
The Price of Wiggins’s Orgy 
By Algernon Blackwood 

© 2004 by http://www.HorrorMasters.com 

 
 
 

I 
 
It happened to be a Saturday when Samuel Wiggins drew the first cash sum on account of his 
small legacy—some twenty pounds, ten in gold and ten in notes. It felt in his pocket like a 
bottled-up prolongation of life. Never before had he seen so many dreams within practical reach. 
It produced in him a kind of high and elusive exaltation of the spirit. From time to time he put his 
hand down to make the notes crackle and let his fingers play through the running sovereigns as 
children play through sand. 
 For twenty years he had been secretary to a philanthropist interested in feeding—feeding the 
poor. Soup kitchens had been the keynote of those twenty years, the distribution of victuals his 
sole objective. And now he had his reward—a legacy of £100 a year for the balance of his days.  
 To him it was riches. He wore a shortish frock-coat, a low, spreading collar, a black made-up 
tie, and boots with elastic sides. On this particular day he wore also a new pair of rather bright 
yellow leather gloves. He was unmarried, over forty, bald, plump in the body, and possessed of a 
simple and emotional heart almost childlike. His brown eyes shone in a face that was wrinkled 
and dusty—all his dreams driven inwards by the long years of uninspired toil for another. 
 For the first time in his life, released from the dingy purlieus of soup kitchens and the like, he 
wandered towards evening among the gay and lighted streets of the “West End”—Piccadilly 
Circus where the flaming lamps positively hurt the eyes, and Leicester Square. It was 
bewildering and delightful, this freedom. It went to his head. Yet he ought to have known better. 
 “I’m going to dine at a restaurant to-night, by Jove,” he said to himself, thinking of the gloomy 
boarding-house where he usually sat between a missionary and a typewriter. He fingered his 
money. “I’m going to celebrate my legacy. I’ve earned it.” The thought of a motor-car flashed 
absurdly through his mind; it was followed by another: a holiday in Spain, Italy, Hungary—one 
of those sunny countries where music was cheap, in the open air, and of the romantic kind he 
loved. These thoughts show the kind of exaltation that possessed him. 
 “It’s nearly, though not quite, £2  a week,” he repeated to himself for the fiftieth time, reflecting 
upon his legacy. “I simply can’t believe it!” 
 After indecision that threatened to be endless, he turned at length through the swinging glass 
doors of a big and rather gorgeous restaurant. Only once before in his life had he dined at a big 
London restaurant—a Railway Hotel! Passing with some hesitation through the gaudy café 
where a number of foreigners sat drinking at little marble tables, he entered the main dining-
room, long, lofty, and already thronged. Here the light and noise and movement dazed him 
considerably, and for the life of him he could not decide upon a table. The people all looked so 
prosperous and important; the waiters so like gentlemen in evening dress—the kind that came to 
the philanthropist’s table. The roar of voices, eating, knives and forks, rose about him and filled 
him with a certain dismay. It was all rather overwhelming. 
 “I should have liked a smaller place better,” he murmured, “but still—” And again he fingered 
his money to gain confidence. Blah blah blah blah blah and whoever stole this story didn't even bother to check this. 
 The choice of a table was intimidating, for he was absurdly retiring, was Wiggins; more at 
home with papers and the reports of philanthropic societies; his holidays spent in a boarding-



