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  For the reader who hasn’t the patience to search through several shelves of books and magazines for enough good horror stories to furnish a year’s worth of nightmares—don't despair, those untroubled nights are over. Collected here are the best horror stories to be published in 1979. Here you will find both traditional and non-traditional horrors, terrors from the supernatural and from the inner mind. Some of these stories are from the most noted authors of the fantasy genre, others represent only an author’s first or second published story . . .


  



  All of these stories do have one point in common, however, and that is their power to create a convincing mood of fear and unease. In selecting these stories I followed no restrictive definitions, guidelines or taboos. My goal was to gather together the best . . .
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  To Gerald W. Page


  



  Who decided to strap on his guns again,


  and left a tough act to follow.


  



  Introduction: Access to Horror


  



  It is both curious and frustrating, given the perennial popularity of horror fiction, that there has not been a regular newsstand periodical devoted to this literary genre since the demise of Weird Tales a quarter of a century ago. To be sure, there have been numerous short-lived attempts to publish a new horror magazine since then (including a revival of Weird Tales), but without success.


  Had there been a Year’s Best Horror Stories for, say, 1935, its editor would have had twelve thick issues of Weird Tales from which to begin making selections—after which he might peruse weird-menace pulps with titles like Horror Stories, Terror Tales and Dime Mystery Magazine—and then take a look through all those magazines devoted to more general categories of fiction. It could have been a nifty little collection, as evidenced by the Creeps and Not at Night series of horror anthologies being published at that time in England.


  Today the situation, for both reader and editor, becomes more a matter of the thrill of the chase. Horror fiction remains as popular as ever—perhaps even more so, to judge from its conquest of the best-seller lists. One reflection of this popularity is that new horror stories are appearing in almost every conceivable sort of publication. As a result, finding good horror fiction becomes something rather like fishing a good trout stream on opening day—not as simple as shooting carp in a barrel, but with effort and patience the results are most rewarding.


  Here follows a field guide for the intrepid horror fan.


  Despite the absence of a newsstand magazine devoted to horror fiction, the newsstand is a good place to start. The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction and Fantastic publish some horror stories as well as other types of fantasy fiction—and, because horror is not restricted to the domain of fantasy, so do the science fiction and the mystery magazines. Don't forget to check all those other magazines that carry fiction; horror may be lurking in the pages of The Atlantic, Playboy, The New Yorker or Easyriders.


  The bookstores can offer a good hunting ground, particularly in the growing area of original anthologies. Last year saw three fine horror anthologies in Stuart David Schiff’s Whispers 11 and Charles L. Grant’s Shadows II, both from Doubleday, along with Grant’s Nightmares from Playboy Press. Other series anthologies which included a few horror stories in their lineups were Roy Torgeson’s Chrysalis and Other Worlds collections from Zebra Books—and also from Zebra, Andrew I. Offutt’s Swords Against Darkness series. From DAW Books came two other original fantasy anthologies: Heroic Fantasy, edited by Gerald W. Page and Hank Reinhardt, and Amazons!, edited by Jessica Amanda Salmonson.


  It is in the realm of the amateur press where horror fiction is liveliest today. Here the horror fan can discover a trove of stories to appeal to any taste or sophistication. These fan publications are labors of love on the part of their editors (who are usually their publishers as well)—and frequently on the part of their contributors (payments are generally low to negligible). Here you can find stories ranging from polished work by “name” professionals to raw but enthusiastic tales by fan writers hovering somewhere between the would-be and will-be stage as authors. Production values may far exceed those of newsstand magazines, or they may be blotchy and semilegible booklets that were better off more so. The past decade has seen a trend toward paying competitive rates, and thereby attracting professional writers, that has given birth to a new class of fan publication, the semi-prozine.


  Stuart David Schiff’s Whispers is easily the aristocrat of the small press field. Paying professional rates, and now fully typeset and with color covers, It lacks only newsstand distribution and a regular schedule to fill the gap left by Weird Tales. W. Paul Ganley’s Weirdbook, around since 1968 and now with its fourteenth issue, has improved steadily over the years. Gary Hoppenstand’s Midnight Sun has an enviable record for showcasing new authors one jump before stardom. Stephen Jones and David Sutton’s Fantasy Tales is an impressive effort to recreate Weird Tales in Britain. Also not to be overlooked is Dark Horizons, published by the British Fantasy Society. From Canada comes Dark Fantasy, reaching its twentieth issue in 1979. Space and Time, put out by Gordon Linzner, had its fifty-third issue—more than many prozines. Slick and somewhat new wave is Shayol. Night Voyages combines graphics with fiction; Gothic mixes scholarship with fiction. Eldritch Tales is for devotees of Lovecraft’s Cthulhu Mythos; Copper Toadstool mixes fantasy satire with supernatural horror. Fantome seeks a return to fin de siècle decadence; Pandora looks toward feminist role-expanding. Two veterans, Fantasy Crossroads and The Diversifier, may have ceased publication in 1979. Then there’s Anduril and The Argonaut. SumerMorn and The Sorcerer's Apprentice . . .


  And the list goes on—clearly more than can be listed here, with new ones appearing Hydra-like to take the place of those that have perished. However, help is at hand for those who want to keep up: two new fanzines, Fantasy Newsletter and Fantasy Media, furnish regular information on events in the world of fantasy. In the absence of newsstand distribution, an interested reader must obtain these fanzines either through their publishers or through those dealers who specialize in fantasy publications. Two established dealers who issue regular catalogs are Robert Weinberg (10606 S. Central Park, Chicago, IL 60655) and J. S. Hurst (P.O. Box 236, Vienna, MD 21869).


  But for the reader who hasn’t the patience or the means to search through several shelves of books and magazines for enough good horror stories to furnish a year’s worth of nightmares—don’t despair, those untroubled nights are over. Collected here are the best horror stories to be published in 1979. Here you will find both traditional and nontraditional horrors, terrors from the supernatural and from the inner mind. Some of these stories are from the most noted authors of the fantasy genre, others represent only an author’s first or second published story. While most of the stories can be considered fantasy, a number do not fit that label. All of these stories do have one point in common, however, and that is their power to create a convincing mood of fear and unease. In selecting these stories I followed no restrictive definitions, guidelines or taboos. My goal was to gather together the best even when this meant presenting more than one story by the same author, or passing over a story by a “famous name” in favor of a better story by an unknown writer. Given the limits of editorial judgment and access to all eligible work, these are the best horror stories of the year.


  Welcome to their nightmares.


  



  —Karl Edward Wagner


  



  THE DEAD LINE by Dennis Etchison


  



  Dennis Etchison has been quietly weaving nightmares since he sold his first story in 1961. Because most of his fiction has appeared in publications outside the science fiction fantasy ghetto, his work has received all too little recognition from fandom. The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction has been publishing an occasional Etchison piece since 1964, but credit goes to Whispers (with six stories to date) for calling horror fans’ attention to this writer in the 1970s. A recent issue of a men’s magazine blurbed Etchison as their “new find in fiction,” and there will undoubtedly be others who will want to claim his “discovery” in the coming decade. Etchison is a native Californian (there are some), born in Stockton in 1943 and presently living in Santa Monica, and has worked on a number of film scripts. Etchison is another of those writers whose approach to horror fiction is nontraditional—that is, the horror derives from the situation rather than from some external menace. If the reader senses a certain parallel with Charles Beaumont, it may be because Etchison studied under that writer. In 1971 Etchison just missed becoming a member of that elite group of science fiction fantasy authors to have a book from Powell Publications, but the Los Angeles paperback house went bankrupt at the moment of publishing a collection of his stories. More recently Etchison has had better luck: Bantam published his novelization of The Fog this past February, and he has recently completed a new horror novel, The Shudder.



  



  1.


  



  This morning I put ground glass in my wife’s eyes. She didn’t mind. She didn’t make a sound. She never does.


  I took an empty bottle from the table. I wrapped it in a towel and swung it, smashing it gently against the side of her bed. When the glass shattered it made a faint, very faint sound like wind chimes in a thick fog. No one noticed, of course, least of all Karen. Then I placed it under my shoe and stepped down hard, rocking my weight back and forth until I felt fine sand underfoot. I knelt and picked up a few sharp grains on the end of my finger, rose and dropped them onto her corneas. First one, then the other. She doesn’t blink, you know. It was easy.


  Then I had to leave. I saw the technicians coming. But already it was too late; the damage had been done. I don’t know if they found the mess under the bed. I suppose someone will. The janitors or the orderlies, perhaps. But it won’t matter to them, I’m sure.


  I slipped outside the glass observation wall as the technicians descended the lines, adjusting respirators, reading printouts and making notations on their pocket recorders. I remember that I thought then of clean, college-trained farmers combing rows of crops, checking the condition of the coming harvest, turning down a cover here, patting a loose mound there, touching the beds with a horticulturist’s fussiness, ready to prune wherever necessary for the demands of the marketplace. They may not have seen me at all. And what if they had? What was I but a concerned husband come to pay his respects to a loved one? I might have been lectured about the risk of bringing unwanted germs into the area, though they must know how unlikely that is with the high-intensity UV lights and sonic purifiers and other sanitary precautions. I did make a point of passing near the Children’s Communicable Diseases Ward on my way there, however; one always hopes.


  Then, standing alone behind the windows, isolated and empty as an expectant father waiting for his flesh and blood to be delivered at last into his hands, I had the sudden, unshakable feeling that I was being watched.


  By whom?


  The technicians were still intent on their readouts.


  Another visitor? It was unlikely; hardly anyone else bothers to observe. A guilty few still do stop by during the lonely hours, seeking silent expiation from a friend, relative or lover, or merely to satisfy some morbid curiosity; the most recently acquired neomorts usually receive dutiful visitations at the beginning, but invariably the newly grieved are so overwhelmed by the impersonalness of the procedure that they soon learn to stay away to preserve their own sanity.


  I kept careful track of the progress of the white coats on the other side of the windows, ready to move on at the first sign of undue concern over my wife’s bed.


  And it was then that I saw her face shining behind my own in the pane. She was alert and standing for the first time since the stroke, nearly eighteen months ago. I gripped the handrail until my nails were white, staring in disbelief at Karen’s transparent reflection.


  I turned. And shrank back against the wall. The cold sweat must have been on my face, because she reached out shakily and pressed my hand.


  “Can I get you anything?”


  Her hair was beautiful again, not the stringy, matted mass I had come to know. Her makeup was freshly applied, her lip dark at the edges and parted just so, opening on a warm, pink interior, her teeth no longer discolored but once more a luminous bone-white. And her eyes. They were perfect.


  I lunged for her.


  She sidestepped gracefully and supported my arm. I looked closely at her face as I allowed her to hold me a moment longer. There was nothing wrong with that, was there?


  “Are you all right?” she said.


  She was so much like Karen I had to stop the backs of my fingers from stroking the soft, wispy down at her temple, as they had done so many, many times. She had always liked that. And so, I remembered, had I; it was so long ago I had almost forgotten.


  “Sorry,” I managed. I adjusted my clothing, smoothing my hair down from the laminar airflow around the beds. “I’m not feeling well.”


  “I understand.”


  Did she?


  “My name is Emily Richterhausen,” she said.


  I straightened and introduced myself. If she had seen me inside the restricted area she said nothing. But she couldn’t have been there that long. I would have noticed her.


  “A relative?” she asked.


  “My wife.”


  “Has . . . has she been here long?”


  “Yes. I’m sorry. If you’ll excuse me—”


  “Are you sure you’re all right?” She moved in front of me. “I could get you a cup of coffee, you know, from the machines. We could both have one. Or some water.”


  It was obvious that she wanted to talk. She needed it. Perhaps I did, too. I realized that I needed to explain myself, to pass off my presence before she could guess my plan.


  “Do you come here often, Emily?” It was a foolish question. I knew I hadn’t seen her before.


  “It’s my husband,” she said.


  “I see.”


  “Oh, he’s not one of . . . them. Not yet. He’s in Intensive Care.” The lovely face began to change. “A coma. It’s been weeks. They say he may regain consciousness. One of the doctors said that. How long can it go on, do you know?”


  I walked with her to a bench in the waiting area.


  “An accident?” I asked.


  “A heart attack. He was driving to work. The car crossed the divider. It was awful.” She fumbled for a handkerchief. I gave her mine. “They say it was a miracle he survived at all. You should have seen the car. No, you shouldn’t have. No one should have. A miracle.”


  “Well,” I told her, trying to sound comforting, “as I understand it, there is no ‘usual' in comatose cases. It can go on indefinitely, as long as brain death hasn’t occurred. Until then there’s always hope. I saw a news item the other day about a young man who woke up after four years. He asked if he had missed his homework assignment. You’ve probably heard—”


  “Brain death,” she repeated, mouthing the words uneasily. I saw her shudder.


  “That’s the latest Supreme Court ruling. Even then,” I went on quickly, “there’s still hope. You remember that girl in New Jersey? She’s still alive. She may pull out of it at any time,” I lied. “And there are others like her. A great many, in fact. Why—”


  “There is hope, isn’t there?”


  “I’m sure of it,” I said, as kindly as possible.


  “But then,” she said, “supposing . . . What is it that actually happens, afterward? How does it work? Oh, I know about the Maintenance and Cultivation Act. The doctor explained everything at the beginning, just in case.” She glanced back toward the Neomort Ward and took a deep, uncertain breath. She didn’t really want to know, not now. “It looks so nice and clean, doesn’t it? They can still be of great service to society. The kidneys, the eyes, even the heart. It’s a wonderful thing. Isn’t it?”


  “It’s remarkable,” I agreed. “Your husband, had he signed the papers?”


  “No. He kept putting it off. William never liked to dwell on such matters. He didn’t believe in courting disaster. Now, I only wish I had forced him to talk about it, while there was still time.”


  “I’m sure it won’t come to that,” I said immediately. I couldn’t bear the sight of her crying. “You’ll see. The odds are very much on your side.”


  We sat side by side in silence as an orderly wheeled a stainless steel cleaning cart off the elevator and headed past us to the observation area. I could not help but notice the special scent of her skin. Spring flowers. It was so unlike the hospital, the antisepticized cloud that hangs over everything until it has settled into the very pores of the skin. I studied her discreetly: the tiny, exquisite whorls of her ear, the blood pulsing rapidly and naturally beneath her healthy skin. Somewhere an electronic air ionizer was whirring, and a muffled bell began to chime in a distant hallway.


  “Forgive me,” she said. “I shouldn’t have gone on like that But tell me about your wife.” She faced me. “Isn’t it strange?” We were inches apart. “It’s so reassuring to talk to someone else who understands. I don’t think the doctors really know how it is for us, for those who wait.”


  “They can’t,” I said.


  “I’m a good listener, really I am. William always said that.”


  “My—my wife signed the Universal Donor Release two years ago,” I began reluctantly. “The last time she renewed her driver’s license.” Good until her next birthday, I thought As simple as that. Too simple. Karen, how could you have known? How could I? I should have. I should have found out. I should have stopped your hand. “She’s here now. She’s been here since last year. Her electroencephalogram was certified almost immediately.”


  “It must be a comfort to you,” she said, “to know that she didn’t suffer.”


  “Yes.”


  “You know, this is the first time I’ve been on this particular floor. What is it they call it?” She was rattling on, perhaps to distract herself.


  “The Bioemporium.”


  “Yes, that’s it. I guess I wanted to see what it would be like, just in case. For my William.” She tried bravely to smile. “Do you visit her often?”


  “As often as possible.”


  “I’m sure that must mean a great deal.”


  To whom? I thought but let it pass.


  “Don’t worry,” I said. “Your husband will recover. He’ll be fine. You’ll see.”


  Our legs were touching. It had been so long since I had felt contact with sentient flesh. I thought of asking her for that cup of coffee now, or something more, in the cafeteria. Or a drink.


  “I try to believe that,” she said. “It’s the only thing that keeps me going. None of this seems real, does it?”


  She forced the delicate corners of her mouth up into a full smile.


  “I really should be going now. I could get something for him, couldn’t I? You know, in the gift shop downstairs? I’m told they have a very lovely store right here in the building. And then I’ll be able to give it to him during visiting hours. When he wakes up.”


  “That’s a good idea,” I said.


  She said decisively, “I don’t think I’ll be coming to this floor again.”


  “Good luck,” I told her. “But first, if you’d like, Emily, I thought—”


  “What was . . . what is your wife’s name? If you don’t mind my asking?”


  “Karen,” I said. Karen. What was I thinking? Can you forgive me? You can do that, can’t you, sweetheart?


  “That’s such a pretty name,” she said.


  “Thank you.”


  She stood. I did not try to delay her. There are some things that must be set to rest first, before one can go on. You helped remind me of that, didn’t you, Karen? I nearly forgot. But you wouldn’t let me.


  “I suppose we won’t be running into each other again,” she said. Her eyes were almost cheerful.


  “No.”


  “Would you . . . could you do me one small favor?”


  I looked at her.


  “What do you think I should get him? He has so many nice things. But you’re a man. What would you like to have, if you were in the hospital? God forbid,” she added, smiling warmly.


  I sat there. I couldn’t speak. I should have told her the truth then. But I couldn’t. It would have seemed cruel, and that is not part of my nature.


  What do you get, I wondered, for a man who has nothing?
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  I awaken.


  The phone Is silent.


  I go to the medicine cabinet, swallow another fistful of Ltryptophane tablets and settle back restlessly, hoping for a long and mercifully dreamless nap.


  Soon, all too soon and not soon enough, I fall into a deep and troubled sleep.


  I find myself trapped in an airtight box.


  I pound on the lid, kicking until my toes are broken and my elbows are torn and bleeding. I reach into my pocket for my lighter, an antique Zippo, thumb the flint. In the sudden flare I am able to read an engraved plate set into the satin. Twenty-Five Year Guarantee, it says in fancy script. I scream. My throat tears. The lighter catches the white folds and tongues of flame lick my face, spreading rapidly down my squirming body. I inhale fire.


  The lid swings open.


  Two attendants in white are bending over me, squirting out the flames with a water hose. One of them chuckles.


  Wonder how that happened? he says.


  Spontaneous combustion? says his partner.


  That would make our job a hell of a lot easier, says the other. He coils the hose and I see through burned-away eyelids that it is attached to a sink at the head of a stainless-steel table. The table has grooves running along the sides and a drainage hole at one end.


  I scream again, but no sound comes out.


  They turn away.


  I struggle up out of the coffin. There is no pain. How can that be? I claw at my clothing, baring my seared flesh.


  See? I cry. I’m alive!


  They do not hear.


  I rip at my chest with smoldering hands, the peeled skin rolling up under my fingernails. See the blood in my veins? I shout. I’m not one of them!


  Do we have to do this one over? asks the attendant. It’s only a cremation. Who’ll know?


  I see the eviscerated remains of others glistening in the sink, in the jars and plastic bags. I grab a scalpel. I slash at my arm. I cut through the smoking cloth of my shirt, laying open fresh incisions like white lips, slicing deeper into muscle and bone.


  See? Do I not bleed?


  They won’t listen.


  I stagger from the embalming chamber, gouging my sides as I bump other caskets which topple, spilling their pale contents onto the mortuary floor.


  My body is steaming as I stumble out into the cold, gray dawn.


  Where can I go? What is left for me? There must be a place. There must be—


  A bell chimes, and I awaken.


  Frantically I locate the telephone.


  A woman. Her voice is relieved but shaking as she calls my name.


  “Thank God you’re home,” she says. “I know it’s late. But I didn’t know who else to call. I’m terribly sorry to bother you. Do you remember me?”


  No luck this time. When? I wonder. How much longer?


  “You can hear me,” I say to her.


  “What?” She makes an effort to mask her hysteria, but I hear her cover the mouthpiece and sob. “We must have a bad connection. I’ll hang up.”


  “No. Please.” I sit forward, rubbing invisible cobwebs from my face. “Of course I remember you. Hello, Mrs. Richterhausen.” What time is it? I wonder. “I’m glad you called. How did you know the number?”


  “I asked Directory Information. I couldn’t forget your name. You were so kind. I have to talk to someone first, before I go back to the hospital.”


  It’s time for her, then. She must face it now; it cannot be put off, not anymore.


  “How is your husband?”


  “It’s my husband,” she says, not listening. Her voice breaks up momentarily under electrical interference. The signal reforms, but we are still separated by a grid, as if in an electronic confessional. “At twelve-thirty tonight his, what is it, now?” She bites her lips but cannot control her voice. “His EEG. It . . . stopped. That’s what they say. A straight line. There’s nothing there. They say it’s nonreversible. How can that be?” she asks desperately.


  I wait.


  “They want you to sign, don’t they, Emily?”


  “Yes.” Her voice is tortured as she says, “It’s a good thing, isn’t it? You said so yourself, this afternoon. You know about these things. Your wife . . .”


  “We’re not talking about my wife now, are we?”


  “But they say it’s right. The doctor said that.”


  “What is, Emily?”


  “The life-support,” she says pathetically. “The Maintenance.” She still does not know what she is saying. “My husband can be of great value to medical science. Not all the usable organs can be taken at once. They may not be matched up with recipients for some time. That’s why the Maintenance is so important. It’s safer, more efficient than storage. Isn’t that so?”


  “Don’t think of it as ‘life-support,’ Emily. Don’t fool yourself. There is no longer any life to be supported.”


  “But he’s not dead!”


  “No.”


  “Then his body must be kept alive . . .”


  “Not alive, either,” I say. “Your husband is now—and will continue to be—neither alive nor dead. Do you understand that?”


  It is too much. She breaks down. “H-how can I decide? I can’t tell them to pull the plug. How could I do that to him?”


  “Isn’t there a decision involved in not pulling the plug?”


  “But it’s for the good of mankind, that’s what they say. For people years from now, even for people not yet born. Isn’t that true? Help me,” she says imploringly. “You’re a good man. I need to be sure that he won’t suffer. Do you think he would want it this way? It was what your wife wanted, wasn’t it? At least this way you’re able to visit, to go on seeing her. That’s important to you, isn’t it?”


  “He won’t feel a thing, if that’s what you’re asking. He doesn’t now, and he never will. Not ever again.”


  “Then it’s all right?”


  I wait.


  “She’s at peace, isn’t she, despite everything? It all seems so ghastly, somehow. I don’t know what to do. Help me, please . . .”


  “Emily,” I say with great difficulty. But it must be done. “Do you understand what will happen to your husband if you authorize the Maintenance?”


  She does not answer.


  “Only this. Listen: this is how it begins. First he will be connected to an IBM cell separator, to keep track of leucocytes, platelets, red cells, antigens that can’t be stored. He will be used around the clock to manufacture an endless red tide for transfusions—”


  “But transfusions save lives!”


  “Not just transfusions, Emily. His veins will be a battleground for viruses, for pneumonia, hepatitis, leukemia, live cancers. And then his body will be drained off, like a stuck pig’s, and a new supply of experimental toxins pumped in, so that he can go on producing antitoxins for them. Listen to me. He will begin to decay inside, Emily. He will be riddled with disease, tumors, parasites. He will stink with fever. His heart will deform, his brain fester with tubercules, his body cavities ran with infection. His hair will fall, his skin yellow, his teeth splinter and rot. In the name of science, Emily, in the name of their beloved research.”


  I pause.


  “That is, if he’s one of the lucky ones.”


  “But the transplants . . .”


  “Yes, that’s right! You are so right, Emily. If not the blood, then the transplants. They will take him organ by organ, cell by cell. And it will take years. As long as the machines can keep the lungs and heart moving. And finally, after they’ve taken his eyes, his kidneys and the rest, it will be time for his nerve tissue, his lymph nodes, his testes. They will drill out his bone marrow, and when there is no more of that left it will be time to remove his stomach and intestines, as soon as they learn how to transplant those parts, too. And they will. Believe me, they will.”


  “No, please . . .”


  “And when he’s been thoroughly, efficiently gutted—or when his body has eaten itself from the inside out—when there is nothing left but a respirated sac bathed from within by its own excrement, do you know what they will do then? Do you? Then they will begin to strip the skin from his limbs, from his skull, a few millimeters at a time, for grafting and regrafting, until—”


  “Stop!”


  “Take him, Emily! Take your William out of there now, tonight, before the technicians can get their bloody hands on him! Sign nothing! Take him home. Take him away and bury him forever. Do that much for him. And for yourself. Let him rest. Give him that one last, most precious gift. Grant him his final peace. You can do that much, can’t you? Can’t you?”


  From far away, across miles of the city, I hear the phone drop and then click dully into place. But only after I have heard another sound, one that I pray I will never hear again.


  Godspeed, Emily, I think, weeping. Godspeed.


  I resume my vigil.


  



  3.


  



  There is a machine outside my door. It eats people, chews them up and spits out only what it can’t use. It wants to get me, I know it does, but I’m not going to let it.


  The call I have been waiting for will never come.


  I’m sure of it now. The doctor, or his nurse or secretary or dialing machine, will never announce that they are done at last, that the procedure is no longer cost-effective, that her remains will be released for burial or cremation. Not yesterday, not today, not ever.


  I have cut her arteries with stolen scalpels. I have dug with an ice pick deep into her brain, hoping to sever her motor centers. I have probed for her ganglia and nerve cords. I have pierced her eardrums. I have inserted needles, trying to puncture her heart and lungs. I have hidden caustics in the folds of her throat. I have ruined her eyes. But it’s no use. It will never be enough.


  They will never be done with her.


  When I go to the hospital today she will not be there. She will already have been given to the interns for their spinal taps and arteriograms, for surgical practice on a cadaver that is neither alive nor dead. She will belong to the meat cutters, to the first-year med students with their dull knives and stained cross sections . . .


  But I know what I will do.


  I will search the floors and labs and secret doors of the wing, and when I find her I will steal her silently away; I will give her safe passage. I can do that much, can’t I? I will take her to a place where even they can’t reach, beyond the boundaries that separate the living from the dead. I will carry her over the threshold and into that realm, wherever it may be.


  And there I will stay with her, to be there with her, to take refuge with her among the dead. I will tear at my body and my corruption until we are one in soft asylum. And there I will remain, living with death for whatever may be left of eternity.


  Wish me Godspeed.


  



  Author’s Afterword


  



  It is not often that a writer is able to point to a single specific source of inspiration for a piece of fiction. However, to give credit where it is due: Some of the issues explored in this story were raised by Willard Gaylin, M.D., President of the Institute of Society, Ethics and the Life Sciences in Hastings-on-Hudson, New York, in an article entitled “Harvesting the Dead.” In particular, it is Dr. Gaylin who coined the terms “neomort” and “bioemporium,” two words which I find I cannot improve upon. Readers interested in learning more about the legal and medical ethics involved in such matters are therefore directed to the September 1974 issue of Harper’s Magazine, where Dr. Gaylin’s article first appeared.


  —D.E.


  



  TO WAKE THE DEAD by Ramsey Campbell


  



  Ramsey Campbell has appeared in all but one of the DAW series Year’s Best Horror Stories to date—this under three different editors, proving that his accomplishment cannot be dismissed as nepotism. Born in Liverpool, England, in 1946, Campbell is one of several fledgling writers whose careers were encouraged by August Derleth. Derleth’s prestigious publishing firm, Arkham House, brought out Campbell’s first book when he was eighteen. Since this initial effort, a collection of stories very heavily influenced by H. P. Lovecraft entitled The Inhabitant of the Lake & Less Welcome Tenants, Campbell has matured enormously as a writer and has gone on to develop his own distinctive approach to horror fiction. Campbell’s preeminence in this genre became evident with the publication of his second volume of stories, Demons by Daylight (Arkham House, 1973), and subsequent works have proved his continuing excellence. His books include a third collection, The Height of the Scream, as well as original anthologies under his editorship: Superhorror; New Tales of the Cthulhu Mythos and New Terrors. More recently Campbell has turned his talents toward novel-length horrors, with The Doll Who Ate His Mother, The Face That Must Die and now, To Wake the Dead.


  The following piece is actually the prologue to Campbell’s latest novel. Complete in itself, the story was first published in Dark Horizons, the journal of the British Fantasy Society. Campbell’s novel, To Wake the Dead, has been published this spring by Millington in England, and will be published this autumn by Macmillan in the United States—under the title The Parasite and with a different ending. After reading “To Wake the Dead” here, horror fans are certain to seek out Campbell’s new novel regardless of its title.


  



  “Did you hear me?” her mother called. “I said Wendy’s here.” And all at once it was too late; the night had crept up on her and she didn’t want to go.


  There was nothing in her room to help her. Sandwiched in its case, her tennis racket leaned against one wall. Posters froze wild birds in flight. Elvis Presley sneered above her bed, his hair shining like oil. Spines of encyclopedias offered her fragments of words, none of which inspired an excuse.


  She retrieved her coat from the wardrobe, where she’d hidden it after laying it out, in the hope that she might wish Wendy away. As she buttoned the coat, her fingers felt hot and swollen, prickly with nerves.


  From the top of the stairs she heard her mother saying, “Look after her, Wendy, won’t you. Don’t let her get too excited.”


  The Magic Flute was playing. Her father hung back in the living-room doorway, afraid to lose the opera. “What is this film, did you say? Rock Around The Clock?” He knew perfectly well, but meant to imply that it wasn’t worth knowing. “I'm surprised that it interests you. Well, you must find out for yourself.”


  Couldn’t he tell that it was a lie? Just because the girl thought Elvis was sexy didn’t mean that she wanted to watch fat Bill Haley sing three notes. Her moist hands squirmed, suffocated by her pockets. Resentment gagged her more than nervousness. How dare her mother suggest she was less mature than Wendy! Couldn’t she both prove her maturity and save herself by admitting the lie? But her parents were waving, the door was closing, and she was outside in the icy night.


  Beneath the streetlamps Wendy’s eyes looked bruised with makeup. Scent crept from beneath her pink coat. By comparison, the younger girl was dressed childishly, which made her feel irritable and vulnerable. Already her knees were burning with the cold.


  At least she wasn’t going up the hill, where the water tower no longer resembled the maze of tall arches among which she used to play hide and seek with her friends. Now it was a looming crowd of legs, its body hovering above a scrawny glimpse of daylight as a spider stands over a wrapped fly. The night changed everything.


  Even the main road was changed. Beneath the lamps the terraces glared as though trapped in the stasis before a storm. Two nurses marched like nuns toward the hospital, once a workhouse. Suppose they asked where the girls were going? But they vanished laughing into the hospital, leaving her alone with Wendy’s footsteps and her own, with the repetitive brushing of Wendy’s knees against her calf-length skirt, with her fears.


  A young couple hurried by, their breath and their parcels of fish and chips steaming. Queues of cars passed each other on the narrow road; their scoops of light caught dust, gasoline fumes, a moth. Soon they were gone, and the tarmac gleamed bleakly. “What do you think we’re going to do?” she said uneasily.


  “Oh, just sit around a table, I expect, like they did in that story.” Wendy sounded glad to talk. “Or maybe Richard will sit there with a pencil and see if it writes anything. I expect it’ll write something stupid, if he has anything to do with it. You know what Richard’s like.”


  They were approaching the town. Houses and gardens were dwindling, sometimes into terraces of cottages. Glimpses of bright rooms—warm, impregnable, aloof from her—reminded the girl of home. One last secret charm reassured her a little: as long as she stayed on this pavement, on the far side of the road from the house, she might be saved.


  Saved from what? She had seen death, her grandmother more soundly asleep than whispers could penetrate, her fretted lips gaping in a silent snore. Richard liked to scare people, but she was too old to be scared. Why, only last year he’d told everyone that the girl who had been dug up outside town had just been murdered, when in fact she was fifty years dead.


  They passed the pale, squat, unlit hall, the Kingdom Hall of Jehovah’s Witnesses. Next to it, behind the Windmill pub, hens clucked sleepily. It was a comfortable sound, but by no means encouraging, for it meant that they had reached the terrace which contained the house.


  But it was only a house where someone had died, months ago. Nobody but Richard insisted that he had been crying for help; nobody but Richard said that the house had an unpleasant reputation—at least, nobody else had said so to the girls. Or were there rumors which had given Richard the idea for his latest horror fib?


  Beyond the terrace, people sat morosely on a bench outside the bus station. Disraeli stood on a pedestal, ignoring the traffic lights beneath him, which were stepping down to green. There was safety: far too distant. Wendy had already crossed to the opposite pavement, had braved the short path beside the lit bay window and was ringing the bell.


  Seated figures glided by in slabs of light like amber. Glowing splashes trailed over the pavement, over the shiny blunt toecaps of the girl’s shoes. Then the bus was past, and Richard was frowning at her. “Well, what’s she waiting for? Does she want crossing over?”


  She drew a breath so fierce it bruised her chest. She wasn’t a baby, she was ten years old. Wendy might be older, but she was more mature than Wendy. She strode across the deserted roadway, past the dark uncurtained bay, into the bright house.


  The living room seemed crowded with people, sitting on a plump, though somewhat faded, suite. In fact there were only five people, but all of them were staring at her as though she had no right to be there. A boy whose chin sprouted a few unequal hairs complained, “She’s rather young for this, isn’t she?”


