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Silas Weir Mitchell (1829-1914) was a neurologist by profession.
Born in Philadelphia, he earned his medical degree at 21, conducted
further studies in Paris, was placed in charge of an Army hospital for
nervous diseases during the Civil War, and earned recognition for his
use of psychology in medical practice, particularly in the treatment of
nervous disorders. Besides authoring medical works, he wrote novels,

stories and poems. “A Dilemma,” a brief study in diabolical
tantalization, is from Little Stories, published in 1903.
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All short stories in the “Vintage Short Mystery Classics” series are
period works now in the public domain. These e-book presentations
are published by:

Hornpipe Vintage Publications
P.O. Box 18428

Spartanburg, SC 29318
www.hornpipe.com/mysclas.htm

“Vintage Short Mystery Classics” have been selected by Daniel Elton
Harmon, author of “The Harper Chronicles,” with the intent of in-
troducing new readers to notable works of short historical fiction in
the mystery/gothic/crime vein. For more information, please visit the
author’s Web site at www.danieleltonharmon.com.



A Dilemma

Iwas just thirty-seven when my Uncle Philip died. A
week before that event he sent for me; and here let me
 say that I had never set eyes on him. He hated my

mother, but I do not know why. She told me long before
his last illness that I need expect nothing from my father’s
brother. He was an inventor, an able and ingenious me-
chanical engineer, and had much money by his improve-
ment in turbine-wheels. He was a bachelor; lived alone,
cooked his own meals, and collected precious stones, es-
pecially rubies and pearls. From the time he made his first
money he had this mania. As he grew richer, the desire to
possess rare and costly gems became stronger. When he
bought a new stone, he carried it in his pocket for a month
and now and then took it out and looked at it. Then it
was added to the collection in his safe at the trust com-
pany.

At the time he sent for me I was a clerk, and poor
enough. Remembering my mother’s words, his message
gave me, his sole relative, no new hopes; but I thought it
best to go.

When I sat down by his bedside, he began, with a
malicious grin:

“I suppose you think me queer. I will explain.” What
he said was certainly queer enough. “I have been living on
an annuity into which I put my fortune. In other words,
I have been, as to money, concentric half of my life to
enable me to be as eccentric as I pleased the rest of it.
Now I repent of my wickedness to you all, and desire to



live in the memory of at least one of my family. You think
I am poor and have only my annuity. You will be profit-
ably surprised. I have never parted with my precious stones;
they will be yours. You are my sole heir. I shall carry with
me to the other world the satisfaction of making one man
happy.

“No doubt you have always had expectations, and I
desire that you should continue to expect. My jewels are
in my safe. There is nothing else left.”

When I thanked him he grinned all over his lean
face, and said:

“You will have to pay for my funeral.”
I must say that I never looked forward to any expen-

diture with more pleasure than to what it would cost me
to put him away in the earth. As I rose to go, he said:

“The rubies are valuable. They are in my safe at the
trust company. Before you unlock the box, be very careful
to read a letter which lies on top of it; and be sure not to
shake the box.” I thought this odd. “Don’t come back. It
won’t hasten things.”

He died that day next week, and was handsomely
buried. The day after, his will was found, leaving me his
heir. I opened his safe and found in it nothing but an iron
box, evidently of his own making, for he was a skilled
workman and very ingenious. The box was heavy and
strong, about ten inches long, eight inches wide and ten
inches high. On it lay a letter to me. It ran thus:

“DEAR TOM: This box contains a large number of very
fine pigeon-blood rubies and a fair lot of diamonds; one
is blue—a beauty. There are hundreds of pearls—one
the famous green pearl and a necklace of blue pearls, for
which any woman would sell her soul—or her affec-
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tions.” I thought of Susan. “I wish you to continue to
have expectations and continuously to remember your
dear uncle. I would have left these stones to some charity,
but I hate the poor as much as I hate your mother’s
son,—yes, rather more.

“The box contains an interesting mechanism, which
will act with certainty as you unlock it, and explode ten
ounces of my improved, supersensitive dynamite—no,
to be accurate, there are only nine and a half ounces.
Doubt me, and open it, and you will be blown to atoms.
Believe me, and you will continue to nourish expecta-
tions which will never be fulfilled. As a considerate man,
I counsel extreme care in handling the box. Don’t forget
your affectionate

UNCLE”

I stood appalled, the key in my hand. Was it true?
Was it a lie? I had spent all my savings on the funeral, and
was poorer than ever.

Remembering the old man’s oddity, his malice, his
cleverness in mechanic arts, and the patent explosive which
had helped to make him rich, I began to feel how very
likely it was that he had told the truth in this cruel letter.

I carried the iron box away to my lodgings, set it
down with care in a closet, laid the key on it, and locked
the closet.