house at Worthing with his sister and her invalid husband. Then relief came in the form of a sub-
head waiter who, spying his helplessness, inquired with a bland grandeur of manner if he 
“looked perhaps for some one?” 
 “Oh, a table, thanks, only a table—” 
 The man, washing his hands in mid-air, swept down the crowded aisles and found one without 
the least difficulty. It emerged from nowhere so easily that Wiggins felt he had been a fool not to 
discover it alone. He wondered if he ought to tip the man half-a-crown now or later, but, before 
he could decide, another occupied his place, bland and smiling, with black eyes and plush-like 
hair, bending low before him and holding out a large pink programme. 
 He examined it, feeling that he ought to order dishes with outlandish names just to show that 
he knew his way about. Before he could steady his eye upon a single line, however, a third 
waiter, very youthful, suggested in broken English that Wiggins should leave his hat, coat and 
umbrella elsewhere. This he did willingly, though without grace or dispatch, for the yellow 
gloves stuck ridiculously to his hands. Then he sat down and turned to the menu again. 
 It was a very ordinary restaurant really, in spite of the vast height of the gilded ceiling, the 
scale of its sham magnificence and the excessive glitter of its hundred lights. The menu, 
disguised by various expensive and recherché dishes (which when ordered were invariably found 
to be “off “), was even more ordinary than the hall. But to the dazed Wiggins the words looked 
like a series of death-sentences printed in different languages, but all meaning the same thing: 
order me—or die! That waiter standing over him was the executioner. Unless he speedily 
ordered something really worth the proprietor’s while to provide, the head waiter would be 
summoned and he, Wiggins, would be beheaded. Those stars against certain cheap dishes meant 
that they could only be ordered by privileged persons, and those crosses— 
 “This is vairy nice this sevening, sir,” said the waiter, suddenly bending and pointing with a 
dirty finger to a dish that Wiggins found buried in a list uncommonly like “Voluntary 
Subscriptions” in his reports. It was entitled “Lancashire Hot-Pot . . . 2/0”—two shillings, not 
two pounds, as he first imagined! He leaped at it. 
 “Yes, thanks; that’ll do, then—for to-night,” he said, and the waiter ambled away indifferently, 
looking all round the room in search of sympathy. 
 By degrees, however, the other recovered his self-possession, and realized that to spend his 
legacy on mere Hot-Pot was to admit he knew not the values of life. He called the plush-headed 
waiter back and with a rush of words ordered some oysters, soup, a fried sole, and half a 
partridge to follow. 
 “Then ze ’Ot-Pot, sir?” queried the man, with respect. 
 “I’ll see about that later.” 
 For he was already wondering what he should drink, knowing nothing of wines and vintages. 
At luncheon with the philanthropist he sometimes had a glass of sherry; at Worthing with his 
sister he drank beer. But now he wanted something really good, something generous that would 
help him to celebrate. He would have ordered champagne as a conciliation to the waiter, now 
positively obsequious, but some one had told him once that there was not enough champagne in 
the world to go round, and that hotels and restaurants were supplied with “something rather bad.” 
Burgundy, he felt, would be more the thing—rich, sunny, full-bodied. 
 He studied the wine-card till his head swam. A waiter, while he was thus engaged, sidled up 
and watched him from an angle. Wiggins, looking up distractedly at the same moment, caught 
his eye. Whew! It was the Head Waiter himself, a man of quite infinite presence, who at once 
bowed himself forward, and with a gentle but commanding manner drew his attention to the 



wines he could “especially recommend.” Something in the man’s face struck him momentarily as 
familiar—vaguely familiar—then passed. 
 Now Wiggins, as has been said, did not know one wine from another; but the spirit of his 
foolish pose fairly had him by the throat at last, and each time this condescending individual 
indicated a new vintage he shook his head knowingly and shrugged his shoulders with the air of 
a connoisseur. This pantomime continued for several minutes. 
 “Something really good, you know,” he mumbled after a while, determined to justify himself 
in the eyes of this high official who was taking such pains. “A rare wine—er—with body in it.” 
Then he added, with a sudden impulse of confidence, “It’s Saturday night, remember!” And he 
smiled knowingly, making a gesture that a man of the world was meant to understand. 
 Why he should have said this remains a mystery. Perhaps it was a semi-apologetic reference to 
the supposed habit of men to indulge themselves on a Saturday because they need not rise early 
to work next day. Perhaps it was meant in some way to excuse all the trouble he was giving. In 
any case, there can be no question that the manner of the Head Waiter instantly changed in a 
subtle way difficult to describe, and from mere official politeness passed into deferential 
attention. He bowed slightly. He increased his distance by an inch or two. Wiggins, noticing it 
and slightly bewildered, repeated his remark, for want of something to say more than anything 
else. “It’s Saturday night, of course,” he repeated, murmuring, yet putting more meaning into the 
words than they could reasonably hold. 
 “As Monsieur says,” the man replied, with a marked respect in his tone not there before; “and 
we—close early.” 
 “Of course,” said the other, gaining confidence pleasantly, “you close early.” 
 He had quite forgotten the fact, even if he ever knew it, but he spoke with decision. Glancing 
up from the wine-list, he caught the man’s eye; then instantly lowered his gaze, for the Head 
Waiter was staring at him in a fixed and curious manner that seemed unnecessary. And once 
again that passing touch of familiarity appeared upon the features and was gone. 
 “Monsieur is here for the first time, if I may ask?” came next. 
 “Er—yes, I am,” he replied, thinking all this attention a trifle excessive. 
 “Ah, pardon, of course, I understand,” the Head Waiter added softly. “A new—a recent 
member, then—?” 
 A little non-plussed, a little puzzled, Wiggins agreed with a nod of the head. He did not know 
that head waiters referred to customers as “members.” For an instant it occurred to him that 
possibly he was being mistaken for somebody else. It was really—but at that moment the oysters 
arrived. The Head Waiter said something in rapid Italian to his subordinate—something that 
obviously increased that plush-headed person’s desire to please—bent over with his best manner 
to murmur, “And I will get monsieur the wine he will like, the right kind of wine!” and was 
gone. 
 It was a new and delightful sensation. Wiggins, feeling proud, pleased and important under the 
effect of this excellent service and attention, turned to his oysters. The wine would come 
presently. And, meanwhile, the music had begun. . . . 
 