  “Oh, she’s all right. Leave her alone.” Wendy sounded both annoyed by the reflection on her judgment and a little embarrassed; perhaps, deep down, she agreed.


  Richard stood between chairs in the bay, peering out through a crack in the curtains. A boy with hair like Elvis and a reasonably even moustache said, “Is that everyone?”


  “No, there’s Ken. He has to come from near the Comrades of the Great War Club.”


  Glancing at the moustached boy, Wendy brightened. “I didn’t know you were coming.”


  “Who, me? I wouldn’t have missed it for anything.” He patted the arm of his chair, as though to make a dog jump. “Besides, you might need looking after.”


  The younger girl thought him pompous and conceited, and a very bad substitute for Elvis. After a token protest at the way he summoned her, Wendy sat beside him. She had withdrawn into the adolescent world, where people seemed to do things which they didn’t want to do and which, when they did them, they didn’t enjoy. The girl felt excluded, barely tolerated by the group. She sat on the couch, beside two girls who ignored her. She wished she hadn’t come.


  Did Richard want to scare her? He was looking at her as he said, “I heard something else today.”


  “What?” one of the girls demanded nervously.


  “I don’t know. It sounded like—” Was he pausing for effect, or choosing his words? “It sounded like someone ill trying to get hold of things, groping about next door, trying to pick something up.”


  He leaned against the chipped mantelpiece and gazed at his listeners. He was obviously enjoying himself, but was he lying? He must have heard mice, the young girl told herself. But she was struggling to gain sufficient courage to say that she’d decided not to go into the house.


  The doorbell rang. Everyone started, then pretended that they hadn’t, or giggled uneasily. “Stupid,” one girl snarled—it wasn’t clear to whom. Had Richard’s parents returned unexpectedly? Oh, please let it be— But he returned from the front door to announce, “All right, it’s time. Ken’s here.”


  He led them out of the house. Between it and its neighbor was an arched tunnel, narrower than the stretch of the young girl’s arms. The edge of headlights on the road withdrew from the passage, which was at once very dark. The girl’s footsteps rang shrilly between the walls, mocking her nervousness.


  At the end of the passage were the doors to two back yards. Richard pushed one, which tottered open, scraping over stone. Beyond it the kitchen of the deserted house protruded into the yard, toward a large coal-shed. There was room for little else except darkness thick as mud and, in one corner of the yard, an anonymous shrub, starved and restless.


  As they crept into the yard eyes gleamed at them from the coal, which scattered rattling as the awakened sleeper leapt on the wall and fled, mewing. “Shut up,” Richard hissed at giggles. He was fiddling with the back door of the house. He must be copying a film, he couldn’t know how to do it properly. There came a snap of metal; he must have broken his knife. The girl relaxed, only just suppressing an audible sigh—then saw that the door was open.


  Richard’s flashlight reached into the darkness. It spread over the flags of the kitchen floor, dimming. Wooden legs with knobby ankles stood in the shadows; deep in the darkness, something gurgled moistly. “Well, keep up,” he said irritably to the others as he stepped within.


  The young girl tried to keep up with Wendy, who was clinging to the moustached boy. As the flashlight swung to make sure everyone had followed, a nervous drip glinted on the lip of a tap. The drip was trembling, ready to fall. It must have been the tap which had gurgled.


  “Shut the door,” Richard ordered.


  Beyond the kitchen was a larger room. The patch of light crawled over the floor, picking at the pattern of the carpet, leaving it incomplete. Why couldn’t Richard raise the light beam? Nobody could see so far into the house from the road. In the unlit room draped chairs loomed, squatting fatly beneath their shrouds. The air smelled of hovering dust.


  As they ventured into the hall, a thin silhouette sprang up to meet them. A sharp hook of panic snagged the girl’s heart. Everyone halted, gasping or swearing, except Richard. In a moment they were scoffing and jostling, for it bad only been the cross that separated the front-door panes, outlined by headlights. But the girl had felt caged by their panic. As they’d surrounded her, instinctively huddling together, they had seemed capable of crushing her among them. They and their indifference dwarfed her. Her fear was bigger than she was.


  “Keep it quiet,” Richard muttered, and padded upstairs. His light doled out a couple of stairs at a time. Shadows tugged at the banisters, which shifted creaking beneath her hand. Nervousness and dusty breaths parched her throat; underfoot, the unseen carpet felt like a thick wad of dust. She was trapped in the midst of the uneasy procession. She could only stumble upstairs.


  All the doors on the landing were ajar. As the light wavered into the rooms, they looked impossibly large with darkness, which seemed less still than it ought to be. Carpet muffled the creaks of the landing. How could the answering creaks—surely they must be echoes—sound clearer in the rooms? This seemed not to trouble Richard, who strode stealthily into the front bedroom.


  He switched off the flashlight. A streetlamp lit the room, though only through two cramped windows. An indeterminate pattern swarmed on the wallpaper. As the others pushed her through the doorway she saw a large table which seemed not to belong to the room, surrounded by a dim bed, a dressing table, a couple of chairs; rough squares of paper laid around the table’s edge spelled out the alphabet.


  “Don’t shut that door!” Richard hissed urgently.


  He tugged a drawer out of the dressing table and propped the door open. “No handle on the inside,” he explained, amused by their muffled dismay or suspicion. “Come on then, before my parents get back.”


  The girl advanced, because there was nothing else to do.


  “Go on,” said the boy with the wispy chin, shoving her. Was he annoyed with his own nervousness? Before she knew it she was sitting on the bed, hemmed in by the wispy boy and, nearest the door, Wendy.


  “Right,” Richard said triumphantly. “Now.” From beside the dressing table he produced an object like a homemade wooden roller skate, whose wheels were capable of veering. His gesture expected a reaction, and received one: strangled laughter, nudging, giggling. “He’s going to write with his feet,” someone sniggered. The girl joined in the almost hysterical mirth, though she felt the shrillness of her laughter excluded her from the group.


  “Shut up!” Richard said savagely. “Do you want someone to hear us and call the police?”


  They subsided gradually into silence. There was an interlude of subdued jostling as they each placed one hand on the skate in the center of the table.


  “Now what?” demanded the wispy boy,


  “We wait,” Richard said.


  They did so, more or less silently. “My arm’s going to sleep,” one girl muttered. “So am I,” complained her friend. Minutes after they had spoken, their words remained, hovering as though the air had grown stagnant. The room seemed to be darkening, as if with the approach of a storm—the young girl’s eyes must be tired, that was all. Headlights trailed over the ceiling and dragged at the pattern of the wallpaper, which shifted slyly. No light reached the ajar door, beyond which stood blackness. She imagined how much of the dark house she would have to brave to escape.


  Boredom or unease was growing. “How long are we going to have to sit?” protested the wispy boy. Free hands were exploring.


  “Oh, get off,” one girl cried furiously.


  “I don’t think this is going to work,” said the boy with the moustache. “The planchette’s too heavy. You need something lighter.”


  At once, accompanied by an odd sound which seemed to come from deep in the house, the wooden skate began to quest toward the edge of the table, advancing and recoiling like a trapped rat.


  “Of course if you’re going to make it move—”


  “I’m not doing it,” Richard said resentfully.


  “Well, somebody must be.” He gazed at each of them in turn. The girl noticed that his moustache was glistening: with sweat? Nothing he saw in their eyes seemed to please him. “Well, it’s certainly not me,” he said as though denying a bad smell.


  The skate faltered and was still. Richard was glaring—because of the interruption, or because he had ceased to be the leader? “Are we just going to sit here and argue?” he demanded.


  “We’re supposed to ask questions. What was the name of the fellow who died here?”


  “Allen. Mr. Allen.”


  “All right.” The moustached boy sat forward like an executive at a conference; perhaps he was imitating a film. “We’ll see if it’s him.” Slowly and loudly, as though addressing a retarded child, he asked the skate, “Are you Mr. Allen?”


  He was answered at once, by stifled giggles. He permitted himself a faint smile; the joke was really too childish for him. Only Richard held himself solemn, furiously so.


  The girl restrained herself from giggling more loudly than the others. Why was she afraid to draw attention to herself? Because the room was so dim? Again she heard the faint sound, which was perhaps not so deep in the house, after all: a feeble restlessness. A mouse? No, it must be the noise of the skate, made to sound distant by the oppressive atmosphere—for the skate was moving. It turned purposefully and went straight to a square of paper, where it halted.


  That seemed comfortingly meaningless. One letter could tell them nothing. Then the girl saw that two additional squares interrupted the alphabet, on opposite sides of the table: YES and NO. NO, the skate had said.


  No, it was not Mr. Allen who was advancing through the house, making doors squeak in the downstairs hall and now on the landing. It must be only a draft. But it was not Mr. Allen who had come into the room, whose feeble restlessness was clearly audible now, though its position was obscure. Richard’s head turned, searching. Reluctantly he said, “That’s what I heard.”


  Now the sound was more definable. Yes, it was like someone very old or very ill fumbling about in the dark—except that just as she was close to locating it in one part of the room, it seemed to reappear elsewhere. Her fingers on the skate were paralyzed, they felt glued together by sweat, but they were trembling. Neither her hand nor the rest of her body could do anything about her panic.


  Perhaps everyone was waiting for somebody else to be the first to flee. Before anyone could move, the skate began turning. Though their arms were heavy with exhaustion and nerves, it was quicker now, more efficient, I AM, it spelled rapidly.


  The moustached boy sat forward, awaiting the rest of the message. His free hand wiped his glistening moustache. The others watched unwillingly as the skate dragged their hands about the table. When it had finished they sat stiffly, not daring to remark on the message in case that lent it power. Only the moustached boy mouthed it silently, frowning: I AM EVERYWHERE IN HERE.


  “I think we’d better go,” stammered the wispy boy. His last word sprang into falsetto, but nobody laughed. Nor did anyone move, for the formless sounds were groping about the room, hemming them in. Headlamps slipped rectangles of light into the room; the rectangles turned into gliding parallelograms and vanished. The girl kept her gaze away from the light, for it might make the source of the groping visible.


  The skate darted into the center again and dodged about the table. Its swiftness seemed almost gleeful. One of the girls was sobbing dryly and incessantly; it sounded as though she was choking. The skate picked out its message deftly, then rested beneath the crowd of their fingertips, DO AS YOU"RE TOLD, it had said.


  A wave of resentment, violent as electricity, flashed through the group. “Fuck that,” said Ken, whom the young girl had yet to hear speak. His voice proved to be high and thin, unsuited to the protest; it breathed out beer, the smell of bravado. His chair creaked as he made to stand up. The sobbing girl managed to gulp herself space between sobs for words, to cry, “Don’t let go!”


  Perhaps she believed that while the presence was occupied in spelling messages it would be unable to do worse. And indeed, the sound of unlocated fumbling had ceased—but the young girl felt it had only come to rest. She thought she could hear the faintest of shiftings, like the movements which betray the serenity of a cat as it prepares to leap on its prey. She dared not look.


  In any case, she had to watch the skate, for it was darting urgently about the table. Their fingertips clung to it as though it was their sole protection from the dark. Before the message had ended, the girl was seized by a fit of trembling. Everyone stared at the table, unwilling to meet anyone else’s eyes. She felt as though her hand was trying to shake her body to pieces. The message was expanding in her mind, like an afterimage in sudden and absolute darkness.


  ALL EXCEPT ONE GO OUT.


  “Oh, that’s too fucking much,” Ken protested. “That’s just fucking stupid.” He was speaking at the top of his voice—to impress them, or himself, or someone else entirely? His piping voice was scrawny in the dark. Nevertheless Richard, at whom he was glaring, turned defensive. “I didn’t make it say that,” he retorted. “I’d have said who the one had to be, wouldn’t I?”


  At once, as though it had been waiting for his cue, the skate pounced. It rushed toward the bed, sweeping letters to the floor, jerking their arms with such force that Wendy fell against the young girl. Wendy began shuddering as though with fever—for the skate was pointing straight at her.


  “No,” Wendy cried. “I won’t. I won’t.” She sounded hardly able to form the words. She managed to stumble to her feet, and fled toward the landing. The young girl struggled away from the wispy boy, who shook himself impatiently free of her.


  As she sat up, regaining the place from which Wendy had elbowed her, she realized that the skate was pointing directly at her.


  Wendy’s flight had released the others. They retreated from the table as though it was diseased. None of them glanced at the young girl; indeed, they seemed to have forgotten her—for in their haste they shoved the table against her, knocking her backward on the bed.


  The bed was not empty. As she fell back, she glimpsed a face upturned on the pillow. A convulsion seized her whole body; she arched upward, straining her spine—anything rather than touch what lay in the bed. Was the face only an accident of shadows on the lumpy pillow? Perhaps, for as she wrenched her neck in peering wildly, she saw that the face was incomplete. But as her hand tried to lever her away from the bed it touched, through the bedclothes, a thin yet flabby limb.


  She heard someone stumble over the drawer in the doorway and kick it aside. The door slammed. “Hey, Richard,” said the muffled voice of the wispy boy, “did you realize we’ve left that kid in there? Was she supposed to be the one?” Several of them giggled, relieved; perhaps they had known they were shutting her in.


  She kicked the table away and ran blindly to the door. Her gasp of terror had hurt her chest, leaving her no breath with which to cry out. She heard Wendy from what seemed a great distance. “You haven’t really left her in there, have you? You silly fool, she’s only a kid! I’m supposed to be looking after her!”


  “All right. Calm down.” It was the voice of the moustache. “The door isn’t locked, is it? She’s braver than half you people, anyway. I didn’t hear her whining.” The handle of the door rattled. There was a thud and a silence.


  When he spoke again his voice was low with anger. “What sort of games are you playing, Richard? The handle’s come out and the door won’t budge.”


  The dark closed around the young girl, like the embrace of fever. The door shook as shoulders thumped it, but held. Now the babble of angry voices was retreating from her. Was Richard calling, “It’s all right, don’t fret, I’ll get something”? The voices faded down the stairs, leaving her alone with silence.


  It was not quite silence. Behind her, something dropped softly to the floor. She could neither turn nor cry out, but she knew without turning what the sound was: the fall of the bedclothes. Had something else got down from the bed?


  She could move her hand now. She hooked her finger in the hole where the doorhandle ought to be. She dragged at the door, though her hand was trembling so violently that it threatened to jerk out of the hole, but it was no use; the door refused to budge. Now she was trapped there, unable to let go of the door, held fast by the dark as though it was a marsh.


  When she was seized from behind she was not even able to scream. They must be hands, for they had fingers, though they felt soft as putty—far softer than putty, indeed, to be able to do to her what they began to do then.


  



  IN THE FOURTH YEAR OF THE WAR by Harlan Ellison


  



  Critics and reviewers have written countless thousands of words about Harlan Ellison, and when this much attention is accorded a living author, one can assume that that author must be enormously talented and extremely controversial. Ellison was born in Ohio in 1934, became active in Cleveland fandom in the early 1950s, moved to New York in 1955 and had his first professional publication in 1956, spent two years in the army, moved to Chicago in 1959, then to Los Angeles in 1962 where he currently resides. Ellison works predominantly in the realm of short fiction, making all the more impressive the acclaim his writing has earned. He has also edited the equally controversial Dangerous Visions anthologies, and is an important essayist and critic in his own right. Although he is generally thought of as a science fiction writer, this label is inappropriate; Ellison is a mainstream writer whose work sometimes includes science fiction. More recently Ellison has directed his energies toward the less stultifying area of fantasy fiction—again defying labels and again with impressive effect, as can be seen by his two recent collections, Deathbird Stories: A Pantheon of Modern Gods (1975) and Strange Wine (1978). “In the Fourth Year of the War” appeared in Midnight Sun, itself a publication that defies convention, and editor Gary Hoppenstand’s observation is to the point: “Ellison’s special brand of horror is the dark psyche of the inner soul, the terror of the human condition, the agony of day-to-day existence in a hostile, deadly world. His horrors are not the make-believe rubber monsters of Hollywood. They are real; they are part of our life and our feelings and our desires.”


  



  The King grew vain;


  Fought all his battles o’er again;


  And thrice he routed all his foes,


  And thrice he slew the slain.


  John Dryden


  Alexander’s Feast


  1697


  



  In the fourth year of the war with the despicable personage that had come to live In my brain, the utterly vile tenant who called himself Jerry Olander, I was ordered to kill for the first time.


  It came as no surprise. It had taken Jerry Olander four years, plus or minus a couple of months, to get sufficient control over my motor responses. He had been working toward just such a program of monstrous actions; and though I never knew till the moment he ordered the hit that the form of his evil was to be murder, that was one of the few possibilities. Even though I wasn’t surprised, I was sickened and refused. It didn’t do me any good, of course. Jerry was strong enough after four years of constant warfare within my brain; I was just weak enough, weary enough, just enough filled with battle fatigue, to put up a losing argument.


  The target was to be my mother’s older brother, my Uncle Carl. Had Jerry Olander suggested the pope, or the President of the United States, or some notorious public figure, I might have grasped a thin edge of rationality in the order. But Uncle Carl? A man in his late sixties, a retired jeweler whose wife had died of cancer fifteen years earlier, who lived quietly and inoffensively in a suburb of Chicago. Carl? Why should the unwanted roommate of my brain want to see old Uncle Carl dead?


  “Don’t you want to see him dead?” Jerry replied, when I put the question to him.


  “Who, Carl?” I didn’t mean to sound stupid, but I was nonplussed and sounded stupid.


  Jerry laughed. I had come to know that miserable sound. In the dead of night, when I was hovering on the lip between wakefulness and whatever was strobing across the face of my bedside television set, and the abyss of thankful sleep, he would begin laughing. It was the sound I’m certain was made when the broken-handled claw hammer wrenched out the spikes from Jesus’ crucified wrists.


  He laughed that rusty laugh and mimicked me. “Who, Carl? Yes, Carl. Old Uncle Carl, who killed your father’s dreams. Don’t begin to tell me, don’t even begin to tell me that you’ve forgotten all that, chum.”


  “Don’t call me chum.”


  “Well, then, using the short form: Yes, Uncle Carl.”


  “You’re crazy. I can’t do it . . . won’t do it!”


  “Oh, you’ll do it, all right. We have no problem on that score. As for my being crazy, I won’t argue the point. One would have to be a bit crazy to share a mind with you.”


  “Carl never did anything to my father,” I said.


  “Think about it,” Jerry said. I hated his smugness. But I thought about it. And from the quicklime pit of forgotten memories something dead but still moving rose from corruption and dragged itself into my consciousness. A zombie recollection, a foulness from childhood, half-understood, miserable, something that intellectually I knew was a lie, yet a thing I believed true with that trapped child’s refusal to abandon the terrors of the past.


  Jerry laughed. “Yeah, that’s it, chum. Remember now?”


  “That isn’t true. I know it isn’t. I only thought that was the way it was . . . because I was a kid. I didn’t know any better.”


  “Nobody’s evil, right? No black and white. Just a shitload world of grays. Right? Then how come you still believe it?” He was really gnawing at me now. I tried to send that shambling awfulness back to its quicklime grave, but it stalked through my mind, led forward by Jerry’s voice. “Look at it, chum. Consider Uncle Carl and what he did to your old man.”


  The memory grew larger in my mind. I found myself unable to turn away from its rotted flesh and stinking breath, the dead eyes covered with a gray film. I found myself remembering my father . . .


  He had managed Carl’s jewelry store during the war, when Carl had gone off to the navy. My father had been too old, had had a heart condition; so he had worked in the store instead of serving. Carl had pulled strings and wound up on the west coast, at one of the supply terminals. And my father had worked twelve, fifteen, eighteen hours a day building up the clientele. He had always wanted his own store, to be in business for himself, to go to Tucson or San Francisco, warm and wonderful places, away from the snow and the biting Lake Michigan winds. But my mother had insisted that family was more important than self-realization. “Stay with family,” she had said. “Carl told you he’d make you a partner. The family always keeps its promises.”


  So my father had let his dreams fade and had stayed on with the store.


  When the war was over, and Carl came home, and my father finally summoned up the courage to call in the promise, Carl had thrown him out of the store.


  I never knew why, really. I was a child. Children are never told the whys of family disasters. They just happen. You wouldn’t understand, children are told; and then, in the next breath, they are told, you mustn’t hate your Uncle Carl for this, he has his reasons.


  But my father had to start all over again. At the age of fifty. He rented a small apartment on the second floor in a business district close to the Loop, and he opened a jewelry shop. It was two long flights up, one steep set of stairs, a landing, and a switchback flight half as long but just as steep. And the drive from Evanston, back and forth, each day. Working far into the evening to catch the late foot traffic; on the phone with customers, trying to hustle an extra sale, even at night when he was home and should have been relaxing. A grinding, terrible schedule without break or release, to keep my mother and myself fed and clothed, not to lose the house.


  One year. He lasted one year, almost to the week of opening the new store. And on a Sunday morning, sitting in his big chair by the old Atwater-Kent radio, he had a sudden smash of a coronary thrombosis, and he died. In a moment, as I watched, he went pale; and his eyes popped open so I could see how blue they were, and his mouth drooped at one side, and he died. He had no last words.


  The zombie memory would not free me. I saw things I never could have imagined as a child. My father’s blue eyes, with the realization in them that all the dreams had been stolen from him; that he had lived his life and it had come to nothing, that he was dead and had never made his mark, had been here and was gone, and no one would remember or care. I saw, I remembered, I cared.


  My child’s memories were of hatred—and revenge. Carl.


  “My father did it to himself,” I said, walking upstairs. “He allowed his dreams to die. If he’d really had the courage to break loose and go to the west coast he would have done it,” I said, entering my bedroom and going to the closet. “Carl had nothing to do with it. If it hadn’t been Carl, it would have been someone else in whom my father placed his trust. I can’t hate a man for not keeping a promise twenty-five years ago,” I said, pulling down my overnight case. “This is crazy. You can’t get me to do this.” I began packing for the flight to Chicago. I heard the sound of spikes being twisted out of wormwood.


  



  It took Carl a long time to answer the door. He had a serious arthritic condition, and it was late. Highland Park was silent and sleeping. I stood under the porch light and saw Carl’s pale, tired eyes peering at me through the open-weave curtain behind the door’s glass panes. He blinked many times and finally seemed to recognize me. He opened the door.


  “You didn’t tell me you were coming,” he said. I put my hand against the half-opened door and pushed it slowly inward. Carl moved back, and I walked in. My overnight case was still lying on the back seat of the rental compact at the curb. “Why didn’t you call me and tell me you were coming? How’s your mother?”


  “Mom died three years ago.”


  He blinked again. His liver-spotted forehead drew down, and he thought about it. “Yes, I’d forgotten. Why didn’t you call me up on the phone and tell me you were coming?”


  He closed and locked the door behind me. I walked into the darkened living room, only faintly outlined by the hall light. He followed me. He was wearing something I had only seen in period movies—a long nightgown that reached to his thin calves, white with blue veins prominent. The fabric was rough cotton and like his calves was veined with blue pin-striping. I turned around to look at him. In my head I said, “This is crazy. Look at him. He’s an old man. He won’t even remember. What’s the point of this?”


  And Jerry Olander said, “It doesn’t matter if he doesn’t remember. You remember. But if it makes you feel any better, tell him why you’ve come to kill him.”


  “What are you doing here in the dead of night? I wish you’d called me up on the phone and told me,” Carl said.


  I couldn’t see his face. He was standing with the hall light behind him. It was a black circle without feature. I said to him, “Do you remember a night a long time ago, in the redbrick house you had on Maple Street, when Lillian was alive?”


  “I remember the house. It was a small house. We had much bigger houses. Maybe you called, and I was asleep.”


  I moved toward him till he could see my face, lit along the sharp planes of cheeks and nose by the light over his shoulder. “I see it all now the way a little boy would see it, Uncle Carl. I’m looking out from under a dining room table, through the legs and cross-braces of chairs; watching you and my father on the screened back porch. You’re arguing. It was the first time I ever heard my father swear or raise his voice. I remember it very clearly, even if it isn’t true, because he was such a quiet person. You know that. He never raised his voice or got angry. He should have. He might not have died when he did, or died so miserably, if he’d raised his voice a few times.”


  “What are you talking about?” Carl said. He was beginning to realize he wanted to be annoyed at his nephew barging in on him at three o’clock in the morning while he was still half-asleep. “Do you want something to eat? What are you doing here in Chicago? Don’t you live out there in California now?”


  He hadn’t seen me in years. We had had no contact. And here I stood before him, dragging him back through the dead years to a night he didn’t even remember.


  “Then you stood up and yelled at him, and he pushed back his chair till it fell over, and he yelled at you, and then you swung at him, and he hit you with a cushion off one of the chairs. And the next day he didn’t go down at seven-thirty to open the store while you stayed in and slept late and had a nice breakfast with Lillian. Do you remember all that, Uncle Carl?”


  “Lillian is dead. She’s been gone a long time.”


  I walked to the sofa and looked down. Then I walked back to him and took him by the arm. He resisted for a moment, but he was very old, and I wasn’t, and he came with me to the sofa, and I forced him to sit down. Then I took the pillow with the fringe; and I held it in one hand as I shoved him down and held it over his face while he thrust himself up against it, until he stopped. It was over much more quickly than I’d thought. I’d always thought people struggle much harder to cling to life. But he was old, and his memories were gone.


  And all the while I was begging Jerry Olander to stop. But he had spent four full years of wresting control from me, and in those four years of the war I had come to know he would win a battle or two. This was the first battle. And he had won. “Very efficient,” Jerry Olander said.


  



  In the fourth year of the war with the homicidal maniac that had come to nest in my brain, a second hit was ordered. A woman I wasn’t even certain was still alive. She had had my dog gassed, “put to sleep” as they tell it to children, one summer when I was away at camp. Her name was Mrs. Corley, and she had lived down at the end of our street in Evanston.


  I argued with Jerry Olander. “Why did you pick me to live in?” I had asked that question surely more than a hundred-and-fifty-thousand times in four years.


  “No particular reason. You haven’t got a wife or many friends. You work at home most of the time—though I still can’t see how you make any kind of a living with that mailorder catalog—and nobody’s going to put you away too quickly because you talk to yourself.”


  “Who are you?” I screamed, because I couldn’t get him out of me. He was like the eardrums refusing to pop when a plane lands. I couldn’t break his hold on me, no matter how hard I swallowed or held my nose and blew.


  “The name is Jerry Olander,” he said lightly, adding in an uncannily accurate imitation of Bogart, “and somebody’s always gotta take the fall, shweetheart.”


  Then he made me go to the main branch of the public library, to look at all the telephone books. He didn’t have control of my vocal cords, couldn’t make my brain call the 312-555-1212 information operator in Chicago, to establish if Mrs. Corley still lived in Evanston. But he could make my legs carry me to my car, make my hands place themselves at 11:50 and 12:05 on the steering wheel, make my eyes run down the columns of names and phone numbers in the Evanston telephone directory in the library.


  She lived in the same house, at the same address, in the same world I had shared with her as a child.


  Jerry Olander made my body drive to the savings and loan where I had my small account, made my right hand ink in the withdrawal slip, made my mouth smile as the teller handed me my last five-hundred dollars.


  And Jerry Olander made me tape the basement window of Mrs. Corley’s house, before I broke it with a rock. Fighting him every step of the way, I was nonetheless made to walk silently through the basement to the steps, was made to climb them to the kitchen where I found old Mrs. Corley fixing herself a vegetarian dinner, and was made to tie and gag her.


  But when I refused to go further, Jerry Olander’s voice played Pied Piper to the living dead in the quicklime pit of memory, and another shambling, rotted thing dragged itself up onto the landscape of my mind; and I saw myself as a child, coming home from a ghastly month at some nameless summer camp. And, of course, the name was right there, unremembered for thirty years, just as fresh as if I had come home yesterday. Camp Bellefaire. On Lake Belle. I had hated it, had pleaded with my mother and father every Sunday when they had come to visit me—like seeing a Death Row resident during visitation hours—“Please take me home, Momma, Poppa, please, I don’t like it here!” But they had never understood that there are some children for whom organized activities in which they can never distinguish themselves are a special sort of debasement.


  And I had come home gladly, to see Charlie, my dog; to move around freely in my room with the Erector set and the comic books and my very own radio; to build Stukas and Lightnings and Grumman seaplanes, and smell TesTor’s cement once again.


  And Charlie was dead. “Do you remember that summer, Mrs. Corley?” I heard myself saying, and Jerry Olander wasn’t making me say it. “Do you remember how you told the man at the pound that the dog was running loose for a week? Do you remember how you found Charlie’s tags caught on your bush in the backyard and didn’t turn them in? I remember, Mrs. Corley, because you told Mrs. Abrams next door, and she told my Momma, and I overheard my Momma telling my Poppa. You knew who Charlie belonged to, Mrs. Corley; he’d lived here for ten years, so you had to know.”


  And then I pushed Mrs. Corley to her knees, and turned on all four jets of the gas range, and opened the oven and put her head inside while she struggled, and hit her once sharply behind the left ear, and laid her head down on the open door of the oven, left her kneeling there in prayer, final prayer, ultimate prayer . . . and went away.


  “I liked the part about the dog tags best,” Jerry Olander said, on the plane back to California.


  



  In the fourth year of the war with that evil intelligence in my brain, I was ordered to kill, and did kill, seven people, including my Uncle Carl and old Mrs. Corley. And each one made me sick to think about it. I had no idea if Jerry Olander was merely the product of my own mind, a sick and twisted, deranged and malevolent, phantom of a personality that had finally split; or if he was a disembodied spirit, an astral projection, a dybbuk or poltergeist or alien from the center of the Earth that had come to wreak murder on the race of humans, using me as his unwitting tool. I have seen enough motion pictures, read enough mystery stories, seen enough television programs in which a man’s evil nature takes him over, to know that is the most rational answer.


  There is no reason to believe me, but I swear, Jerry Olander never came from within me. He was from outside, a rejected thing. And he inhabited me without my consent. It had been war, and he had won battle after battle, and I knew if those killings were ever traced to me I would spend the rest of my life in a home for the criminally insane . . . but further than saying, as quietly and as miserably as I can—I was not Jerry Olander.


  And finally, it came the time I had known would arrive, from the moment he ordered the death of my Uncle Carl.


  Jerry Olander said to me, as the fourth year of the war drew to an end, “Now it’s time to kill Nancy.”


  “No!” I screamed. “No. I won’t do it I’ll kill myself first. You can’t make me, there’s no way you can make me, I’ll fight you, you’re not going to make me do that!”


  Nancy was my ex-wife. She had left me, but there wasn’t the faintest vestige of bad feeling in me about it She had made her reasons for wanting a divorce plain to me, and they were good and sound reasons. We had been married when we were too young to know better, and through the years we had loved each other. But Nancy had learned she was more than a wife, that she had never been provided the opportunity to know herself, to expand herself, to fulfill the dreams she had had. And we had parted with love.


  Now she lived in Pasadena, working with an orthopedic shoe company that had designed a special footgear for those who suffered with Hansen’s disease. Her life was full, she was responsible and settled, mature and wonderful. We talked from time to time, occasionally had dinner together.


  I meant her no harm.


  “There’s no sense to this!” I said, pleading with Jerry Olander. “There’s no sense to any of this. Please let me alone, let me kill myself if that’ll give you some satisfaction! But don’t try to make me do this!”


  “It all makes sense,” he said, getting nastily quiet. “Everything you do is colored by those memories. How many nights have you lain awake in pain from a toothache, rather than going to a dentist because the family sent you to Cousin Franklyn to save a few dollars on dental bills? How many of your teeth that might have been saved did he pull because he was no damned good, should have been a butcher instead of a dentist? You’re afraid of dentists to this day because of Cousin Franklyn. And how many women who might have loved you have you walked away from, picked fights with, ignored, considered better or worse than you, not your ‘type,’ because of Peggy Mantle and the way she laughed at you when you were fifteen? How many times have you walked past a store where you needed to buy something, because you remembered the way old man Clareborne threw you out of his department store when you were a little boy? How much of what you think is free will is just a programmed reaction to things you’ve buried, memories you don’t want to remember, pains and slights and affronts you suffered as a child? How many, chum? How goddamn many? Oh, there’s sense here!”


  Jerry Olander had me walk across the room. To the telephone.


  "But I’m all alone now. I have no one. No wife, no children, no mother, no father, not even too many people I can call friends. I’m all alone; won’t you leave me Nancy!”


  I began to dial a number.


  The phone began to ring.


  "You’re not alone, chum,” Jerry Olander said softly. “I’m right here with you. And I’ve got a long, long memory.”


  The receiver was picked up at the other end, and a voice said, “Hello.”


  Zombie things from the quicklime pit began emerging, one after another of them; dozens of them, summoned by Jerry Olander's long, long memory. I wanted to shout, to make a terrible dying sound, to clarion a warning and found I could not even do that. In the fourth year of our war, Jerry Olander had even gained control of my words, and I had lost. I had lost, I had lost!


  “Hi, Nancy,” I heard myself saying, “what are you doing for dinner tonight?”


  



  Life is too short to occupy oneself


  with the slaying of the slain more


  than once.


