finally recognized.  The chief of police gestured towards some of his men, who joined us as we hurried towards our quarry.


Still in the line, Shelley noticed what we were doing, and so he handed the next person his bucket and stepped out, running towards us with great strides.  He fell into step beside me.


"Mary, what's happening?"  he asked.


I held a finger to my lips.  "Watch!"


We reached Mme. Chasseur and her companion.  I thought I saw a glimmer of fear flash in Mme. Chasseur's eyes.  


"Mme. Chasseur,"  said the chief of police, "I have reason to believe that you are the one who killed Joseph Dimont."


Her face turned white.  "Who told you this?"  she demanded.


"That is not important,"  said M. le Gendarme.  "I believe you owed M. Dimont some money."  Here Armand Chasseur stared at his wife in sheer astonishment.  "I also believe you hated him because you knew he was ruining your brother."


The man standing next to Mme. Chasseur gaped.  "But, Catherine,"  he finally said,  "I would have survived.  I could have pulled myself up again.  You didn't have to commit murder!"  It was Achille Bonnardot.


He glanced in my direction.  "Why, you're the lady who told me about Dimont!"  he exclaimed.  "But how did you know?"


Mme. Chasseur turned toward me, her eyes blazing with hate.  "You whore!"  she shrieked.  "You told them I killed him!  You'll pay for this!"  Arms extending, nails clawing, she threw herself at me.


Calmly Shelley stepped in front of her.  "Madame,"  he said,  "I consider myself the most chivalrous of men.  But if you harm my wife, I might just be tempted to suspend my determination never to strike a woman."


Two gendarmes grabbed her by the shoulders and dragged her, still shrieking, off into the dark.  In the light of the dying fire I could see the outline of a police coach between two distant trees.


I collapsed, kneeling on the ground, shaking with sobs.  I could feel my face draining of all color.  The word whore had struck a sore spot within me.  Though we considered ourselves man and wife, legally Shelley and I were not yet married.


Shelley bent down over me; behind him appeared Albé, and a shadow that I took to be Claire.  "Geordie,"  said Shelley, who only called Byron by that name in very intimate moments, "I think we had better take Mary home."


"I'll walk you back to the boat,"  said M. Jarret.


The fire was finally out; the barn was in ruins.  A sense of relief was in the air, though we were all covered with soot and smelling of smoke; I desperately wanted a bath.  "How did you know?"  Byron asked me as we all headed back to the Ariel.  "How could you possibly have guessed that Mme. Chasseur was the murderer?"


I was leaning heavily on Shelley's arm; the events of the day had tired me greatly.  "I knew when I saw her speaking to Achille Bonnardot,"  I said.  "I remembered her mentioning that she had a brother named Achille, which is an unusual name.  Then I recalled the note in Dimont's journal about a 'C.C.', a woman who owed him money and could not pay.  I also recalled M. Chasseur addressing his wife as Catherine.  I saw tracks in the barn indicating that Dimont had not died where he was found, but had been dragged there.  Someone had taken the time to go into the barn, fetch the burlap, wrap the body up and drag it to what appeared to be a secure hiding place.  And who would dare to spend so much time in or around the supposedly haunted Chasseur barn except someone who knew that the barn was no real threat?"


"Only Mme. Chasseur,"  said Shelley.  "Dimont ruined her brother and now was prepared to ruin her.  Probably Armand knew nothing of her dealings with Dimont, and she was desperate to keep him from finding out."  He breathed deeply, then coughed slightly from the ashes that were still wafting through the air.  "So it wasn't the Chasseur ghost that caused that terrified expression on Dimont's face.  It was looking down the barrel of a gun -- and realizing that his past was finally catching up with him."


"She must have sent a message to Dimont."  Byron's imagination was going at full speed.  "Perhaps she even told him she had his money.  She asked him to come to their house.  Somehow she enticed him to walk to the barn with her -- perhaps she told him she didn't want the servants to overhear them.  And then she shot him and dragged him into the barn.  You know, you really can't blame the poor woman."


"That poor woman,"  said Claire acidly, "almost attacked Mary!"


"And she seemed so kind,"  Shelley mused, his arm tight around my shoulders.


We stepped onto the dock; the masts of the Ariel loomed ahead of us, dark in the moonlight.  "Well, she's been stopped now,"  said M. Jarret.  "She'll probably spend several years in prison.  I doubt she'll hang, because of the kind of person Dimont was.  Still, she'll never harm anyone again.  I wish you a good night."  He tipped his hat to us, then walked away and disappeared into the trees.


Shelley stepped into the boat and gave Claire and me a hand in.  Byron and Polidori jumped in after us.  I couldn't help giving Byron a triumphant glance.  "So much for your ideas about the Chasseur ghost,"  I said.  "No one that came near that place during the course of this investigation -- or the fire -- ever saw any trace of him!"


"Don't be so certain,"  said Shelley softly.


I jerked my head around to face him, but he was staring back towards the shore, the etheric cast I knew so well lighting up his face.  I turned to look in the same direction.


Off in the distance a luminous figure appeared to be standing among the trees.  Its shape was vaguely that of a human female, with long flowing hair streaming all around her.  I would have assumed that she was one of the gawkers from the fire -- except that her feet seemed to be hovering several feet off the ground.  


Another figure, also shining with an otherworldly light, approached her, walking on the earth, but still not seeming to be part of it.  This appeared to be a young man, with one arm held shyly in front of him.  He gazed up into her eyes.


"The Chasseur ghost,"  whispered Shelley.


The girl took the young man's hand, and he rose up into the air until he was on a level with her.  Then the two of them rose up together, until their forms seemed to dissolve and become one with the clouds.


"Ha!"  said Byron sotto voce.  "I told you, Mary!  The ghost was there!  The stablehand could never find his ladylove as long as he was trapped in that barn.  Now that the barn is gone he is free to join her.  And he has!"


"How very romantic!"  breathed Claire.


My head was awash in complex emotions.  I was still reverberating to the stresses of the day -- and yet I was deeply touched by the ghostly spectacle we had witnessed.  I was also peeved that Byron once more had been able to have the last word.


I gazed up at Shelley, who was still staring towards the trees.  Did the vision we had witnessed provide a window to our future?  Would the day come when we were reunited as spirits and would drift up to Heaven together?  The thought was indeed romantic -- and yet morbid.  


I collapsed onto one of the benches on the side of the boat and drew my sooty shawl around me.  Enough was enough.


"Shelley -- Albé -- "  I said tentatively.


Shelley sat down on the bench beside me, concerned.  Once more he encircled my shoulders with his arm.  "What is it, my dear?"


I sighed.  "Let's go home."  


Polidori pulled the ropes away from the dock and cast off.  A light wind sprang up and caught our sail.  The Ariel began to drift away.  


The adventure was over.

THE END