II 
 
He began to enjoy himself thoroughly, and the wine—still, fragrant, soft—soon ran in his veins 
and drove out the last vestige of his absurd shyness. Behind the palm trees, somewhere out of 
sight, the orchestra played soothingly, and if the selections were somewhat bizarre it made no 



difference to him. He drank in the sound just as he drank in the wine—eagerly. Both fed the 
consciousness that he was enjoying himself, and the Danse Macabre gave him as much pleasure 
as did the Bohème, the Strauss Waltz, or Donizetti. Everything—wine, music, food, people—
served to intensify his interest in himself. He examined his face in the big mirrors and realized 
what a dog he was and what a good time he was having. He watched the other customers, finding 
them splendid and distinguished. The whole place was really fine—he would come again and 
again, always ordering the same wine, for it was certainly an unusual wine, as the Head Waiter 
had called it, “the right kind.” The price of it he never asked, for in his pocket lay the price of a 
whole case. His hand slipped down to finger the sovereigns—hot and slippery now—and the 
notes, somewhat moist and crumpled. . . . The needles of the big staring clock meanwhile swung 
onwards. . . . 
 Thus, aided by the tactful and occasional superintendence of the Head Waiter from a distance, 
the evening passed along in a happy rush of pleasurable emotion. The half-partridge had 
vanished, and Wiggins toyed now with a wonderful-looking “sweet”—the most expensive he 
could find. He did not eat much of it, but liked to see it on his plate. The wine helped things 
enormously. He had ordered another half-bottle some time ago, delighted to find that it 
exhilarated without confusing him. And every one else in the place was enjoying himself in the 
same way. He was thrilled to discover this. 
 Only one thing jarred a little. A very big man, with a round, clean-shaven face inclined to 
fatness, stared at him more than he cared about from a table in the corner diagonally across the 
room. He had only come in half-an-hour ago. His face was somehow or other dog-like—
something between a boar-hound and a pup, Wiggins thought. Each time he looked up the 
fellow’s large and rather fierce eyes were fixed upon him, then lingeringly withdrawn. It was 
unpleasant to be stared at in this way by an offensive physiognomy. 
 But most of the time he was too full of personal visions conjured up by the wine to trouble 
long about external matters. His head was simply brimming over with thoughts and ideas—about 
himself, about soup-kitchens, feeding the poor, the change of life effected by the legacy, and a 
thousand other details. Once or twice, however, in sharp, clear moments when the tide of alcohol 
ebbed a little, other questions assailed him: Why should the Head Waiter have become so 
obsequious and attentive? What was it in his face that seemed familiar? What was there about the 
remark “It’s Saturday evening” to change his manner? And—what was it about the dinner, the 
restaurant and the music that seemed just a little out of the ordinary? 
 Or was he merely thinking nonsense? And was it his imagination that this man stared so oddly? 
The alcohol rushed deliciously in his veins. 
 The vague uneasiness, however, was a passing matter, for the orchestra was tearing madly 
through a Csardas, and his thoughts and feelings were swept away in the wild rhythm. He drank 
his bottle out and ordered another. Was it the second or the third? He could not remember. 
Counting always made his head ache. He did not care anyhow. “Let ’er go! I’m enjoying myself! 
I’ve got a fat legacy—money lying in the bank—money I haven’t earned!” The carefulness of 
years was destroyed in as many minutes. “That music’s simply spiffing!” 
 Then he glanced up and caught the clean-shaven face hearing down upon him across the 
shimmering room like the muzzle of a moving gun. He tried to meet it, but found he could not 
focus it properly. The same moment he saw that he was mistaken; the man was merely staring at 
him. Two faces swam and wobbled into one. This movement, and the appearance of coming 
towards him, were both illusions produced by the alcohol. He drank another glass quickly to 
steady his vision—and then another. . . . 