  Thomas Henry Huxley


  c. 1861


  



  FROM THE LOWER DEEP by Hugh B. Cave


  



  A few of the stories In this collection represent an author’s first or second sale. Hugh B. Cave is definitely not one of that group: “From the Lower Deep” is the latest of some 1200 stories that Cave has had published. Cave is English by birth, having been born in Chester in 1910, but he moved to the United States at age five, grew up around Boston, and today resides in Florida. As a teenager he began selling to the pulps, and by the early 1930s Cave was selling to almost every type of pulp on the stands—fantasy, detective, western, adventure, weird-menace, spicy (for these he used the droll pseudonym, Justin Case). During this period Cave became a prominent author in Strange Tales, Weird Tales and in the more lurid (and more successful) weird-menace pulps: Terror Tales, Horror Stories, Dime Mystery Stories.


  After World War II Cave left the pulps for the more respectable (and more lucrative) slick magazines. He has also written some fifteen books, fiction and nonfiction, many with authentic Caribbean locales based on his years living in Haiti and in Jamaica (where until recently he owned a 550-acre coffee plantation in the Blue Mountains). A number of Cave’s books deal with voodoo, and deal with it genuinely. Because of his long absence from the fantasy field, Cave was virtually forgotten by fans until Carcosa published a mammoth collection of his best horror stories, Murgunstrumm & Others, in 1977. The response persuaded Cave to return to the fantasy genre and, in addition to the recently published horror novels, Legion of the Dead and The Nebulon Horror, he has written several new stories for Whispers. “From the Lower Deep” is one of these, and proves that Cave hasn’t forgotten how to give readers a chill.


  



  And in the lowest deep a lower deep,


  Still threat’ning to devour me, opens wide . . .


  —Milton


  



  The water was nearly as high as the island pier, Matthew saw with dismay. “You sure you won’t come with me?” he asked his companion.


  Old Dominic wagged his hairless head, scowling fiercely at the half-drowned houses on the island. His hand trembled as he tugged a battered watch from his shirt pocket. “I’ll give you a couple of hours, Mr. Greene. Be back for you about eight.”


  “It will be dark by then, almost.” Besides, Matthew thought, you won’t come. You have no intention of coming. You’re scared half to death. “Come on, Dominic. If you’re right and no one is here, I'll need help getting my things out of the house.”


  Again the old man shook his head emphatically. “Didn’t say no one was here, Mr. Greene. Only said most everyone had left. There’s still three or four on the island, unless somethin’ terrible has happened since this mornin’. But I ain’t stayin’ after what I been hearin’. No, sir!” Determinedly he swung back to his outboard motor, which he had not shut off and obviously did not intend to. “See you at eight,” he repeated in haste, shoving his boat away from the pier. “Luck, Mr. Greene. You be careful now,”


  Despite the feeling of urgency mounting in him, Matthew lingered on the pier, watching, until the boat was well on its way back across the lake to what he and his fellow islanders always referred to, with a smile, as “the mainland.” He was not smiling now. After Kate’s phone call this morning, and what he had heard in the mainland village after driving all day from an assignment in Connecticut, he was apprehensive. Unreasonably so, perhaps, for a hard-bitten freelance photographer who had looked after himself for some thirty adult years—but still uneasy.


  Something, damn it, had caused the islanders to flee at daybreak this morning after a night of near panic. Something had made old Dominic Paolo so uneager to come back here in his boat just now that only a twenty-dollar bill had overcome his reluctance.


  He could use a boat of some sort himself, Matthew saw at once on setting about his business. The slowly rising water had covered this end of the island, and walking would be unpleasant if not impossible. There was a small skiff on a low rise of ground just off the pier, by the Lawton house. The house itself appeared to be deserted.


  He turned the skiff over, found a pair of stubby oars under it and gratefully dragged it down the other side of the rise into water deep enough to float it Gingerly folding himself into the thing, he rowed out onto a murky flood that gave him the shivers.


  What was it Kate had tried to tell him this morning, over the phone? He still wasn’t sure. Poor Kate had always been excitable and somewhat inarticulate, even before her personal tragedy. This morning she’d been half out of her wits with fright, and exhausted from a sleepless night


  An earthquake? The lake mysteriously rising while water bubbled up in Bruckers’ Cave and flowed out to flood the island? The radio reports hadn’t mentioned the island, of course. That was of interest only to the handful of persons who had homes there. But the news people had talked of a sizable quake of longer than the usual “brief” duration and mentioned the rising of the lake.


  What the hell was going on? And what had happened during the hours of darkness last night, after the quake, to turn normal apprehension into terror?


  He shook his head as he rowed past the island houses. They looked so bleak and bare with their lawns and gardens under water and only the structures themselves rising above the restless flood. He hadn’t realized how nearly flat the island was, he thought with a frown. “Hilly and wooded,” he would have replied yesterday if asked for a description. But it wasn’t, was it? Except for the rocky half-acre that contained the cave entrance, it was almost entirely flat. As for its being really wooded, it could boast only a few hundred pines, some thickets of birch and alder, and a patchwork carpet of blueberry bushes.


  Passing within a yard of the Rossitors’ front porch, he looked down and saw a red bicycle on its side in the murky water. Young Jimmy Rossitor’s, he thought. Jimmy and Kate’s boy, Danny, had been pals before the drowning; though Danny had been only visiting the island. Now Jimmy delivered the papers every day when Dominic brought them from the mainland, if Dominic felt like bringing them.


  A little farther on, he looked down again and saw, again under water, the row of white painted stones with which Abby Alton had recently edged her front lawn. Abby seemed to be nowhere about; must have fled with the others to the mainland. He was mildly surprised. She was a doughty old soul.


  An upstairs window had been left open, he noticed. Well, no one on the island ever fretted about thieves, and the water surely wouldn’t rise that high, so there was probably nothing to be concerned about.


  Then he rowed past Leon Zandor’s house, the newest and of course the costliest on the island, and saw its owner peering out at him through the glass of the fancy front door. The bottom inch of the door and the whole front veranda were under water, and the man’s swarthy face was taut with annoyance. Nature had no right to treat Leon Zandor this way. Since making pots of money on his latest novel, he was entitled to special consideration. Didn’t Nature know?


  Matthew leaned on his oars while the door opened. “Hello, Leon,” he said. “Who else is here?”


  “Only three others, as far as I know. Tom Smiley, Abby Alton and your housekeeper.”


  So Abby had not fled with the others, Matthew thought. “You planning on staying, Leon?”


  “I was going to, but the water is still rising. Christ knows what’s going on. Those fools on the news broadcasts may even know what they’re talking about for a change, though I was here and didn’t feel any quake.”


  “Kate felt it. Told me so on the phone.”


  “Well”—grudgingly—“I suppose it’s possible. I could have been asleep.”


  Or stoned, Matthew thought with a mental shrug. Success to Zandor meant the right—or maybe the obligation—to consume more and better booze than lesser men could afford. “What happened here last night to put the fear of God into everyone?” Zandor was at least intelligent—give the devil his due—and was the right man to put that question to.


  The swarthy man impatiently flapped a hand. “Oh, hell. You know these people. The water began rising. The night was black as Brucker’s Cave. Imaginations started working overtime, and some of our weaker minds claimed they heard things. Before the night was over, the whole stupid island was in a panic.”


  “Heard what?”


  “Footsteps, whisperings, all that crap. And said they saw weird shadows prowling about. My God”—Zandor’s laugh boomed out over the restless water—“if I’d known people were that easy to scare, I’d have been a producer of horror flicks instead of a hard-working writer.”


  “How will you get out of here?”


  “My boat is down at my private dock. Tom went down to see if he can bring it up here. If he can’t, I guess I can walk to it. Can I, do you think?”


  “For a while.” But you’re hardly the type to make the effort, Matthew thought, and that reflection led to another. Where would he, Matthew Greene, be if Dominic decided not to come back? But, of course, he could reach the mainland in this skiff he had borrowed—if he had to. He could even carry Kate. It would be backbreaking, but he could manage.


  He waved to Zandor—there was no time for more talk— and when he looked back, the door was closed again. A few minutes later he rowed the skiff right onto his own front veranda, which was lower than Zandor’s, and after tying its painter to a post, splashed through the flood to his own front door.


  It opened, and Kate stood there staring at him, her eyes pale glass marbles seeing nothing, her thin thirty-year-old face empty of both color and expression.


  “Kate!” His voice was a whisper. “For God’s sake, what’s wrong?”


  “Hello, Mr. Greene,” she said lifelessly.


  “What’s wrong? He reached for her hands and studied her face. Shock, he decided. Maybe not in the physical sense, but her mind was in shock. With an arm around her thin waist, he drew her toward the living room, but realized the water was too deep for them to sit there in comfort. “Come,” he said gently, and walked her upstairs to her own small bedroom.


  She sat on a chair and stared at him again. “Mr. Greene,” she repeated. The same empty voice.


  “It’s all right, Kate. Just tell me what happened.”


  “What?”


  “Tell me what happened, Kate.”


  “Oh. Oh my God, Mr. Greene—it’s Abby. She’s dead. Abby Alton is dead. Something tore her all to pieces.” Her eyes glazed again and she looked vacantly around the room. “This is my room, isn’t it? Why am I here? Who”—as her gaze fastened on Matthew again—“who are you?”


  “Kate, it’s Matthew.”


  “Who? Well, I’m Kate Dawson. I keep house for Matthew Greene, the photographer. Do you know him? I’m waiting for him.”


  He would have to help her, he saw, and looked anxiously at his watch. There was time enough. All he had come here for, really, was to pick up his cameras and some of his recent work. And, of course, to make sure she was all right.


  “Kate, this is Matthew Greene.” Leaning forward on his chair, he reassuringly stroked her shoulder, aware for the first time that one sleeve of her yellow dress was stained with blotches of something dark and stiff. “This morning you phoned me from the mainland, remember? You told me about the earthquake and the cave—how the water was pouring out of Brucker's Cave. And about the lake’s rising; you told me about that. Then you paid Dominic Paolo to bring you back here. Remember?”


  She thought about it and nodded.


  “All right,” Matthew said. “What happened after that?”


  “I—I walked around to see who else was here. Most of the people had gone over to the mainland but—”


  “I know. You told me about that on the phone. All of you left at the same time, using almost all of the boats.”


  “Mr. Zandor was still here, though. And Tom Smiley, who stayed to help him. And I knew Abby Alton was here because she jeered at us and called us cowards when we left. So after I’d talked to Mr. Zandor and Tom, who was at Mr. Zandor’s house, I went on down to see if Abby was all right." She closed her eyes and made a moaning sound.


  “And?” Matthew prompted.


  “Oh my God, Mr. Greene. I walked in and called her name, and she didn’t answer. I went through the house looking for her and found her on the floor in the kitchen. Oh my God. She was all torn apart and covered with blood . . ." The voice trailed off again and Kate just sat there gazing into space the way she had six months ago when told that her boy was gone.


  That awful time came back to Matthew now in all its tragedy while he waited for her to regain control of her emotions. The lad, Danny, had gone exploring, as he called it. He was nine years old and only visiting the island—Kate was divorced and the boy lived with his grandmother in Boston. When he failed to return at dark, it was assumed at once that he had gone into Brucker’s Cave and gotten lost. The cave was not that big or awesome, actually, but could be confusing to a stranger, especially a child.


  Matthew and Kate had gone to the cave with flashlights, picking up Tom Smiley on the way, but had failed to find the lad. He had been there, all right: fresh footprints in some bat guano and some fresh droppings of candle wax on bare stone farther in near The Slit were evidence of that. But he had left.


  He could not have wriggled through The Slit, Tom Smiley insisted when Kate suggested fearfully that he might have, and even put her mouth close to that far-in opening and called Danny’s name. He might be a thin youngster, but he was not that thin, Tom said, and pointed out that no one ever had succeeded in wriggling through there and, to be truthful, no one had ever really worked up nerve enough to try. Not even he, and he knew the cave better than anyone else from collecting bat guano for his vegetable garden.


  “I don’t deny I’ve been curious,” Tom said, peering into The Slit and shaking his head. “It’s my opinion there’s more cave on the other side of this crack than there is on this side. The bats go through all the time, clouds of ’em, and I got a hunch there’s tons of guano in there. Sometimes I’ve smelled it. Smelled somethin’, anyhow, and if it wasn’t bat droppings, I don’t know what it was.


  “But as you can see,” Tom went on, "this thing we call The Slit here ain’t any nice level crack connectin’ this part of the cave with some other part. It slants down real sharp, and there’s just no tellin’ where it might go—maybe straight down into some God-awful deep hole. I tried rollin’ a croquet ball through it one time, but it got stuck, I guess. I never heard it drop—no splash of water or nothin’. Just thought I heard some strange live sounds for a minute, like I’d poked a stick into some animal’s den. Mrs. Dawson, your boy never squeezed himself through here. You can count on it.”


  Danny had left the cave and gone swimming, then, it was decided. Or perhaps he had taken a boat There were many small boats along the island shore, and no one ever bothered securing them. But though the search party walked right around the island, calling out the boy’s name, there was no response.


  All through the night the search continued, with most of the islanders taking part. People in boats covered the lake while others walked every inch of the island itself. Even parts of the mainland were searched, and inquiries made in the village over there. But Kate’s son had vanished.


  “Drowned,” Tom Smiley declared with a shake of his head, and the others—even Kate—were at last forced to agree. “This is a tricky lake,” Tom said. “Lots of springs where you least expect ’em, icy cold when you swim into 'em. Lots of queer currents. You ask me, Brucker’s Cave rans under some of it, bigger’n most people think, and there may be underground streams and things. It wouldn’t surprise me if we never recovered the boy’s body.”


  They never had. And Kate had not recovered from the shock for weeks. And now again she was in a state of extreme emotional turmoil, poor soul.


  “I don’t understand what you’re telling me,” Matthew said gently. “Abby was torn apart, you say?”


  “Like—like some wild animal had been eating her,” Kate whispered. “I couldn’t touch her, Mr. Greene. I just turned and ran. But then when I got back here, I thought, ‘No one is going to believe you, Kate Dawson.’ So I took that camera you gave me last year and went back there to get a picture. And—and—”


  Her eyes became glassy again. Her mouth fell slack. “That’s all I can remember, Mr. Greene. I walked into Abby’s kitchen with the camera, and—and—” She covered her face with her hands. “I don’t know any more, Mr. Greene. I just don’t know.”


  Again Matthew looked at his watch. There was time—there had to be time—for him to investigate. Besides, the worst was over, he felt. The water could not be rising as rapidly as it had been.


  “Wait here, Kate; I won’t be long. While I’m gone, get my cameras and the folio I’ve been working on.” Pressing her shoulder, he hurried out of the room and down the stairs. The water in the hall was not too much deeper, he decided as he splashed out to the veranda and untied the skiff.


  The light was fading. Though less restless now, the flood that covered the land was darker and seemed more sinister. He rowed hard, watching the roiled water fan out behind the boat. What could have happened to Abby Alton? Had she drowned somehow? But even if she had, what kind of animal here on the island would attack a dead body?


  He could not make out the white stones edging her lawn now; the water was too dark. Rowing to her veranda, he tied the boat and waded into the house just as Kate must have done. No . . . Kate had not had to wade, he thought. She had come this morning before the water was high. Had found Abby on the kitchen floor.


  He knew the house. He and Abby had been good enough friends to have called on each other often. He splashed through the flooded downstairs hall to the kitchen and halted there, gripping the back of a chair as he looked about. There was no body on the floor, only water a foot or more deep. As for the blood Kate had talked about, the water did seem dark in places, but that could be because of the changing light from the windows and the shadows of things in the room.


  He let go of the chair and walked about in search of something to lend credence to Kate’s wild tale. Not until he was turning to depart, half convinced the tale was no more than a product of an unstable mind, did he step on something, look down and feel every muscle in his body tauten.


  He was looking down through twelve inches of darkish water at part of a pale human hand to which two fingers were still attached. On one of the fingers was a gold ring with a turquoise stone that he recognized. “Pretty, isn’t it? I bought it in Mexico when I was a mere child.” He could almost hear Abby Alton saying the words, and see her holding that hand up in front of her small, lively face, turning her wrist so the ring would catch the light while she happily admired it.


  Shaking, he slowly bent down to pluck the grisly thing from the water, but found he could not. Backing away, he finally turned and stumbled out to the veranda.


  He must warn Zandor, he told himself. And Tom Smiley. Something was loose on the island. As he pulled on the oars he looked at his watch yet again. Darkness seemed to have come quickly, but no—he had spent more time at Abby’s house than he had planned to spend, and now must hurry. Warn Zandor and Tom, then get back to his own house as quickly as possible, to pick up Kate. If Dominic arrived at the pier and found no one there, he would not wait. He was a cantankerous old devil.


  “Leon!” He finished tying the skiff and sent water splashing half the length of Zandor’s veranda as he lurched to the door. It was not locked. “You here, Leon? It’s Matthew!” Without waiting, he flung the door wide.


  Getting no answer, he stepped inside.


  Dark. The damned house was dark as a pit, for all its expensive furnishings. Why hadn’t Zandor turned his lights on? He’d spent enough for his fancy power plant with its automatic control. Had he and Tom already left?


  Angered by the need to waste precious time being a good neighbor, Matthew strode through the gloomy rooms. In the dark he stumbled against chairs and tables, had to grope for doorways he was only half familiar with.


  When he reached the threshold of Zandor’s elegant study, though, an alien sound stopped him. At once, abruptly, the sound stopped, too.


  But he had heard it.


  At the far end of the room stood the huge walnut desk of which the writer was so proud. Behind that were French windows opening on the now-flooded yard. Between desk and windows something had been feeding.


  Yes, feeding. An animal of some kind, breathing noisily in a wet, bubbly way while sucking and tearing at its prey. More than one such animal, perhaps.


  The silence now was deafening.


  Matthew overcame a desire to cry out and took an irresolute step forward, straining to see in the dark. Why in God’s name hadn’t he foreseen how long this business would take and snatched up a flashlight before leaving home? The breathing sound began again. A dark shape, ill defined, came twisting out from behind the desk and seemed to study him as it halted. Others came in its wake, stopping the same way as though deciding what to do about his intrusion. Shapes—that was all they were. Big blobs of darkness, though in some mind-warping way their indistinct outlines suggested the forms of monstrous frogs. A kind of whispering came from their midst, seemingly angry and menacing. There was a smell that offended.


  Breaking the spell, Matthew stumbled backward over the threshold, then turned and ran.


  He was hardly in control of his actions after that. The skiff was there on the veranda. He flung himself into it and snatched up the oars, then had to drop them because he had neglected to untie the rope. His breathing was hard and loud, but still not loud enough to drown out unmistakable sounds of pursuit that kept him on the verge of panic. The boat almost turned over when he frantically pulled on the oars.


  On the way back to his own house he knew the things from Zandor’s study were following. He could not see them, but there were splashing sounds and a kind of talk in the dark behind him. More now than the whisperings he had heard in the study. A kind of snuffling communication.


  Terrified by it—by the suspicion they could overtake him with ease if they wished to—he twice blundered into unseen floating things that almost caused the skiff to founder. Once he even took a wrong turn. But then he saw a welcoming glow in the window of Kate’s bedroom and began to hope again that he would get there. Unlike Zandor he did not have a power plant, but Kate, thank God, had recovered enough to light lamps.


  He tied the boat again—now, more than ever, he must make certain it did not drift away!—and stumbled up the stairs calling Kate’s name. The door of her room opened as he reached for it. Standing there with a small canvas suitcase in her hand—it contained his cameras and folio, he supposed—she sobbed with relief at sight of him.


  He snatched the bag. “Come on! Hurry!” Going down the stairs he pulled her after him, then caught her around the waist when she stumbled at the bottom, and all but carried her to the veranda. As he helped her into the skiff and got it untied, he heard the sounds in the darkness again.


  “Hold tight! They may try to tip us over!” His chest ached as he strained at the oars, but the effort was a good thing. A hulking black shape lunged at them through the dark and almost caught them—would have caught them had he not been rowing so desperately. There was a sudden change in the voices. The snuffling became a snarling chorus, angry and quarrelsome. The darkness on both sides of the lurching boat filled with splashings and heavy movement.


  With arms and thighs now as tortured as his chest, Matthew forced himself to the limit of endurance, while Kate clung to the sides of the craft and fought to keep her balance. And then the island houses were behind them; they were past the shore, past where the pier had been, and facing the long journey across the dark lake to the mainland.


  I can’t do it, Matthew thought. I’ll try, but I can’t do it.


  From the darkness ahead came the mutter of Dominic Paolo’s outboard, as if in answer.


  



  A week passed before he opened the canvas case in which Kate had hastily packed his cameras. They were unharmed, he saw with gratitude. Perhaps it was not much to be thankful for with Abby Alton, Leon Zandor and Tom Smiley dead in such a ghastly way. (Fragments of Tom’s body and shreds of his clothing had been found aboard Zandor’s boat.) Still, it was something.


  Kate had put her own camera into the case as well, he discovered. Poor Kate. She was in Boston now, at her mother’s, and would probably never return. He would send the camera to her when he sent her things. But that would have to wait, for the island had been declared out of bounds until the investigation could be completed. He himself was living at the mainland home of a photographer friend, impatiently awaiting permission to return to the island to start repairing his house there.


  The lake had subsided, as had the water in the cave. What remained of the victims had been brought over to the mainland for burial. Expert speleologists exploring the cave had discovered—or so it was rumored—that the fissure known as The Slit had been widened by the quake, and there was a larger, much deeper labyrinth beyond that awaited investigation.


  Would they find anything when they explored it? Or would its inhabitants simply retreat into some lower darkness where humans could not follow?


  There was film in Kate’s camera, he discovered. Developing it in his host’s darkroom, he found it contained one picture. The negative was too small to reveal much, so he made an enlargement. Then, studying the blowup, he asked himself what in God’s name he ought to do with it.


  It was not a good picture. In her terror, Kate obviously had failed not only to focus properly, but to hold the camera steady as well. She did not even remember taking this picture, Matthew recalled. All she knew was that after finding Abby Alton’s body “torn apart and covered with blood,” she had first fled in horror, then forced herself to go back with the camera because she felt no one would believe her.


  What she had encountered on returning with the camera had been too horrible for her mind to hold.


  He could understand that. In the picture, Abby Alton’s partly devoured body lay on the kitchen floor with five bloated figures squatting around it. Four were alien blobs of blackness like those from which Kate and he had fled for their lives. Even with a magnifying glass, he could make out no faces where faces ought to be—only grotesque openings that might be mouths.


  The fifth figure must have lifted its head to look at Kate when she intruded. Smaller than the others though no less bloated, this one was pale in color—almost white, in fact—and had a recognizable shape. Its face, fouled by the unholy feast, was that of a nine-year-old boy.


  



  THE BABY-SITTER by Davis Grubb


  



  Davis Grubb is best known for his novel, The Night of the Hunter, which was made into an unforgettable film directed by Charles Laughton and starring Robert Mitchum. He has, however, written other novels as well—A Dream of Kings, The Watchman, Voices of Glory—and has published two collections of short stories: Twelve Tales of Suspense and the Supernatural (the British edition is entitled One Foot in the Grave, after the title story which appeared in Weird Tales) and The Siege of 318: Thirteen Mystical Stories. The latter was published by Back Fork Books in spring of 1979 and contains eight stories original to the collection, of which “The Baby-Sitter” is one. Born in 1919 in Moundsville, West Virginia, on the banks of the Ohio River, Grubb is in the front ranks of writers of Southern regionalism, and much of his fiction takes place in a small town of his creation: Glory, West Virginia. Grubb has spent time in other sections of the country as well—recently Louisiana and New York—and now lives in Charleston, West Virginia. “The Baby-Sitter” is one of his New York stories—a change of pace in setting, perhaps, but not in its tone.


  



  When Marion got off the Paramus bus she had not the slightest premonition of danger in the night to come. Immediately she saw the family of old friends she was to baby-sit for. They stood between the white colonnades of their high, colonial house which was set back behind a row of stately poplars. They looked just like the color Polaroid shot Jan had sent her the previous Christmas.


  She shared their really delicious dinner; Jan had baked a quiche Lorraine, Swiss steak and a peach cobbler.


  The twins, Joe and Jim Junior, were polite five-year-olds with lovely table manners who looked courteously back to their food whenever Marion caught them staring at her, their gazes full of the blank, artless candor of little children. The baby, Sally, was six months old. Jan gave her a bottle and turned the bed lamp down to nightlight before she showed Marion the phone list she had made and taped to the surface of the bedside table, the numbers to call in case of emergencies. Now they stood smiling at each other in the twilit bedroom.


  “We’ll be fine,” Marion said, smiling and hugging about her ears the shawl collar of the fisherman’s sweater she wore. “Really, it’ll be fun. I’m glad to get a night away from cities, Jan.”


  Jan looked at her, smiling back.


  “Jim has a gun,” she said cryptically. “Or did I mention that?”


  And for a reason she could not understand then, Marion shivered. Was it the chill of the November night? Or some sense of some thing, some unfathomable, unknown thing to come in the night which lay before her.


  Jan stood there, pale and pretty and dressed up, framed festively in the doorway of the lighted bedroom closet She beckoned Marion to come closer.


  “It’s up there,” she said, pointing. “I don’t really believe in these things. In guns.”


  Marion shrugged and laughed.


  “Then why do you have it, Jan?”


  “When Jim came home from Vietnam three months ago,” Jan said, “he wanted it I told him at first I didn’t really want it around. He said I was wrong.”


  Marion stared up into the light and shadow of the closet shelf.


  “Jim said it was the thing that had saved his life many times,” Jan said. “He said it might save our lives again.”


  Marion pointed to something which gleamed dully in the space beneath where the hatboxes were stacked.


  “Is that it?” she asked. “Is that the gun?”


  “Yes. That’s it I’m not going to take it down,” Jan said. "I'm just showing you where it is. I wouldn’t even know how to show you how it works.”


  Marion shivered, despite herself.


  “I’m not nervous,” she said. “Not for myself. It’s Just that I have this rather huge sense of responsibility when it comes to children. The ways things are. The world just now.”


  Jan laughed warmly and moved toward the young girl. She laid her fingers on Marion’s wrist, squeezing it


  “You were like our first child, Marion,” she said. “Before the twins came. Before the baby.”


  “I remember the twins when you were carrying them,” Marion said. “You let me feel them kick. You told me I was feeling the world to come. You swore they were only one baby.”


  “I know,” Jan said. “Jim only wanted one. Another Jim. He only wanted one. To give his name.”


  She was still a moment dreaming back to that time.


  “We’ve had problems with them,” she said. She smiled again. “But now everything’s fine. They’re turning out to be such fine boys. You’ll adore them, Marion.”


  Marion spent a half hour after supper in the twins’ room. The walls were covered with large posters of folk singers and old movie stars. The twins were two months short of six years old and rather tall for that, with gentian blue eyes and thick, tumbling towheads. Jan had let their hair grow long because all the older boys at school wore it that way.


  “You’re Joe,” Marion said to the tangled boy on the lower of the two bunkhouse beds.


  “Right” he said in the clipped manner she knew he had so sedulously learned from his father.


  “And you’re Jim.”


  “Jim Junior,” Joe said suddenly. “Jim is our dad. You don’t call juniors just Jim.”


  And seeing the two wide identical faces beneath those indistinguishable mops of corn silk hair Marion experienced a curious vertigo, the dizzying sense that they were really one and the same, removed from each other like some optical trick on film.


  When she and Jim Senior were about to leave, Jan squeezed Marion’s hand at the front doorway.


  “We’ll be fine,” Marion told her. “Joe and Jim Junior and I are great friends already.”


  Jim caught up Jan’s pale green overnight bag and opened the door. The new moon was high in the poplars, curled and thin and vivid as if convalescent. It was very cool. It was a fine eastern November.


  “What time will you be back tomorrow?” Marion asked again.


  “It shouldn’t be later than noon,” Jim said. “It depends a lot on early morning traffic.”


  Jan raised her eyes to the door light, pondering, biting her lip.


  “Now have I forgotten anything? You know where the phone list is, dear?”


  “Did you tell her,” asked the small, bright voice from halfway up the stairs, “about the gun?”


  Jim glanced at Marion who laughed and flushed, looking out the open doorway toward the darkness of the country night.


  “I showed it to her,” Jan said.


  “Dad let me shoot it once,” Joe said. “It’s an M-16. Like Dad used in Vietnam.”


  “I wouldn’t know how to—to even touch a gun,” Marion said, smiling, flushed still.


  Jim hugged her, kissing her cheek and she smelled his old pipe tobacco smell and his good, kind Jim smell and he called her the old nickname from the happy times.


  “You won’t need any gun, Cricket,” he said.


  He kissed her again and Jan kissed her before they left. Marion pulled her sweater closer. It seemed colder when they were gone. She watched the new station wagon wind down the gravel driveway, its new tires whispering above the thin sound of the car radio. When they were out of sight the wind quickened and Marion closed the door behind her, carefully throwing the bolt of the Segal lock.


  Around midnight she made herself a sandwich. Standing by the open window in the kitchen she thought that it was so cold out there in the north Jersey country because it was so near the sea. Marion reached through the faintly blowing gingham curtains and pulled the steel windows shut and then stared off for a while into the blue charcoal night above the sullen, distant burn of the city. She finished her sandwich of cold lamb and sliced tomato at the long white cutting table of Swedish birch and listened to the stillness. When she had swallowed the last bite of sandwich she thought suddenly of the gun. It surprised her. That was because she realized that she had been thinking about it almost constantly since Jan had shown it to her. Glancing at the kitchen window again, she imagined that she had forgotten to close it and she thought to herself: I feel chilled. And she wondered if the feeling could have anything to do with the gun.


  At two o’clock the twins’ room was silent as she passed it on her way to the nursery. The baby lay flat on its back and tight-gripped, sleeping with its fist raised above its head. Presently she went into Jan’s room and stood in the dark, looking at the moon in the curtains for a full minute before she went to the closet and switched on the little light. There were two light chairs in front of the threshold to the closet and she had struck her shin on one of them in the dark. Marion stooped and rubbed her leg as she looked up into the dim clutter of hatboxes beneath the single small bulb. She searched a moment longer, absently, before she realized that she must have come into the wrong room. Or had she merely gone to the wrong closet? That, of course, would be why the gun was not there.


  She leaned her head against the frame of the doorway and breathed in deeply. She decided that presently she would go and find the right room, the right closet. She would look at the gun again. She did not want to touch it. She would not know how to touch it. She would only look at it. That was when she realized that she had come to the right place. She had not come to the wrong closet. That was when she realized that the gun was really gone. With a sharp breath Marion slipped inside the closet and ran her fingers back and forth across the empty space. Her hand came away smelling of some pungent sachet of burned roses. And there was a small stickiness on her index finger like some sort of oil.


  Downstairs again Marion turned on the big-screen color TV. The last film was long finished and the sermonette over and the station had signed off to its test pattern. She began to feel sleepy again and just when her head began to nod she started up again. The thought snapped so sharply in her mind that it was as if she had felt the metallic click of its cocking. Jan had moved the gun to another hiding place. But then why had she gone to the trouble of showing her the gun at all? Had she told Jim and had he then moved it? Maybe they were afraid one of the children would get up in the dark and that Marion would mistake him for an intruder.


  She decided to go back to the kitchen and find a soft drink. In the refrigerator she found nothing she wanted, not even fruit juice, but there were several cans of beer. Marion rarely drank but she had heard somewhere once that beer makes you sleepy. She tried to pour it correctly into the big thin glass and watched the head mount thick and run over the sides. The glass was less than a third full. She tried a few sips but it tasted bitter and she left it and went back to the living room. On the couch she picked up the book she had brought with her, Future Shock, and had read no more than a paragraph when her mind became suddenly alert; troubled at something beyond the page’s perimeter.


  “I’ll bet you really would get sore, Marion,” the child’s voice said abruptly. “I’ll bet you’d try to get this away from me. If you could.”


  She thought at first the voice had come from one of the television speakers. A voice so small, so immediate. But the TV was off.


  “But you don’t need to worry,” he said. “I’m just holding it. It won’t go off. Not unless somebody tried to pull it out of my hands.”


  She saw him then. In the wide leather chair he was cuddled up with the glove-like feet of his night-suit tucked under him with a child’s natural grace. The faintly gleaming, beautiful barrel of the M-16 rifle dangled out before him like the innocent stick with which children once drove hoops. It extended from over his small white knee, over the edge of the soft chair’s arm. The muzzle seemed so small, a tiny steel eye. It rested lightly on his father’s black walnut cobbler’s bench, pointing irrelevantly at Marion’s knees.


  “Jim?”


  She wondered how he even heard the breath behind the word, let alone the shaping of her tongue.


  “No. Joe,” he said. “And he’s Jim Junior.”


  She felt a sort of airiness. It was a curious kind of tense weakness, as if all the muscles of her body were bunched and taut but essentially useless since they had come undone from their fastenings to her bones. She kept thinking how important it was to choose every word most carefully.


  “I wouldn’t hurt you, Marion,” he said gallantly.


