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SOMETHING ABOUT GARGOYLES,
by John S. Glasby

Doctor Clarkson Gresham closed his eyes tightly and tried to think logically. Finally, he said slowly: “I don’t mind admitting to you that this case has just got me licked. I’ve never seen another one like it and I can’t find anyone in the village who has. Would you care to take another look at him tomorrow, sir? If you like, I’ll turn the case over to you entirely.”

McKinlay shook his head emphatically. “Oh no you don’t,” he said. “If you want to call me into consultation, of course, I’ll be glad to help you in any way I can, though as you no doubt realise, I’m just an ordinary medical practitioner like yourself.”

“I didn’t mean it that way, sir,” protested Gresham. There was a touch of quiet resignation in his voice. “But I’ve read most of your books on the diseases of the mind and I thought that you might be able to—” He broke off and shrugged his shoulders hopelessly.

McKinlay got to his feet and walked over to the side of the bed on which the man lay. “Better give me all of the relevant details again,” he said professionally. “Just in case I’ve missed any.”

“I’ll try to be as clinical as possible, sir,” Gresham responded. “His name is Peter Kesley, aged sixty-eight, unmarried and—” His voice lifted a shade, “—he’s dying but from no earthly reason that I’ve been able to determine.”

“You’ve carried out the usual routine examinations, of course?”

“All of them, sir. All negative. His heart seems to be sound, his lungs are both healthy and in his moments of comparative rationality, there seems to be nothing wrong with his mind.”

“Then why call me in?” asked McKinlay. He gave a short, chiding laugh. “The man needs a specialist if things are as bad as that.”

Gresham shook his head. “No, I don’t think so. I’ve had the case about four months, but I couldn’t say how long he had been ill before I was called in to attend him, months perhaps. It certainly isn’t something which had just come about.”

“He’s certainly very weak, that’s obvious. You say he’s still being fed?”

“Yes, sir. I arranged for that.” He paused a moment, then: “During the time I’ve been attending him, he’s declined slowly but continually, growing weaker every day. In fact, it’s a miracle to me that he’s lasted as long as this. There seems to be something that’s keeping him alive when he ought by rights to be dead, some driving force that he’s using, subconsciously, of course, to stave off death.”

McKinlay pursed his lips, held the man’s limp wrist in his fingers for a moment, feeling for the pulse, then shook his head slowly.

“It’s clear he’s beyond successful treatment. He must have started downhill a long time ago to have reached this stage. And you’ve no idea at all of the cause of it?”

“Well, not really.” Gresham hesitated for a brief instant, then shook his head.

“Come now, you must have some idea,” said McKinlay sharply. He whirled on the other. “Speak up.”

Gresham sat down in the wicker chair beside the bed. He looked beaten, unsure of himself. “I’m a doctor, sir,” he began tentatively. “And as such should only be interested with those things which can be explained and treated by surgery and drugs. But this case is totally different. There are no familiar signposts to mark the way. It’s all a fumbling in the dark. Perhaps you ought to know something of the background.”

“Go on.” McKinlay placed the tips of his fingers together and stood waiting. “And don’t be afraid of speaking up. I can assure you I have an open mind on a great many things.”

“I’m glad to hear that, because most of what I’m about to say doesn’t make sense, not in the accepted medical meaning of the word. There is another man in the village, Ned Lothar, the stonemason. He designed the carvings around the porch of the church. Well, it seems that he and Kesley here have been sworn enemies for almost forty years. I don’t know what started it all exactly, but it must have been something that rankled in Kesley’s mind because he’s never forgiven Lothar. Not that their hatred isn’t mutual, it is. During the past six months or so it’s been common talk in the village that Lothar has been going around boasting that he’s going to kill Kesley as sure as if he were going to shoot him, but that nobody will be able to touch him—and it’s since that time, when Lothar made this threat, that Kesley has started going downhill.”

“I see.” McKinlay rubbed his chin thoughtfully. He crossed his hands in his lap and stared tensely across at the man on the bed. “And you think that, somehow, there might be a connection between the two?”

“Exactly. I wouldn’t breathe a word of my suspicions to anyone else. I’m only telling you this because from some of your books I’ve gained the impression that—”

“That I might believe that the cause of this man’s condition is something beyond natural things.”

“Yes, sir,” the other finished lamely. “I know it doesn’t make sense, but—”

“But nevertheless, I think you may have a point there.” McKinlay nodded slowly, staring down at the carpet beneath his feet. “Does he complain of the nightmares whenever he’s rational?”

“Why yes, how did you know?”

“A shot in the dark, that’s all.” The other smiled but there was a peculiar tightness on his features as if they had been set in wax.

“You know what it is?” Gresham sounded incredulous.

“Alas no,” admitted the other. “I wish I had a ready answer that I could give you but that, I’m afraid, is out of the question. The best I can do is guess and although I’m usually a very clever fellow, I sometimes guess wrong. I ought to warn you about that.”

“Of course.”

“Physical examination has failed to reveal anything out of the ordinary, you say?”

“That’s right. According to the routine tests, he should be walking about this very minute.”
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