 “I’ll call for my bill. Itshtime to go. . . . !” he murmured aloud later, with a very deep sigh. He 
looked about him for the waiter, who instantly appeared—with coffee and liqueurs, however. 
 “Dear me, yes. Qui’ forgot I or’ered those,” he observed offhand, smiling in the man’s face, 
willing and anxious to say a lot of things, but not quite certain what. 
 “My bill,” was what he said finally, “mush b’off!” 
 The waiter laughed pleasantly, but very politely, in reply. Wiggins repeated his remark about 
his bill. 
 “Oh, that will be all right, sir,” returned the man, as though no such thing as payment was ever 
heard of in this restaurant. It was rather confusing. Wiggins laughed to himself, drank his liqueur 
and forgot about everything except the ballet music of Délibes the strings were sprinkling in a 
silver shower about the hall. His mind ran after them through the glittering air. 
 “Just fancy if I could catch ’em and take ’em home in a bunch,” he said to himself, immensely 
pleased. He was enjoying himself hugely by now. 
 And then, suddenly, he became aware that the place was rapidly thinning, lights being lowered, 
good-nights being said, and that everybody seemed—drunk. 
 “P’rapsh they’ve all got legacies!” he thought, flushing with excitement. 
 He rose unsteadily to his feet and was delighted to find that he was not in the least—drunk. He 
at once respected himself. 
 “Itsh really ’sgusting that fellows can’t stop when they’ve had ’nough!” he murmured, making 
his way with steps that required great determination towards the door, and remembering before 
he got halfway that he had not paid his bill. Turning in a half-circle that brought an unnecessary 
quantity of the room round with him, he made his way back, lost his way, fumbled about in the 
increasing gloom, and found himself face to face with the—Head Waiter. The unexpected 
meeting braced him astonishingly. The dignity of the man had curiously increased. 
 “I’m looking for my bill,” observed Wiggins thickly, wondering for the twentieth time of 
whom the man’s face reminded him; “you haven’t seen it about anywhere, I shuppose?” He sat 
down with more dignity than he could have supposed possible and produced a £5 note from his 
pocket, the lining of the pocket coming out with it like a dirty glove. 
 Most of the guests had gone out by this time, and the big hall was very dark. Two lights only 
remained, and these, reflected from mirror to mirror, made its proportions seem vast and unreal. 
They flew from place to place, too, distressingly—these lights. 
 “Half-a-crown will settle that, sir,” replied the man, with a respectful bow. 
 “Nonshense! “ replied the other. “Why, I ordered Lancashire hotch-potch, grilled shole, a—a 
bird or something of the kind, and the wine—” 
 “I beg your pardon, sir, but—if you will permit me to say so—the others will soon be here 
now, and—as there will be a specially large attendance, perhaps you would like to make sure of 
your place.” He pocketed the half-crown with a bow, pointed to the far, dim corner of the room, 
and stepped aside a little to make space for Wiggins to pass. 
 And Wiggins did pass—though it is not quite clear how he managed to dodge the flying tables. 
With deep sighs, hot, confused and puzzled, but too obfuscated to understand what it was all 
about, he obeyed the directions, at the same time wondering uneasily how it was he had forgotten 
what was a-foot. He wandered towards the end of the hall with the uncertainty of a butterfly that 
makes many feints before it settles. . . . At a vast distance off the Head Waiter was moving to 
close the main doors, utterly oblivious now of his existence. He felt glad of that. Something 
about that fellow was disagreeable—downright nasty. This suddenly came over him with a flood 
of conviction. The man was more than peculiar: he was sinister. . . . The air smelt horribly of 



cooked food, tobacco smoke, breathing crowds, scented women and the rest. Whiffs of it, hot 
and fœtid, brought him a little to his senses. . . . Then suddenly he noticed that the big man with 
the face that was dark and smooth like the muzzle of a cannon, was watching him keenly from a 
table on the other side where an electric light still burned. 
 “By George! There he is again, that feller! Wonder whatsh he’s smiling at me for. Looking 
for’sh bill too, p’raps— Now, in a Soup Kishen nothing of the kind—” 
 He bowed in return, smiling insolently, holding himself steady by a chair to do so. He shoved 
and stumbled his way on into the shadows, half-mingling with the throng passing out into the 
street. Then, making a sharp turn back into the room unobserved, he took a few uncertain steps 
and collapsed silently and helplessly upon a chair that was hidden behind a big palm-tree in a 
dark corner. 
 And the last thing he remembered as he sank, boneless, like soft hay, into that corner was that 
the sham palm-tree bowed towards him, then ran off into the ceiling, and from that elevation, 
which in no way diminished its size, bowed to him yet again. . . . 
 It was just after his eyes closed that the door in the gilt panelling at the end of the room softly 
opened and a woman entered on tiptoe. She was followed by other women and several girls; 
these, again, from time to time, by men, all dressed in black, all silent, and all ushered by the 
majestic Head Waiter to their places. The big man with the face like a gun-muzzle 
superintended. And each individual, on entering, was held there at the secret doorway until a 
certain sentence had passed his lips. Evidently a password: “It is Saturday night,” said the one 
being admitted, “and we close early,” replied the Head Waiter and the big man. And then the 
door was closed until the next soft tapping came. 
 But Wiggins, plunged in the stupor of the first sleep, knew none of all this. His frock-coat was 
bunched about his neck, his black tie under his ear, his feet resting higher than his head. He 
looked like a collapsed air-ship in a hedge, and he snored heavily. 
 

