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A TERRIBLY STRANGE BED

The gambling house

Not long after I left college, I was living in Paris with
an English friend. We were both young men and Paris
was an exciting city, so we led a rather wild life.

One evening, we were walking along wondering
how to amuse ourselves. My friend suggested going to
Frascati’s, a gambling house. I had been there many
times before and had won and lost small amounts of
money. I only played cards there because it amused
me. But now I was tired of Frascati’s. It was too
respectable for me.

‘Why don’t we go to a different sort of place,’ I asked
my friend, ‘a place where you don’t have to be well-
dressed? .

My friend replied that he knew such a place not too
far away. ‘It is just the sort of place you will like. It is
not respectable at all, from what I have heard.’

We started out for the place, and arrived there very
soon afterwards. Quickly entering the house, we went
upstairs and left our hats and walking sticks with a
doorman. Then we went into the gambling room. There
were very few people there, but they were the kind of
people I had foolishly wanted to see. I had thought it
would be amusing, but I knew then, immediately, that
what we had come to see was not at all funny.

The room was very quiet. At the gambling table there
was a pale, thin, young man with long hair, who never
said a word. He only stared fiercely at the cards in front
of him. A fat player with an ugly face marked on a
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2 TALES OF CRIME AND DETECTION

piece of
paper how
many times red
or black came up. He
also did not say a word. Then
there was an old man, dressed in rather dirty clothes,
who had lost all his money and could no longer play.
He merely stared silently at the cards of the other
players. Even the croupier’s voice sounded as if he had
no interest in what he was doing, as he collected or
paid out money. I had come to this place to laugh, but
it made me feel like crying instead.

I was feeling quite unhappy and so, in order to forget
how I felt, I looked for something exciting to do.
Unfortunately, the nearest excitement was the gambling
table, and so I began to play. Even more unfortunately,
as you will soon see, I also began to win. I won so
much and so quickly that I could hardly believe it. All
the other players in the room crowded around me, and

20 whispered that the stranger was going to win more than
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A TERRIBLY STRANGE BED 3

the house could pay. They also looked very greedily at
the large amount of money in front of me.

We were playing Red and Black, a game I had played
in many European cities. But I had never become a real
gambler, and I only played for amusement. I always
had a lot of money and never won or lost very much.
I could always just laugh and go away. I had never
before wanted to win so much that I would be very
unhappy if I lost.

This time it was different. For the first time in my life
I had gambling fever. The more I won, the more excited
I became. My head felt as if I were ill with too much
drink. I left everything to chance, following no plan,
and I was lucky.

Soon the other players stopped playing, as the
amounts I was betting were too high for them. But they
all stayed to watch, breathlessly, as 1 played alone
against the bank. I threw more and more money onto
the table, and the excitement grew greater every time
I won. The more I won, the more I played. With every
win, fresh heaps of gold were pushed over to me. |
could hear cries of surprise from the crowd. The only
one who was calm all this time was my friend. After a
while he came to my side and whispered to me that
we should leave this place. He told me to be satisfied
with what I had already won. He begged me several
times to leave with him but I paid no attention. When
I spoke rudely to him, he left.

The old soldier

A little later, a man dressed as a soldier was encouraging
me to go on betting. He handed me two coins that had
fallen to the floor, and urged me to try to break the
bank. He assured me that he had never seen such luck
in his whole life.
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4 TALES OF CRIME AND DETECTION

I could only think about winning, and therefore did
not notice how suspicious he looked. He called himself
an old soldier, but he did not look much like one. His
eyes were very red, and his nose was broken. His hands
were the dirtiest I had ever seen.

But, at the time, I did not notice all these things, and
only listened to those who told me to go on playing.
However, a quarter of an hour later the
croupier called out, ‘Gentlemen, the
bank will close for tonight.’
All the bank’s money lay ;
in front of me in great
heaps. It all belonged to
me nNnoOw.

[ was pushing my
hands into all this
wealth when the g
old soldier gave me
some advice. ‘Tie
it all up in your
handkerchief just
like we used to do ,
with bits of food in the
army. You have won
more than could fill any
pocket I have ever seen.
Tie up all the money and
gold, and make sure you leave nothing behind.’ He
picked up another coin from the floor. ‘Tie it up with
a strong double knot, then it will all be safe. You are
indeed a lucky man. I only wish we had been so lucky
in the war. If the enemy had shot bundles of money
like that at us ... Well, there is just one thing I ask you
to do. Drink a bottle of champagne with an old soldier
before we say goodbye.’

U U Oy Gl A



A TERRIBLY STRANGE BED 5

‘An excellent idea, my good friend,” I cried. ‘A bottle
of champagne! Let us drink to good luck.” We soon
began to act like very old friends, shouting, ‘Long live
England! Long live France!’ and other friendly words.
We finished one bottle and I immediately called for
another. That one was finished just as quickly, but now
I began to feel very hot. ‘My good soldier,” I cried like
a madman, ‘1 feel quite strange. The wine you asked
me to drink has set me on fire. Let us drink a third
bottle to put the fire out!

