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 Madame Von B.'s Story  (The Second Evening)
From Ghosts and Family Legends 

by Catherine Crowe

We next turned to Madame Von B., who said she knew so many cases of 
spiritual appearances, and occurrences of that nature, that she was rather perplexed 
by the abundance of her recollections. Amongst these she selected the following on 
account of its singularity:—

"We resided a great deal on the continent before I was married, and my 
mother had a favourite maid, called Françoise, who lived with her many years—a 
most trustworthy, excellent creature, in whom she had the greatest confidence; 
insomuch, that when I married, being very young and very inexperienced, as she 
was obliged to separate from me herself, she transferred Françoise to my service, 
considering her better able to take care of me than anybody else.

"I was living in Paris then, where Françoise, who was a native of Metz, had 
some relations settled in business, whom she often used to visit. She was generally 
very chatty when she returned from these people; for I knew all her affairs, and 
through her, all their affairs; and I took an interest in whatever concerned her or 
hers.

"One Sunday evening, after she had been spending the afternoon with this 
family, observing that she was unusually silent, I said to her, while she was 
undressing me, 'Well, Françoise, haven't you anything to tell me? How are your 
friends? Has Madame Pelletier got rid of her grippe?'

"Françoise started as if I had awakened her out of a reverie, and said, 'Oh! oui, 
Madame; oui, mercé; elle se porte bien aujourd'hui.'

"'And Monsieur Pelletier and the children, are they well?'

"'Oui, Madame, merci; ils se portent bien.'

"These curt answers were so unlike those she generally gave me, that I was 
sure her mind was pre-occupied, and that something had happened since we 
parted in the morning; so I turned round to look her in the face, saying 'Mais, 
qu'avez vous donc, Françoise? Qu'est ce qu'il y a?'
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"Then I saw what I had not observed before, that she was very pale, and that 
her cheeks had a glazed look, which showed that she had been crying.

"'Mais, ma bonne Françoise,' I said; 'vous avez quelque chose—est il arrivé 
quelque malheur à Metz?'

"'C'est cela, Madame,' answered Françoise, who had a brother there whom 
she had not seen for several years, but to whom she still continued affectionately 
attached. His name was Benoît, and he was in a good service as garde forestier to a 
nobleman who possessed very extensive estates, près de chez nous, as Françoise 
said. He had a wife and children; and some time before the period I am referring 
to, Françoise had told me, with great satisfaction, that in order to make him more 
comfortable, the Prince de M—— had given Benoît the privilege of gathering up all 
the dead wood in the forest to sell for firewood, which, as the estate was very large, 
rendered his situation extremely profitable. When she said 'c'est cela, Madame,' 
Françoise, who had just encased me in my dressing gown, sunk into a chair, and 
having declared that she was bête, très bête, she gave way to a hearty good cry, 
after which, being somewhat relieved, she told me the following strange story:—

"'You remember,' she said, 'that the prince was so good as to give Benoît all 
the dead wood of the forest—and a great thing it was for him and his family, as you 
will think, when I tell you it was worth upwards of two thousand francs a-year to 
him. In short, he was growing rich, and perhaps he was getting to think too much of 
his money and too little of the bon Dieu—at all events, this privilege which the 
prince gave him to make him comfortable, and which made him a great man 
amongst the foresters, has been the cause of a dreadful calamity.'

"'How?' said I.

"'We never heard anything of what had happened,' said she, till yesterday, 
when Mons. Pelletier received a letter from Benoît's wife, and another from a 
cousin of ours, relating what I am going to tell you, and saying that both he and his 
family had wished to keep it secret; but that was no longer possible.'

"'Well, and what has happened?'

"'La chose la plus incroyable! Eh bien, Madame; it appears that one day last 
autumn, Benoît went out in the forest to gather the dead-wood. He had his cart 
with him, and as he gathered it he bound it into faggots and threw it in the cart. He 
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had extended his search this day to a remote part of the forest, and found himself in 
a spot he did not remember to have visited before; indeed, it was evident to him 
that he had not, or he could not have escaped seeing an old wooden cross which 
was lying on the ground, and had apparently fallen into that recumbent position 
from old age. It was such a cross as is usually set up where a life has been lost, 
whether by murder or suicide; or sometimes when poor wanderers are frozen to 
death or lost in the deep winter snows. He looked about for the grave, but saw no 
indication of one; and he tried to remember if any catastrophe had happened there 
in his time, but could recall none. He took up the cross and examined it. He saw 
that the wood was decayed, and it bore such marks of antiquity, that he had no 
doubt the person whose grave it had marked had died before he was born—it 
looked as if it might be a hundred years old.