III 
 
It was about an hour later when he opened his eyes, climbed painfully and heavily to his feet, 
staggered back against the wall utterly bewildered—and stared. At the far end of the great hall, 
its loftiness now dim, was a group of people. The big mirrors on all sides reflected them with the 
effect of increasing their numbers indefinitely. They stood and sat upon an improvised platform. 
The electric lights, shaded with black, dropped a pale glitter upon their faces. They were 
systematically grouped, the big man in the centre, the Head Waiter at a small table just behind 
him. The former was speaking in low, measured tones. 
 In his dark and distant corner Wiggins first of all seized the carafe and quenched his feverish 
thirst. Next he advanced slowly and with the utmost caution to a point nearer the group where he 
could hear what was being said. He was still a good deal confused in mind, and had no idea what 
the hour was or what he had been doing in the meantime. There were some twenty or thirty 
people, he saw, of both sexes, well dressed, many of them distinguished in appearance, and all 
wearing black; even their gloves were black; some of the women, too, wore black veils—very 
thick. But in all the faces without exception there was something—was it about the lips and 
mouths?—that was peculiar and—repellent. 
 Obviously this was a meeting of some kind. Some society had hired the hall for a private 
gathering. Wiggins, understanding this, began to feel awkward. He did not wish to intrude; he 
had no right to listen; yet to make himself known was to betray that he was still very 



considerably intoxicated. The problem presented itself in these simple terms to his dazed 
intelligence. He was also aware of another fact: about these black-robed people there was 
something which made him secretly and horribly—afraid. 
 The big man with the smooth face like a gun-muzzle sat down after a softly-uttered speech, 
and the group, instead of applauding with their hands, waved black handkerchiefs. The fluttering 
sound of them trickled along the wastes of hall towards the concealed eavesdropper. Then the 
Head Waiter rose to introduce the next speaker, and the instant Wiggins saw him he understood 
what it was in his face that was familiar. For the false beard no longer adorned his lips, the wig 
that altered the shape of his forehead and the appearance of his eyes had been removed, and the 
likeness he bore to the philanthropist, Wiggins’s late employer, was too remarkable to be 
ignored. Wiggins just repressed a cry, but a low gasp apparently did escape him, for several 
members of the group turned their heads in his direction and stared. 
 The Head Waiter, meanwhile, saved him from immediate discovery by beginning to speak. 
The words were plainly audible, and the resemblance of the voice to that other voice he knew 
now to be stopped with dust, was one of the most dreadful experiences he had ever known. Each 
word, each trick of expression came as a new and separate shock. 
 “. . . and the learned Doctor will say a few words upon the rationale of our subject,” he 
concluded, turning with a graceful bow to make room for a distinguished-looking old gentleman 
who advanced shambling from the back of the improvised platform. 
 What Wiggins then heard—in somewhat disjointed sentences owing to the buzzing in his 
ears—was at first apparently meaningless. Yet it was freighted, he knew, with a creeping and 
sensational horror that would fully reveal itself the instant he discovered the clue. The old clever-
faced scoundrel was saying vile things. He knew it. But the key to the puzzle being missing, he 
could not quite guess what it was all about. The Doctor, gravely and with balanced phrases, 
seemed to be speaking of the fads of the day with regard to food and feeding. He ridiculed 
vegetarianism, and all the other isms. He said that one and all were based upon ignorance and 
fallacy, declaring that the time had at last come in the history of the race when a rational system 
of feeding was a paramount necessity. The physical and psychical conditions of the times 
demanded it, and the soul of man could never be emancipated until it was adopted. He himself 
was proud to be one of the founders of their audacious and secret Society, revolutionary and 
pioneer in the best sense, to which so many of the medical fraternity now belonged, and so many 
of the brave women too, who were in the van of the feminist movements of the times. He said a 
great deal in this vein. Wiggins, listening in growing amazement and uneasiness, waited for the 
clue to it all. 
 In conclusion, the speaker referred solemnly to the fact that there was a stream of force in their 
Society which laid them open to the melancholy charge of being called “hysterical.” “But after 
all,” he cried, with rising enthusiasm and in accents that rang down the hall, “a Society without 
hysteria is a dull Society, just as a woman without hysteria is a dull woman. Neither the Society 
nor the woman need yield to the tendency; but that it is present potentially infers the faculty, so 
delicious in the eyes of all sane men—the faculty of running to extremes. It is a sign of life, and 
of very vivid life. It is not for nothing, dear friends, that we are named the —”  But the buzzing 
in Wiggins’s ears was so loud at this moment that he missed the name. It sounded to him 
something between “Can-I-believes” and “Camels,” but for the life of him he could not overtake 
the actual word. The Doctor had uttered it, moreover, in a lowered voice—a suddenly lowered 
voice. . . . When the noise in his ears had passed he heard the speaker bring his address to an end 
in these words: “. . . and I will now ask the secretaries to make their reports from their various 