  She opened her mouth, closed it. It seemed so important to speak to him judiciously. It seemed appropriate, too, to speak sternly, as an adult to a child. Yet Marion felt such a child herself, younger than he! The gun made him seem somehow older, someone who held the careless power of life and death in his hands.


  “Joe, you know you shouldn’t have that,” Marion said.


  “It’s my Dad’s gun,” he said with an air of explanatory propriety. “It’s his M-16 rifle.”


  Marion started to rise, got halfway up then glided gracefully back, like a gesture in modern dance. She imagined herself with terror rising again presently to try, at all risks, to take the gun from him, to plead, to cajole it away, to struggle it, if necessary, from his puny grasp. Yet she could not. It was not mere fear. And even her fear for herself was less than for them. She imagined that the act of her touching the weapon would set it discharging in every direction. She could not move to take it from him; she could not even imagine quite how to go about it. Marion could not imagine how a gun should be touched. She understood nothing about guns save their hatefulness and their mystery and both of these were abstractions. Before the gun she sat passive. She could scarcely blink an eye, it held her in such abstract thralldom. She knew she could not get it from him. Yet she knew she must somehow try.


  “Joe, you had better give that to me.”


  “Not yet,” he said pleasantly. “I’ll put it back when I get through holding it, Marion.”


  He suddenly looked very small again. She wondered how a small child could have gotten to the high shelf of that closet Then she remembered the two chairs, her bruised shin.


  “Joe, what would you do,” she heard her voice say, “if I came over there and took the gun away from you?”


  “It might go off,” he said, “if you tried.”


  "You mean you’d shoot.”


  “Maybe,” he said. “I wouldn’t shoot you, Marion. I might maybe just shoot it around a little.”


  He gave her a slow, measuring stare.


  “Naw,” he said. “I wouldn’t do anything bad like that. I just said that.”


  “To frighten me, Joe?”


  “Maybe,” he said, with a little flicker of defiance. “Naw, Marion. I wouldn’t try to scare you.”


  “Why do you want the gun then, Joe?”


  “Because,” he said. “It makes me feel so old.”


  “You know your father would be very angry.”


  “You won’t tell him. Will you, Marion?”


  “No,” she said. “I won’t tell him. Not if you point the gun very carefully away. Toward the floor. Away from everybody. Away from people, Joe.”


  She smiled, valiantly.


  “I won’t tell your father,” she went on. “Not if you sit there very still, Joe. And I’ll come over there and take it out of your hands. And then I’ll go upstairs with it. And put it back where it belongs.”


  In the shadow she saw him shake his head.


  “Not yet,” he said. “I like to hold it here. It’s okay, Marion. You know Dad showed me all about it.”


  “Joe, you know it’s pointing right at my stomach.”


  “Oh,” he exclaimed. “I didn’t mean to, Marion.”


  She watched and heard the muzzle scrape, bumping away from her across the glistening wood surface of the bench.


  “Sorry about that,” he said.


  Now she understood something about him which frightened her even more. It was his politeness. He truly did not intend to harm her. That was what scared her. It was his very sanity which menaced them all. If his mind had been mad she might have been able to reason with it, she might have easily tricked him into some other, innocent game.


  “My dad let me shoot it,” he observed. “He didn’t let Jim Junior though. Dad showed me how.”


  “I told you not to take it down,” said the voice of Jim Junior suddenly.


  That was when she discerned the shape of the other child by the high Georgian clock, beyond the dumb glittering bowl of knobby Irish silver upon the long teakwood table by the archway to the hall.


  “Joe, you’re really going to get it when Dad comes home.”


  “No,” Joe said. “I’m not. Not really. It’s just because you’re so scared to do anything. It’s a fact that Dad said I was more mature than you. That’s an actual fact and you know it.”


  “You know Dad told us never to touch it.”


  “You mean he told you never to touch it,” Joe said. “He let me shoot it. I shot it four times in fact. He never let you touch it ever at all.”


  He is sane. Marion thought again. That’s why I can’t do anything. He’s a child acting out the game that his time has taught him. There is nothing I can point to about his time that makes what he is doing seem unreasonable.


  “You’re scared of it, aren’t you, Jim Junior?” he said.


  “Heck no.”


  “Are you scared of it, Marion?”


  “Yes.”


  She thought again of springing forward, of trying to seize the gun. It wasn’t so much the fear of being shot that stopped her. It was the unbearable thought of its going off everywhere at once. She imagined wild, furious bullets winging through the house full of children.


  “Suppose,” she said quietly, “Joe, suppose it goes off. Without your even meaning it to.”


  “No,” he said firmly. “It couldn’t.”


  She made herself rise. And then her legs seemed to move as if in a dream. She held out her hands to him.


  “Give it to me, Joe.”


  “No,” he snapped, and for a moment the gun was aimed steady at her abdomen. Then he relented and pointed it to the ceiling, his finger curled in the trigger guard.


  “Don’t come any closer, Marion,” he said with a laugh, “or I’ll start shooting it off.”


  She made her feet find their way backwards to the couch.


  “I was only kidding you, Marion,” he said, as she sank back in the cushions again. “It couldn’t have gone off anyway.”


  “He’s right,” Jim Junior said, moving to his brother’s side. “It couldn’t shoot, Marion. You see it’s got this thing—.”


  “Shut up, Jim Junior,” Joe said. “I’ll explain this. Here, Marion. It’s got this safety catch. See? I’m showing it to you. Here.”


  He bent forward with the weapon, obligingly, with the solicitous air of some enterprising provincial munitions merchant.


  “This is called the safety catch,” he said. “That keeps the trigger from pulling. And this clip full of bullets—that feeds in here.”


  But Jim Junior could not resist his share of this prestige. He clambered forward subserviently onto the arm of his brother’s chair and reached over his shoulder fumbling at the blue breech mechanism.


  “I know how, too, Marion,” he cried.


  But at this Joe gave a warning shout, not so much in anger as with patronizing sternness and jerked the rifle back. For an instant the muzzle lowered and foreshortened in Marion’s vision. The gun looked so small in their straining hands and above their struggling shoulders. It appeared, so to speak, so toylike. For that moment Marion could not make herself believe it was real. It seemed to her that at an instant a bouquet of bright paper flowers must pop out of the muzzle on a spring. Yet when she heard the bright oiled snap of metal against metal, she assumed that the trigger had been pulled and that the cartridge had misfired.


  “Is that safety catch off?” said Jim Junior.


  “Yes. I think so, at least,” Joe said. “Wait a minute."


  His tone was one of aggrieved severity at himself for having tolerated the meddling of this infant.


  “Here,” Joe was saying. “I’ll fix it back on.”


  Marion watched as if she watched through another’s eye as the muzzle swung around toward her right breast in jiggling orbit, swung down to her abdomen, then disappeared, then swept wide and up toward the French doors as Joe’s hands struggled to repair what had been undone.


  “You little fool,” said Jim Junior. “You really are going to get it when Dad finds out.”


  “There now,” Joe said, ignoring that. “It’s back on. The trigger can’t even be pulled. I’m tugging on it and it won’t even pull. See?”


  As pure sound the gunshot seemed as anticlimactic as a handclap. It was like the flat sound of two boards slapping loudly together. Marion stared at fragments of a flowered vase which had abruptly exploded on the table at her elbow. As she lifted her cut wrist to lick at the thin stream of blood flowing from beneath her sweater cuff, the fragment of blue china which had cut her dropped between her thighs.


  For a moment Joe kept his right hand clasped over his face, his wide blue eyes staring through his fingers at Marion.


  “Now you’ve done it,” said Jim Junior,


  Joe was struck dumb, staring still.


  “Look,” cried Jim Junior. “You even broke Dad’s table.”


  Marion thought: children live so always on the brink of losing everything. In Joe’s face she could see the edge of his nerve curling like scorching paper. He had destroyed adult property; to a child this is often more important than life.


  “That was Mom’s antique Chinese vase,” Jim Junior said, making matters worse. He ran to the small teakwood table. He pushed a finger appraisingly through the shards and chips of pale Ming ceramic. He stroked the white feather of the gouged-out trench which the bullet had furrowed into the tabletop.


  “Mom’s brother bought her that vase in Taipei,” Jim Junior said. “And look at Dad’s table. I’m sure glad I’m not you, Joe.”


  Joe’s face was a hasty mask of made-up braveries. Behind it Marion could see the welter of his despairing eyes. It was a lost face and she dared not guess to what ends he would go to save it. Then, as if on cue, they heard the fat, chuckling wail of the wakened baby in the upper room. With a heavy, Thespian gesture Jim Junior waved his hand toward the ceiling.


  “Now you’ve woked her up.”


  Joe’s lip trembled. His wild eye roved heavenward. He tossed back the locks of loose hair from his face and shook his fist at the timbered ceiling.


  “SHUT UP, BABY!”


  “You don’t yell shut up at babies,” said Jim Junior. “That makes them be sick. You rock them and nurse them is what.”


  The baby’s quacking protest quickened. Joe’s teeth folded over his lip. His hangdog eyes surveyed the shattered vase, the splintered tabletop: the rubble of a ruined city. Marion wondered how to persuade him that it was only a trinket, only a piece of furniture. But she knew the order of importances to children. It seemed to her that having embarked so far he might, at any moment, see the damage as a step too far and turn in terror to put his torch to everything else in sight.


  “All right now,” he cried at last, standing up and thrusting the gun out vertically before him, its muzzle pointed safely floorward. “Everybody just take it easy, will you? I’m going to put it back now. Everybody watch me. I’m going to take it back upstairs.”


  “Joe,” Marion said softly, “won’t you let me do that for you?”


  “No. No, I said. I’ll do it. I know how to handle these things!”


  “Even if you do put it back,” Jim Junior said, “you’re going to get it.”


  Joe flung his brother a deadly, taunting glance.


  “Listen, Jim Junior,” he smiled bitterly, “you’re in this, too.”


  “I’m not. Why? What did I do?”


  “You helped climb up on that closet shelf. You helped take it down.”


  “It was your idea, Joe.”


  “You helped shoot it, too.”


  “I did not!”


  “Sure you did. Because you made the safety catch be off.”


  “But you pulled the trigger!”


  “Sure, but it wouldn’t have went off if you hadn’t unfixed it so it would.”


  She could not take her eyes from their faces. The gun did not seem involved. It was the faces, the little lost faces.


  “Here then,” whined Jim Junior, advancing with outstretched hands. “Then let me take it. I’ll put it back. You can tell Dad it was Negroes. You can say Negroes broke in and did it.”


  “That’s lying,” cried Joe in a harsh, soft whisper.


  He backed away, clutching the gun, his face composed into an impromptu mask of sanctimonious dread at Jim Junior’s suggestion.


  He stood now in the archway to the hall, beyond the inching hands of the clock, the gun held hugely across his breast. In that moment he looked as if he had borne arms in all the wars of man’s time. In that shadow and light his child’s body seemed suddenly aged and twisted into a sullen and veteran repose.


  “Are you going to tell Dad, Marion?” he said.


  The look upon him chilled her blood. For an instant his eyes weighed her there before lowering again to range the despoilment he had made.


  “She won’t tell, Joe.”


  But he kept his eyes upon her. And scratching his jaw pensively against the gun muzzle he presently gave a vast and torpid yawn.


  Marion thought to herself: but people don’t die in this world at the hands of children. Or do they?


  “What did you say, Marion?” Jim asked.


  She shrugged pathetically.


  “I said yes—they always do,” she said aloud, not bitterly but with soft sorrow.


  Jim Junior moved toward his brother, gesticulating impatiently.


  “Come on, Joe. My idea’s best. I’ll put it back. Then we can decide later on what to tell Dad.”


  Joe’s cheek thoughtfully rubbed the gun barrel but he never took his eyes from Marion’s face.


  She counted twenty-six heartbeats as both their faces held hers in those scales of speculation. The impulse of a giggle rose like thin nausea in Marion’s throat; she felt like a third child among them. Then she swallowed hard and flung the hair back from her face, confronting them.


  “Listen,” she said firmly. “Let me have it. Oh, please do. I’ll take it upstairs and put it back.”


  She moved forward a step upon the rug.


  “Get back, Marion. It’s up to me.”


  “Just let me finish,” she cried. “Oh, please. Listen to me and then you can decide. Please? Will you listen to this?”


  They blinked, subsiding, and regarded her patiently and momentarily with that ruthless skepticism of children preparing to hear a story-lady.


  “I’ll say I took it down,” Marion said, nodding hopefully to each of them. “And I’ll say I forgot it and left it lying around. And you picked it up, Joe. Just to look at it, see? And Jim Junior wanted his turn to look at it and he tried to take it away from you. But you wanted to keep it so you could give it back to me. Because suddenly we all realized our mistake. And then suddenly—it fell. And went off accidentally. You see? We’re all in it that way. And it won’t really be such a terrible fib. That way it won’t all fall on you, Joe. Or Jim either.”


  “She’s right,” Jim Junior said. “That’s a real good idea she has there.”


  “No, it isn’t. It’s my responsibility. That’s what you can’t understand, Jim Junior—responsibility. We both took it down. I’ll take it back. But I shot it, at least. Say, I’m getting sick and tired of all this.”


  “You better do like Marion says, Joe.”


  “No. I won’t. Anyhow, watch me. I’m going with it now.”


  With a warning cry Jim Junior sprang upon him. Then they locked and swayed together beneath the archway, the thin, blue barrel of the gun rising like a pencil from the scribbling fist of their contention. Marion watched as they pitched and skidded back and forth across the plastic parquet of the floor.


  “Oh, my God, don’t, don’t,” Marion screamed.


  And as she fell upon them the ring of the muzzle struck her mouth and she could taste the small bright coppery taste of her blood and then her hands were around the barrel of it and even as she wrenched at it the gun began firing. Like players they fell away then and Jim Junior staggered free into the room, the gun held rigid and away from him as his eyes squinted, wincing at its explosions as if he held in his fists a runaway roman candle.


  Marion sat half upright on the bunched fold of a skittered rug and tried to cry out, but her voice was like the drowned whisper of a shouter in a dream. The rifle had fired a half-dozen rounds into the gleaming, smoked timbers of the raftered tudor ceiling. Marion watched, listening to their voices now somehow remote as they shouted, arguing back and forth, matching guilts as if trading toys or stamps.


  “Shoot me instead,” Marion murmured through a sob. “Don’t hurt the baby. Don’t hurt each other! Shoot me, please, instead!”


  She saw them through the fringe of her half-closed lashes. Both twins were talking at once now, chattering rapidly, furiously, agreeing, disputing, seizing upon point after point and as promptly burying it beneath small landslides of quick child sandpile logic. But the fury in their hysteria was swelling out of hand; it was now something huge which swept them along and their white, tossing faces were like torn, small things being borne helpless down trivial creeks toward the gorge’s last, blind mastery.


  Marion stumbled on her feet and tried to focus on them.


  “No,” Joe was saying somewhere in the light beyond her. “All you did was shoot some holes in the ceiling. They don’t even hardly show. You didn’t break anything. Not like I did. That means I’m worse than you. I broke Mom’s vase and ruined Dad’s table. Now if you want it to be even, you’ve got to break something important with it.”


  “No, Joe. I’m not falling for that. You just want to fix it so’s I’ll get it worse than you. I did enough for you already.”


  Now with a quietude beyond either fear or any indifference to it, Marion walked slowly forward, stretching her steady hands toward them.


  “Give it to me,” she said kindly. “I’ll put it away.”


  They stared at one another, then back to her.


  “That’s the only way,” Jim Junior said with a shrug. “I’m getting sick and tired of this.”


  “Yes,” Joe said. “And I’m getting sleepy.”


  And Joe, having the gun back in his hands by now, advanced toward Marion with the weapon lying level upon his upturned palms like the sword of a vanquished officer. More calm than he, she drew near him, her own hands quietly opened. For a moment they drew close within the blue light, moving with that final, dreamy dignity of novitiates in some obscure religious rite. Marion’s fingers did not shudder as she had imagined they would as she felt upon their tips the oiled, warm weight of the gun.


  “Wait!” cried Jim Junior, who had been listening in the hall. “Wait!”


  And instantly he had sprung between them, one hand raised to push Marion back and the other uplifted imperiously before his brother’s face. Marion faltered, searching, confused.


  “Wait! Listen! Don’t you hear it?”


  “What?”


  “It’s quiet! That’s what. The baby’s stopped!”


  And the tears were already rallying in the lids of Jim Junior’s crumpling face. Joe’s eyes lighted behind a most savage and delighted grimace. While they all listened to it—the sound which was not. They all heard it—the absent cry which had gone ribboning on despite their hubbub and which now, like a scissored-off tape, had abruptly stopped without their even having missed it.


  Joe’s vindictive whisper was harsh in the stillness.


  “Now, we’ll see who gets it worse! Maybe you shot her!”


  Brother stared at brother. Jim Junior gave the small tossing shrug of children who have lost. Yet a last glimmer lit his human eyes.


  “She might just have stopped crying,” he said presently, but with no belief in it. “She might have just went back to sleep.”


  Marion felt as one who might have awakened in the midst of an operation and can hear, but not feel, the snip of instruments, the remote, surgical voices, the masked, breathing nurses.


  “You were the one that did it, Jim Junior. I just hope you remember that!”


  “It was both of us, Joe! It was both of us, do you hear!”


  Marion watched their faces watching hers then and she felt her own face flood and she knew suddenly how every guilt in the world is shared. Because it did not matter who had pulled the trigger. It had not, from the beginning, been an issue. When Joe pulled it so had Jim Junior. So had Jan and Jim. And so, inexorably and most terribly of all, had Marion. She watched the children’s icy, vanquished faces. They would have slaughtered cities now.


  Before Marion was halfway up the staircase on her way to the baby’s room they had each had a turn at bringing her down. Almost all of their rounds went wild, striking the tall clock’s brass heart in a great, tolling carillon and shattering small antique Venetian mirrors above the hall tables and framed prints by Audubon over the bookcases and chopping out fist-sized sections of rubbed rosewood ornament in the staircase paneling, and exploding into diamonds the round windowpanes behind the small linen curtains which jiggled like dancers’ skirts under the blind fusillade. Joe’s first rounds missed but the next three struck Marion in the legs and hips so that she fell and slid down three steps. But then Jim Junior’s turn seemed to win back that lost ground and restore to balance the scales of culpability as the bullets of his shots punched into Marion’s breast and shoulders, kicking her body nearly three feet back up the staircase. There was no further need now, of course, to dispute it. It was all so purely divided.


  It had seemed to Marion in the split instant of dying that her death was in many ways neither accident nor anomaly. She knew she was not the victim of some isolated insanity. Her death seemed a result of her time: inevitable, average, even normal, and as performed and prearranged as the punched answer on a computer card. It was for her a flash meditation. Right or wrong, it did not ease for her the pain of her death nor dispel her sorrow at its coming. Had there been time, her young, kind heart might well have indulged itself in the wish that all men might meet death amid such vivid consolations: there in the center of this typical American and actually quite friendly family, in the cold sweetness of a country November, far from the ambiguities of creed or policy and the hired cruelties of the cities and the ugly pieties of men in high places.


  Jim Junior, who was the more sensitive of the two, cried softly for an hour with his cheek pressed desperately against Marion’s blue airport bag. Joe stood above him, awkward in consolation, patting his brother’s shoulder manfully from time to time, sobbing himself in controlled, wide-spaced intervals while lifting a hand now and then to stifle his own desolate yawns.


  On the glass-strewn window seat they crawled up to sleep at last. In one another’s arms they curled close upon the quilted floral cushion. Long after they had cried themselves to sleep they lay wound close about one another, their thumbs twisted into their mouths.


  At first pale of light the baby began crying again. They did not awaken.


  They slept till a good while past daybreak, clinging closer as light grew blue upon the sills, as if sensing in one another all of the forlorn fragment of humanity that each to the other was.


  They dreamed no dreams.


  And the gay red curtains in the broken windows of the small alcove above the soft, carpeted stairwell stirred in faint, fresh gusts of wind from the chill and distant sea.


  



  THE WELL AT THE HALF CAT by John Tibbetts


  



  John Tibbetts was not a name with which I was familiar, but after reading “The Well at the Half Cat” I shrewdly guessed that its author was certainly British and probably one of that group of disciples of M. R. James, whose work, generally appearing in obscure prewar British editions, remains virtually unknown to most fans today. However, it turned out that John Tibbetts was born in Leavenworth, Kansas, in 1946, and that this is his first published piece of fiction.


  Possibly this is because he has been too busy to devote much time to writing fiction. Tibbetts, who is currently completing work on a Ph.D. in film and theatre at the University of Kansas, has taught a number of film courses—including one in the “Gothic Tradition in the Horror Film.” His publishing credits include His Majesty the American: The Cinema of Douglas Fairbanks (which he coauthored with James Welsh), Introduction to the Photoplay (which he edited for the National Film Society and the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences), as well as numerous articles on film. He is editor of American Classic Screen, the official publication of the National Film Society—for which he frequently does the cover paintings (he is also a freelance commercial artist).


  Of his interest in fantasy, Tibbetts writes: “I was a goner since my earliest days when my father named Edgar Rice Burroughs’ John Carter as my literary godfather (and I have a letter from Burroughs to prove it).” Between 1970-1974 Tibbetts acted as a German linguist in the Army Security Agency, and says that during this period, “I spent much time in many haunted old German inns.” To some effect, it seems.


  



  He came out of the shadows and went down into the town in early October. Woodstover remained that rarest of English towns, a true hamlet that had survived the ravages of industrial renovation insofar as its size and intimacy were concerned. The privileges of running water had not resulted in the savageries of slum backwash; in fact, those familiars of electricity and civilization, unemployment and dullness, hadn’t visited the tiny town with any kind of permanent occupancy, but more in the guise of transients passing through. But Woodstover had the Half Cat. For Frank Vincy it was the town’s prize reminder of a tantalizing past.


  He decided to walk from the train station, not from any urge to exercise but from the natural tendency of the new landowner to survey his neighboring estates with an eye both critical and envious. Besides, Andrews was due tomorrow morning and Vincy wanted things to himself for awhile; hence his decision to go to the Half Cat directly rather than remain for the night in Woodstover proper. It had retained its narrowed, steep streets and steepled horizon. They remained uncowed by the vistas of the wide highway running close by and the prominent glass of a few modern buildings. Suitcase in hand, cloth cap pushed back on his high forehead, his tall lean figure threw a crooked late afternoon shadow upon the sidewalks and shopwindows. His gaze scanned the windows and signs advertising the local tobacconist, the barber and milliner; scanned the passersby with that idle curiosity and impersonality that makes a man feel he is a keen and perceptive viewer—an illusion yet to be shattered by the contradictions of closer contact.


  We should note that in the months since he had last been here he had been busy with various transactions attendant with the purchase and renovation of the place. Jeffers, the local lawyer who had his office above the barber had been invaluable at this end getting a rather thorny legal problem solved to the satisfaction of the Wortlebury estate, the owners; as for Vincy, he had found a reliable carpenter in a neighboring village called Bruddersford who agreed to handle the admittedly manifold difficulties one encounters when he rescues a place like the Half Cat. Supplies and parts had been ordered by the next delivery and Frank and Andrews had ample time to make their preliminary estimates as to the extent and expense of their renovation.


  At the top of the little grade that divided the town into its industrial and social components was a footpath that led across a little bridge whose old planks had no doubt felt the tread of highwaymen and trolls alike. Beyond this, through an encircling copse of trees could be seen the Half Cat.


  It was pretty much as it had been over a hundred years ago. Everyone had forgotten the origin of its name. Like most inns in England whose beginnings have become obscured, allowing the happy inventions of willing imaginations to supply their own genealogies, this one needed no excuse for its existence. That its boarded sign pictured a white cat—that is, the top half of one—on a black field was quite enough explanation. At this distance you could see with pleasure the way the slight hills with their fringe of trees formed a kind of basin around it, as if it were nestled within soft folded arms; and coming closer you might note how easily it westered in the twilight, its splintered, faded sign creaking over the little entryway, like a faded, proud tatter of a flag swinging still, though years and people had died and buried themselves all about it. Perhaps it was in terror of approaching years that long ago the inn had hoarded itself up and had shot its innards of bolts, locks and hinges until they gritted like metal teeth against anything that might choose to venture against it.


  Vincy tapped his boots upon the porched vestibule and swung about full circle. The wind stirred from the far fields and the sign above his head absently rattled and banged against the shutters like a gypsy awakened from sleep. Picture an old inn, he thought, a real inn, not a prefabricated pile of plastic walls, but a crooked, aged huddled grasp of narrow stairs, planked floors and crouching fireplaces. A place where in autumns past wayfarers had rested their shoes before a good hot brandy and water, or outlaws had brandished pistols at the swaying signboard, and oaken mugs of beer lifted in the smoky twilight of the room.


  There had been a time, long ago, as the storybooks tell us, when all England had been dotted with them. Their very names were like dusky grins from the dust of midnight attics: Jacob’s Ladder, Seven Sweeps, the legendary Ben Reddick. Like as not (and Frank knew something about the matter) they were quaint covers for some nefarious operation like the smuggling of Captain Renslaw’s opium traffic down in the Surrey fields, or the ill-concealed reputation of Hangin’ Jack’s with its dark ladies and concealed blades, either of which could be produced in a twinkling with the necessary expenditure of a few pounds. But most of these wheezy old places had gone away like stout old men fleeing the long winter—except for the Half Cat, which for reasons of its own had stayed, but was most stuffy and uncommunicative about it. As Vincy sauntered about the autumn ground, feeling the cobbles and leaves underfoot, he wondered what foul-smelling old landlord would appear over his sill one night and wave some ghostly booty under his eyes as temptation for some unmentionable deed.


  He turned about again, reaching for the key in his pocket. Even so, it was a moment or two until he saw the well. It was abandoned now. Its muddied red bricks comprised the main circular structure. Above that a wooded arch from which a bucket and rope had once hung was leaning crazily, in danger of falling now. It was a large well, fully five feet in diameter. Unknown hands had crudely nailed planks across the top so that the opening was completely boarded up. He wondered how long ago it had been sealed, for the huge, spiked nails were beginning to work themselves out and the wood was rotting badly.


  Impulsively he walked around to the cellar stairs entrance at the back of the inn. Selecting one of the keys he opened the door and picked up the lantern he had left just inside at the top of the stairs. A match flashed and he descended carefully into the bowels of the old inn. It weathered and settled like an old man settling in his bed: an agonizing labor of wheezes and coughs, eventually to be silenced by sleep. But enough. Once before he had found down here a cache of old rusted tools. He located them now in the north cellar and found a heavy crowbar. Then, back up the stairs and quickly back to the well.


  Fitting the chiseled edge of the crowbar to a board projecting from the well’s rim, he threw his weight downward and was greeted by a wrenching sound of tearing nails. As he worked at the board, levering it back and forth, prying at the still resisting spikes, he wondered if the well was dry. Most likely. The last landlord had battened down the top to keep anyone from falling into it. Most of these inns had had their own fresh water supply, but an empty well, while still picturesque, would lose all its practical value and become instead a hazard. Well, he had no need of a fresh water supply anyway; its sole value now was as a relic.


  His curiosity to look down inside was heightened as the first board came off. An almost violent smell sprang from the narrow slit where the plank had been—a fetid, warm kind of air released from long bondage. The rest of the planks were ripped off and soon lay scattered like jackstraws about the grass. He looked down the shaft. There was no way to determine the depth, for darkness smothered the hole after only a few feet down. The smell was pretty bad and the shaft yawned below him like a great blackened mouth. Later, he decided, he would rig up a tackle gear and have a look inside. It was thus that he went back to the inn, night flapping black wings around him, leaving the well uncovered.


  “Na, you can pick your seasons for startin’ right enough,” complained the carpenter Andrews, a Yorkshire accent hopelessly imbedded in his speech. His frowning face wrinkled itself much like the stiff leather coat he kept around his shoulders. Both face and coat had seen many winters and appeared to belong now to the same bolt of material. He sat like a gnarled ruin behind Vincy, looking as if he would topple with a crash at the first breeze. It wasn’t that Andrews appeared inordinately feeble, just incredibly weary. But behind the brittle twig lies the hard ash, and Andrews would surely live a hundred years.


  “But what about the lumber from Galway?” repeated Vincy. He nuzzled a cup of steaming coffee and gazed out the door of the little kitchen at the chill autumn morning.


  Andrews sighed. “Oh, it’s comin’ right enough. Maybe a day or two late ’cause o’ that strike up north. You’re really ser’ous ’bout this place.” He stated it with a touch of alarm. “Any kind of experience at landlordin’ and that sort of thing? What would make a young fella your age interested in old inns?”


  Frank only sipped.


  Andrews, it must be stated, had long ago ceased to care whether the particular subject under discussion was his business or no. His curiosity was boundless, and all the world of facts and lies belonged to his province, for his own divination and judgment—a judgment which when ascertained became the only truth of the matter. That other people often arrived at dissimilar conclusions concerning the facts at hand was indicative only of their own shortsightedness rather than his own.


  “I could call you daft, I s’pose. Winkle and Smith over in Bruddersford are o’ that opinion. But I, I don’t think so—” he hurried his words as Vincy put down his cup and began buttoning up his coat. “ ‘He’s got this thing he wants to do,’ says I. ‘You, Henry Winkle, you wanted that job to sellin’ the dailies in the City once when you know it warn’t as high payin’ as you got now.’ That’s what I told him: ‘Everybody’s got somethin’ he keeps to himself to do. Now, the years is gone for landlordin’ and all, but here you are, buyin’ up the Half Cat and fixin’ to open agin.’ ”


  “Andrews.” Vincy turned suddenly at a thought. “Why hasn’t the place been open all these years? For the life of me I can’t understand that; we both know it to be a decent place with some years ahead of it.”


  “Ah, and you’ll have to talk to Winkle about ’at. His great-grandfather was as knew the last landlord o’ the place—name of Lydgate.”


  “Yes, of course, Lydgate. Jesse Wortlebury mentioned him briefly. After Lydgate’s death the place changed ownership to his brother-in-law, Michael Wortlebury and has stayed in the family ever since.


  “And’ ’at o’ much as I know myself, ’ceptin’ as old Lydgate just up an’ closed the place one day an’ never went back there to his dying day.”


  “Curious,” mused Vincy. He was trying to visualize the former landlord but found it impossible.


  “Aye. But let me ’ave a go with Winkle an’ I’ll find out what I can.” He looked sidelong at Vincy. “So you’ll be startin’ where old Lydgate left off, eh? Best you know what kind o’ man he was. ’Tis a fact about these old places, you know, that the lord o’ the house was precious unwillin’ to give ’em up. They usually lived and died wi’ the place and treated it as if ’twas part o’ theirselves. Lydgate practically built it, I heard once, but he must have had his reasons for leaving. A precious hospital person who ups and closes his own place.” He clucked once or twice. Vincy still stood in the doorway, coat half buttoned up. There was something about this he didn’t like; the silence of the place toward him acquired an ominous tone. With an impatient motion he ended the discussion and bade Andrews follow him outside.


  Andrews might have probed with greater curiosity into Vincy’s motives for buying the inn had he been aware of a few things in the young man’s past. We needn’t inquire, perhaps, too deeply. The ruin that lay there still contained his younger self, crouching, looking for the shards of his life to piece back together. He had had the unquestioning assurance of youth as a foundation for his first marriage. But there is no strength, only brittleness in childlike trusts. When his marriage cracked apart, deeper erosions set in, seaming his whole psychological facade; that, coupled with the pressures of life in the competitive swarm of the city soon toppled the structure. The resulting breakdown ripped apart the carefully built up gingerbread house of youth, like brutish fingers tearing at honeyed sweetmeats. Worse, it had left him with a doubt, a doubt hidden away down deep, the kind of doubt whose suppressed articulation yields up unreasoned fears. In short, he still feared for his sanity. He was far too intelligent not to realize that the wildness of his mind during those dark months had been intensified by the very emotional sensitivity that in other circumstances informed him with great joy and fulfillment; but such awareness in no way alleviated his distress: he would always be prey for his violently sensitive emotions, just as awareness that pain is caused by the nerve endings in the skin will not stop a lighted match from doing destruction there.


  A few weeks before he was released from the hospital he began to realize that a desire he had once toyed with had taken definite shape. It led him all the way to the Half Cat. He had had much time to think it all out and the notion of a strange kind of vicarious security touched him. Imagine an inn whose inhabitants would touch his own life only slightly as they passed through and yielded their place to others, who would affect his life only as a pair of hands rearranging a tie or lightly flicking dust off a lapel. He shrank from any kind of rougher contact which might damage or cause a shift in his complicated balance. Perhaps he knew himself, even at twenty-nine, that the extent of his immersion into worldly affairs and the sudden attendant rush of years that ushers youth into manhood had left him a bit intimidated. What true scars remained he knew not; their existence he knew only to be possible.


  Andrews, still mumbling, had followed him out the door, producing a pair of enormous gloves, significant indication that the season was entirely too cold for reasonable men. Together, they spent the entire morning prowling and picking their way through the inn, beginning with the lower cellars and working up to the single attic room. Andrews announced that all was as he had thought (naturally)—that the place was still basically sound—a little shoring up here and there in the north cellar, a beam replaced in the storeroom, two windows for the attic room, paint of course.


