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The Wrong Shape

Certain of the great roads going north out of London con-
tinue far into the country a sort of attenuated and interrupted 
spectre of a street, with great gaps in the building, but preserving 
the line. Here will be a group of shops, followed by a fenced field 
or paddock, and then a famous public-house, and then perhaps 
a market garden or a nursery garden, and then one large private 
house, and then another field and another inn, and so on. If any-
one walks along one of these roads he will pass a house which will 
probably catch his eye, though he may not be able to explain its 
attraction. It is a long, low house, running parallel with the road, 
painted mostly white and pale green, with a veranda and sun-
blinds, and porches capped with those quaint sort of cupolas like 
wooden umbrellas that one sees in some old-fashioned houses. In 
fact, it is an old-fashioned house, very English and very suburban 
in the good old wealthy Clapham sense. And yet the house has 
a look of having been built chiefly for the hot weather. Looking at 
its white paint and sun-blinds one thinks vaguely of pugarees and 
even of palm trees. I cannot trace the feeling to its root; perhaps 
the place was built by an Anglo-Indian.

Anyone passing this house, I say, would be namelessly fasci-
nated by it; would feel that it was a place about which some story 
was to be told. And he would have been right, as you shall shortly 
hear. For this is the story—the story of the strange things that did 
really happen in it in the Whitsuntide of the year 18...:

Anyone passing the house on the Thursday before Whit-
Sunday at about half past four p. m. would have seen the front 
door open, and Father Brown, of the small church of St. Mun-
go, come out smoking a large pipe in company with a very tall 
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French friend of his called Flambeau, who was smoking a very 
small cigarette. These persons may or may not be of interest to 
the reader, but the truth is that they were not the only interesting 
things that were displayed when the front door of the white-and-
green house was opened. There are further peculiarities about 
this house, which must be described to start with, not only that 
the reader may understand this tragic tale, but also that he may 
realise what it was that the opening of the door revealed.

The whole house was built upon the plan of a T, but a T with 
a very long cross piece and a very short tail piece. The long cross 
piece was the frontage that ran along in face of the street, with 
the front door in the middle; it was two stories high, and con-
tained nearly all the important rooms. The short tail piece, which 
ran out at the back immediately opposite the front door, was one 
story high, and consisted only of two long rooms, the one lead-
ing into the other. The first of these two rooms was the study in 
which the celebrated Mr. Quinton wrote his wild Oriental poems 
and romances. The farther room was a glass conservatory full of 
tropical blossoms of quite unique and almost monstrous beauty, 
and on such afternoons as these glowing with gorgeous sunlight. 
Thus when the hall door was open, many a passer-by literally 
stopped to stare and gasp; for he looked down a perspective of 
rich apartments to something really like a transformation scene in 
a fairy play: purple clouds and golden suns and crimson stars that 
were at once scorchingly vivid and yet transparent and far away.

Leonard Quinton, the poet, had himself most carefully ar-
ranged this effect; and it is doubtful whether he so perfectly ex-
pressed his personality in any of his poems. For he was a man 
who drank and bathed in colours, who indulged his lust for col-
our somewhat to the neglect of form—even of good form. This 
it was that had turned his genius so wholly to eastern art and 
imagery; to those bewildering carpets or blinding embroideries 
in which all the colours seem fallen into a fortunate chaos, hav-
ing nothing to typify or to teach. He had attempted, not perhaps 
with complete artistic success, but with acknowledged imagina-
tion and invention, to compose epics and love stories reflecting 
the riot of violent and even cruel colour; tales of tropical heavens 
of burning gold or blood-red copper; of eastern heroes who rode 
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with twelve-turbaned mitres upon elephants painted purple or 
peacock green; of gigantic jewels that a hundred negroes could 
not carry, but which burned with ancient and strange-hued fires.

In short (to put the matter from the more common point 
of view), he dealt much in eastern heavens, rather worse than 
most western hells; in eastern monarchs, whom we might pos-
sibly call maniacs; and in eastern jewels which a Bond Street 
jeweller (if the hundred staggering negroes brought them into 
his shop) might possibly not regard as genuine. Quinton was 
a genius, if a morbid one; and even his morbidity appeared more 
in his life than in his work. In temperament he was weak and 
waspish, and his health had suffered heavily from oriental ex-
periments with opium. His wife—a handsome, hard-working, 
and, indeed, over-worked woman—objected to the opium, but 
objected much more to a live Indian hermit in white and yellow 
robes, whom her husband insisted on entertaining for months 
together, a Virgil to guide his spirit through the heavens and 
the hells of the east.