sections, after which, I understand”—his tone grew suddenly thick and clouded—“we are to be 
regaled with a collation—a sacramental collation—of the usual kind. . . .” His voice hushed 
away to nothing. His mouth was working most curiously. A wave of excitement unquestionably 
ran over the faces of the others. Their mouths also worked oddly. Dark and sombre things were 
afoot in that hall. © 2004 by http://www.HorrorMasters.com 
 Wiggins crouched a little lower behind the edge of the overhanging table-cloth and listened. 
He was perspiring now, but there were touches of icy horror fingering about in the 
neighbourhood of his heart. His mental and physical discomfort were very great, for the 
conviction that he was about to witness some dreadful scene—black as the garments of the 
participants in it—grew rapidly within him. He devised endless plans for escape, only to reject 
them the instant they were formed. There was no escape possible. He had to wait till the end. 
 A charming young woman was on her feet, addressing the audience in silvery tones; sweet and 
comely she was, her beauty only marred by that singular leer that visited the lips and mouths of 
all of them. The flesh of his back began to crawl as he listened. He would have given his whole 
year’s legacy to be out of it, for behind that voice of silver and sweetness there crowded even to 
her lips the rush of something that was unutterable—loathsome. Wiggins felt it. The uncertainty 
as to its exact nature only added to his horror and distress. 
 “. . . so this question of supply, my friends,” she was saying, “is becoming more and more 
difficult. It resolves itself into a question of ways and means.” She looked round upon her 
audience with a touch of nervous apprehension before she continued. “In my particular sphere of 
operations—West Kensington— I have regretfully to report that the suspicions and activity of 
the police, the foolish, old-fashioned police, have now rendered my monthly contributions no 
longer possible. There have been too many disappearances of late—” She paused, casting her 
eyes down. Wiggins felt his hair rise, drawn by a shivery wind. The words “contributions” and 
“disappearances” brought with them something quite freezing. 
 “. . . . As you know,” the girl resumed, “it is to the doctors that we must look chiefly for our 
steadier supplies, and unfortunately in my sphere of operations we have but one doctor who is a 
member. . . . I do not like to—to resign my position, but I must ask for lenient consideration of 
my failure”—her voice sank lower still—“. . . my failure to furnish to-night the materials—” She 
began to stammer and hesitate dreadfully; her voice shook; an ashen pallor spread to her very 
lips. “. . . the elements for our customary feast—” 
 A movement of disapproval ran over the audience like a wave; murmurs of dissent and 
resentment were heard. As the girl paled more perceptibly the singular beauty of her face stood 
out with an effect of almost shining against that dark background of shadows and black 
garments. In spite of himself, and forgetting caution for the moment, Wiggins peeped over the 
edge of the table to see her better. She was a lady, he saw, high-bred and spirited. That pallor, 
and the timidity it bespoke, was but evidence of a highly sensitive nature facing a situation of 
peculiar difficulty—and danger. He read in her attitude, in the poise of that slim figure standing 
there before disapproval and possible disaster, the bearing and proud courage of a type that 
would face execution with calmness and dignity. Wiggins was amazed that this thought should 
flash through him so vividly—from nowhere. Born of the feverish aftermath of alcohol, 
perhaps—yet born inevitably, too, of this situation before his eyes. To the reader: this is posted so that you'll know that someone has stolen this story from another source. 
 With a thrill he realized that the girl was speaking again, her voice steady, but faint with the 
gravity of her awful position. 