  Before the day had turned to early afternoon, Vincy was convinced of the strengths of older methods of construction which, in Andrews’ opinion, comprised something of a loss—the key to which only he and his friend Barney Winkle possessed, and now the rest of the world could go to the devil if it weren’t so. True, the place seemed to need amazingly little in the way of major overhaul.


  As they went from room to room they might have been turning the pages of an old but well-preserved scrapbook, and it took little imagination to furnish the empty rooms with past thumps of riding boots, shouting voices and roaring fires. The room immediately above the bar for instance, with its low roof and two slim tall windows that opened directly over the signpost below commanded a good view of what a hundred years ago would have been the post roads and beyond to the narrowed steeples of Woodstover. Vincy suddenly got a picture of a figure in moonlight leaning from this very window brandishing a lantern toward the hills beyond the well where men on horseback waited in silence. Another time, reaching the top of the stairway to the attic room, he had an image of a dark-haired barmaid furtively lurching her way up the shadowed stairs to the little door beyond which waited her “gentleman.” The inn itself, apart from such vagaries of its former occupants, had kept discreet silence; and of the master there was nothing. Vincy, a little piqued, respected that silence nevertheless.


  By the end of that day and the next their assessment had been completed, and Vincy found to his great surprise that his expenditures wouldn’t be as great as he had anticipated. By Wednesday their supplies began to arrive at the little depot in Woodstover and the rest of the week saw them, with the eventual assistance of the redoubtable Winkle, applying the necessary labor to the Half Cat. Andrews and Winkle, incidentally, had both been surprised at Vincy’s work on the well. For as long as they had known the place the well had been boarded up, and they supposed for good reason. Andrews was convinced of the futility of even having a well and he said so with challenging bluntness.


  “A person could fall into that thing and never find bottom,” he declared.


  “They dug them deep in those days,” pursued Winkle gloomily. Unlike Andrews he delivered his opinions as if extracting them with great difficulty from a deep mire, an exertion which left him too weary for further speculation.


  It being decided to defer any work on the well until work on the inn itself was completed, plans were laid out for the following week: if possible, all major work was to be at least well on the way, if not finished, in all downstairs areas, such as the bar and arms room. Two painters were to come and apply the exterior and interior coats to the walls. Vincy began to think about the wording of an advertisement to place in the Woodstover News in a week or so. Hopefully within the month there would be guests in the Half Cat. That was by his reckoning of course; the inn itself would break its silence sooner than that.


  



  The days tore themselves off the calendar in the little kitchen behind the bar, whirling away like so many leaves around the stone eaves of the inn. The weather after its initial chill warmed up a bit as if to lull people into a false sense of the beauty of the season before lowering the leaden blasts that remind us that beauty has its consequences after all.


  As Vincy stood under the creaking sign of an evening, listening to the dry crackle of the world as it shook itself and burned away, he felt a kind of expectation. He dared not question it or examine it as he might the bonfires smoking the sky over Woodstover, lest it grow frightened and scamper away; but he felt it as he worked with Andrews and the painters, as he wandered about the empty rooms of the inn, or about Woodstover, watching the workers home from the mill at twilight going toward the brightened windows that winked down the night streets. The click of his heels on the courtyard of the inn, the attic gable wheeling above him, his afternoon tea in the little kitchen where the white dotted curtains spanked the table with each autumn breath, the burnished red mahogany bar that had reflected countless faces in the past and again smelled of soap and leather and wood . . . in them all he sensed a growing feeling of waiting, of anticipation, as if the place in its acquisition of its former glory were about to stir into new life. But as yet only silence. It is one of the verities of this world that in silence we find at once our consolation, our wisdom, our fear and our greatest frustration. Vincy felt the silence; and the ambiguity of that mute eloquence piqued him more each day. He had a vague impression now of the former landlord, a blurred and silent man, hanging in the air in each room, as much a part of it as its furniture. After all, an inn is like a man in that it weathers time and storms; moreover it ages, admits many callers and hides secrets of its own. Frank was a guest, not the landlord, and he felt the unseen presence of the former master more each day.


  By October 28, at the end of the third week of repairs and refurnishings, guests came to the Half Cat. They must have blown in with the leaves on that clouded afternoon, so suddenly did they materialize outside the door. The surrounding hills and low trees were in a smoking frenzy as the low clouds scoured and whirled their way among them. Dried grass, dust, leaves and ash hung in the air and a distant booming sounded across the deep meadows from the town. Twilight seemed to have had its timetable blown away in the murky winds and arrived early and bewildered upon the trembling rooftops and windows of the inn. It settled about the shoulders of the two strangers as they fumbled at the door latch, their heads and shoulders visible through the window. Vincy straightened up from his work in the flickering room, a bit startled at the sudden gust of cold air that ushered them in.


  A man and a woman stood in the settling entryway.


  “We’ll have a room, then,” the man announced to the mirror behind Frank.


  They stood there motionless while Vincy came around the bar. There they were, he thought, like the figures from an old weather clock both come out to announce good and bad weather at the same time.


  “We be the Ransomes.” Mr. Ransome looked directly now at Frank, as if expecting an affirming nod. Vincy’s gaze shifted to the woman and faltered. To say that Mrs. Ransome was beautiful was more than a comparative judgment alongside the queer brutishness of her husband. One set off the other, and he found his gaze flicking back and forth like an old pair of windshield wipers from one to the other. Each was superbly contrasted by the other. Mr. Ransome’s mouth twisted thinly and seemed to pull one half of his face with it. His thick hair was roughly parted in the middle, a rude path in a thicket; a rough shirt was open at the neck as if ready to receive his drooping feathers were they to slide completely off his face. In his physical stance and way of holding his head tilted back he was the kind of person who put you on the defensive at once as if you had just insulted him and now must suffer the consequences. “Now, now,” he seemed to say. “You must hurt for that, my lad, an’ I’ll see to’t directly.” Frank had to check an impulsive wish to dislike him on the spot.


  “So you’re the new one,” said the woman. She was striking. Deep inside her a tightly coiled spring waited to be triggered, he thought, and it added an energy to her aggressive handsomeness. This was obviously one of those instances when the dissimilar attracts; two diverse elements come together for a brief bloom then fall to dust as the disparities in their temperaments irrevocably assert themselves and define at last the battle lines to which both retreat in grateful haste. Perhaps their hunger for conflict bound them in their orbit, for they were like two hungry beasts warily circling each other, each needing the other for sustenance. That the relationship between these two had reached this unfortunate impasse was immediately suggested in those little unconscious looks that flickered between them as they stood before Frank, in the faint smoke of distaste that spiraled up from their unspoken words to each other. We can’t pretend to say that Frank made these observations on the spot; rather, his initial impressions in the light of subsequent events had their final development.


  Despite her pale complexion and. waxen forehead, Mrs. Ransome’s eyes flashed brilliantly and her beauty seemed to reach and consume one’s gaze. Those finely honed features held an intense almost animal spirit, as a delicate chalice might bear a heady broth. For one instant that look flashed at Frank and turned away, a skyrocket falling to darkness. They both were dressed in very untidy clothes that were somehow shapeless and colorless, the way material is changed by time and weather. Her dress reached to her ankles and was tightly belted high at the waist. He wore stove-pipe slacks and a wide belt above which opened a soiled gray shirt with broad collar.


  “The room, then,” Mr. Ransome repeated, not moving.


  “Why, the place hasn’t even opened yet, sir. As you can see—” Vincy’s hand took in the cluttered bar and canvas covered floor.


  “You don’t want our business, lad, is that it?” He balanced on his feet eagerly, mouth twisting into a smile.


  Vincy was astonished. He felt the heat of both their gazes upon him again, and his skin grew hot. “It’s a bit early,” he found himself saying, “and only one room is available right now. There’s no food facility either because—”


  “Hospitality!” grunted Ransome. “We’ve seen better, eh, Beth”—turning to the woman. “Once was the time when we’d have been greeted with a bit more excitement! The beauty here,” he smirked, “has seen better reception in her days, that she has.” He looked critically around. “So you fancy yourself a landlord.” He looked at his wife. “Well, you’ll have guests and you’ll have guests, lad,” he suddenly laughed. “And there’s those that could tell you a few stories about some too. But we be here now and we’ll have that room. I know a thing or two about this inn and the beauty and me’ll have the one above the bar.”


  Vincy’s astonished reply was rudely cut off and suddenly a good many things seemed to happen at once: a sharp interchange of curt words passed between the Ransomes, a register was somehow located behind the bar and a confused flurry of questions hung on Vincy’s tongue unanswered as the Ransomes were away like a whirl of leaves up the little crooked stair. Vincy, troubled and surprised at the abrupt event, still saw the image of Mrs. Ransome as she had turned on the stair for a moment and looked at him silently before going up.


  Andrews was back the next morning, his old battered Austin loaded up with more paint. He listened in silence to the story of the first guests.


  “Ransomes!” he snorted. “Never heard of ’em! They can’t be from around here. Sure they aren’t some kind of damned foreigners?” Obviously this possibility explained to him any strangeness in their behavior.


  Vincy shook his head. “But I can’t figure out how they knew about the inn, if they didn’t hear about it in Woodstover. You know most everybody there. Are you sure . . .?”


  “Na, an’ I’d keep an eye on ’em, I would. Might have escaped from somewhere; or plannin’ somethin’.” His little eyes widened at his own powers of invention. No doubt if Andrews had been pressed as to just what or where the strangers had escaped from he would have been at a loss. But the very vagueness of his supposition only gave it a heightened menace.


  “What about luggage?” asked Andrews.


  Vincy straightened up as if from a shock. “Luggage!” he repeated. “Luggage!” He looked in amazement at Andrews. “There was none!”


  



  A lot had been done that day and most of the painting downstairs completed when Andrews reluctantly turned his car toward home. Vincy, tired and out of sorts, sat back in a chair by the bar and idly watched the lowering clouds. The light drained from the sky as the glow fades from a great lamp when the gas is turned down.


  There was a touch at his shoulder. Standing there was Mrs. Ransome, pale in the dying light. Closer now, he could see the faded check pattern on the bolted dress, the long black hair that wisped down to the waist. Her head was tilted a bit to one side, and though she stood motionless a silent wave of energy trembled from her as a. cloud of leaves from a graceful sycamore.


  “You like this place.” A faint throatiness rubbed the lower tones of her voice.


  Vincy shrugged. He couldn’t keep his eyes off her, but with an effort turned his gaze back to the twilight hills.


  “And you wonder about my husband and me and this old place.” Slowly, deliberately, she walked to the door and looked out, directly in front of his line of vision. He couldn’t help noticing the way she moved, that shapeless, faded dress rustling excitingly, the sound like wheat growing. His forehead grew moist. And she, well aware of her effect upon men, regarded him now with an almost insolent stare that betrayed the animal intensity behind the silken sheen of her skin.


  “Well, I daresay you’ll find out before long; a good many things—”


  Vincy was hardly listening. Suddenly he didn’t care. In this October evening he didn’t want to know about the little things that clutter up our lives, tangle their most precious moments in coarse nets; didn’t want to know where we’re going, coming from or whatever. All our lives are concerned with arrivals and departures and very little of what lies between.


  “Surprised I didn’t see you and your husband today,” was all he said. He fumbled for a cigarette.


  She dismissed that. “Oh no, we were both terribly tired. Ben is still asleep.” That terrible smile flickered again. “I guess we’re all alone.”


  A sudden sweep of wind banged the sign against the sideboards outside.


  “I like that name, the Half Cat. Don’t you wonder at it; what it means?”


  Vincy puffed in silence, afraid to break the spell that was spinning itself out in the little room.


  “Half Cat,” she repeated, coming closer. “It’s like half a story; never finished. There are so many things never finished.”


  “That’s what I’ve noticed about this inn,” ventured Frank at last. “From the moment I got here I felt that there must be something about this place—something I should know; I feel like some kind of invader. Here I come with new paint and new lumber and new plaster to this old, old inn and expect it to share its secrets with me. I don’t at all feel like the landlord, but more like some guest at the mercy of the real lord of the house, somebody who has kept loftily silent and doesn’t choose to grant me his hospitality. And then you come along so suddenly—” He checked himself.


  Her face grew immobile. “That’s odd you feel that,” she said coldly.


  “No, no! That’s not what I meant.” He was angry at himself.


  “It’s the silence that bothers you then.” She came closer and stood directly before his chair, her face in shadow now but her gown glowing.


  Vincy’s breath caught briefly. There was a smell of leaves and musk in the room that seemed to rustle in her breath. Tense thoughts sprung up within him unbidden and he was immediately ashamed of them, yet they whirled within him with increased intensity.


  “Do you still hear only silence, Mr. Vincy?” The voice was almost eager now as if it were more assured of its edge and could cut now all the keener for it. “Soon I may tell you about the Half Cat. But I tell you now that it isn’t pleasant; not pleasant at all.” Her lips curled around the words with slow relish, and excitement stuck in Vincy’s throat. “Would you still like to hear about it, Mr. Vincy?”


  Abruptly she turned about and went to the stairs. “We must talk again,” she said coldly, her tone indicating it was of absolutely no consequence whatever to her. It was carefully calculated to leave Vincy maddeningly suspended in space, and as she turned up the stairs he found himself disliking her, yet drawn to her irrevocably. Once a man feels himself scorned he hoards his own vested interests with a new energy of possessiveness; so, now Vincy hoarded his newly kindled interest in this woman and husbanded it with single-minded greediness. There was a long silence until another gust of wind shook the old sign with a dry rattle. Vincy didn’t hear it; he was measuring the footsteps going up the stairs.


  Somewhere beyond the gabled attic of the Half Cat a great furnace scattered its ash upon the moonlight. There was a quivering agitation in the air as if a giant in the bowels of the earth were stirring and curdling the very atmosphere. The old inn was surrounded by that autumn thickness and the mellow moon floated as if in a thick soup, an orange, dusty globe on the crest of a wave. Vincy felt every sense alive and quickened by his walk around the place. As his boots scraped the cobbles of the courtyard he gloried in the sharp cheese of the leafy wind or, as he floated in the moist meadow to the rear, the yielding softness of the rich loam. Rounding the corner of the inn he put out his hand to feel the stony chill of the eaves and rubbed it along the lattice and shutters of the bar. Good, chafed wood that made the skin respect its rough surface. Hoarsely the old sign creaked overhead in agreement.


  All was dark save for the faint glow from the window by the sign. For the thousandth time Vincy looked up. There the Ransomes huddled behind the lattice in firefly darkness. It is exasperating how people fail to confine themselves to the boundaries established by one’s initial observation; they are continually confounding us by insisting on reversing their field. Perhaps it is within the province of an innkeeper to conjecture about his patronage; no doubt many hours by the fireside of the country inns of this world have been given over to just that. The lord of the inn encounters people going and coming; what’s more he encounters them whole—that is to say, self-enclosed, traveling with those things of the world about him that remind him of his own needs and his own individuality. To know a person in his home is not to know him at all; to meet him on a country road with only his baggage is to at last contact the core, the inner cell of his personality. And now Vincy wondered about the troubling impression left him by the Ransomes. Her cold beauty was continually supplanted by his brutish sarcasm in his mind’s eye. Vincy was troubled, somehow; he constantly shifted his gaze toward that lattice. At last, angered by his curiosity and by the persistent image of Mrs. Ransome, he turned to the door and retired to his little room to the rear.


  It is indeed unfortunate that he chose to retire at that moment. For one who had been piqued by the “silence” of the inn the conversation that floated from the Ransomes’ lattice would have been eloquent indeed. The words that came then were subdued but there was a bitter earnestness in them that gave them clarity and distinctness.


  “Well, you ain’t lost any time, anyways,” came Ransome’s edged words.


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “Oh, come now, let’s not be cute, lass.”


  She laughed. “He’s young.”


  “Aye. An’ you throw it in my face. But he’ll age, an’ you’ll see to ’t.” His voice quickened with an eager expectation. “Well now. We know all about ’at. What to do, eh? That’s my question.”


  The woman laughed harshly, a startling edge creeping into the silken tones of her voice. “So what’s to know? Nothing. And don’t think you can threaten me—”


  “Oh no, no, no, lass. I enjoys it, I do. You think to make a fool out o’ me, your husband, as you’ve done before. Ah, no,


  I knows what as goes on, an’ it’s precious nasty o’ you. But I takes care o’ it like I allays have. That way I keep you here wi’ me and watch you squirm.” A sharp laugh. “An’ I watches you and waits. I know you seen ’im the last few days. I know it like I know you. Let ’im look about ’im, is all. I bides my time. Then when I catches you—then, lass, then . . . I’ve no hurry. I enjoys it. But soon, watch me. Nah, we be together you and me. And nobody’ll have you but me. Nobody!”


  Her words came unruffled. “You’re precious selfish,” she retorted smugly.


  “Ain’t I though?” He laughed again, viciously. “Precious goods, lass, precious goods. Have to take care of ’em.”


  The voices went on thus for some time, rising and falling like the leaves blowing outside. And then there was a long silence until another gust of wind shook the old sign with a dry rattle. But by then Vincy’s sleep had lost its wakeful tossing and the voices above him had silenced themselves.


  



  Andrews was back two days later, having recovered from an imagined bout of flu. October was nearing its end and he blew in like one of the final blasts of the season: late and noisy. At noon his old Austin rattled in the narrow drive. He had come to see how work on the kitchen was progressing but was met by signs that all work had halted. The kitchen was still a shambles with unopened boxes of supplies lying about. Some of them contained fresh foods and a rank odor was twisting itself about the downstairs area. He found Vincy sitting by the bar with a cup of coffee, his face unshaven and eyes ringed with dark circles. It is one of the paradoxes of youth that it allows its face to take on with such ease an absolutely aged and wearied feature, as if boyish plasticity were all too willing to succumb to age’s ravages. The freshest of linens are positively blotted by the smallest grains of black soot, and the damage seems all the more severe in the observer’s eye because of the white expanse around the mar. There was this in Vincy’s face that made him look weary beyond Andrews’ years. The latter found him most evasive and short with his words: no, he hadn’t done any more with the place—plenty of time for that. No, nothing was wrong, just a little tired. Just now he was waiting for someone, would Andrews mind? Vincy seemed to wish to hurry Andrews away, much to his astonishment.


  But this was nothing compared to his reaction when Mrs. Ransome suddenly glided down the stairs and looked at Andrews in cold disdain.


  “What is he doing here,” she said to no one in particular.


  “Nothing.” His voice was rather higher pitched than Andrews remembered it and his anxious expression was turned to the woman standing on the stair. “Just a friend. He was just leaving.” He paused, then gave Andrews a look he’d never forget: there was something pleading in it, something anxious and scared. Andrews recoiled. His gaze shifted to Mrs. Ransome who was now smiling slightly.


  “The bitch,” gritted Andrews to himself. But there was nothing to do. They both just stood there waiting for him to leave so he cleared his throat busily as if that and not their coldness toward him necessitated his departure, and stumped out.


  “She just stood there, smilin’,” he told the redoubtable Winkle that evening over a glass in the pub, the Green Stag. “Quiet as the devil, she was. An’ all the time that husband of her’n upstairs!”


  The taciturn Winkle had a troubled expression on his face.


  “—an’ I thought sudden that I never yet see’d that rascal Mr. Ransome. He must hide up in that room like a bat in the daylight!” A sudden image of a ceiling from which a creaking beam supported the swaying Mr. Ransome staggered him. “I don’t like any o’ this, no sir. An’ you ought to have smelled that place! I allays thought it was a bad idea to open the Cat an’ now I know it.”


  “I think you’re right,” said Winkle slowly. “You know, I ain’t one to rush into things, but I’ve been a-findin’ out a thing or two ’bout, well, things. Old Lydgate, the last landlord, for instance.”


  Andrews shifted his concentration with some difficulty. “Lydgate?”


  “Well, seems he closed up the place rather quickly—”


  “Yes, yes, I know that—” interrupted Andrews impatiently.


  Winkle frowned. “Are ya goin’ to let me stay on, then,” he intoned with great deliberateness.


  Andrews swallowed his impatience with difficulty, looking as if he were swallowing an unusually large egg. Winkle waited another full minute and continued.


  “I looked into the old place like you said a week ago. Old Wiler, my great-grandfather, knew Jesse Wortlebury—Lydgate’s sister’s husband.”


  Andrews listened with great concentration, face assuming the likeness of contorted attention, somewhat like a youthful schoolboy’s in following the theory of relativity.


  “Well, Jesse and his brother, Elia, had helped finance the Cat upon the advice of their mother who, it is said, once was sweet on Lydgate’s father, a distant cousin by the name of—”


  “For God’s sake, Winkle! Get on with it!” exploded Andrews. He stamped one foot for added emphasis.


  Winkle lifted one eyebrow ever so slightly, it remaining thus for a few pregnant moments. He continued, “Well, it was because of these circumstances that Lydgate was able to make the place into one o’ the finest inns in England. Soon he owned the place, lock and stock. Really knew his business, he did. But after ten years he give it up, wi’ no explanation to either his sister or brother-in-law. Well, the story comes down that one day Jesse found Lydgate lyin’ by the well, head all bashed in, signs o’ a struggle all about the place, blood an’ all, an’ unconscious. They took ’im to the doctor an’ it was weeks afore he could walk about. The constable spent a bit o’ time wi’ ’im, I can tell you, but he says nothin’. Somethin’ had happened, but Lydgate kept mum. He only went back once—shortly after his recovery—”


  “I thought you said he give it all up—?”


  “No, no, he only went back once. One autumn evening he turned down the road to the Half Cat—and disappeared.”


  Andrews drew in his breath sharply.


  “That is to say,” went on Winkle carefully. "He was never seen alive again. The Wortleburys and the local constable went all through the place and didn’t find him. Then somebody thought of the well, god knows why . . ."


  “And there he was.” finished Andrews.


  “It musta been suicide. They found him floating about down there, fished him out and Jesse nailed down boards all over the top o’ the well. But—oh! there’s somethin’ else. When they sent down a man he found somethin’ else, too.” He paused.


  “Well, well?"


  So it came about that Winkle told Andrews the rest of the story, and that is how he came to rush out of the Green Stag in such a hurry that dark night and, with the swiftness of a long-departed youth, leap into his Austin and rattle noisily off toward the Half Cat.


  While Winkle and Andrews were ordering a hearty ale in the Green Stag that evening Vincy was sitting alone by the front door of the Half Cat, the autumn evening filtering down about him. Indeed both his appearance and that of the inn now seemed curiously akin in their singularly closed aspect. It is not easy to examine the tangled skein of Vincy’s thoughts as he waited that evening downstairs. Like the inn itself, he seemed tightly self-contained and enclosed as if he had drawn a shutter all around him. He had locked himself in with the decay of desperate fears and desires; on the one hand the dread lure of Mrs. Ransome and the fear of the scowling man upstairs; and on the other, his inability to leave, to end it, to restore sanity and order to his world. With Mrs. Ransome came a return to that life from which he had fled, she had wrenched all his self-control from his fingers, taken from him all his thoughts to have this place one to which people came and went, himself remaining untouched. She had taken that golden thread and woven it into an ugly tapestry. Rather than the lord of the manor he was the guest supping at the strange table of her hospitality. Yet he received it greedily. And her husband? That unseen man upstairs had yet to pay his compliments. During the past few days all these thoughts had clouded and merged into a general pall upon his mood. And so he waited for the woman upstairs.


  There was a step on the darkness of the stair. The slow turbulence of the thick night without stirred a bit. The faint creaks of the stair sounded like dry coughs in a dark throat. At last he turned around and stretched his arms to the woman who stood before him.


  Was it minutes or hours later when the noise began? Night hung like a swaying bolt of black crepe over the windows. Vincy awoke to a sharp crash splintering through the inn. It came from upstairs. He found himself alone—she must have gone back upstairs already. There was another crash and the sound of furniture overturning. Panic seized him and in an instant he sat bolt upright and reached for the night lamp. Hurried, agitated voices—the Ransomes’ voices—filtered to him from above. Ah, they were together then. He shook his head trying to clear the fog. Where was that damned lamp? The sounds grew louder as he lurched from the couch toward the stairway, stumbling and crashing, the hoarse shouts roaring in his ears. Feeling his way around the bar he came at last to the foot of the stairs which rose directly before him one flight up to the little landing adjacent to the Ransomes’ door. Mr. Ransome’s voice had assumed an ugly tone and Vincy found himself desperately afraid. Suddenly a shaft of light stabbed into the landing as the door was wrenched open and the figure of a woman could be seen, outlined against the light, hurtling through the doorway, crumpling with a moan into the wall. There, above Vincy, she seemed to flutter her arms once in the weak light, and then collapsed.


  Vincy stood paralyzed a moment in the ensuing silence, hearing only the sweep of the wind outside. Then the figure of Mr. Ransome staggered stiffly onto the landing, his clothes awry, features contorted, and one hand hanging loosely to the knees, a glittering blade clutched in the fingers. He stood weaving a bit and for a few seconds it was like a dim tableau, the heavily breathing man standing over the inert form of the woman, both caught in the shaft of light like insects on the points of pins. Then he looked down toward the darkness where Vincy stood. With a sudden maddened shriek he laughed, and, blade twirling, launched himself with the quickness of thought down the stairs full at Vincy. Vincy hadn’t time to prepare himself but it suddenly seemed that someone else was there in the room beside him. He caught a sharp smell of weeds and rank earth and then another figure, massive and powerful, came between him and Ransome, bearing the brunt of the latter’s attack. A hoarse roar filled the room and from Ransome’s lips came an insane scream. Vincy was thrown to the floor and he could see above him the two forms crashing and bawling about, their cries and grunts colliding and echoing around the room as they thrashed over the tables and chairs.


  He knew not when it ended. There was something wrong with his neck, he couldn’t lift his head, which was twisted back so that his gaze took in the upper landing and nothing more. Someone was breathing in tortured wheezes. Footsteps sounded in the darkness. Then a figure reached the stairs, and, now silhouetted by the light, a rather bulky figure could be seen ascending. It was not Ransome. At the top of the stairs the figure stood over the still silent form of Mrs. Ransome. Then, tenderly, picked her up as if she were a child, bringing her slowly back down the stairs. For an instant the light flickered in his face, enough to show a man still young, face set in an immobile expression. There were more sounds. Dimly, as he faded into unconsciousness, Vincy realized that the body of Mr. Ransome was being picked up as well, for the stranger passed out the door into starlight dragging two bodies with him, Ransome’s boots dragging over the planked floor and the cobbles outside.


  As Vincy sank lower and lower into pain and oblivion it occurred to him oddly that the well lay that way.


  



  Andrews found him lying there at the foot of the stairs, head twisted back, eyes wide open. The old carpenter had come roaring into the little driveway and leaped out of the truck, leaving the lamps still burning. That is how he saw a large shape poise itself upon the lip of the old well and suddenly disappear. But he went to Vincy first only to find that nothing was to be done. As he crouched there, the memory of that shape poised upon the well, two headlight beams penciling through the leafy wind outside, the body of Vincy staring up at him—he felt the night suddenly fall with a soft thud all around him as if the trees were dropping enormous fruit all at once.


  Winkle’s words came back to him as they would for many years to come when the season turned to mist and the meadows to dust. “Jesse Wortlebury an’ the constable found Lydgate down there in that well all right, but they also found two bodies, a man and a woman, floating there with him. They had been occupants of the Half Cat, witnesses said. It appeared both had met their death not through drowning but through some kind of terrific struggle, for an autopsy showed that they had died before they were thrown into the well. Aye, it must have been Lydgate that put them there. An’ the woman, well, she was very beautiful an’ it was no wonder that poor Lydgate kept as quiet as he did afterward, the general belief bein’ that he had come to blows with the other man. An’ that is what brought the lord of the Half Cat back there and maybe was as what took him down too to the bottom of that well. He must have loved her, aye, an’ what is a man to do then, I asks?”


  Andrews forced himself to come back the next day, bringing a constable and mortuary attendant. November had come at last and with it the cold weather that cracked from warm noses. Those that came from town formed all kinds of theories about what had happened. But Andrews for once said nothing and neither did Winkle. They had their own reasons for the one thing they did insist on: that the well be boarded up again, plank by plank.


  



  MY BEAUTIFUL DARKLING by Eddy C. Bertin


  



  Although relatively little of his work has been translated into English, Eddy C. Bertin ranks as one of the top writers of horror fiction in Europe. Born in Altona, Germany, in 1944, his father Belgian and his mother German, Bertin has lived in Belgium since just after the war. A multilingual talent, Bertin has had stories published in Flemish, German, Dutch, French, Spanish and English. His first sales were to the English market in 1968; since then he has published some 330 stories, in different languages and under various pseudonyms, ranging from Lovecraftian horror (he is an authority on Lovecraft) to experimental science fiction. Bertin excels in writing psychological horror, and at times his work is reminiscent of Jean Ray’s.


  “My Beautiful Darkling” is the title story from Bertin’s most recent collection and has been translated from the Dutch by the author for Year’s Best Horror Stories. English titles for some of his other European books include collections: The Eight-Yearly God, Something Small Something Hungry, Lonely Bloodbird and Behind the White Wall; as well as novels: Eye of the Vampire and Dream Me to Death. This last was written around a series of nineteen horror paintings by Karel Thole, an undertaking Bertin probably could not have carried out had he not been a painter himself. He has also scripted two short films of psychological horror and has published two collections of poetry. A new horror novel, The New Flowers I’m Dreaming, will be published in Belgium next year and a new collection, Nightmares for Tomorrow, is in the works. It’s high time some of these were published in English.


  



  Lorsque tu dormiras, ma belle tenebreuse


  Au fond d’un monument construit en marbre noir . . .


  



  When you’ll sleep, My Beautiful Darkling


  In the depths of a tomb built of black marble . . .


  Charles Baudelaire: Les Fleurs du Mal


  



  They caught him doing an unmentionable thing in the middle of the clearly lighted fairground, while a middle-aged lady looked on with interest before she decided she should be screaming. When she had made up her mind and started screaming, two policemen making their regular rounds came along and brought the man in. This is the tape, taken at the Twelfth Precinct of the City of Ghent, East-Flanders, on April 10, 1979, at 10:45 PM.


  



  You must help me find Cathy, you must, do you hear me? Let me loose, goddamn it! I won’t run away. But what are you sitting here for—on your fat behinds in warm chairs, sipping hot coffee and swapping dirty jokes? Why do I have to pay all those goddamn taxes every bloody year—just so you can be sitting here, while Cathy is out there somewhere? You’re all so bloody fast when it comes to giving a parking ticket to some poor sucker, but when you’re really needed, where are you, eh? Tell me, where are you then? I’ll tell you, you’re here. Sitting on your asses.


  All right, I’m sorry. Please excuse me, officer. No, I certainly don’t want to make any trouble, not here and not there, either. I didn’t do anything wrong; it was your men that brought me in, though I protested. The lady screamed, you say? Well, no, I don’t know why she should have been screaming. I didn’t touch her, did I? I made no move toward her, did I? So?


  Yes, yes, I’ll be calm—but you see how confused and afraid I am right now. No, I didn’t want to offend you or any one of the other policemen here in this room . . . I said that? I did? Well, I’m sorry. I apologize to all of you. I certainly didn’t want to hurt your feelings, and I realize now that’s what I have done. Please excuse my harsh words.


  You see? It’s better now. I couldn’t stand the thought that I had hurt any one of you; if I hurt you, I hurt myself. I’m very calm now. Thank you, the coffee is excellent. And very hot.


  Yes, I will do my best to remain calm and explain it all to you, but it is very difficult. Maybe it would be better if you’d just let me go find Cathy myself and . . . no? No? Oh, well. But time passes, and who knows where my beautiful darkling, my Cathy, is right now? I want you all to help me find her. I don’t know where else I can turn, if you can’t help me. Together we can find her, I’m certain.


  How old is she? Cathy? How could I know that? How old is a darkling? How old or how young is Aphrodite, how old is Circe? A creature as young and beautiful and desirable as Cathy has no real age, and I have never needed to ask that question.


  Of minor age? No, absolutely not—what do you take me for? I’m no Lolita hunter! Of course, nowadays you never can tell, you know, with their oversized breasts and padded bra cups—but you can pick out the teenagers right away. Well, I can! A woman of a certain age gets something particular, a way of moving—you know, not just hip-swinging like those juniors, but a real way of moving with her whole body. They get a certain expression on their faces, a kind of emotional ripeness scripted in their eyes and on their faces. Cathy was like that. Besides, I could read her, so . . .


  You don’t understand me? God, why am I sitting here wasting my time, instead of searching for her? Why won’t you help me, instead of asking all those stupid questions! Cathy must be waiting for me somewhere out there, and you’re keeping me here.


  All right, all right. I’m sitting down again, see? Look, I won’t stand up again. There’s really no need to be so cruel to me! After all, I’m friendly and polite to you. And please put that evil-looking stick away—you really don’t need to use it on me. I’m not drunk. I’ll gladly blow into your stupid balloon, and it won’t turn green. I’ll even take a blood test. But hurry up then, so we can go and search for Cathy. That’s all I want.