When the soldier heard me shouting like that, he
shook his head. He then called out, ‘Coffee!” He quickly
got up and went to another room. To my surprise,
everyone else who had been sitting about also got up
and left. Perhaps they had all hoped t6 take advantage
of me while I was drunk. Now they realized that some
coffee would bring me back to normal again, so they
did not want to wait any longer. Anyway, they all left.

A strange cup of coffee

The croupier had gone to eat his dinner in another
room, and so, when the soldier returned, we were all
alone in the room. He was very serious now, and
explained that he had asked the lady of the house to
make me some strong coffee. ‘You must drink it, and
then you will be well again. You must be careful. Some
of the people who were gambling here tonight know
that you have won a lot of money. They are all good
people, of course, but sometimes they cannot stop
themselves doing something bad. When you feel well
again, you must get a cafriage and ask the driver to
take you straight home through the large, well-lit streets.
That way you will arrive home safely, thanks to the
advice: of an hoenest old soldier.’
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6 TALES OF CRIME AND DETECTION

Just then the coffee arrived. My throat felt dry
because I had drunk so much wine, and so I drank a
whole cup at once. But immediately I felt worse than
before. The whole room began to turn round and
round, and the soldier seemed to be jumping up and
down in front of me. I could hear a terrible ringing
sound in my ears, and I felt quite helpless. I stood up
and had to hold on to the table for balance. I could
just manage to say that 1 felt too ill to return home.

The soldier said, ‘My friend, it would be better if you
were to stay here for the night. You cannot walk
properly. It would be mad for you to try to return home
like that. The beds here are quite good. I am staying
here tonight, and 1 think you should do the same.
Tomorrow you can go home in daylight and you will
be completely safe.’

I felt so ill that I could only think of guarding my
handkerchief full of money. I wanted to lie down
somewhere and go to sleep. I accepted the soldier’s
suggestion and, with his help, I went upstairs to the
room they gave me. We then shook hands and we
agreed to have breakfast together in the morning.

As soon as I was alone, I ran to the wash-bowl, drank
some water from the jug, and put my head in the cold
water. After sitting down to calm myself, I slowly began
to feel better. The bedroom was a pleasant change from
the gambling room below. The lights were not so
bright, and the air was cool. Already I felt much better.

But now I was thinking of all the dangers of sleeping
in a gambling house. However, the greater dangers of
wandering about in the streets of Paris with all that
money made me decide to stay there.

I made sure that the door was locked properly. I also
pushed a heavy wooden box that had been under the
bed against it. I looked under the bed and into the
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cupboard, and then examined the locks on the
windows. After I had made sure of my safety, I
undressed and lay down on the bed.

But, strangely, I could not sleep. I could not even
close my eyes because I was still so excited. The events
of the day had been so unusual. I rolled this way and
that, but I could not find a comfortable position. I was
wide awake. I tried to roll myself up in a little ball, like
a kitten. I turned to the left and I turned to the right.
It was no good; I knew I would have a sleepless night.

There were no books to read, but I knew I must find
something to keep my mind busy, otherwise I would
imagine all sorts of awful things. Then I would be very
ill indeed in the morning.

I sat up and looked around the room. The moonlight
coming through the window lit the room very brightly.
I could see everything quite clearly. To pass the time,
I made up a little game. I would look carefully at each
object in the room and see what thoughts came into
my mind. Very often, looking at something can bring
back memories, but no matter how hard I looked, no
thoughts came into my head. All I could do was to
count the objects in the room.

The first thing was the bed I was lying on. It was
very old with four big wooden posts, one at each
corner. This was very unusual in Paris. The posts held
up a cover which was like a roof made of some kind
of cloth. All around the top there was a strip of cloth
about six inches wide. There were curtains hanging
from the top of the bed on all sides. They were tied
open to the four posts. It was the kind of bed that our
grandfathers and grandmothers used to sleep in.

Next I looked at the wash-stand. The water I had
spilled before was still falling to the floor, drop by drop.
The floor was made of bricks. My. clothes were spread
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out over two small chairs. There was another old chair
in one corner of the room with torn white covers. The
dressing-table was broken and the mirror on it was old
and dirty. On the wall hung a picture of a man wearing
a Spanish hat with five large feathers in it. He was
looking up and so I decided that I would also look up.

Was the bed moving?

All I could see was the top of the bed, so I looked at
the picture again. The feathers in the hat were long.
There were three white ones and two green ones. The
moonlight coming through the window was quite
bright.

For a while I sat on the bed quietly, not thinking
about anything at all. I nearly fell asleep. Then I looked
back at the picture once again. There
was something wrong with it.
[ looked harder.

missing.

Something was & \
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The feathers were gone. In fact, the whole hat was
gone. Had the man taken off his hat? That was
impossible. Something dark was covering the man’s
face.