 “. . . . and I ask for that justice in consideration of my failure which—the difficulties of the 
position demand. I have had to choose between that bold and ill-considered action which might 
have betrayed us all to the authorities, and—the risk of providing nothing for to-night.” 
 She sat down. Wiggins understood that it was a question of life and death. The air about him 
turned icy. He felt the perspiration trickling on several different parts of his body at once. 
 An old lady rose instantly to reply; her face was stern and dreadful, although the signature of 
breeding and culture was plainly there in the delicate lines about the nostrils and forehead. Her 
mien held something implacable. She was dressed in black silk that rustled, and she was 
certainly well over sixty; but what made Wiggins squirm there in his narrow hiding-place was 
the extraordinary resemblance she bore to Mrs. Sturgis, the superintendent of one of his late 
employer’s soup kitchens. It was all diabolically grotesque. She glanced round upon the group of 
members, who clearly regarded her as a leader. The machinery of the whole dreadful scene then 
moved quicker. 
 “Then are we to understand from the West Kensington secretary,” she began in firm, even 
tones, “that for to-night there is—nothing?” The young girl bowed her head without rising from 
her chair. 
 “I beg to move, then, Mr. Chairman,” continued the terrible old lady in iron accents, “that the 
customary procedure be followed, and that a Committee of Three be appointed to carry it into 
immediate effect.” The words fell like bomb-shells into the deserted spaces of the hall. 
 “I second the motion,” was heard in a man’s voice. 
 “Those in favour of the motion will show their hands,” announced the big chairman with the 
clean-shaven face. 
 Several score of black-gloved hands waved in the air, with the effect of plumes upon a jolting 
hearse. 
 “And those who oppose it?” 
 No single hand was raised. An appalling hush fell upon the group. 
 “I appoint Signor Carnamorte as chairman of the sub-committee, with power to choose his 
associates,” said the big man. And the “Head Waiter” bowed his acceptance of the duty imposed 
upon him. There was at once then a sign of hurried movement, and the figure of the young girl 
was lost momentarily to view as several members surged round her. The next instant they fell 
away and she stood clear, her hands bound. Her voice, soft as before but very faint, was audible 
through the hush. 
 “I claim the privilege belonging to the female members of the Society,” she said calmly; “the 
right to find, if possible, a substitute.” 
 “Granted,” answered the chairman gravely. “The customary ten minutes will be allowed you in 
which to do so. Meanwhile, the preparations must proceed in the usual way.” 
 With a dread that ate all other emotions, Wiggins watched keenly from his concealment, and 
the preparations that he saw in progress, though simple enough in themselves, filled him with a 
sense of ultimate horror that was freezing. The Committee of Three were very busy with 
something at the back of the improvised platform, something that was heavy and, on being 
touched, emitted a metallic and sonorous ring. As in the strangling terror and heat of nightmare 
the full meaning of events is often kept concealed until the climax, so Wiggins knew that this 
simple sound portended something that would only be revealed to him later—something 
appalling as Satan—sinister as the grave. That ring of metal was the Gong of Death. He heard it 
in his own heart, and the shock was so great that he could not prevent an actual physical 
movement. His jerking leg drove sharply against a chair. The chair—squeaked. 



 The sound pierced the deep silence of the big hall with so shrill a note that of course everybody 
heard it. Wiggins, expecting to have the whole crew of these black-robed people about his ears, 
held his breath in an agony of suspense. All those pairs of eyes, he felt, were searching the spot 
where he lay so thinly hidden by the table-cloth. But no steps came towards him. A voice, 
however, spoke: the voice of the girl: she had heard the sound and had divined its cause. 
 “Loosen my bonds,” she cried, “for there is some one yonder among the shadows. I have found 
a substitute! And—I swear to Heaven—he is plump!” 
 The sentence was so extraordinary, that Wiggins felt a spring of secret merriment touched 
somewhere deep within him, and a gush of uncontrollable laughter came up in his throat so 
suddenly that before he could get his hand to his mouth, it rang down the long dim hall and 
betrayed him beyond all question of escape. Behind it lay the strange need of violent expression. 
He had to do something. The life of this slender and exquisite girl was in danger. And the 
nightmare strain of the whole scene, the hints and innuendoes of a dark purpose, the implacable 
nature of the decree that threatened so fair a life—all resulted in a pressure that was too much for 
him. Had he not laughed, he would certainly have shrieked aloud. And the next minute he did 
shriek aloud. The screams followed his laughter with a dreadful clamour, and at the same instant 
he staggered noisily to his feet and rose into full view from behind the table. Everybody then saw 
him. "But, that can't be right," she said. "I always loved you so that's why I stole this." And she shot him. 
 Across the length of that dimly-lighted hall he faced the group of people in all their hideous 
reality, and what he saw cleared from his fuddled brain the last fumes of the alcohol. The white 
visage of each member seemed already close upon him. He saw the glimmering pallor of their 
skins against the black clothes, the eyes ashine, the mouths working, fingers pointing at him. 
There was the Head Waiter, more than ever like the dead philanthropist whose life had been 
spent in feeding others; there the odious smooth face of the big chairman; there the stern-lipped 
old lady who demanded the sentence of death. The whole silent crew of them stared darkly at 
him, and in front of them, like some fair lily growing amid decay, stood the girl with the proud 
and pallid face, calm and self-controlled. Immediately beyond her, a little to one side, Wiggins 
next perceived the huge iron cauldron, already swinging from its mighty tripod, waiting to 
receive her into its capacious jaws. Beneath it gleamed and flickered the flames from a dozen 
spirit-lamps. 
 “My substitute!” rang out her clear voice. “My substitute! Unloose my hands! And seize him 
before he can escape!” 
 “He cannot escape!” cried a dozen angry voices. 
 “In darkness!” thundered the chairman, and at the same moment every light was extinguished 
from the switch-board—every light but one. The bulb immediately behind him in the wall was 
left burning. 
 And the crew were upon him, coming swiftly and stealthily down the empty aisles between the 
tables. He saw their forms advance and shift by the gleam of the lamps beneath the awful 
cauldron. With the advance came, too, the sound of rushing, eager breathing. He imagined, 
though he could not see, those evil mouths a-working. And at this moment the subconscious part 
of him that had kept the secret all this time, suddenly revealed in letters of flame the name of the 
Society which fifteen minutes before he had failed to catch. The subconscious self, that supreme 
stage manager, that arch conspirator, rose and struck him in the face as it were out of the 
darkness, so that he understood, with a shock of nauseous terror, the terrible nature of the net in 
which he was caught. 