"'Eh bien,' said Françoise, wiping her eyes, into which the tears kept starting, 
'of course you will think that Benoît, or anybody in the world who had the fear of 
God before his eyes, as he could not find the grave to replace it as it should be, 
would have laid it reverently down where he had found it, saying a prayer for the 
soul of the deceased; but, alas! the demon of avarice tempted him, and he had not 
the heart to forego that poor cross, but bound it up into a faggot with the rest of the 
dead wood he found there, and threw it into his cart!'

"'Well, Françoise,' said I, 'you know I am not a Catholic, but I respect the 
custom of erecting these crosses, and I do think your brother was very wrong; I 
suppose he has lost the prince's favour by such impious greediness.'

"'Pire que ça! worse than that,' she replied. 'It appears that while he was 
committing this wicked action, he felt an extraordinary chill come over him, which 
made him think that, though it had been a mild day, the evening must have 
suddenly turned very cold, and hastily throwing the faggot into his cart, he directed 
his steps homeward. But walk as he would, he still felt this chill down his back, so 
that he turned his head to look where the wind blew from, when he saw, with some 
dismay, a mysterious-looking figure following close upon his footsteps. It moved 
noiselessly on, and was covered with a sort of black mantle that prevented his 
discerning the features. Not liking its appearance, he jumped into the cart and 
drove home as fast as he could, without looking behind him; and when he got into 
his own farmyard he felt quite relieved, particularly, as when he alighted he saw no 
more of this unpleasant-looking stranger. So he began unloading his cart, taking out 
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the faggots, one by one, and throwing them upon the ground; but when he threw 
down the one that contained the cross, he received a blow upon his face, so sharp 
that made him stagger and involuntarily shout aloud. His wife and children were 
close by, but there was no one else to be seen; and they would have disbelieved 
him and fancied he had accidentally hit himself with the faggot, but that they saw 
the distinct mark on his cheek of a blow given with an open hand. However, he 
went into supper perplexed and uncomfortable; but when he went to bed this 
fearful phantom stood by his side, silent and terrible, visible to him, but invisible to 
others. In short, madame, this awful figure haunted him till, in spite of his shame, 
he resolved to consult our cousin Jerome about it.'

"But Jerome laughed, and said it was all fancy and superstition. 'You got 
frightened at having brought away this poor devil's cross, and then you fancy he's 
haunting you,' said he.

"But Benoît declared that he had thought nothing about the cross, except that 
it would make fire wood, and that he had no more believed in ghosts than Jerome; 
'but now,' said he, 'something must be done. I can get no sleep and am losing my 
health; if you can't help me, I must go to the priest and consult him.'

"'Why don't you take back the cross and put it where you found it,' said 
Jerome.

"'Because I am afraid to touch it and dare not go to that part of the forest.'

"'So Jerome who did not believe a word about the ghost, offered to go with 
him and replace the cross. Benoît gladly accepted, more especially, as he said he 
saw the apparition standing even then beside him, apparently, listening to the 
conversation. Jerome laughed at the idea; however, Benoît lifted the cross 
reverently into the cart and away they went into the forest. When they reached the 
spot, Benoît pointed out the tree under which he had found it; and as he was 
shaking and trembling, Jerome took up the cross and laid it on the ground, but as 
he did so he received a violent blow from an invisible hand, and at the same 
moment saw Benoît fall to the ground. He thought he had been struck too, but it 
afterwards appeared that he had fainted from having seen the phantom with its 
upraised hand striking his cousin. However, they left the cross and came away; but 
there was an end to Jerome's laughter, and he was afraid the apparition would now 
haunt him. Nothing of the sort happened; but poor Benoît's health has been so 
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shaken by this frightful occurrence that he cannot get the better of it; his friends 
have advised change of scene, and he is coming to Paris next week.'

"This was the story Françoise told me, and in a few days I heard he had arrived 
and was staying with Mons. Pelletier; but the shock had been too great for his 
nerves, and he died shortly after. They assured me that previous to that fatal 
expedition into the forest, he had been a hale, hearty man, totally exempt from 
superstitious fancies of any sort; and in short, wholly devoted to advancing his 
worldly prosperity and getting money."


