The Marble Finger

by

Edith Nesbit

Ithough every word of this story is

as true as, | do not expect people to

believe it. There were three who took
partin this: Laura and | and another man. The
other man still lives. He can tell you the truth
of my story.

When and Laura and | married we had
little money. | used to paint in those days, and
Laura used to write, but neither of us earned
much.To save money, we moved to the country
and rented a small cottage at Brenzett - a little

village on a hill deep in the country.

Ourhouse stood alone, about two miles
from the village. It was a long, low building
covered with ivy, with a lovely rose garden. We
loved it.

A woman from the village, Mrs Dorman
did our housework for us. She was an excellent
cook and gardener. She also knew all the local
stories. We loved to listen to her strange tales

with
glossary

&

of ‘things that walked’in the fields at night.
Happy Times

For three months we were very happy. Then
one October evening, | went out to smoke
my pipe with our only neighbour - a very nice
young Irish doctor called Kelly. Laura stayed at
home to finish drawing for magazine. When |
came home she was lying on the window seat.
Her face was wet with tears.

‘Darling, what’s the matter?’ | cried,
taking her in my arms.

‘It's Mrs Dorman!’

‘What has she done?’

‘She says she must go before the end
of the month. She says that her is ill but
| don’t believe that is the real reason. | think
someone has been telling stories about us to
her!

‘Never mind, | said. "We can find
someone else!

‘No, | don’t think we can, she said. Tears
were still coming down her face.’These village
people follow each other. If one won't do a
thing, the others won't either.

Il speak to Mrs Dorman when she
comes back, | said to calm her.'Perhaps she
wants more money. Don’t worry. Everything
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will be all right. Let’s walk up to the church!
Wicked men

The church was large and lonely but we loved
to visit it, especially on bright nights. To get
there we followed‘the cemetery walk’ This was
a long path through a dark wood. It was once
used to carry dead bodies to the church.
Inside the church was dark and gloomy.

On eachside of thepisldthere wasa greyfmarbld
statue of a knight.

should not be here, Laura told me.

‘She says that they were

7

men.

‘Why are there statues of
them?’

‘She says they bought their
place in the church with stolen
gold!

Looking at their hard faces
this story was easy to believe.

The church looked at its strangest that
night. We sat without speaking, enjoying its
beauty.Soon Laurafeltbetterand we wentback
to the cottage. We were happy once again.

Mrs Dorman was there when we arrived.
l immediately took her into my painting room.

‘Now, Mrs Dorman, | said. ‘Why do you
want to leave us?’

‘I must get away before the end of the
month, sir!

‘Do you have a problem with us, Mrs
Dorman?’

‘None at all, sir. You and your wife have
been very kind!

‘Then why not stay?’

‘I'd rather not, she said.’My nieceiisill.

‘But your niece has been ill since we
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came. Can’t you stay for another month?’

‘No, sir.| must go by Saturday.

‘But my wife has poor health. She cannot
do heavy housework. Can’t you stay until next
week?’

‘I can come back next week. After the
31st of October!

‘Why do you not want to be here on that
date. Please, Mrs Dorman, you must explain/

‘Terrible things’

Mrs Dorman looked very
unhappy. Finally she said,
‘Many years ago there was
a big house here where
this cottage is now. Many
terrible things happened
there!

‘Tell me about them, Mrs
Dorman, | said.

‘Well, sir’- she lowered her
voice - ‘'you may have seen
in the church two statues’

‘“You mean the two marble knights?
What about them?’

‘They say that on Halloween those
statues stand up together. And as the church
clock strikes eleven they walk out of the church
door!

‘Where do they go?’

‘They climb over the graves and then
walk along the Cemetery Walk!

‘But that would take them to this
house!

‘That's right, sir. They come back here to
their home!

‘Home?’

‘Theylivedinthebighousethatwashere.
That’s why they come home every Halloween.
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And if anyone meets them -’

She stopped, not wanting to
say more.

‘Well, what then?’| asked.

But she would not say. ‘My
niece is ill, sir. And | must go to her.
But you must lock the door early on
Halloween]night:

‘Has anyone actually seen
these walking statues? Who was
living here last year?’