  Where does she live? How should I know?


  I’m not much of a help, you say? Why do you think I’m here?


  All right, I’ll start from the beginning. But that’s just so difficult, because you aren’t like me. You’re strong-willed, a bit stubborn and angry even right now, because you have to listen to me, and you think I’m just rambling and making up a story as I go along. That’s what’s wrong with all of you: you can’t understand, don’t want to believe. How can I tell you something which is not rational? You’ll just have to try to believe me.


  I can taste thoughts.


  So, now I’ve said it. The old drunk has said what he knows you won’t believe. But it’s true nevertheless. I said “taste,” not “read.” It comes close sometimes, but I can’t really read minds. It’s more like feeling emotions . . . a kind of spiritual . . . of mental empathy, I guess. I touch your minds with my thoughts, and I know how you feel, and so sometimes I can make an educated guess as to what you’re thinking. Like you there, the officer with the red zits on his cheeks, you’re feeling bored, but you have flashes of internal excitement, very jumpy feelings—so I would say that you’re annoyed you’re having to stay here with me when you’d rather go home and watch the football game that’s on television this evening. And you there, the one who’s scratching his nose all the time, your mind feels very stubborn and cold, as if you’re thinking about which cells are still empty so you can put me in one of them for the night and get it over with. See?


  I haven’t had this . . . empathy all the time. It started only recently, some years ago, just like that. After the car crash. I still could drive a car then, but now the doctor won’t allow me. I sometimes have moments of forgetting everything, and that could be dangerous while driving. And I don’t have a car, of course; not since the crash.


  I work in a metal factory by day. I fill little plastic boxes with nails. The whole day through. The factory doesn’t have much capital, so they can’t afford a machine to do it. But they can afford what they have to pay me. The doctor took care of that: they had to hire me. But they don’t pay much to an . . . invalid. That’s what they call me. A mental invalid. Though it was their fault, the crash, I mean. I had been working for them for years. They paid me more then.


  But it was a boring job. Sometimes you just could feel yourself drifting away into sleep. That’s what must have happened to me as I was driving home, that evening after work. I was very tired, and must have fallen asleep at the wheel. Suddenly I woke up with a shock, but by then that traffic sign was already straight in front of me—a metal pillar coming down on me, bending forward as if wanting to melt with the car and make love to it. The car was a total loss, and I had to remain In the hospital for over three weeks. A fractured skull, a brain concussion, some bones broken, but nothing really bad.


  But something had happened inside my head, because shortly after I was released it started. Now I’ve gotten used to it, of course, but in the beginning I felt it like a . . . disease. A mental disease. So I went to several doctors, but they couldn’t help me. They all said that I was perfectly healthy and normal, in mind and body. But when that metal pillar came down on the roof of my car and hit me, it must have touched something in my brain. Revived some part of the brain that most of us never have learned to use, or whose use has been forgotten through the centuries of evolution. I’ve learned to live with it. More than that, I’ve grown to like it sometimes, and now it’s the only way of living I can imagine. Sometimes I find myself wondering how any of you can feel alive without the power I have. It’s so much more full, complete, knowing how others feel about you and not having to believe their words. But I’m digressing . . .


  So, that evening I want to talk about, I was walking about the fairgrounds.


  Yes, I was alone, walking about the fairgrounds. What’s so childish about that? I know you’re thinking that. But many adults like fairs even more than children, believe me—after all, I know!


  I just adore fairs. Of course, to me it means much more than just the multicolored turning lights of the merry-go-rounds, the many different sounds and musical tunes reaching you from everywhere in a wild and insane cacophony, creating a beautiful chaos. It’s much more than the smells of hot chips and fritters, and warm apples on a stick, and popcorn with melted butter, and ice cream. A fair to me means people. All kinds of people—everyday and not-so-everyday people—and how they feel. What you see at a fair is nothing compared to what I feel. All those emotions, reactions, feelings—they come at me in regular waves like an enormous sea in which I swim and try not to drown. I taste their emotions as I would appreciate the many colors in the most beautiful and extravagant paintings by modern masters. It must be . . . No, I can’t really explain it to someone who is not as I am. I can only tell how it is. Or try to.


  Yes, yes, I’m coming to it. I am sticking to my story. But how can I tell you about Cathy if I don’t tell you this before? Else you’ll never understand about Cathy, and the strange way I met her. After all, you don’t pick up a beautiful goddess at a fair just like that, do you?


  Oh yes, I know what you’re thinking, you there with the red running nose: a little streetwalker maybe searching for a client. But it’s not true—not someone like my Cathy! I don’t like to have her insulted, not by someone who . . .


  All right, sorry; maybe it wasn’t at all what you were really thinking, officer. I’m still very confused. I won’t say what I read . . . what I think again.


  So that evening I was walking about the fair. When was this?


  About . . . a year . . . two years maybe . . . ago. Yes, it was after the crash, of course. Didn’t you hear what I told you? The cigarette between my lips had gone out, and there was a wind, so I stood in the protection of two fair booths, striking two, three, four matches to relight the cigarette butt. It tasted bad at first; it always does after it has gone out once. But how could I stay irritated in such an atmosphere of enjoyment, such a mental storm as was being created all around me? The real fair was inside my head, spinning in all the rainbow’s colors against the bony insides of my skull. Emotions flapping on bat wings, opening up to me like beautiful dark flowers, shrieking their madness at me inside my head. I was alive!


  The bored little horses, the noisy shooting galleries, the yelling guys selling lottery tickets, the screaming jukeboxes, the pinball arcades—that’s not the real fair. Even the people themselves sometimes don’t really look real at all. It’s as if they're only projections of what’s inside them, the outer shadows of what’s really alive inside them and making them tick. So many empty faces, staring eyes, moving shapes, hands, bodies, feet, the smells of sweat and drinks. My body noticed all this as I passed through them, no doubt looking to them like a shadow, too—one in the crowd, unimportant, not to be noticed.


  And I knew what they were really like. I felt the discomfort of the women with their breasts pressed into bras much too small, the sweat between their clammy fingers, the itch between their legs where they couldn’t scratch in public though they wanted to badly. I felt what it was like to be human, and this feeling made me feel alive. Then. Their emotions passed through me like a picture gallery. And all the faces whispered one thing, the only thing they all had in common: hunger. It is strange how many kinds of hunger exist, how everybody is always hungry for something: food, a badly needed rest for painful feet, fun, a cigarette, though the doctor has forbidden it, the feeling of a woman’s breast, the coolness of a drink followed by the burning inside one’s stomach. It was all there; it always is.


  A group of young people passed me. They were half drunk already—their jackets full of buttons and silver chains and crazy symbols, but their eyes already old and sullen. I felt them laughing at me, with my cigarette butt that I was trying to light. One of them was thinking that maybe it was a joint, and for a moment I thought about offering him my innocent cigarette but then thought better of it. They felt very aggressive, you know, and there was worse drifting just below their conscious feelings—a wave of dark unvoiced anger that could be directed at anyone. I didn’t want to be beaten up by them. They sometimes did this to older people, I felt it. Not that I think of myself as “old”—not after what Cathy proved to me.


  A group of girls was walking right behind them, and their thoughts were so very different. You never can catch them and hold them; they’re always changing, always on the move to other targets. One of them had a new set of false teeth and they hurt badly but she couldn’t take them out. And another one was worried because her breasts were still much smaller than those of one of her friends who was much younger than she was. Their fingernails were painted silver, a glittering of stars, and they kept reminding me of daggers, and of their feelings, just like those silver nails: so bright and glittering.


  The glitter passed. I don’t know if I told you, but there’s a limit to what I feel. A couple of meters only. I suppose I would be hopelessly insane if it were otherwise. Can you imagine all those feelings crushing down on me at the same time? No, I only receive what is within a couple of meters. If there were no limit, I wouldn’t need you now, would I? I would be able to find Cathy myself, anywhere!


  I met many people that evening. I remember a very old man who was suffering from a chronic thirst. And there was a young fellow with a very young girl in his arms, very much in love with him. Her feelings were all rose-red and hot, and he kept on thinking about an older woman whom he wanted to have very much. There was a very young boy, though he must have been older, who kept on counting inside his head how much money he should keep back to go to a whore that night. And there was also a small girl who was very, very angry at her parents because she had to go home just as the fun was starting, and if you can’t realize how burning the anger of a child is, I can’t tell you, not in human words.


  It all kept on turning inside my head, twisting and changing, always the same in some ways and yet always different. Even the same people felt different when I met them the second or third time around. I turn like the merry-go-rounds of the fair, round and round like a crazy wooden horse, and then . . .


  Then I passed one of those dark, empty spaces between the fair booths, and a sudden movement made me stop.


  It felt like the touch of a shadow, a touch of a dark wing, as if someone breathed inside my brain.


  She came out of that darkness, but hesitated on the very edge of the twilight zone between the streaming light and the running dark, waiting. I couldn’t see the face of the girl; it was as if the playful lights of the nearby booths only wanted to reveal her body to me. Just as if this was a decoy that she used to bait me, a decoy that she sent forward into the light while her face remained in the protecting shadows. Her slender legs shone below the short skirt she wore, cut off halfway by soft leather boots.


  My eyes saw, but with my mind I tasted what remained hidden in the protecting darkness. I felt the waiting, the searching, the hunger and the need of my darkling.


  And I knew she felt my mind too!


  There was no need for words. Sheer accident had put us together in the same circle within a couple of meters from each other but close enough so our minds touched and felt and recognized. We could have spent our whole lives within a few hundred meters of each other without ever having known that there were others like us. My cigarette fell to the ground, and I put my heel on it and finished it off. Little red sparks flew and blackened down to ashes.


  Suddenly she turned and disappeared. I followed her down into the shadow world between the fair booths and trailers. She evaded me with the light-footedness of a ballet dancer, disappearing behind a caravan. I followed the staccato of her boot heels, so sharp and distinctive that all the other sounds of the fair seemed to fade into them. But I didn’t even need those sounds; I could follow her by keeping track of her mind. It was playful and defiant and somehow . . . different.


  It’s hard to put a finger on that difference; it just wasn’t quite . . . human, I would say. So very much the same and yet so different from other people’s thoughts, even from my own. When you taste someone’s thoughts, mixed with the now-thoughts and feelings, there’s always a reaching backward and a grasping forward of those feelings; they are always in some loose way connected with past experiences and with hopes or expectations for the immediate future, even when the conscious mind doesn’t really think about those. But her mind felt like . . . like it held nothing but now. There were no links with any past, and nothing pointing to the future. A human’s thought web is spread out, like a nucleus spreading small feelers in all directions of time. Her mind read like only a nucleus, one burning cinder of compressed energy, all focused on the here and now. She looked altogether human, yet I knew that she wasn’t, not completely. That’s why I called her “darkling” right away. Somehow she belonged there, part of the dark side of the fairground, a fleeting shape melting into its shadows.


  Though her feet touched the ground, it didn’t feel like she was walking or running at all. I only followed her mind which seemed to be floating away from me, daring me, enticing me to follow. I didn’t hurry; somehow I knew that I wouldn’t lose her. Deep blotches of darkness exchanged places with waves of sharp light coming down on us as we passed the openings between fair booths or below a lighted caravan window. I got flashes of her face, the big questioning eyes and the flashing of her cruelly white teeth between slightly parted inviting lips.


  It was as if we were acting out a ballet created only for us and by us, Cathy and me. That was her name, Cathy—a name I picked up out of the glittering focus in her mind. And she felt and knew who and what I was, how different I was and felt from the other human beings. We didn’t share the same kind, she and I, but by our being different we felt like fitting links of the same chain bracelet. Can you imagine what it meant to me to find someone who was as different as myself, who understood and accepted my being different?


  Then, when we had approached the dark heart of the fairground, where only the empty trailers and the generators stood, she waited, leaning against one of the trailers, her face again only a shadow. She tilted it slightly to one side, and her hair fell down on one shoulder. Her shoulders leaned against the hard wooden wall, and I almost felt the hardness in my own back. I went to her there. Her hands arose and approached my face like careful and tender small birds, and we tasted the desire in each other as our lips met.


  How can I describe in human words the feeling of that kiss, the intense and unearthly coldness that was inside her and that now came out and into me—a coldness so biting that it burned my mouth? How can I explain the enormous need and desire for warmth waiting in her, that cruel and needing desire for human warmth? I had that warmth in me, the warmth she needed, and my mind held the feelings she needed to drive away the cold, and I gave them to her. Willingly, glad that at last I could share them with someone. We melted into each other, and in exchange for the warmth of life I offered her, she gave me herself, her body and mind, and the knowledge that I was no longer alone. We both gave of that which we had too much for ourselves and which the other needed, my beautiful darkling and I, and our whole world was focused in that cocoon of darkness that held us like a protecting womb. There was no longer a fairground or a world outside. There was only Cathy and me, the only reality still in existence.


  Afterward our thoughts moved over each other like caressing warm blankets carrying us to rest in a peaceful mutual semi-sleep. When she finally left, the fair was dead, all lights out. We hadn’t exchanged a single word; we hadn’t needed it.


  I remained there for another hour, feeling totally exhausted. I had never felt so tired before, as if Cathy’s coldness coming into me had built there a second leaden skeleton crushing mine, making even breathing difficult. Yet my mind was burning with a never-before-felt excitement. Going home I met two late walkers, but their thoughts reached me only partially and dulled, as if my new knowledge somehow created a barrier between them and me. I went to bed and slept through the next morning. When I finally got up late in the afternoon, the coldness was gone completely, and I felt myself again.


  Then I thought that it had been the effect of having had sex. I hadn’t been with a woman since the crash . . . But it was much more than this. It was the mental intercourse that had tired me so much—the blending of our minds, and our exchange of emotions—two nuclei clashing together and burning themselves out.


  Psychic vampirism, you may say? No, certainly not. I admit that I have had thoughts along that direction, and believe me, such things do exist. With my . . . talent, I can be certain of that. I have felt it before in other people’s minds, though mostly they are totally unaware of it. But psychic vampirism demands one totally dominating personality who feeds on its victim, and this is not what Cathy is doing with me, nor I with her for that matter. She has a desperate need for human warmth and life force that I can give to her, and in turn she gives me part of herself, lets me share her world. This world, you people, have rejected me, cut me off. Cathy is keeping me alive! She is all I have left in this so-called reality of yours—the knowledge that I’m not alone and that the contact between us can never be broken.


  From then on we met regularly, on other nights, at other fairs. I never learned if she has a last name, where she lives, what she does by day . . . who she is. To me she’s just my Cathy, my beautiful darkling, and that is enough. My whole life has become concentrated on our meetings. And though I realize that I only see part of her identity, I also keep my ordinary life away from her. Maybe it’s that we both prefer to keep part of our independence. It would be no good to know everything about the other: no doubt we both have things in our lives that could create barriers between us. And when we are together it is of no importance—only the two of us count then, and that which we share at those moments. I know that she waits for me at every fair I visit—a waiting, inviting shadow.


  The days in between are a torture to me. I move through them as through an evil and boring dream—a passage of time that I want to get over with as soon as possible. Then I think about the beautiful coldness we’ll be sharing again shortly. Like a ghostly touch I can already sense her lips on my mouth and face, the youthful buoyancy of her body pressing against mine. Sometimes it is as if every window, every mirror reflects her eyes, and when I’m alone in my room I can feel her presence close by, as if she lives in every wall. I know that I’m never alone now, that always she’s somewhere thinking about me.


  It is impossible to know how absolute loneliness feels, if you’ve never tasted it, never lived through it as I have done. There’s no place where loneliness is so absolute as in a big city.


  Cathy never comes out by herself. Always I have to search for her, and then it becomes like a magical dance of reunion. Every meeting is a search and a hunt; we are both the hunter and the prey, and there is the final triumph in our mutual loss.


  And then came that dreadful evening . . . this evening. I was walking about the fair, and it was getting later and later, and the tension in me was mounting. I could feel my blood pushing through my arteries, screaming inside my head and my heart as if it wanted to pump right out of my pores. I needed Cathy, and she didn’t come. I need Cathy and she’s not there. I can’t find her! I’ve been searching everywhere, between the fair booths and the caravans, then through the dark, silent small streets in the neighborhood, and she’s nowhere! But she has to be!


  Then . . . No, I don’t really know what happened exactly. Yes, I know there were people all around me, but they didn’t matter. I had to have Cathy. Suddenly a woman was screaming, and there were those policemen. Yes, I know, I should have come with them right away—but you see, I must not have noticed that they were policemen. They were keeping me from finding Cathy.


  Yes, you’re right, I shouldn’t have tried to hit them. I apologize for that. I won’t do it again. But you do understand that I can’t find Cathy here? It is much too clearly lighted here, and Cathy and I are children of the dark. Only there, in the dark, can I find her, and can we make love. But if you all come with me, and we search the fairground, surely we will find her. Then I’ll have my Cathy back and you can all go back to your usual work. Please, won’t you help me? Please?


  But . . . Hey, Fred! Dr. Hildeblink! How is it possible that you’re here? Good old Fred, my doctor! How did you get here?


  They found your card in my wallet, and they got you out of bed and brought you here? They shouldn’t have done that, not at this hour of the night. But since you’re here anyway, you must help me. I think they don’t believe me, but you know me, you know everything about Cathy—I’ve told it to you so many times.


  You’ll help me find Cathy? Really?


  When I’ve found her again? Yes, of course I’ll be quiet then—you know me. Yes, I promise: when I have Cathy back, I’ll go with the policeman to my house and go to sleep. I promise. Now do we go search for her? Not necessary, you say? But Fred, my dear Fred, you know how much I need her. You know I have to find her; otherwise I won’t go anywhere, I’ll stay sitting here till you help me. I hadn’t expected this of you, Dr. Hildeblink, not that you would be working against me. I thought you were my friend. That’s why I told you all about Cathy.


  Here? You say she’s here? How could she be? Don’t play ridiculous games, Dr. Hildeblink. I don’t believe you. If she’s here as you say, then show her to me.


  No, it’s true you’ve never lied to me, but I don’t believe . . . All right, I’ll watch and . . .


  Cathy!


  Fred, you weren’t lying! Cathy, my beloved Cathy, my tender beautiful darkling, you’re here, right in front of me.


  Yes, Fred. Yes, yes, yes, I see her. Her eyes glitter like polished stones, her smile is so warm and tender. I touch her thoughts and she needs me as always. How beautiful she is!


  Yes, I’ll keep my promise, too. Now that I know she’s safe, here in this room. Now I'll go with the policeman. Really, I’ll go to my room and go to sleep now. It’s not even necessary for him to go with me . . .


  All right, if you insist. Good night, officers. Good night, Fred. Thank you so very much for finding her.


  



  End of the tape


  



  “Such a man should be permanently kept under medical care,” the police officer said abruptly. “It is irresponsible to let him walk around free. He should be locked up somewhere.”


  “Come on, he isn’t really dangerous,” Dr. Fred Hildeblink said calmingly. “You can trust my word on it. After all, I’ve been treating him close to three years, since the car crash. This is the first time he’s done anything like this. He’s just an old and very unhappy man; he wouldn’t hurt a fly.”


  “So they said about the Boston Strangler, and, if I recall correctly, so said Anthony Perkins at the end of a movie in which he stabbed quite a number of innocent people to death.”


  “This isn’t a Hitchcock movie, officer.”


  “No. But he attacked a young girl, and did quite a filthy thing in front of a middle-aged lady with about ten other people around to watch it. If you ask me, he’s a spooky, demented little man—crawling around in the dark between the fair booths and doing who knows what else there.”


  “He didn’t attack that girl; he touched her by the shoulder only to ask if she’d seen Cathy. He’s asking everybody for her. The policeman will take him home, and there’ll be no more trouble.”


  “I certainly hope not. Next time he'll be spending the night here for indecent exposure. And what’s the truth about this whole idiotic story of his Cathy? What did you show him to make him go so willingly? My men had some trouble getting him in here—he’s much stronger than you’d expect for such an old man.”


  “He looks so old, but he isn’t, not really,” Dr. Hildeblink said softly. “And Cathy . . . doesn’t exist. It was very good of you to call me as soon as you found my card. He’s been in my care since the first symptoms developed after the accident. I suppose he told you about that? He’s sixty-two now. Three and a half years ago he held a good job with a mail-order company, where he’d been working for about fifteen years. He’s never been married.


  “Then one day he met a girl who came with a complaint about an order which had never arrived. A very ordinary girl—she worked in some factory or other, putting nails in boxes the whole day through. She was very beautiful . . . and very young, barely seventeen. Her name was Catherine . . . Cathy for short. He invited her for a cup of coffee, and they met a couple of times afterward, went for a drink or to a movie. He’s a very well-read man, you know, and a very fascinating and interesting man to talk to. That must have been the only thing Cathy saw in him, but he fell in love with her. It went bad, of course, when she realized that he wanted more from her than just some company and a chat. She threw a scene and kicked him out. He kept pursuing her with presents and letters, and finally her parents went to his employers and had him fired. Shortly afterward Cathy moved without leaving an address. He got very drunk, crashed his car . . . and you know the rest of the story.


  “Since then he’s been living in two worlds. By day he’s very normal; he now works for a firm distributing publicity flyers from mailbox to mailbox. But he never accepted the rejection. The human mind is a very strange and complicated thing: when it is confronted with something too horrible to believe it creates a shield around itself. We just . . . forget. We make believe it never happened. Cathy’s rejection was such a confrontation, and therefore to him it never happened. In the evening hours the loneliness gets too strong, the mind searches for an alternative. He lost all his friends after his affair and the accident, so he makes himself believe that he can read minds: now everybody is in some way his friend. So he created his own succubus: his Cathy. He is lost in the twilight zone of his own mind, and in that mental darkness his dream creature, his Cathy, waits for him.”


  “But you said she was here, in this room. What did you show him to make him calm down? A picture of that girl, Catherine?”


  “No. Cathy is not Catherine. Remember that Cathy is his own creation, and how could any photograph resemble a being who exists only in his own mind? There is only one face that he’ll recognize as Cathy. I showed him a pocket mirror.”


  



  After a last cup of coffee, Dr. Fred Hildeblink left the police station and slowly walked back through the fairground toward where he had parked his car. Most of the booths were closed now; only two of the pinball arcades were still open. He thought maybe he would treat himself to a pack of warm chips, but then decided against it. It was too late, bad for his stomach; he wouldn’t be able to get to sleep if he indulged.


  Besides, he wondered if he would be able to go to sleep at all. He felt slightly guilty, and yet glad that he had managed to get the affair cleaned up at the police station. Somehow he knew that he should have been able to prevent what had happened. During the last session with his patient he had felt a crisis coming, but at the end of the sitting he had thought he had it under control. Well, he had been proven wrong this time. He would see that it didn’t happen a second time.


  His patient had been very panicky the last time; that must have been . . . about a week ago, he could check it in his book. He could almost recall the exact words of his patient:


  “Cathy is going away from me, Fred, I feel it. The contact is changing. Maybe I’m getting too old . . . maybe I can’t give her enough . . . breath of life. She needs that energy so badly, that fresh breath of life that I can give her. The only thing I can give her. If she doesn’t get it, she’ll . . . I don’t know, maybe die . . . or maybe she’ll leave me, and that I wouldn’t be able to bear. I feel myself getting old and weak, and can’t hold on to my strength as I used to. And so I can’t pass it on to her . . . and she knows it. She’s getting distant. She’ll leave me, I can feel it, and I can’t stand the thought . . ."


  Dr. Hildeblink smiled compassionately. A darkling . . . “When you’ll sleep, my beautiful darkling, in the depths of a tomb . . .” Charles Baudelaire had once written that, in a poem in his collection Flowers of Evil; and no doubt it was out of that poem that his patient had gotten the expression “darkling.” His patient had always shown his taste for les poetes maudits and for the gothic novelists with their bombastic romanticism and their fascination with the supernatural. A succubus. Once his patient had said the word himself—a parasitic being that fed on the victim till he died. A mental vampire . . . But here the vampire was his own mind, his own loneliness. No wonder, when the mind was put under such heavy pressure, that it was so easy to turn to a supernatural being. It was easier than admitting one was destroying oneself. It was all so typical: the name association, the cold as symbolic of his mental coldness, and so typical of a hysteric.


  He had tried to keep his patient on a rational track by following him partly into his delusion, but now he’d have to put a firm halt to it. Dreams can’t go on forever. Precisely the fact that the crisis was manifesting itself now proved that the first real doubts as to the reality of the delusion were springing from the sick mind itself. They could be the first steps to an acceptance of reality, and from there on perhaps they could work together toward a complete cure. Once his patient could realize that Cathy was only an alternative shard of his own personality . . .


  Still Dr. Hildeblink felt dissatisfied. There were some things that didn’t fit into the pattern of schizophrenic delusions. Maybe it would be better if he visited his patient tomorrow, not just as his doctor but as his friend. He’d have to handle it carefully. He knew his patient, but the personality known as Cathy he knew only from what his patient had told him. He had hesitated to use hypnosis so far, but maybe it would be a good idea now to use it in the treatment.


  He passed a blotch of darkness between two fair booths, all locked up and silent. The darkness seemed like a gasping black mouth, and something stirred inside that mouth as if it stuck a tongue out at him. He stood still. Something was moving in the darkness there, a shadow moving forward. The hesitant, distant streetlamps threw a softly fearful light on the legs of a young woman. She wore boots. She was standing on the exact edge of light and darkness, her face and the upper part of her body hidden in the shadows.


  Something seemed to touch his mind, like a far fluttering of dark wings, as if the darkness whispered a name that remained unspoken on his lips.


  The young woman extended an arm and pointed at him. It felt as if an icy shock of coldness hit his mind, like a wave coming out at him from the dark.


  He wet his lips and put his hands in his pockets. They were shaking. I’m tired, he thought; I’m beginning to imagine things. Time I took off for a rest myself.


  The cold fingered his brain, seeping icy stalks down his back. He saw her hand, the palm extended and open, very white and very soft, the small long fingers without rings. The fingers moved—a calculated slow movement, inviting, waiting.


  As from very far away, there was a scream of desperation in his mind. It was gone in an instant, and he wasn’t sure he had ever heard it, that mindless insane scream of despair.


  It’s a hooker, he thought, clasping his hands together. It’s only a hooker, that’s all. I’ll just go away and forget her.


  The cold was intense now; his teeth chattered. It numbed his thoughts, as he stood there hesitating.


  Then the shadow disappeared into the dark between the fair caravans. He knew he had no choice; he would never be able to forget it if he didn’t find out, if he wasn’t certain . . .


  I want to go in there, he told himself, trying to convince himself. I want to go in there myself. And he knew he had to go; he had to follow her there into the waiting darkness, whoever or whatever she was.


  



  A SERIOUS CALL by George Hay


  



  Born in 1922, British writer and editor George Hay had four science fiction novels published in the early 1950’s—Flight of the Hesper, Man Woman and Android, This Planet for Sale and Terra! (This last under the house name King Lang.) Since then he has neglected his own writing in favor of editorial tasks—his anthologies include The Disappearing Future, Stopwatch and The Edward De Bono Science Fiction Collection—and working to promote the serious study of science fiction. (He was instrumental in establishing the Science Fiction Foundation.) Hay writes that for thirty years he has always considered himself “a sf man”—and yet . . .


  It’s true that Hay did edit a collection of stories, entitled Hell Hath Fury, from the legendary fantasy pulp Unknown. Further, Hay was responsible for bringing about the recent reprints of fantasy classics such as Robert Aickman’s The Late Breakfasters and Lord Dunsany’s The Travel Tales of Mr. Joseph Jorkens, among others. And he did help the British Fantasy Society and the National Film Theatre set up last year’s film festival, “The Fantasy Author in Film,” devoted to movie versions of famous fantasy books. Finally, a look at the most recent edition of the Necronomicon (this from Neville Spearman and now reprinted by Corgi)—a serious study of the occult including work by Colin Wilson and Angela Carter with a grimoire by George Turner—reveals its editor to be none other than George Hay.


  All of which makes it somewhat less surprising that George Hay should pop up in Rosemary Pardoe’s chapbook dedicated to M. R. James, Ghosts & Scholars. The following story is very much a modern-day homage to Britain’s premier writer of supernatural fiction—and one that will strike some familiar chords for those readers who have ever followed the paper chase.


  



  Some years ago, when taking a B.A. (Honors) in literature, I embarked on a thesis on the ghost stories of M. R. James. The aim of the thesis was to explain that James’ stories were strictly a once-and-for-all phenomenon emerging from his own times and peculiar nature. (The term “peculiar” is of course used here in its strict sense.)


  I did get my degree, but for a thrown-together-at-the-last-moment thesis on H. M. Tomlinson and the minor sea story. What I am about to relate here may explain why I had to abandon my original interpretation of James’ work, and indeed, why that work has become repugnant to me.


  My studies were undertaken in the early 1970s at a large Polytechnic in the far north of London. This involved spending about four days a week in a large factory-like building, one of the faculty’s precincts, itself set in the center of an industrial wasteland; an environment that took me straight back to my assembly-belt days working for Leyland. To be fair, the library and other resources were excellent, and I would hazard the guess that at least a third of the Polytechnic instructors knew and cared about their subjects, and cared also about their students. Indeed, the principal obstruction to learning in the place was the unceasing sabotage waged upon staff and students alike by the more insane sections of the Students Union. However . . . I am not writing a political tract, and all this may seem a far cry from Montague Rhodes James and his ivy-covered country houses and decayed cathedrals. In fact, the connection is close, and valid. Indeed, it was the atmosphere of the Poly and its surroundings, intensely secular, not to say brutal, which by reaction led me to turn against my own early and, as it now seemed to me, falsely sentimental love of James’ work. Still in the last stages of a badly delayed adolescence, it was natural that I should react against my early background: in this case by a positive revulsion against the essential nature of James’ morality. As I saw it—and as I had intended to expound in my thesis—this involved three factors: a carefully drawn and highly authentic background, a clear-cut dichotomy between good and evil, and the dramatization in most of the tales of the failure of good to resist evil. At that time, like most of my generation, I was hypnotized by sociological interpretations, and, as I then thought, what James was actually depicting (poor deluded fool!) was the breaching of 19th-century British life by the first wave of culture-shock; rather as Carlyle, writing as he thought about the French Revolution, was actually expressing the apprehensions of his time and class concerning the side effects of the Industrial Revolution in Britain. For “ghost,” read “foreigner.”


  Looking back on this now, I can, of course, see how naive I was. To be fair to myself, I think there is truth in the view I have just described. James was, to at least some extent—though less than I have pretended—a product of his times, and there can be little doubt that the tales with which he regaled his shivering students—probably inflicting them with lifelong complexes in the process—were, at least partly, the reflection of the struggles within him of ill-assorted archetypes. But of course, the whole theory was too simplistic. If the ghosts, for example, were the projections of worries about the effect of early industrial oppression, how can one account for the fact that they were so ancient? Some sort of science fiction tale about invaders from the future would have been far more in keeping, as could have been seen from the immense number of pre-1914 sf-type stories about German invasions. Nevertheless, none of these reflections of mine was, in the outcome, actually wasted, for their continual presence in my mind undoubtedly prepared me unconsciously for the precipitating event which I am about to relate, allowed me to give it the evaluation which changed my mind completely on these issues and caused me, in consequence, to abandon my thesis.


  However bleak the environment of the Polytechnic, the lectures—it must be said—were of a very high standard. It was with some anticipation, therefore, that I looked forward to one on the subject of “Good and Evil—A Contemporary View,” by the Rev. Paul Tremblett, a gentleman who, while not a faculty member, appeared to be linked to our establishment by one of those indefinable “arrangements” so dear to the hearts of British educators. He was, it seemed, the incumbent of St. Jude’s, a C. of E. church at nearby Potters Bar.


  It was clear from the start that Someone Up There—or Down There?—had a morbid sense of humor. The morning of the lecture was announced by the most appalling thunderstorm I have ever witnessed, before or since. The speaker arrived at ten through sheets of driving rain to an audience of about fifteen, whose wet coats were spread out to dry on the benches around them. A sky of unbroken blackness was lit up at frequent intervals by ear-stunning cannonades of thunder. Several people in the audience were visibly shaken. If I was not frightened myself—at least not at that stage—it was only because I took a peculiar joy in rain generally, and in thunderstorms in particular. As if to spite me, the latter always seem to break out just as I have left a given area, or two hours before I arrive there. My heart, it could be said, leaps up when I behold a cumulonimbus in the sky.


  The Rev. Tremblett appeared unperturbed. Indeed, his was the only lecture of the term in question that started on schedule, and it was marred only by the fact that at least half of what he had to say was drowned out by the thunder.


  He was the kind of man who spoke in paragraphs: his voice, while clear enough—when one managed to catch it—was what I can only describe as completely dead. Never had I heard such a tone: completely flat and uninflected, it really did give me the impression that we were being addressed by a corpse. What with the repellent effect that this gave, and the fact that his opening words coincided with a particularly virulent burst of sound from above, it was some little time before I was able to seize on what was actually being said. I came to, as it were, halfway through a sentence that ended “—extraordinarily widespread delusion that the Devil, if he ever existed, no longer does so.” A thrill spread through me. A genuine, dyed-in-the-wool fundamentalist? Here, in the grimy wastes of Potters Bar? Could such things be?