Then I sat down, as yet hopeful, and began to exert
my ingenuity upon ways of opening the box without be-
ing killed. There must be a way.

After a week of vain thinking I bethought me, one
day, that it would be easy to explode the box by unlock-
ing it at a safe distance, and I arranged a plan with wires,
which seemed as if it would answer. But when I reflected
on what would happen when the dynamite scattered the



rubies, I knew that I should be none the richer. For hours
at a time I sat looking at that box and handling the key.

At last I hung the key on my watch-guard; but then
it occurred to me that it might be lost or stolen. Dreading
this, I hid it, fearful that some one might use it to open
the box. This state of doubt and fear lasted for weeks,
until I became nervous and began to dread that some ac-
cident might happen to that box. A burglar might come
and boldly carry it away and force it open and find it was
a wicked fraud of my uncle’s. Even the rumble and vibra-
tion caused by the heavy vans in the street became at last
a terror.

Worst of all, my salary was reduced, and I saw that
marriage was out of the question.

In my despair I consulted Professor Clinch about my
dilemma, and as to some safe way of getting at the rubies.
He said that, if my uncle had not lied, there was none
that would not ruin the stones, especially the pearls, but
that it was a silly tale and altogether incredible. I offered
him the biggest ruby if he wished to test his opinion. He
did not desire to do so.

Dr. Schaff, my uncle’s doctor, believed the old man’s
letter, and added a caution, which was entirely useless, for
by this time I was afraid to be in the room with that
terrible box.

At last the doctor kindly warned me that I was in
danger of losing my mind with too much thought about
my rubies. In fact, I did nothing else but contrive wild
plans to get at them safely. I spent all my spare hours at
one of the great libraries reading about dynamite. Indeed,
I talked of it until the library attendants, believing me a
lunatic or a dynamite fiend, declined to humor me, and
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spoke to the police. I suspect that for a while I was “shad-
owed” as a suspicious, and possibly criminal, character. I
gave up the libraries, and, becoming more and more fear-
ful, set my precious box on a down pillow, for fear of its
being shaken; for at this time even the absurd possibility
of its being disturbed by an earthquake troubled me. I
tried to calculate the amount of shake needed to explode
my box.

The old doctor, when I saw him again, begged me to
give up all thought of the matter, and, as I felt how com-
pletely I was the slave of one despotic idea, I tried to take
the good advice thus given me.

Unhappily, I found, soon after, between the leaves of
my uncle’s Bible, a numbered list of the stones with their
cost and much beside. It was dated two years before my
uncle’s death. Many of the stones were well known, and
their enormous value amazed me.

Several of the rubies were described with care, and
curious histories of them were given in detail. One was
said to be the famous “Sunset ruby,” which had belonged
to the Empress-Queen Maria Theresa. One was called the
“Blood ruby,” not, as was explained, because of the color,
but on account of the murders it had occasioned. Now, as
I read, it seemed again to threaten death.

The pearls were described with care as an unequalled
collection. Concerning two of them my uncle had written
what I might call biographies—for, indeed, they seemed
to have done much evil and some good. One, a black
pearl, was mentioned in an old bill of sale as—She—which
seemed queer to me.

It was maddening. Here, guarded by a vision of sud-
den death, was wealth “beyond the dreams of avarice.” I
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am not a clever or ingenious man; I know little beyond
how to keep a ledger, and so I was, and am, no doubt,
absurd about many of my notions as to how to solve this
riddle.

At one time I thought of finding a man who would
take the risk of unlocking the box, but what right had I to
subject any one else to the trial I dared not face? I could
easily drop the box from a height somewhere, and if it did
not explode could then safely unlock it; but if it did blow
up when it fell, good-by to my rubies. Mine, indeed! I was
rich, and I was not. I grew thin and morbid, and so mis-
erable that, being a good Catholic, I at last carried my
troubles to my father confessor. He thought it simply a
cruel jest of my uncle’s, but was not so eager for another
world as to be willing to open my box. He, too, coun-
selled me to cease thinking about it. Good heavens! I
dreamed about it. Not to think about it was impossible.
Neither my own thought nor science nor religion had
been able to assist me.

Two years have gone by, and I am one of the richest
men in the city, and have no more money than will keep
me alive.

Susan said I was half cracked like Uncle Philip, and
broke off her engagement. In my despair I advertised in
the Journal of Science, and have had absurd schemes sent
me by the dozen. At last, as I talked too much about it,
the thing became so well known that when I put the hor-
ror in a safe, in a bank, I was promptly desired to with-
draw it. I was in constant fear of burglars, and my land-
lady gave me notice to leave, because no one would stay in
the house with that box. I am now advised to print my
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story and await advice from the ingenuity of the Ameri-
can mind.

I have moved into the suburbs and hidden the box
and changed my name and my occupation. This I did to
escape the curiosity of the reporters. I ought to say that
when the government officials came to hear of my inherit-
ance, they were reasonably desired to collect the succes-
sion tax on my uncle’s estate.