It was out of this artistic household that Father Brown and 
his friend stepped on to the door-step; and to judge from their 
faces, they stepped out of it with much relief. Flambeau had 
known Quinton in wild student days in Paris, and they had re-
newed the acquaintance for a week-end; but apart from Flam-
beau’s more responsible developments of late, he did not get on 
well with the poet now. Choking oneself with opium and writing 
little erotic verses on vellum was not his notion of how a gentle-
man should go to the devil. As the two paused on the door-step, 
before taking a turn in the garden, the front garden gate was 
thrown open with violence, and a young man with a billycock hat 
on the back of his head tumbled up the steps in his eagerness. 
He was a dissipated-looking youth with a gorgeous red necktie 
all awry, as if he had slept in it, and he kept fidgeting and lashing 
about with one of those little jointed canes.

“I say,” he said breathlessly, “I want to see old Quinton. I must 
see him. Has he gone?”

“Mr. Quinton is in, I believe,” said Father Brown, cleaning his 
pipe, “but I do not know if you can see him. The doctor is with 
him at present.”
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The Doom of the Darnaways

Two landscape-painters stood looking at one landscape, 
which was also a seascape, and both were curiously impressed by 
it, though their impressions were not exactly the same. To one of 
them, who was a rising artist from London, it was new as well as 
strange. To the other, who was a local artist but with something 
more than a local celebrity, it was better known; but perhaps all 
the more strange for what he knew of it.

In terms of tone and form, as these men saw it, it was 
a stretch of sands against a stretch of sunset, the whole scene 
lying in strips of sombre colour, dead green and bronze and 
brown and a drab that was not merely dull but in that gloaming 
in some way more mysterious than gold. All that broke these 
level lines was a long building which ran out from the fields 
into the sands of the sea, so that its fringe of dreary weeds 
and rushes seemed almost to meet the seaweed. But its most 
singular feature was that the upper part of it had the ragged 
outlines of a ruin, pierced by so many wide windows and large 
rents as to be a mere dark skeleton against the dying light; 
while the lower bulk of the building had hardly any windows 
at all, most of them being blind and bricked up and their out-
lines only faintly traceable in the twilight. But one window at 
least was still a window; and it seemed strangest of all that it 
showed a light.

“Who on earth can live in that old shell?” exclaimed the Lon-
doner, who was a big, bohemian-looking man, young but with 
a shaggy red beard that made him look older; Chelsea knew him 
familiarly as Harry Payne.
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“Ghosts, you might suppose,” replied his friend Martin 
Wood. “Well, the people who live there really are rather like 
ghosts.”

It was perhaps rather a paradox that the London artist 
seemed almost bucolic in his boisterous freshness and wonder, 
while the local artist seemed a more shrewd and experienced 
person, regarding him with mature and amiable amusement; in-
deed, the latter was altogether a quieter and more conventional 
figure, wearing darker clothes and with his square and stolid 
face clean shaven.

“It is only a sign of the times, of course,” he went on, “or of 
the passing of old times and old families with them. The last of 
the great Darnaways live in that house, and not many of the new 
poor are as poor as they are. They can’t even afford to make their 
own top-storey habitable; but have to live in the lower rooms of 
a ruin, like bats and owls. Yet they have family portraits that go 
back to the Wars of the Roses and the first portrait-painting in 
England, and very fine some of them are; I happen to know, be-
cause they asked for my professional advice in overhauling them. 
There’s one of them especially, and one of the earliest, but it’s so 
good that it gives you the creeps.”

“The whole place gives you the creeps, I should think by 
the look of it,” replied Payne.

“Well,” said his friend, “to tell you the truth, it does.”
The silence that followed was stirred by a faint rustle among 

the rushes by the moat; and it gave them, rationally enough, 
a slight nervous start when a dark figure brushed along the bank, 
moving rapidly and almost like a startled bird. But it was only 
a man walking briskly with a black bag in his hand: a man with 
a long sallow face and sharp eyes that glanced at the London 
stranger in a slightly darkling and suspicious manner.

“It’s only Dr. Barnet,” said Wood with a sort of relief. ”Good 
evening, Doctor. Are you going up to the house? I hope no-
body’s ill.”

“Everybody’s always ill in a place like that,” growled the doc-
tor; “only sometimes they’re too ill to know it. The very air of 
the place is a blight and a pestilence. I don’t envy the young man 
from Australia.”
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