  They could; they did. Despite the unending barrage of noise—and the equally distracting lighting effects, which lit up the lecture hall with an intermittently hellish glare—it became possible, with some concentration, to follow partially at least the thesis being presented to us. It was to the effect that evil was existent, individually directed and—here was the key point—completely shifted in its approach to that adopted prior to the Industrial Revolution.


  “Consider,” came that dead voice out of the darkness before us, “the enormous intelligence of He who was formerly the Prince of Light, an intelligence which has been actively at work and observation since before our planetary system existed. Are we to suppose that such a mind would long satisfy itself with the outdated trappings and mummeries of an ecclesiastical approach more suited to the level of a peasant of the 17th century than to that of a trade unionist of the 20th? You can see for yourselves the ridiculous nature of such an assumption, and that . . .” Another outburst cut across the speaker’s argument. The next intelligible words were “—such workings are today to be perceived in forms at once so abhorrent and yet so ordinary as to totally disarm humanity from perceiving that which is being wrought upon it. The works of the Devil, I say, are today to be seen . . .”


  At that moment the leaden sky outside was split by a blue-white and jagged streak resembling for all the world a chart of the Mississippi, with tributaries. By its glare, the Rev. Tremblett could be seen standing bolt upright, his right arm pointing to the window, the view from which consisted of the precinct’s car-park and the back ends of two factories, with framed between them a short stretch of the A110. Along this stretch, undeterred by the elements, the shapes of three massive trailers could be seen outlined against a leaden horizon. The whole impression was that of some sort of Polaroid snap of an industrial hell. The speaker had certainly made his point—not, perhaps, without some assistance. I pondered. Assuming, I thought, that one accepted the thesis presented, one would have to reflect on the exact nature of subtlety shown by the Adversary. If the whole point was to persuade the public that He no longer existed, then all these amateur dramatics from the heavens were ill to the point, as they were making the cleric’s argument too convincing. Perhaps, on the other hand, He was in search of converts? In which case, of course, the more forcibly the argument was made, the better.


  Darkness had now returned to the hall; I fastened my attention once more on that lifeless voice falling upon us from on high. The key point of his lecture now having been made, he proceeded to fill in the fine print. If today a Huxley or a Jung were willing to credit Divines, from Origen to Bossuet, with more existential insight than would have, say, Lytton Strachey, was not the matter worth at least our reasonable attention? Huxley indeed might be considered a special pleader in this case: the drug culture had taken off, if not with his blessing, at least from his inspiration. Perhaps he had reflected late and long on the origins of the genie he had released from that particular bottle? Minion or dupe: it is a moot case which is worse. And, whatever the nature of Huxley’s true patron, He—It?—had a fine irony—what better bait for hell than paradise in a grain of powder?


  And so on and so forth. Synchronicity—so said those lifeless tones was generally looked upon as something mysterious and vaguely benevolent. But that, too, had its dark obverse. Those who favored the conspiracy theory tended to sum up economic chaos and political terrorism in terms of bankers’ cabals and shadowy links between Moscow and Washington. There could be truth here. But why the sudden growth and power of such intrigues? Might there not be a prompting, as it were from the wings? Perhaps we were in danger of forgetting the oldest Conspirator of them all?


  The thunder abated—more accurately, the wind had changed direction, rattling now the windows on the far side from where I sat—allowing these later musings to be heard in almost their totality. Now it veered around abruptly, and fresh barrages of sound cut across the discourse. This time, though the outbreaks were just as loud, they lasted less long, permitting us to hear strangely dislocated fragments of the address which, already of its nature bizarre, now seemed by virtue of the circumstances and the speaker’s tone like some savagely censored message from beyond the grave.


  “. . . well known that atheists provide His most malleable audience, along the lines of the old . . .


  “cannot prove a negative, although such recent names as Karl Popper have in fact . . .


  “. . . would but look past the barren clichés of contemporary philosophy—and, I regret to say, much modern religion—and use your own eyes . . .”


  At this point the wind shifted again, and the noise of the storm resumed with renewed force. The lightning had never ceased for more than a few moments during the whole lecture: but now it became nonstop. The Rev. Tremblett became totally inaudible at the same time as the blue glare from outside made him appear as though lit up by strobe lighting.


  Impasse. The speaker continued to talk and gesticulate; we continued to sit and behold. As far as communication went, he and his scant audience might have been on different planets. After some minutes he lifted both arms heavenwards in an indeterminate gesture, mouthed something inaudible, let his arms fall, turned to the lectern, picked up his notes and stepped off the platform.


  Thunder and lightning ceased as though cut off by a switch.


  Everyone in the place looked at his neighbor, and then with one accord, back to the front of the hall, just in time to see the door close behind our lecturer.


  That was that. With varying speeds—but much more slowly and carefully than, I think, would normally have been the case—we all got up, collected our coats and notes, and started to move toward the exits.


  However, apparently that was not quite that. The first to move outward had yet to reach the door when there came one last solitary clap of thunder, one more savage blaze of light from outside. There was no roll or echo to that thunderclap; if I had to describe it in court I could only say that it sounded quite infernally savage and vicious, like the crack of a whip.


  The silence that followed had an air of oppression. Where we had moved slowly a moment since, we now all moved with determined speed to the exit. After a few moments those of us in the rear found our way blocked by a group of those first to leave, who were huddled together just outside.


  No doubt you will have divined what it was I saw when I forced my way to the front—the body of Rev. Tremblett, hideously twisted, a few yards before us.


  



  All this took place a long time ago. Looking back on the incident, I remind myself that I was as yet of an impressionable age; that there was nothing about the whole affair that could not be adequately explained, given perhaps a rather generous allowance for coincidence. All that is quite clear. If after all these years I have to admit that I have taken the lecturer’s message to heart, it is not because of the events of that day alone, but because of the final, cumulative effect upon me of reading, some days afterward, a short report in the local paper.


  It was, of course, an account of the death, and of the routine investigation that followed. I still have the clipping, yellowing now, and badly creased through being carried about in my wallet. The coroner’s verdict is given as being “act of God.”


  



  SHEETS by Alan Ryan


  



  My predecessor as editor of The Year’s Best Horror Stories, Gerald W. Page, was wont to include a few original submissions in each year’s volume, and “Sheets” very nearly saw first publication in Series VII this past year. However, it reached Page a bit too late to make the collection, and he reluctantly returned it with the request: “Please keep me posted on this one when it gets published, because it looks like a good contender for next year’s volume.” And so it was.


  Alan Ryan was born in 1943 in New York City and currently resides in the Bronx—having left the city long enough for a two-year graduate fellowship in English at U.C.L.A. before returning to teach English for nine years. In 1977 Ryan decided to become a freelance writer, and he now devotes full time to this profession—writing reviews of current books for various national publications in addition to his own fiction. His short stories began appearing in 1978 in Roy Torgeson’s Chrysalis series, and Ryan has since sold to other original anthologies and magazines. His first novel, Panther!, which he describes as “your basic thriller,” will be published by NAL/Signet.


  Before his writing career burgeoned, Ryan sold sheets at Macy’s—from which experience . . .


  



  A few days after he started work in the menswear department, a woman approached him and asked where they had moved the bathrobes that had been right over there. He confessed that he was new in the department, in fact he was new to Macy’s entirely, and in an access of honesty, he told her that she undoubtedly knew the store better than he did. Oh my, yes, she said, she knew the store inside out, her day wouldn’t be complete unless she ran into Macy’s on her lunch hour.


  George April thought about that woman often in the weeks that followed, and wondered about her sanity. When he wasn’t wondering about his own.


  The menswear department wasn’t really so bad, he told himself. After all, the job was only for Christmas and, small as they were, he was glad to see the paychecks. You can’t be too picky, he reminded himself, when you’ve been out of work for six months. Not exactly what he’d had in mind when he quit his teaching job, but it certainly was the real world he’d been seeking. Only sometimes it was more real than he cared for.


  Then he got lucky. Or so everyone said. When, two days after Christmas, all the temporary help was let go, he and a few others were kept on as extra help for the January white sale.


  George felt a little guilty at not being as pleased about it as all the others were. Hey, the others all said, they let fifteen hundred people go, but they kept the twenty of us. Fifteen hundred. Twenty out of fifteen hundred! Hey, you know, they’ll probably keep us on and make us permanent after this. George did his best to smile and agree. It didn’t help any to reflect that he was about ten years older—ten years devoted mostly to a costly education—than any of the others.


  So he was transferred to the sheet department and found that the most frustrating part of the job was not the boredom itself. The boredom was crushing, a thick enveloping fog that settled around his head as soon as he arrived in the department every morning. But the frustration came from the knowledge that he alone of all of them was the only one who felt it.


  How can they not be bored, he asked himself constantly. How can they stand it? What do they think about while they stare into space, waiting for a customer to interrupt the reverie?


  George alternately, and sometimes simultaneously, loved and hated the customers. They could be maddening, rude, demanding, contemptuous of the salesclerks. But they interrupted the boredom. They were something to do, something to deal with, something to think about. God, something to think about!


  Oh yes, there was something to think about


  Patterns.


  From the first day he worked in the department, George ranked the problem of the patterns at the top of his private and lengthy list of aggravations.


  “Lou,” he said, standing at his cash register on the first day, “this package isn’t marked. Do you know what pattern it is?” Lou was one of the regulars, a man older than his years, collar rumpled, tie stained, who would have looked more at home shuffling his feet outside an OTB parlor than he did at a cash register in Macy’s.


  “That?” Lou said. “That’s Summer Rose.”


  “Summer Rose,” George repeated. “Is that how you look it up in the price list?”


  “You look it up by the manufacturer first. Then you look it up by the name of the pattern.”


  “Oh, okay. But they’re usually marked, right? They have the name of the pattern on them.”


  “Nah,” Lou said sourly, “ya gotta learn ’em.”


  “They’re not marked,” George said, his voice flat and toneless.


  “Yeah,” Lou said, “ya gotta learn ’em. Don’t worry about it, kid. When you’re here as long as me, ya know all the names by heart.”


  The next customer presented Lou with a set of sheets he didn’t recognize and he had to go out on the floor to the display to look up the name of the pattern on the price card.


  And George hadn’t been called “kid” in at least fifteen years. He spent more than an hour calculating it as closely as possible. That hour, at least, passed fairly painlessly.


  



  “Hi, baby, it’s me.”


  “Hi. Are you on your lunch hour already?”


  “No, I ducked out for a few minutes. If they’re looking for me, I’ll say I went to the men’s room. They can’t can me for that, after all.”


  “Oh, okay. Is it busy?”


  “Busy! Are you kidding? Of course, it’s not busy.”


  “Oh. Honey, do you feel all right?”


  “I feel okay.”


  “Is something wrong?”


  “Listen, if you want me to hold on to this job, you better talk me out of quitting. Because it’s really driving me up the wall. Honey, you can’t imagine how boring it is. You can’t imagine it. You spend all your time hoping the time will go by. You wait and wait and you figure it’s about an hour or so, then you look at your watch and it’s maybe seven minutes. Honey, it’s driving me crazy. It really is.”


  “Poor baby. I know how it is. It was like that when I worked at the boutique. Try not to think about it.”


  “Honey, you don’t understand. That’s the whole problem. I can’t help but think about it. There’s nothing else to do in that goddamn sheet department.”


  “Okay, honey, listen, we’ll talk about it tonight. I have to get back to work.”


  “Okay, but I feel like those goddamn sheets are smothering me.”


  “Honey, I really have to go. Mr. B. is looking at me funny.”


  “Okay, okay.”


  “I really have to go.”


  “I said okay.”


  “Good-bye.”


  “ ’Bye.”


  



  So he began learning the patterns and counting the days until the end of the white sale.


  There were close to a hundred different patterns on the price list, but only half that many on display. If a customer asked for something she had seen in the catalog or on display a month ago, the standard answer was that it was out of stock. At first he would go to one of the stockmen and ask if there were any in the stockroom. There never were. The stockmen were afflicted with the same mental and physical lassitude that deadened everyone and everything in the sheet department. The trick in dealing with disappointed or annoyed customers was to look distressed and genuinely concerned about the problem. In any case, they went away empty handed.


  Some days he was assigned to stand out on the floor, straightening the stock of sheets and pillowcases and assisting customers in finding what they wanted. Even on the days when he was assigned a cash register, he still wandered out onto the floor and listlessly moved some packages of sheets around on the display tables. Most of the other clerks stayed at their registers, glassy-eyed, unless a supervisor told them to go out and straighten the stock.


  Something made him think one day of Richard Henry Dana and Two Years Before the Mast and the books of C. S. Forester. What was it? Then he realized. Straightening the stock was the department-store equivalent of picking oakum, in the old days of sailing vessels, wooden ships, voyages that lasted for endless months and months. Keep moving. Keep your body moving. Do something, anything, make the time go by, make it pass somehow. Just get through this hour for now, worry about the others after this.


  By the end of the first week, he knew the names of most of the patterns. When he started at it, he thought he should be able to master them in an hour or so. After all, when he was a teacher, he used to learn the names of three dozen students in a few minutes of the first class. Sure, it was something of a parlor trick, meant to impress the kids, but he had been able to do it. Never missed.


  It took him a week to learn the names of four dozen patterns. A mental block, he figured. I’m blocking them out because I hate them so much. My brain is getting soft. This place is driving me crazy. When I get home, I’m going into the bedroom and rip the sheets off the bed. I never want to sleep on sheets again. I never want to look at sheets ever again as long as I live. If I live. These goddamn sheets are smothering me.


  There were times when he felt that his air was cut off, that he couldn’t breathe. He shook off the feeling and put it down to the excess of heat on the floor of the store. Everyone, even the customers, said it was too warm. He still found his breathing labored.


  At the beginning of his second week in the department he worked out a plan. He figured out the details of it as he rode to work on the subway, newspaper unopened in his hands.


  There were four types of patterns. He called them Geometrics, Flowers, Sillies and Butterflies. Nothing official in those names, God knows. They were his own names for the various types. All of the patterns fell into one or another of those four types. He ignored the solids—white, light blue, dark blue, pink, yellow, light green, dark green, light this, dark that, light, dark, light, dark—and the patterns designed for children. Those he tried not to think about at all. At best they would be a last resort. He would come to them at the end. If he had to. Only if he had to.


  Geometrics. For the first week of the plan, this week, he would try to deal only with the Geometrics. He would have to handle what customers were buying, of course, but other than that, he would deal only with the Geometrics.


  While he was out on the floor, straightening the stock, picking oakum, as he thought of it, he would straighten only the Geometrics. He would memorize the patterns, study them, learn them, feel them. Concentrate on them. Think about nothing else. Study the colors, name the colors, all those rich, exciting names that colors can have. Aquamarine, cerise, puce, mustard, burnt orange, rust, lilac. Great. Great!


  That was it. He was saved. He would spend the day, no, the week, looking for aquamarine, cerise, puce, mustard, burnt orange, rust, lilac.


  The morning went quickly that day. He looked for colors, debated with himself at great length and with greater eloquence over the proper name for the exact color of that stripe. Orange? No. Closer to peach. Well, maybe, but not a ripe peach. A ripe peach would have a fuller, richer color than that. If this is a peach, it must have been hidden from the direct rays of the sun by a large leaf. The color was too pale, too thin, too lacking in intensity. Ah, but then could it properly be called peach at all, if that were the case?


  And the morning passed.


  In the afternoon, he grew a little tired of the colors. It took more mental effort than he had anticipated to keep up the search and the naming of the colors and the arguments over the correctness of the names. He hadn’t thought at first that it would be so difficult to concentrate on them.


  But it was. By the time he left the store that day his head was swirling with huge blotches of nameless colors, shapeless monsters of refracted light, that blurred into each other and swam at him sullenly from somewhere behind his eyes.


  The next morning he gritted his teeth, tightened his jaw and resisted the impulse to drop the Geometrics and go on to the Flowers. No, the Flowers would have to wait until next week. This week was for Geometrics. He wasn’t done with them yet. Yes, he was going to get the better of them. Yes, he was. He was.


  As soon as he started that day, he headed directly for the Geometrics. Don’t let yourself be enticed by the Flowers. They’re for next week.


  One of the patterns he had classified as a Geometric was called Pinafore Plaid. Yes, ma’am? No, sorry, only in blue and beige. No, ma’am. King-size pillowcases? In the blue? No, ma’am, sorry, out of stock.


  Pinafore Plaid. Scotland. Gilbert and Sullivan. What else? Pinafore dresses. More. What? I am the captain of the Pinafore, and a right good captain too. Dah dah dah dah . . . How does that go? And I’m never ever sick at sea. What, never? No, never! What, never? Well . . .


  Hardly ever.


  Sick at sea. Picking oakum. Straightening the stock.


  Christ, won’t it ever be six o’clock?


  He started on the Flowers the next morning.


  Roses. Yellow roses, red roses. Daisies. Fields of daisies. Yellow rose of Texas. Fields of poppies. Jesus! No, keep at it. Keep at it.


  Roses. Rose wine. Portugal. The roses on the campus back when he was in college. Back when he was in college. God, he’d never pictured it like this. No! Keep at it. Roses. Roses. Rosy cheeks. Rosie O’Grady. Rosy . . . Many a rose-lipt maiden. And many a light-foot lad. With rue my heart is laden. With rue my heart is laden. With rue my heart is . . .


  



  “Honey, look, I know it’s boring and you’re on your feet all day, but it can’t really be that bad. After all, other people do it all their lives.”


  “I’m not other people.”


  “Yes, but it’s only a temporary job. And, besides, it’s a job! You should be glad to be working.”


  “I know.”


  “It’s just that you’re tired and you’re standing on your feet all day and you’re not used to it. That’s all. That’s all it is.”


  “I know.”


  “Just think of it as a job. And it’s not like teaching, remember. When you leave the store, you leave it all there behind you. You don’t have to be bringing the work home with you the way you did when you were teaching. Think of it that way.”


  “Okay.”


  “Good. Now, come on, don’t think about it anymore. Let’s go to bed. I’ll massage your back for you.”


  “Okay.”


  



  The next day he couldn’t go back to his plan, couldn’t stand to look at the Flowers at all.


  The day passed in a gray nightmare, brain soft, hands trembling, slightly, but trembling, a dampness all around the collar of his shirt, tiny hairs on the backs of his hands tingling, standing up from his skin. The plastic packages of sheets felt clammy.


  Evening, long night. And another day.


  He forced himself, stomach muscles knotting, to go back to his plan. Go back to the Flowers, stick to the plan you made, it’s the only way.


  The heat in the department was oppressive, heavy. Like a hothouse. The air was thick, steamy, tropical. Perfect for flowers. Flowers.


  Roses again. Daisies. Lilacs. Narcissus. Oh God, not Narcissus. Not him, looking at himself in the water. Falling in love. Seeing himself so clearly that . . .


  George’s hands were trembling violently as he Whirled away from the narcissus sheets. The long stems, the long narrow leaves, were pointing at him, reaching out for him.


  He spent half an hour in the men’s room, sitting, hunched over, arms wrapped tight around his belly, shaking, fingers knotted into his shirt. Nobody missed him.


  It wasn’t working. But it had to work. The plan had to work.


  Somehow the week passed.


  The following Monday he made up his mind to go on to what he called the Sillies. Sheets with a tiger’s face and stripes all over them. Sheets with a drawing of a grinning cat. Sheets with a constantly repeated, badly executed, medieval scene, hares endlessly leaping away from hunters, a unicorn constantly peering from behind a tree.


  Unicorns. Now there was something to think about. There was a shop on Greenwich Avenue in the Village that sold only things with a unicorn design. Commercial, but kind of nice. Wonder if they have these sheets.


  Never mind the cat and the tiger. Think about the unicorn. Careful, he told it. Stay behind the tree. They’re hunting for you. Oh, but they can never . . . No, wait, that’s only one of the legends. In others . . .


  It screamed. The unicorn screamed, leaped, twisted in the air, landed heavily, one thin, fragile leg bent beneath it. It pitched forward, eyes wide, terrified. A tiny spot of crimson, just a red dot, appeared on its pure white chest. The unicorn’s head went down, snapped up again. The spot, the red spot, was larger, glistening, wet, growing larger as he watched. Scarlet blood pumped, pulsed, from the center of the stain, ran in a thin trickle through the coarse white hair. It stained the pure white, ran in a jagged broken line down one of the unicorn’s forelegs. One hoof, delicate, fragile, pawed desperately at the ground, seeking balance. The unicorn’s head came up again, eyes blazing this time. Its hoof found solid ground. It lurched, heaved and was standing. It tossed its head, white mane flying. Blood pumped from the hole in its chest. It tossed its head again and the dazzling sun glinted off its horn.


  The pounding of its frantic hooves echoed in his head, matched the thumping of his heart. He closed his eyes, tightened his fingertip grasp on the edge of the display shelf. The glass was cold on his fingers.


  He was gone almost an hour after that. When he returned, the supervisor looked curiously and disapprovingly at him but said nothing. He stayed away from the floor for the rest of the day, stayed close to his cash register, tried not to look at what the customers were buying. One woman bought a unicorn and he charged her the wrong price because his eyes misted over and the numbers blurred when he looked it up in the price list.


  



  “Do you think they’ll keep you on after the white sale is over?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “It would be nice if you did get to stay. At least we’d have that money coming in. And you can start looking for something else in the meanwhile. But, you know, we should really buy a few things we need while you’re still entitled to a discount. Don’t you think so? In fact, we could get a new set of sheets. Come on, don’t look like that. Anyway, we need them. And at least, after looking at sheets for so long and selling them to everybody else, you should have new sheets yourself. Don’t you think so? . . . Don’t you think so?”


  



  Butterflies today.


  Yellow, beige, blue, green, orange. Large and small, swarms of them, swirling, circling around his head, chirping like hungry birds. Crazy. Crazy. Butterflies don’t make any sound. They don’t. They don’t! Christ, butterflies don’t make any sound!


  



  “Well, don’t you have any in the stockroom?”


  “No, ma’am.”


  “But the girl told me on the phone that you had them."


  “Well, I don’t know what anybody else told you, ma’am, but the fact is it’s out of stock.”


  “But why would the girl tell me you had it if you didn’t?”


  “I really don’t know, ma’am.”


  “Well, I certainly wouldn’t have come all the way down here if I’d known this was going to happen. Why would the girl tell me a thing like that?”


  “Ma’am, if you talked to the Order Department, they would automatically tell you we have it if the item is in the sale catalog. Did you talk to the Order Department or to someone here on the selling floor?”


  “I . . . I’m sure it must have been here. When I called, I said, ‘Give me Linens.’ ”


  “Or give me death.”


  “What?”


  “Nothing.”


  



  Home.


  Shivering, hands damp, eyes itchy, swollen. His back ached, the muscles in the calves of his legs were in hard tight knots, sore to the touch. One of his toes was cramped and painful.


  Dear God, please let me sleep tonight. Please. I’ll stick it out to the end. Please just let me sleep. It’s easier during the day if I get some sleep at night. At first I thought it would be easier if I was exhausted from lack of sleep, half unconscious. It’s not. I need to sleep. I have to sleep.


  He was alone. She was asleep already.


  The pillow whooshed softly up around his head. His eyes were open, staring, unseeing in the dark. He moved, shifted his weight and felt the smooth cold sheets against his body.


  Something touched his ear in the dark.


  Childlike, shivering, he lay stiffly straight in the bed, heels hooked on the bottom edge of the mattress. With icy fingers he tugged the covers up to his chin, tucked them in tight against his neck.


  It moved against his cheek, fluttered and was gone.


  His head snapped to the side, cheek against the pillow, pressed into it.


  It touched his other ear in the dark.


  He shuddered. A bead of cold sweat ran, like the tip of an icicle, down his side.


  He pressed his body down, down, muscles trembling with the strain, into the mattress. His eyes were squeezed shut.


  It touched an eyelash, lightly, like a whisper with fingers. His eyes flew open, as if that could brush it away, ward it off.


  Then it touched his nose. No. No, it was another. Still another touched his cheek. His lip. Just brushed against his lip.


  Then he heard them. They chirped like hungry birds, rising up from the sheets he clutched so tightly, from the pillowcase that cradled his head.


  They were under the sheets now. They were in the sheets. They were in the bed with him.


  Beaks, sharp, pointed, nipped at his flesh, toes, stomach, arm, the back of his neck crashed into the pillow. Their beaks were sharp. They were chirping, hungry, nipping into him, breaking the skin, he could feel them all over his body, in the bed with him.


  With a scream choking him, filling his throat, he lurched up, flinging the covers, the sheets, off his body. He sat up and screamed silently, mouth open, wrapped in thick wet darkness, alone.


  The pain shot through his body. He twisted, unable to escape it, unable to move off the bed. They were walking on his legs, his back, but the pain drew his eyes to his chest. There, against the gray whiteness of his chest in the dark, the even darker stain pumped, pulsed, grew larger, and ran down his body onto his legs, and slowly soaked into the sheets.


  



  BILLY WOLFE’S RIDING SPIRIT by Kevin A. Lyons


  



  One of the more intriguing aspects of horror fiction is that, because of its appeal to the general reader, a horror story can pop up in almost any sort of publication. The following story is a case in point—having appeared in Easyriders, a freewheeling biker magazine that also carries some fine fiction.


  “Billy Wolfe’s Riding Spirit” is Kevin A. Lyons’ second published story (he has previously appeared in Unearth). Lyons earned a B.A. in geology at Rutgers in 1974, after which he spent a couple of years working on oil wells in Alaska, California, Texas, the Gulf of Mexico and on offshore tests near Massachusetts. He then worked a few years for the New Jersey Division of Fish, Game and Shellfisheries, part of that time at a job similar to that of the narrator of his story. He currently lives in Connecticut, wears a suit and tie and works for the phone company. Lyons writes, “I have an incredibly extensive collection of rejection slips.” If the carefully controlled understatement of “Billy Wolfe’s Riding Spirit” is any indication of where he’s headed with his writing, Lyons may have trouble adding to that collection.


  



  They said it was two-tenths of a mile west of mile marker twenty-eight, and there it was. I pulled off the highway in front of it, turned on my yellow strobes, and pushed open the door. I pulled on my gloves as I walked around the truck.


  It stared at me with waxy eyes. Its tongue was clenched tightly between its teeth and its broken legs were pointing in four different directions. The seven other dead deer in the truck stared blankly as I picked it up by one rear leg and an ear and pushed it into the tailgate with my knee.


  Back in the cab I pulled off my gloves and filled out my mortality report: one dead deer reported by state police at Netcong, I-80 w/b on shoulder, MM27.8—doe, adult, vehicle accident. This one closed me out for the day.


  I started the pickup’s engine, pulled out onto the road again, and drove into the sunset. I was hoping to get to the Delaware dead-stock rendering plant before dark. The old truck struggled up the hills and its springs sagged under the weight of the carcasses.


  As I passed the next entrance ramp I noticed a car parked in the median strip. It was a dark-brown, four-door, late-model Plymouth, with blackwall tires and three radio aerials. Once you get the hang of it, the unmarked police cars are just as easy to spot as the marked ones. I noticed an unmarked car at each of the next four entrance ramps I passed.


  There were two marked cruisers, white with Jersey trooper door patches, parked at the off ramp to the scenic overlook. I parked the truck ahead of them, far enough down wind to keep their air from turning sour.


  An old cop, heavyset with gray hair, sat on the first car’s fender. A thin young cop with sideburns and a moustache was talking to him. The young one took in my long hair and beard, my old flannel shirt with no sleeves, my blood black boots, and the knife strapped on my thigh. He left without a word as soon as I got there.


  Cops are like that. The young ones are out to clean up the world, and most of them would like to start with me. Old cops have had a chance to mellow out, if the low pay and bad press hasn’t turned them bitter.


  This old cop had seen me before. He didn’t know my name, just that I was the guy from Fish and Game who picked up the road-killed deer. He waved at me and smiled. “Good evening.”


  “Yeah,” I answered. “Evening.”


  “It’s getting late. You still out looking for a deer?”


  “Nah. I got the last one ten minutes ago. I’m on my way home now, soon as I drop these carcasses off and hose down the truck.”


  The old cop nodded.


  I waited, but he didn’t say anything else. Finally I said, “I noticed a few of your cars on the highway, stopped at the feeder lanes. Something going on?”


  The old cop shrugged. “No secret, I guess. We’re trying to catch a biker who rides this stretch of highway some nights. He’s an outlaw type—wears a lot of leather, and his bike’s one of those real long choppers. We want him for speeding, reckless driving, evading arrest—the works.”


  “You think he’ll be riding tonight?”


  “Tonight’s the full moon. He’s been making this run at midnight under the full moon for the last four months.”


  “Since March?” I asked. “That’s a little early for a bike, isn’t it?”


  The cop nodded.


  “And you still don’t even know who he is?”


  “Oh, we know who he is—a kid named Billy Wolfe. Up until the first week in March he was renting a room in Dover. Then he skipped out. He didn’t take any of his clothes, his television or his stereo. And he didn’t pay his rent, his electric bill or his phone bill. That’s about par for his kind.” The cop shrugged again. “Anyway, that’s when he started making these runs.”


  “It’s a long wait till midnight, isn’t it?”


  “Not really—they’re beginning to gather already.” The cop pointed up the hill. Some kids were sitting on the slope under the overlook parking lot.


  “Mind if I come back and watch?”


  “I wouldn’t encourage it, but I can’t stop you.”


  “Thanks,” I said, turning to walk back to my truck.


  “Get here early if you want to park in the lot,” the cop called. “We’re not letting anyone park on the highway.”


  



  I got to the rendering plant late and wound up unloading my truck under the spotlights. It’s awkward trying to stuff a full-grown deer into a 55-gallon drum while you’re tripping over slimy things in the shadows. I got them off, though, and into the freezer.


  It was only ten o’clock when I got back to the scenic overlook, but already the lot was more than half full of motorcycles. There were biker types all over the hillside, watching the road and waiting. I took in the scene, too. I’d never noticed before how pretty a concrete highway looks in the moonlight.


  At exactly midnight the police-band scanner in my truck locked onto a signal. Click. “He’s heading up the hill to Denville. Who’s supposed to be watching at Mountain Lakes?”


  Click. “He never passed us here.”


  Click. “Block him off at Denville. I don’t want him to get past Denville.”


  The scanner was quiet for a few moments.


  Click. “He’s passing me at Rockaway! Where the hell was that roadblock?”


  Click. “He never passed us! He never passed us!”


  After a few minutes I saw a single headlight in the east, moving fast and followed closely by four police cars. Their lights were flashing and their sirens were screaming, but the bike kept going.


  I saw him clearly as he passed below me. The bike was painted metallic blue and green, blended together in swirls. The chrome trim, sissy bar, and extended front end sparkled in the moonlight. The rider was wearing silver-studded black leather.


  The two cruisers moved out to cut him off. I’m not sure how he did it, but he got past them. He disappeared over the hills in the west, followed by four red and blue flashbars.


  I followed the rest of the chase on the scanner. Somewhere between the Water Gap exit and the toll bridge, a distance of less than a mile and bordered on one side by the Delaware River, the cops lost him. Billy Wolfe got away again.


  



  The bucks got the hell knocked out of them in November and December. That’s their mating season and they’re always on the move. For a while I was running more than twenty-five deer a day, just in my five-county territory.


  By January, all that was over. The weather had turned colder, the first snow had fallen, and most of the deer were bedded down. I was down to four or five calls a day.


  It was four o’clock in the afternoon and already getting dark when I heard a local cop calling his HQ over my scanner. He said that some woman had clipped a deer on Route 206 just north of Chester, by the woods at the Black River bridge.


  I was in Long Valley at the time. I found a public phone at a bar, called the Chester cops, and told them I’d be up to check the deer out in twenty minutes.


  The cop was gone when I got there. It was just as well—townies can be unbearable. The deer was huddled in some high grass watching me, still alive. Sometimes, if the animal’s lucky, it’s only dazed by the car.


  There were pieces of the car’s grille and broken headlight in the snow. As I neared the deer it staggered to its feet and hobbled away. Its right rear leg flapped uselessly in the air, broken near the hip.


  I remember swearing. It was never going to live with a leg like that. If starvation didn’t kill it somebody’s pet dog would. I considered just driving away, but I couldn’t leave a cripple to suffer.


  The state won’t let me carry a handgun, but I keep a lever-action .30/30 behind the seat. I fetched it and followed the deer into the woods. It had run down the abandoned railroad path, leaving flecks of blood in the snow.


  After walking almost fifteen minutes I saw it lying in the snow, head up, eyes catching the sunset. I shouldered my rifle and chambered a round. I don’t use a scope, just open iron sights, but I don’t miss often and I didn’t miss this time. The deer flopped backward, kicked twice, and then went limp.


  I stepped toward it . . . and stopped. My nose wrinkled. I’ve been doing this job for three years—long enough to know death when I smell it. And I smelled the musty scent of old death, out of place in the clean winter air.