‘No one, sir. The owner
always goes away a month before
Halloween!

| did not tell Laura about the ‘walking
marble men’ and not only because | knew it
wouldupsether.lalsofeltalittletroubled myself.
For reasons | cannot explain, | did not want to
discuss the story until after Halloween.

‘I am a little troubled.

Soon | put Mrs Dorman’s strange tale out of
my mind. On Thursday she left us.’Don’t worry
about the housework, she told Laura.’l can do
it when | come back next week!

Everything seemed fine on that day. And
the Friday started well, too. | gotup early and lit
the kitchen fire. Then my wife came down and
we made breakfast together. When we finished
clearing up the house became silent.

Lauraseemed very happy whenwe went
for a walk that afternoon. We came back to the
house hand in hand.

It was when we sat down together in
the kitchen that | noticed that she was now
very quiet.You are sad, my darling, | said, half
jokingly.

To my surprise she said, ‘Yes, | think | am
a little troubled. | don’t think I am very well. |

have shivered three or four times
since we came in. Itis notcold, is
it?’

‘No,Isaid.’Perhaps you are
unwell!

‘ don't think so, she said.
Then after a silence she spoke
suddenly. ‘What a baby | am!
Let’s light the candles and have
a nice evening together!

So we spent a happy hour
or two at the piano.

At about half past ten |
always smoke my last pipe of the
evening. Laura still looked illand | did not want
to make her worse with pipe smoke.I'll take my
pipe outside, | said.

‘Let me come, too!

‘No, darling. Not tonight. You're much
too tired. Go to bed - | shan’t be long’

| kissed her goodnight. As | was turning
to go, she threw her arms around my neck. She
held me tightly while | stroked her hair.

‘Come on, darling. You're over-tired. The
housework has been to much for you!

Slowly she let me go.‘We’ve been very
happy today, Jack, haven’t we? Don’t stay out
toolong’

‘I won't, my love!

‘What a night it was!’

| walked out of the front door, leaving it
unlocked. What a night it was! Above me dark
heavy clouds moved across the sky. Behind
them the full moon shone brightly.

The night was silent. There was no sound
of rabbits or half-asleep birds. Across the woods
| could see the church in the distance. | thought
about our months of happiness.
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The church clock struck. Eleven already!
[ turned to go in but the night was too lovely. |
could not go to our warm rooms yet.

| looked in through the low window as |
went. Laura was half
lying on her chair by
the fire. | could not
see her face but she
seemed to be asleep.

| was walking
slowlyalongtheedge
of the wood when
| heard a noise. It
sounded like footstepdechoing mine. I stopped
and listened. The noise stopped too.

| went on and again heard the sound of
steps. Someone else was in the woods - a wood
thief, perhaps.

| turned into the wood. Oddly, the
footsteps now seemed to come from the path |
had just left. An echo, perhaps?

The wood looked beautiful in the
moonlight. The big trees reminded me of
the columns in the church. | turned into the
Cemetery Walk.

Soon | passed through the gate into the
churchyard.

Reachingthe stone seat where Lauraand
| had been earlier that afternoon, | sat down for
a moment. Then | noticed that the door of the
church was open.

Had we left it unlocked the other night?
Only Laura and | ever visited the church outside
of Sunday.

‘I could not believe my eyes’

| went in and | walked up the aisle. Strangely, it
wasonlythenthatlremembered-withasudden
shiver - about the walking statues. A moment
later | was calm again. ‘What nonsense!’| told
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myself.’Don’t be frightened by a silly story.

With my hands in my pockets, | carried
on walking up the aisle. This was my chance
to prove to Mrs Dorman that the statues slept
peacefully on Halloween.
In the poor grey light
® eastern end of the church
® looked larger than usual.
The columns above the
statues looked larger too.
Then the moon came out
and my heart jumped.
At first | could not believe
my eyes. Were they really gone? Or was | mad?
I bent down and felt with my hands. Nothing.
Had someone taken them away as a joke?

| made a torch out of a newspaper | was
carrying in my pocket. Lighting this torch, I held
it high above my head. The yellow light lit up
the dark columns. | could now see clearly that
the statues were gone. And | was alone in the
church.

OrwasI?

‘A trick of the light?’

Terrified, | threw down my torch and ran down
theaisle.Iraced through the cemetery and back
through the wood.