 For this Secret Society, meeting for their awful rites in a great public restaurant of mid-
London, were maniacs of a rare and singular description—vilely mad on one point but sane on 
all the rest. They were Cannibals! 
 
Never before had he run with such speed, agility and recklessness; never before had he guessed 
that he could leap tables, clear chairs with the flying manner of a hurdle race, and dodge palms 
and flower-pots as an athlete of twenty dodges collisions in the football field. But in each dark 
corner where he sought a temporary refuge, the electric light on the wall above immediately 
sprang into brilliance, one of the crew having remained by the switchboard to control this 
diabolically ingenious method of keeping him ever in sight. 
 For a long time, however, he evaded his crowding and clumsy pursuers. It was a vile and 
ghastly chase. His flying frock-coat streamed out behind him, and he felt the elastic side of his 
worn boots split under the unusual strain of the twisting, turning ankles as he leaped and ran. His 
pursuers, it seemed, sought to prolong the hunt on purpose. The passion of the chase was in their 
blood. Round and round that hall, up and down, over tables and under chairs, behind screens, 
shaking the handles of doors—all immovable, past gleaming dish-covers on the wheeled joint-
tables, taking cover by swing doors, curtains, palms, everything and anything, Wiggins flew for 
his life from the pursuing forces of a horrible death. 
 And at last they caught him. Breathless and exhausted, he collapsed backwards against the wall 
in a dark corner. But the light instantly flashed out above him. He lay in full view, and in another 
second the advancing horde—he saw their eyes and mouths so close—would be upon him, when 
something utterly unexpected happened: his head in falling struck against a hard projecting 
substance and—a bell rang sharply out. It was a telephone! 
 How he ever managed to get the receiver to his lips, or why the answering exchange came so 
swiftly he does not pretend to know. He had just time to shout, “Help! help! Send police X. . . . 
Restaurant! Murder! Cannibals!” when he was seized violently by the collar, his arms and legs 
grasped by a dozen pairs of hands, and a struggle began that he knew from the start must prove 
hopeless. 
 The fact that help might be on the way, however, gave him courage. Wiggins smashed right 
and left, screamed, kicked, bit and butted. His frock coat was ripped from his back with a 
whistling tear of cloth and lining, and he found himself free at the edge of a group that clawed 
and beat everywhere about him. The dim light was now in his favour. He shot down the hall 
again like a hare, leaping tables on the way, and flinging dish-covers, carafes, menus at the 
pursuing crowd as fast as he could lay hands upon them. 
 Then came a veritable pandemonium of smashed glass and crockery, while a grip of iron 
caught his arms behind and pinioned them beyond all possibility of moving. Turning quickly, he 
found himself looking straight into the eyes of a big blue policeman, the door into the street open 
beside him. The crowd became at once inextricably mixed up and jumbled together. The 
chairman, and the girl who was to have been eaten, melted into a single person. The 
philanthropist and the old lady slid into each other. It was a horrible bit of confusion. He felt 
deadly sick and dizzy. Everything dropped away from his sight then, and darkness tore up round 
him from the carpet. He remembered nothing more for a long time. 
 
Perhaps the most vivid recollection of what occurred afterwards—he remembers it to this day, 
and his memory may be trusted, for he never touched wine again—was the weary smile of the 
magistrate, and the still more weary voice as he said in the court two days later— 



 “Forty shillings,  and be bound over to keep the peace in two sureties for six months.  And £5 
to the proprietor of the restaurant to pay damages for the broken windows and crockery. Next 
case . . . .!”      
 