Was the bed moving?

I rolled onto my back and stared up. Was I dreaming?
Had I gone mad? Was the top of the bed really coming
down towards me?

I could not believe my eyes. Slowly, silently, the
cover was coming down towards me. I felt ice-cold and
my blood seemed to stand still. I turned my head again
to look at the picture. This way I could check if the
bed really was moving.

One quick look and I knew the terrible truth. Now
the man’s face was completely hidden. Then the whole
picture was gone. I was so frightened that I could not
move a muscle, and I lay on the bed waiting for the
top of the bed to come all the way down. When it
covered me, I knew that I would not be able to breathe.
It would suffocate me.

There was now only a little light coming from the
moon, but I could still see the cover moving down,
closer and closer. At the last moment, like an animal
trying to save its life, I rolled off. My shoulder touched
the edge of the cover, but there was just enough room
for me to escape.

Now I could see the top of the bed. The cover, which
I had thought was just a large cloth, was really a very
thick mattress. It was being pressed down hard onto
the lower mattress that I had been lying on. There was
not enough room for my hand to go between the two.
I could see that the top mattress was moved up and
down the four posts by a big wooden screw. This
screw went through a hole in the ceiling to the room
above. Someone must be up there, turning the screw
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10 TALES OF CRIME AND DETECTION

and making the cover come down. The whole thing
was a machine for murdering people. I did not think
that such awful things still existed in a modern city like
Paris.

After I had watched all this, I began to think much
more clearly, and I understood what had happened to
me. Something had been put into my coffee to make
me fall asleep, but they had put in too much and it had
had the opposite effect. I had been very foolish to trust
those people in the gambling house. They were
criminals who wanted to kill me for my money. Then
I thought of all the men who had come here just like
me, and who had died in this bed. The thought made
me feel very cold again.

After about ten minutes, the top of the bed moved
up again, just as slowly and silently as it had come
down. At the top neither the screw nor the hole in the
ceiling could be seen. It was just an ordinary old four-
poster bed again.

A lucky escape

I was able to move now, and I began to think of my
escape. Quickly I put my clothes on, but I had to be
absolutely quiet. If I made even the smallest noise, the
murderers would hear it and try to kill me. I would not
be so lucky the second time. I listened but there was
no sound anywhere. The box I had pushed in front of
the door was still there, but I did not dare to think of
what might be inside it. It could not be moved quietly,
and I thought it would be too dangerous to escape
through the house anyway. There was only one way
out — through the window.

The room was on the second floor and looked down
into a small street. Slowly I crept to the window and
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opened it very carefully. It took about five minutes but
it seemed like five hours. It was too high to jump to
the ground, but luckily there was a pipe beside the
window which went all the way down. I did everything
as quietly as a thief.

Just as I started to climb out of the window, I
remembered the money under the pillow. I did not
want those people in the house to have it even though
I did not need it. Just then I thought I heard the sound
of someone breathing outside my room. My heart
almost stopped but it was only the wind blowing under
the door. No one was there.

As soon as [ was on the street, I ran to a police station
that I knew was not too far away. I told an officer the
story, but I was so out of breath that he thought I had
drunk too much wine. However, when 1 finished the
whole story, he believed me. Six men got ready and
we all went to the house through the quiet streets.

Two policemen stood guard at the back of the house
and the rest of us went to the front door. The officer
told me to hide behind another policeman, and then
knocked on the door. A light appeared at an upstairs’
window and the officer shouted, ‘Open up, in the name
of the law!

A man who was only half-dressed opened the door.
‘What do you want?’

‘We want to see the Englishman who is sleeping in
this house.’

‘He went away hours ago.’

‘He did not go away. His friend went away but he
stayed. Take us to his room!

‘Honestly he —

‘He slept here,” interrupted the officer, ‘but he found
the bed uncomfortable and complained to us. We want
to see itV
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12 TALES OF CRIME AND DETECTION

The officers tied up the man who had opened the
door, and everybody went upstairs. Everyone in the
house was caught, even the ‘old soldier’.

After looking at my room we went upstairs to the
room above it. Everything looked very ordinary, but
one of the officers knocked on the floor in a few places.
One place sounded strange, and the men opened the
floor there. In the floor we could see the handle which
was used to turn the big screw. Some of us then went
back to my room while the others lowered the bed
again. I told the officer that this time it made a lot more
noise. ‘This is the first time my men have done it. The
criminals have had a lot of practice,” explained the
officer.

The rest of the story is quite simple. The ‘old soldier’
was the master of the gambling house. Many years
before, he had been dismissed from the army for
stealing. The croupier and the woman also knew about
the bed. Who knows how many men had been
murdered there? The three of them went to prison and
the house was closed, and 1 became the most famous
person in Paris for a whole week.

There was one very good result. I never played Red
and Black again. When I see the green top of a
gambling table, I always think of the top of that bed
coming down to suffocate me.