I was delighted to assist them. I told the collector
my story, and showed him Uncle Philip’s letter. Then I
offered him the key, and asked for time to get half a mile
away. That man said he would think it over and come
back later.

This is all I have to say. I have made a will and left
my rubies and pearls to the Society for the Preservation of
Human Vivisection. If any man thinks this account a joke
or an invention, let him coldly imagine the situation:

Given an iron box, known to contain wealth, and to
contain dynamite, arranged to explode when the key is
used to unlock it—what would any sane man do? What
would he advise?

—S. WEIR MITCHELL
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Quick Reads From
“The Harper Chronicles”

Enjoy Daniel Elton Harmon’s “Harper”
Short Stories in E-Book Format!

#1 Convicts of the Congaree

#2 The Marion Graves

#3 The Tavern Horror

#4 The Chalk Town Train

#5 The Kornegaut Letter

#6 The Derelict Seamen
The Swindlers Circle

The Bartender’s Keepsake
(three short-shorts in one e-book!)

For details, visit the Web site at www.danieleltonharmon.com
or e-mail the author at d@danieleltonharmon.com.

Each e-book costs $2.99 via e-mail delivery;
$4.75 each on disk, including material/shipping costs.

SPECIAL: Any two books for $5 ($6.75 on mailed CD),
all six for $12 (13.75 on mailed CD)!

Mail check or money order payable to author Dan Harmon at:
P.O. Box 18428

Spartanburg, SC 29318

Orders are payable in advance. NOTE: We cannot
conscientiously support credit card companies and thus

we do not accept credit card orders. Thank you for reading!

For details about additional “Vintage Short Mystery Classics,”
free e-book short stories by time-honored literary masters,

please visit www.hornpipe.com/mysclas.htm.



Dabbling in Mystery. . . .
Have a hankering to explain the hitherto unex-
plained? Curious about the lives of noted mys-
tery authors? Intrigued by their fabricated puzzles
—and by real-life enigmas?

Join author Daniel Elton Harmon on the Internet
in wide-ranging discourses on historical riddles,
unique crimes, the supernatural and the starkly
odd. “Mysterious Expeditions” presents notes and
commentaries on true mysteries as well as vintage
mystery authors and their works. AND . . . you’re
encouraged to contribute your own findings! Pay
a call to this exciting new historical mystery blog:
http://mysteriousexpeditions.blogspot.com.

South Carolina author and editor Daniel Elton Harmon has written
more than fifty books. Recently published by Chelsea House are his six
volumes in the “Exploration of Africa: The Emerging Nations” series;
The Titanic, part of the “Great Disasters: Reforms and Ramifications”
series; his history of the Hudson River for the “Rivers in American Life
and Times” series; and juvenile biographies in the “Explorers of New
Worlds” series. Other of his books are published by Wright/McGraw-
Hill, Mason Crest and Barbour Publishing. His freelance articles have
appeared in such periodicals as Nautilus, Music Journal and The New York
Times. Harmon is the associate editor of Sandlapper: The Magazine of
South Carolina and editor of The Lawyer’s PC, a technology newsletter.

The Chalk Town Train & Other Tales: “The Harper Chronicles,” Volume
One is his first book of fiction and the first of his series of short story
collections that follow the career of Harper the crime reporter.



Six unmarked graves hold the secret
to an older generation’s hideous or-
deal. . . .

Escaped convicts invade a riverside
campsite. . . .

A ring of prestigious businessmen
carry out a massive estate swindle in
the state capital. . . .

Shipwreck survivors sheltered at a
Low Country fishing village have
much, much to hide. . . .

And the president of the United States turns to a small-city
jour nalist to intercept a potentially disastrous item of diplo-
matic correspondence. . . .

Harper, nonconformist crime reporter for the fledgling Chal-
lenge, finds himself in the thick of these and other dramas in the
post-Reconstruction South. Through intuition, deduction, focused
research and on-the-scene investigation, Harper probes to the
heart of each affair. In the process, he often uncovers facts and
circumstances he can never publish—and enters the hazy bor-
derland between observer and participant.

The Chalk Town Train & Other Tales, Daniel Elton Harmon’s first
volume of “Harper” short stories, has received rave reviews in
history/mystery circles and is available in print. Visit
www.danieleltonharmon.com to learn more about this exciting
new series and read what the critics are saying!

An author-signed copy of The Chalk Town Train & Other Tales
(softbound, 157 pages) costs $15 postpaid. Please make check or
money order payable to “Dan Harmon” and mail to the author at
P.O. Box 18428, Spartanburg, SC 29318.

(Note: We cannot conscientiously support credit card companies and
thus do not accept credit card orders.)

Harper is at the scene. . . .