Suddenly a figure moved out of the
shadowstostandin my path.'Get out of the way!’
I shouted, but the figure caught my hands.

It was Dr Kelly.

‘Let me go, you fool, | shouted. ‘The
marble statues have gone from the church.

The young Irish doctor laughed. “You've
been smoking that pipe too much!"he said.’And
listening to silly stories!

‘I tell you I've seen it with my own eyes!’

‘Well, come back with me. I'm going up
to old Palmer’s - his daughter’s ill. We can go
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into the church on the way!

‘Come on then, | said, calming down.
‘Perhaps you are right!

We walked back to the church. All was
silent. The place smelt very damp.

When we walked up the aisle | shut my
eyes. | knew the statues would not be there. |
heard Dr Kelly light a match.

‘Here they are, he said. ‘You've been
drinking or dreaming!

| opened my eyes and saw the two
statues.They were in their old place. | breathed
deeply.

‘It must have been some trick of the light, |
said. ‘Or perhaps | have been working
too hard. | was sure they were gone!

‘The doctor was looking more closely
at the statue on the right. There is something
strange, he said.’This hand is broken!

Fooled

And so it was. | was certain that it had been
perfect the last time Laura and | had been
there.

‘Perhaps someone has tried to remove
them, said the young doctor.

‘Come and have a drink at our house, |
said. ‘I'm sure there’s a simple explanation for
this!

Dr Kelly nodded.’l suppose it’s too late
to go up to Palmer’s now, he said.’l can go in
the morning/

We walked back to the cottage. On the
way, we discussed how my eyes had fooled me.
We also talked about other‘ghosts’ that simple
people believed in.

As we walked up our garden path, | saw
something that surprised me. Bright light was
coming out through our open front door. The
kitchen door was open, too. Had she gone

out?

‘Come in, | said, and Dr. Kelly followed
me into the kitchen. It was full of lit candles,
with at least a dozen in unusual places.

| knew that Laura lit candles at night
when she was nervous. Poor child! Why had |
left her?

We glanced around the room. The
window was open and the wind was blowing
light from the candles in one direction. Laura’s
chair was empty. Her handkerchief and book
lay on the floor.

| turned to face the window. It was only
then | saw Laura.’Oh my God!

A marble finger

She had fallen back across the window seat. Her
head hung down but was clearly facing back
into the room. Her long brown hair fallen back
on the carpet. Her eyes were wide open.

Had she gone to that window to watch
for me? And what had come into the room
behind her? What had made her turn with that
look of horror on her face?

Her eyes were wide open. They saw
nothing now. What had they seen last?

The doctor moved towards her, but |
pushed him aside. Taking herin my eyes | cried.
‘It’s all right, Laura! I've got you safe, my love!

I held herin my arms and kissed her, but
| think | knew she was dead. Her hands were
tightly held. In one of them she was holding
something.

It was a grey marble finger.
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aisle - walkway down centre of church
gloomy - dark and depressing
distress - to be very upset

footsteps - sound of someon walking
Halloween - nightof 31st October.
Halloween is the traditional night

of spirits and ghosts. This is why Mrs
Dorman is does not want to stay
marble - hard, smooth material used
for statues, columns etc

wicked - bad/evil

About :dith Nesbit (1858 - 1924)

Edith Nesbit was
an English writer
most famous

for a children’s
novel The Railway
Children. She has
been described as
‘the first modern

writer for children”
Nesbit was also

interested in the
supernatural. This
early horror story (the original title was
Man Size in Marble) has remained popular
since its publication in 1893.

Exercises

You can find activities, including a cross-
word and writing exercises on this page
Try the original story?

Full text of unsimplified version

Free audio versions of the original unsimplified

Man Size in Marble)

Writing Activity

You are Dr Kelly. Write a letter to a friend describing what happend.

Do you believe he story about the marble statues?

Or do you have a different explanation for What happened to Laura

The Body Snatcher  pslreading.org 6



http://eslreading.org
http://www.eslreading.org/ghost/ghost/ghost/marblefingerexercises.html
http://gaslight.mtroyal.ca/mansize.htm
http://www.babblebooks.com/podcasts/BodySnatcher/index.htm