  I followed it through some dense brush at the side of the path and stopped at the edge of a small clearing. In the clearing was a shack made of plywood and tarpaper. And next to it, caught in a slanting ray of orange light, was a motorcycle.


  A chopper.


  The chopper, the one I’d seen that summer night, all blue, green and chrome under the full moon. It had to be Billy Wolfe’s chopper.


  I wondered. Was this his hideout between moonlight runs? The snow muffled the sound of my footsteps as I approached.


  Something was wrong. The bike’s tires were flat, and the chrome was speckled with rust, as if cinnamon or brown sugar had been sprinkled over it. That Harley had been left out in the weather for too long a time.


  All covering was gone from door and windows in the shack, and something made me hesitant about entering the place. The smell of death was strong. I finally looked in through an empty window frame.


  The interior would have been dark even if the sun hadn’t been setting, but I could still see a body in the room. It was sitting in an old chair and wearing high boots, patched blue jeans and a black leather jacket. The skin of its face had shrunken tight against its skull, and its mouth and eye sockets were wide open, as though death had caught it by surprise.


  The seated corpse was ankle-deep in last fall’s leaves. Dead almost a year, I decided. He had to have died in late winter or early spring—if he’d died in the summer the maggots would have picked the bones clean in a week.


  I walked around the corner to another window. The back of the jacket carried a flaming skull and crossbones—and the name Billy Wolfe. If he’d been dead a year then he’d been dead long before I saw him ride under the moonlight last July.


  But I had seen him ride. I felt the hair on the back of my neck rise.


  I left him there, undisturbed. I glanced back at his bike from the edge of the clearing. Every man should have a marker at the end of his life—when I die I’ll probably just get a square stone.


  



  The next full moon was three weeks later, on the first Friday in February. It was snowing when I got to the scenic overlook—four inches on the ground and still coming down. The lot was almost empty.


  The guy in the van next to me rolled down his window and tapped on mine. “You waiting for him? Billy?”


  I nodded.


  “A lot of people don’t think he’ll show tonight, on account of the snow.”


  “He’ll be here,” I said.


  I rolled my window back up and wiped the frost off my windshield. At midnight the snowy stillness was broken by the roar of a distant motorcycle and the wailing siren of a police car in pursuit.


  It didn’t surprise me at all.


  



  LEX TALIONIS by Russell Kirk


  



  Stuart David Schiff scored one of those coups editors dream about when he obtained a new Russell Kirk story for his Doubleday fantasy anthology, Whispers II; these have become about as rare as autographed Lovecraft first editions, and as treasured. Kirk is primarily known for such books as The Conservative Mind, The Roots of American Order or Eliot and His Age. Noted lecturer, essayist, critic and historian, Kirk is a leading exponent of conservative political philosophy. He also is editor of University Bookman and is a columnist for National Review. Somehow he manages to find time to write an occasional supernatural tale. Born in Plymouth, Michigan in 1918, Kirk received a B.A. from Michigan State College (where he was for some years Assistant Professor of the History of Civilization), an M.A. from Duke, and a D.Litt. at St. Andrews University in Scotland. A number of his ghost stories reflect his stay in remote areas of Scotland. In the field of supernatural literature, Kirk has two books to his credit: a novel, Old House of Fear (1961), and a collection, The Surly Sullen Bell (1962—retitled Lost Lake in a paperback reissue). A new collection is long overdue.


  



  “So ye shall not pollute the land wherein ye are:


  for blood it defileth the land: and the land


  cannot be cleansed of the blood that is shed


  therein, but by the blood of him that shed it.”


  —Numbers, xxxv, 33


  



  As twilight sank upon the wrack and glitter of the old city, Eddie Mahaffy walked beneath the great bridge and through the empty streets that ran parallel with the levee. Despite all the mercury-vapor streetlights, the old people and the drunken and the drugged and the desperately poor who still were compelled to inhabit these fallen streets did not venture out after six o'clock. The vacant lots, a legacy of urban “renewal,” were abandoned to two-footed predators, who had slim pickings.


  But Eddie Mahaffy—or Eddie Cain, as he had called himself since leaving the prison—sauntered on, immune, the mercury-vapor glare ghastly on his face. He had come to know who he was and what he was, a rare endowment, a gift of grace; and he walked with shoulders back, chest out, unassailable in his shabby black suit with the black sweater beneath it and the stained black hat slanted over his eyes. Few saw him; none touched him. “I don’t worry, ’cause it makes no difference now.” The lyric ran round and round in his head, and he whistled it softly.


  Then a big black glossy car purred alongside him; drew slightly ahead of him; paused, the motor idling. Two men were in the front seat: expensively and flashily dressed, heavy-lidded, with the look of corruption about them. The man nearest Eddie beckoned. “Say . . .”


  Eddie walked over to the car, an act imprudent in these streets, and put his hand upon the door where the glass had been drawn down. Eddie did not recognize the man; yet the one, or perhaps the brace of them, might recollect Eddie from prison; he could not be sure. Although as time is reckoned it could not have been a great while since he had left the prison, Eddie’s memories of those captive years were vague enough: he swaying between death and life in the prison infirmary, there had descended upon him something like grace, and he had been changed. Those years behind the wall had faded like dreams.


  “Say, don’t I know you?” The man peering at Eddie from the car would be somebody big in a troll realm, some grand pusher or procurer, thinking he might make use of a fellow with Eddie’s scarred face and Eddie’s way of walking; oh, he may have had a glimpse or two of Eddie in the prison, like enough, but couldn’t quite place him.


  “Yes,” said Eddie, clearly and almost cordially, “I’m Sergeant Cain, Vice Squad.”


  The driver shifted and stepped on the gas with wonderful celerity; the car rushed away from Eddie so abruptly that he spun around on the pavement, chuckling as he regained his balance. The offense of impersonating a police officer had its rewards.


  Eddie strolled on, darkness settling about him. The sudden appearance and vanishing of that pair of hoody crows—did it signify something rough? Was it the presentiment of some event dashing fast upon him? Since he had been made an instrument, waiting upon the Lord’s will, he had come to understand that “coincidences” never occur; that all is design infinitely complex, rather; that what was intended for him must happen, not his to question why. This was the first time since his liberation that a revenant from the prison had whirred past Eddie, like a spent bullet past a soldier’s ear. Was he to encounter some other fragment from a vanished life, and soon? Then he had best pray.


  His casual sauntering had brought him near to the old cathedral, isolated now amidst parking lots empty at this hour. With reason, churches locked their doors at nightfall nowadays; but there were lights visible behind the painted glass of those tall windows. Eddie went briskly up the stone steps and pushed open the heavy door. The handsome, venerable, restored interior, with hits high ceiling of blue called Eddie in. He removed his hat, touched his forehead with consecrated water, genuflected. “Christ came to save sinners, of whom I am the chief.”


  A dozen people, with a priest talking to them, were gathered near the high altar—perhaps a wedding-rehearsal party. Nobody noticed Eddie Mahaffy, Eddie Cain. He made his soundless way from little side chapel to little side chapel, kneeling at every prie-dieu, praying in turn to each saint: John Bosco, Gregory the Great, Rose of Lima, Augustine of Hippo, Francis de Sales, Mary Mother of God. “Pray for us sinners now and at the hour of our death . . ." In the chapel shadows, indiscernible, beyond time and space and circumstance, he implored these saints’ intercession.


  He prayed for the off-duty policeman who had been shot, without malice aforethought, outside O’Leary’s Bar; for Uncle Chris, who had thought himself invulnerable, gunned down some months later in an act of bravado; for Joseph, the L’Anse Indian, crippled for life in that same silly shoot-out; for all the inmates of the prison, and for the souls in purgatory. He prayed earnestly before the images of Joseph the Worker, of Thomas of Canterbury, of (a new one!) Elizabeth Seton.


  Last of all, with self-contempt and gratitude and even hope, he prayed for himself. “Faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.” The Lord, who out of his unfathomable judgment had made the shrew, kept a place for such a one as the believing crucified thief, perhaps even for such a one as Eddie Cain. “I believe, O Lord; help Thou my unbelief.”


  During those weeks of agony in the prison infirmary, he had learned to meditate and to pray. What a gift to the unworthy! During his two years as a novice, in that Pennsylvania monastery, before he had gone to sea—early years that he recalled far better than the later prison years—he had not mastered the art of meditation. All the novices had been required to meditate, as a body, for an hour a day, within the chapel. Eddie had sat there one afternoon, desperately struggling to restrain vagrant thoughts. Near him had sat another novice, his eyelids lowered, his young face beatific, sunk in contemplation, perhaps adrift on the blessed via negativa. How Eddie had envied him, that foul vice rising even in the chapel! But at the end of the meditation hour, all the novices except one had risen and filed out, Eddie among them. The single exception had been the novice with the beatific face—who had remained there kneeling, sound asleep.


  We sleep away our sensual existence, Eddie thought; we forget the end. Yet upon some, in their agony of tribulation, the Dove descends; and those are taught how to contemplate and how to pray. Only this was left to Eddie now, and it sufficed.


  He prayed that if his encounter with the two men in the big car had been a presage—why, that the cup might pass from him; and yet, “Thy will be done, O Lord, not mine.” He prayed that the punishment might be lifted from him at last, after much expiation. “But Thy will be done.”


  Beyond time, he knelt in a deep but dazzling dark, all cloaked and dim. From this he was roused by a quavering voice.


  “Anybody here? Anybody still in the church?”


  Eddie glanced around him, rising from his knees. A little distance away, a custodian or a sacristan—they used to call them that, but they had discarded vestments now—had begun to lock up; the old man must have caught some doubtful glimpse of Eddie in the shadows.


  “Pardon me,” said Eddie. “I was out of myself.”


  “Oh!” The custodian startled sharply, peering in the direction of Eddie’s voice. Eddie passed down a side aisle, not very close to the old man, who stammered uneasily, “Well, we’re closing up now, brother.” The custodian craned his neck, trying to make out this stranger more clearly.


  “Thanks for calling me ‘brother,’ ” Eddie murmured, "but I’m in no order.” He passed through the great portal, the locker-up shuffling hesitantly after him. What with the black suit and sweater, it had been natural enough that he should be mistaken for a monk—and especially with his hat off, for Eddie was nearly bald, and the red hair remaining to him ran tonsurelike over his ears and around the back of his skull. “Mea culpa, mea maxima culpa,” Eddie murmured as he passed into the night; but the man locking the door did not seem altogether reassured. Doubtless sacred vessels had been taken from this church, in recent years, by vessels for dishonor.


  “Pax,” said Eddie to nobody in particular, strolling on. Presently he heard himself whistling again: “I don’t worry, ’cause it makes no difference now.”


  Having made his way, seemingly aimless, along many silent blocks, he found himself approaching a lighted old-fashioned restaurant front: Old Town Bar and Grill. All about the place lay dereliction, in part the gnawing of time’s tooth, in part the deliberate achievement of civic “renewers.” Some nearby houses with steep-pitched roofs were “moth-balled,” like naval vessels left over from a war, as if restoration were intended—surprising, in this city. Right out to the suburbs of the thirties, within three decades, the city had rotted; it had been as if some diabolic impulse of destruction had conquered everyone and everything.


  Eddie liked the look of the old-fangled eating house, a staunch lonely survivor of a healthier time in this city. Somehow he never had happened upon the place before. Should he go in and sit down?


  Now why had this notion come into his head? Was it bound up with the presage of an hour or more earlier? Would something come upon him in The Old Town Bar and Grill? “Your sins will find you out?” Yet the impulse was strong in him, as if communicated; and with foreboding, he entered.


  



  It was a big, cheerful room, with promise of other rooms beyond; it conveyed a general impression of faded elegance. There was a long walnut bar, positively venerable, that Eddie would have fancied mightily in his drinking days. The polished dark wainscoting was old, and the tables and chairs seemed old, too. Some enterprising imaginative souls must keep this restaurant together despite the ruin of the streets all round about; perhaps they were a youngish couple who did a tolerable lunch-hour trade. Eddie would have liked to congratulate them upon their fortitude.


  An immense baroque mirror was fixed to the wall behind the bar, and Eddie saw himself shadowed therein: his pale face with the tonsure of flaming hair, his thin lips, his wiry gaunt body, his deep-set eyes. What wonder that he had given a turn to the old custodian dimly perceiving him in the cathedral?


  Eddie sat down at a little table. There were few customers this midnight, and some of those customers were fashionable, and some of them scruffy. The former relished the atmosphere, no doubt; the latter must be locals from the mansions now divided into apartments. Nobody, not even the waitress clearing tables, noticed Eddie. He felt at ease.


  But only for a moment. For suddenly he observed a big man on a stool at the bar, his profile turned toward Eddie. This was an exceedingly rough customer, and Eddie had seen him before; but never had expected or desired to encounter him again.


  The man wore jeans, a blue short-sleeved shirt, and a disreputable cap; his coat was flung over the next stool. He was muscular almost beyond belief—the sort of man who exercises in gyms most of the day—and his massive arms were covered with tattoos. This Hercules had the face of a satyr. The man was scowling—he must always have been scowling, which often is a mark that lust has cast out love forever—and his tawny eyes were tigerish. Lounging predatorily there, he looked as nasty and as formidable a character as any connoisseur of brutal types could hope to encounter. In many years at sea and in the prison, Eddie had not set eyes upon a better specimen of tough depravity; why, the man was the perfection of his type. What was his name? “Butte”—that was it; everybody in the prison had called him Butte, because once he had been a Montana miner.


  Then the man saw Eddie, and Eddie felt a revulsion immerse him. Why had this been put upon him? And incredulous ugly grin spread over Butte’s sullen face, and he swaggered across the floor and sat down at the table. Eddie rose.


  “Where you goin’?” asked Butte, indignant.


  “Wherever you aren’t.” Eddie moved toward the next table.


  “Here, wait a minute! Hold on, pal! Don’t be choosy—you’re jest like me, Monk.”


  It had been “Butte”—though he was no beauty—in the prison, and “Monk” in the prison. Butte had had plenty of pals there: a big man behind the walls, one of the inmates who had been the real authorities in that caricature of society, a master of the inverted high justice, the middle and the low. Butte had done well for himself in the prison. To everybody else there—even his toadies—he had done ill.


  “You’re jest like me, buster!” Butte repeated.


  “Too true,” said Eddie. He sat down opposite Butte, resigned, an instrument. To himself, silently, “Pray for us sinners now and at the hour of our death.”


  “That’s more like it, good buddy. Thirsty?” Butte signaled a tall waitress with an admirable figure. “Hey, babe, bring me another boilermaker an’ his helper, an’ give the Monk anythin’ in the world—jest anythin’ he wants, get it, kid?”


  “What monk, where?” the tall girl asked. “You kidding, mister?”


  “I don’t drink,” Eddie murmured to Butte.


  “You puttin’ me on, buster?” Butte cackled. “Well, make it a double boilermaker for me, luscious.” He reached out to pat the waitress, but she shied and returned to the bar.


  “Cute kid there, hey, Monk? She ain’t too bright, but she really struts her stuff, don’t she? Stuck up, though. I been askin’ ’bout her: name’s Mary. She’s married but separated. Reckon some lazy dark night I’ll foller her home an’ teach her a few facts o’ life—slap her around a little for a start, you know, Monk.”


  “I don’t know,” said Eddie.


  “Oh yeah? Stop tryin’ to put me on, pal. You was in for homocide an’ armed robbery; you ain’t no saint. But if you’re on the wagon, that’s all right tonight. One of us has got to be cold sober, and it sure ain’t gonna be me.”


  “Now listen,” said Eddie. “I didn’t come in here looking for you; I didn’t know you were within a thousand miles of this place. What you did to me is nothing now, and you’re nothing. We’re told to forgive our enemies: I forgive you. All you have to do is get up and walk out of this bar: I won’t come after you. You go your way, I go mine: if I call it quits, why shouldn’t you? I’m giving you a chance you never gave anybody. I’m letting this cup pass from me.”


  Butte leaned forward across the table, trying to look confidentially genial. “I don’t get your line, good buddy, but I need you. I need you real bad, coupla hours from now.”


  The world is full of men like this nowadays, Eddie thought: men like ghouls, subsisting on the flesh of a civilization that has forgotten its own ends, even protected by the laws that once were made to restrain them. It would be pleasant to think that such men eventually are hoisted on their own petard, in some narrow corner; but one can’t be sure of that—not sure at all. Some bishop had said that though heaven isn’t necessary to the scheme of salvation, hell is necessary; divine love made hell. A man like this Butte could swagger through life, enjoying all the vices, his very occasional punishments so many more opportunities for fraud, concupiscence, violence, atrocious acts; and nothing much might be done to him here below. But hereafter? If it weren’t for that “hereafter,” there’d be no justice in the nature of things. Old Pelagius, with his soft doctrine of universal salvation through universal human goodness, had been the worst of all heretics.


  What Eddie said aloud was, “Get lost. I don’t need you, and you don’t need me. Now mark me: for you, I’m a dangerous character.”


  Butte shook with harsh laughter, slapping his powerful thigh, so that the few customers at the bar or the tables turned to stare at him, and the bartender whispered something to the open-mouthed, fine-figured waitress.


  “Ain’t we both?” Butte demanded. “Ain’t we both dangerous characters, Monk?”


  “Quiet down,” said Eddie. “I’m not your good buddy, and I’ve got reason not to be. You’re high on more than whiskey. There’s nothing you can do for me or to me.”


  “Yeah, yeah, I’ll cool it, Monk. You nervous? Mebbe carryin’ a rod with no permit?” Eddie shook his head. “Well, all right, Monk, there’s too many damn jerks in here. There’s a place out that door, open-air, where we kin yak: come on, Monk boy.” He showed Eddie into a kind of courtyard, the night sky above, and urged him into a rustic chair.


  They were alone in dim light. Into the walls of this court were set pieces of carved stone from demolished buildings of the blighted neighborhood: the lintel of a bank’s doorway, even part of the balustrade of some vanished house. It was all rather deathly, in a handsome way.


  “Pretty fancy joint, eh, Monk?”


  “Sure,” said Eddie. “What do you have to say before I go?”


  “You ain’t goin’, Monk; I gotta have your help.”


  “You can’t stop me; there isn’t anything you can do to me now.”


  Butte stared at him malignly. “You was a lifer, Monk. I got parole while you were still in the infirmary, but you didn’t have no connections. How’d you get parole, Monk?”


  “I didn’t.”


  “You mean they pardoned you?”


  “No.”


  “That’s what I thought, good buddy. It’s easier gettin’ away if you’re in the infirmary than if you’re in the yard, ain’t it?”


  Eddie was silent.


  “They want you back there at the prison, Monk, so set down. I could turn you in.”


  “You’d do that?”


  “Hell, I could grab you right now an’ tell the barkeep to call the pigs. You better believe it, Monk.”


  The man was quite perfect, in his way: no spark of charity in him, not one. Butte had been serving a term for rape, back in the prison, but there had been a long string of felony convictions before that, Eddie knew. And always Butte had been released after a few months: he did have connections, and it was advisable for certain people to make sure that Butte wouldn’t talk too much behind bars.


  “Anyhow,” Butte was saying, “there’s mebbe twenty grand for you in this, Monk. You sure could use money like that, pal; it’d be like I was payin’ you back for what I done to you in prison. Twenty grand, buddy: all the dope an’ whiskey an’ women that money’ll buy, Monk boy. Like the sound o’ that? You ain’t joined up with no Salvation Army, huh?”


  “I don’t like the sound of it,” said Eddie.


  “Not like dope an’ whiskey an’ wild, wild women?” Butte suddenly reached across the table, as if to poke Eddie jocularly in the ribs—but actually to tell whether the Monk was wearing a gun, Eddie guessed. He drew back before Butte’s huge hand could touch him.


  “I’m not carrying an armory,” Eddie told him sharply, “but watch yourself.”


  “Okay, okay, no harm meant.” Butte grinned like a crocodile. “But you can’t put me on, friend, not old Butte. Why, what in hell’s worth gettin’ but them three things?”


  



  Butte actually believed what he was saying, Eddie knew. Sickened by Butte’s talk, Eddie let himself be swept back into the memory of the day he had stood up to Butte in the prison. Here at the table, Butte growled on, sometimes wheedling, sometimes menacing; but Eddie ignored him, being lost in a frightful recollection of things past.


  Eddie had kept to himself in prison, taken orders obediently, done his work; he had been regarded by most of the other convicts as a “religious nut.” After a few months, the deputy warden—appreciative of model prisoners—had assigned Eddie to the prison library, having noticed a good deal of formal schooling on Eddie’s records.


  The way to survive in the terrestrial hell of the prison had been to keep uninvolved. He had been so counseled by his cellmate, a grim-faced gentle giant named Frank Sarsfield, practically the only other inmate who didn’t lard every sentence with monotonous obscenities.


  The actual lords of the prison had been Butte and his gang, deft at extortion and at cruel and unusual punishments. They had left Eddie the Monk pretty much unmolested—partly, he had known, because it was wise not to drive lifers to desperation—they did not have much to lose if it came to a showdown—and partly because “religious nuts” had been looked upon as potentially dangerous to rational criminals.


  But that one day Eddie had exploded. There had been a foolish smooth-faced boy, not bad by nature, sentenced for negligent homicide—held responsible for a car crash—and Butte and his gang liked having fun with that kind. Passing by the machine shop, Eddie had heard a rumpus, and had looked inside, and had seen what Butte was doing to the poor kid.


  The blood-red tide, the raging anger of old kerns and gallowglasses, had flooded into Eddie. He had been a lightweight boxer in the navy; and he had gone for Butte in the machine shop. For a few minutes, Eddie’s old skill had driven Butte back. Then the big man’s bulk and muscles had told, and Eddie had lost a tooth, and his face had become a pulp, but still he had fought on, mockingly ringed by Butte’s chums, knocked down, rising again with a bubbling scream of fury, on and on, until at last Butte had ended it by drawing a knife. Eddie had fallen with the shiv between his ribs, and the gang kicking him about the head. Later, in the infirmary, he had been told that Frank Sarsfield had called the deputy warden and extricated his cellmate.


  After that was some memory of operations, transfusions, complications, more operations, the news that Butte had been paroled, Sarsfield sitting by his bed quoting Omar Khayyam, coma, astounding visions, dim wakings, visions of grace, a wavering at the gates . . . And here he was, face to face with Butte again; but Eddie Mahaffy, Eddie Cain, so changed, was now an instrument—no free agent. Saint Augustine said we ought to hate the sin but love the sinner. Such was the counsel of perfection. Who ever had loved Butte? Such magnanimity could be expected only of great saints; and, as Butte had observed, Eddie was no saint at all.


  



  “You’re the only guy that really stood up to me in prison, Eddie,” Butte was saying patronizingly, “an’ I give you credit. So when you walk in here tonight, I says to myself, ‘Brother, you’re in luck. There’s jest the boy I need for a helper.’ ” Butte had two more shots of whiskey before him.


  “What kind of help?” Eddie demanded, poker-faced. “Your kind always has a pal or two around.”


  “Well, I had me a pardner, but he got hisself picked up yesterday for something’ that got nothin’ to do with this here sure thing; an’ so I set here, not wantin’ to go it alone, an’ the time I counted on jest a few hours off—an’ you showed up! Listen, Monk, I’ll split even with you, an’ there ain’t no damn risk to it. You couldn’t ask better’n that, hey?”


  “What would I need to do?”


  “Now you’re talkin’! Here it is; there’s one old house, great big place, with more’n forty grand stashed there, an’ nobody livin’ in it. It’s jest five minutes’ easy work, Monk, an’ I got the tools for it in a swiped car outside. We hit the house at three tonight—there’s nobody in the block ’cept mebbe some junkies sleepin’ in wrecked houses—an’ then me and you is in the bucks, buster.”


  “If it’s that easy, why split with anybody?”


  Butte, shifting in his chair, glanced aside. “Feel a little easier that way, that’s all. The house is from Deadsville, pal. Here, take a look at this, an’ you’ll git the picture.”


  Butte produced from his billfold a newspaper clipping, the date on it three months old. It was a long story, and the heading ran, “Old Couple, Pretty Niece Murdered in Palatial Setting.”


  Glancing through the article, Eddie gathered that a retired physician, an old-school doctor, had lived with his elderly wife and a sixteen-year-old niece in a big inherited house; the neighborhood, once splendid, had gone to pieces swiftly in little more than ten years, but the old doctor had stuck to his father’s and grandfather’s mansion. That house had been one of the few remaining pillars of order in the vicinity of Lafayette Square. The doctor’s love for his house had been a fatal attachment.


  For after five days during which no one had seen the old couple or the niece, the police had investigated, and had found in the deep cellar the bodies of all three. There had been a fourth corpse besides: that of a kind of handyman who had been given regular access to the house. There had been a kitchen knife in the handyman’s back. The two women had been bound and tortured, the girl ravished, and their throats cut; apparently the old doctor had died of heart failure, under stress.


  More than a thousand dollars in bills had lain scattered around the handyman’s body. The police discovered that the handyman, who had used various aliases, had been a heroin addict with a long string of arrests.


  So far as the police had been able to piece the affair together, it appeared that the handyman, Harry, had been caught in the act of robbing a wall safe. Presumably Harry had turned on his employers with a knife, murdering the two women; but the old doctor, vigorous for his years, somehow must have managed to stab Harry in the back—and then fallen dead from a heart attack.


  The story went on to describe the antique furnishing, the former glories of the house (the doctor had been straitened by investment losses), and the speedy decline of the neighborhood. A score of similar homicides and rapes by armed robbers during the preceding four months were listed.


  In this year of our Lord . . . Eddie crossed himself before handing back the clipping to Butte, who had lit a cigarette complacently. “How do you come into this?”


  “That thousand on the cellar floor was chicken feed, Monk, left there to fool the pigs.” Butte licked his lips. “The real bundle’s still in the house.” He spoke sotto voce. “Me an’ Harry had a real long interestin’ session with that there high-school tease, while she lasted.”


  Eddie closed his eyes. He had not been transformed utterly: the blood-red tide flooded upon him for a moment. His lids still shut, he asked, “Why did you stick your helper?”


  There came a silence; Eddie opened his eyes and stared inquisitively at Butte, who was looking at the tiles of the pavement.


  “Hell, Monk boy, it was the other way round: I was Harry’s helper; he knowed about the old doc keepin’ so much cash in the wall safe ’cause he got hurt on the stock market. If I hadn’t of helped Harry, some other smart guy would. But Harry had to go, as things turned out in that Deadsville cellar. Buster, you should’ve seen the spiders down there! Well, this Harry was a junkie, real spaced out that there night, you better believe me, an’ so help me, Hannah, it was him that polished off the women while I was lookin’ for more money. Honest to God, Harry went crazy wild, an’ he might of give it to me, too; anyway, he’d of yakked about the fun he had. I couldn’t of let him do that, could I?”


  Eddie put his hands across his face. Now he knew that his presentiment earlier that night had been genuine. For his sins, he had been sent to this place and this brute, this torturing creature worse than an ape, this triumphant psychopath, Butte. Eddie sighed audibly, guessing the end, and asked, “How could you have left forty thousand dollars in the house?”


  “It was in big bills—century notes, pal—an’ at the time I hadn’t no way to launder them. Would I want to be picked up with that stuff on me, or had them found in my pad? So what’s the safest place for the loot? Why, that there house itself.


  “I could allus go back; I’d taken keys offen Harry; just let the heat die down, an’ then git in again some night. I stashed the stuff in a place nobody’d guess, you better believe me. Like I figured, nobody’d rent or buy the place, after what happened there—not for a hell of a while, anyhow, an’ not by a long shot in that there neighborhood. The house is all boarded up, Monk, an’ the local kids ain’t broke in—’cause they think about haunts. But a coupla days ago I hear tell that the place is goin’ to be knocked down, there bein’ no sale for it. The wreckers might start in next week, an’ the furniture’s goin’ out tomorrow, so I’m gittin’ my bundle out tonight.


  “See, I figured the whole damn thing right, good buddy: the pigs did pick me up for questionin’, knowin’ as I’d palled with Harry, but o’ course I didn’t know nothin’ an’ they didn’t find nothin’. So after tonight, Monk, me an’ you are ridin’ high.”


  Eddie, his chin in his right hand, studied Butte impassively. “What’s to stop you from going there alone? Do you figure there’s something waiting for you in that cellar? Something creepy-crawly?”


  “You could scream your head off in that street,” Butte grunted, “an’ the pigs wouldn’t come, not there, not in the middle o’ the night, mebbe not in the daylight.”


  Eddie persisted. “Thinking about—ghosts?”


  The big man balled his fists. “Shut up!”


  Eddie smiled his thin-lipped smile and closed his eyes again. It’s odd, he thought, how in many people the dread of spooks has outlasted that fear of God which is the beginning of wisdom. This debauched gorilla-man, believing in nothing else, still could quiver at a footfall on a stair, a glimpse of something white around a corner. Had Butte seen or heard something unsettling, something inexplicable, while hiding the money in that desecrated house?


  “The old doctor and his wife and the girl seem to have been decent people,” Eddie resumed, aloud, taking no notice of Butte’s curses. “Harmless alive, harmless dead. Those three innocents are gone to where they can’t be touched; they won’t lurk to catch an animal like you. As for dead Harry, he wouldn’t be any tougher wrapped in a bedsheet, would he? Ghosts! The silly notions people have about ghosts . . . Of course there are fundamentalist types who’d say you might find demons in that cellar, ready to pitchfork you in your own very private hell; but you couldn’t meet a worse devil than yourself. At the core, you’re a coward, Butte.”


  He thought that Butte would leap at him—in which event, Butte would get more than he bargained for. But the man’s heavy face, swollen suddenly by a rush of blood, subsided as swiftly. “Come on, you religious nut,” Butte snarled. “The car’s in the lot jest outside.”


  Eddie went with him unprotesting. No longer was this a mere matter of a grudge over what had been done to him in the prison; for whatever purpose, he had been sent to Butte.


  



  They were driving, Eddie guessed, toward Lafayette Square. Butte, silent and brooding, now and then glanced from the corner of his eye at his partner-victim. Low cunning frequently underestimates the awareness of its intended prey. Eddie knew beyond any doubt that Butte meant to leave the corpse of this “good buddy” in the abandoned house this night, or else in the river. Also he knew that Butte was not bright enough to surmise that his conscript partner saw through the scheme.


  In justice, why shouldn’t the cadaver of Eddie Mahaffy, Eddie Cain, be flung away like so much garbage? He was a killer himself, and for what he had done in O’Leary’s Bar, he had not yet atoned in full.


  From birth, perhaps, this essence called Eddie Mahaffy, Eddie Cain, had been a bundle of contradictions. He had aspired to be a saint, when quite small, and later, too; he had succeeded in becoming a practical sinner. The relish for risk, denial, experience far out of the ordinary, moves sinners and saints both. But though both saint and sinner thirst after adventures, the path for the sinner is broader and more traveled. Eddie had fallen into it, though sometimes turning back out of remorse.


  A gunner on a destroyer; then a novice whose words flew up, whose thoughts remained below; next a merchant seaman; then, emulating Uncle Chris and high on dope, an armed robber; finally a jailbird. He had been passionate in his evil, equally passionate in what little good he ever had done. Now passion was spent, or almost all of it, and he was comrade to the beast called Butte.


  “What you whistlin’?” Butte asked, annoyed.


  “I didn’t know I was. But it comes to me, good buddy; it’s called ‘The Pig Got Up and Slowly Walked Away.’ Do you know the lyrics? ‘Yes, the pig got up and hung his head in shame . . .’ ”


  “Shut up!” Butte commanded. Butte drove on slowly, through dismal back streets of the half-gutted city, careful not to attract attention from any passing patrol car, not meaning to reach the house before three o’clock, when even the neighborhood junkies should lie in the arms of Morpheus.


  Eddie indulged himself in reverie. If he was not careful, sometimes reverie—as distinguished from meditation—whirled him back to the night at O’Leary’s Bar. That happened now.


  Chris Mahaffy had planned it. Uncle Chris, a humorous, ruinous man, grown gray in exciting crime, running fantastic risks for the risks’ sake while burglarizing banks, had dared Eddie to prove his nerve. It was an idle unemployed time for Eddie, an hour of depression of spirit, of the noonday devil. Let him be tested by just a little stickup, Chris proposed. This was to be for the fun of it: they’d hurt nobody, and after buying themselves a good dinner with the proceeds, they might even put the surplus cash into an envelope and mail it back to O’Leary, he being a good enough sort. Was Eddie up to this? Sure he was; a wild mood was upon him that day and night, and he would take any man’s dare. Also Uncle Chris had given him something from Turkey to reinforce his resolution.


  Chris and the Indian waited outside, the motor of Chris’s car running. Eddie Mahaffy manfully strode into the bar, thinking himself twenty feet tall, shot out the lights, bowled over the bartender and snatched the money from the register. Everybody was yelling; Eddie didn’t care. He swaggered back toward the car, but a burly man rushed out of the bar and hit him on the side of the head with a blackjack. Uncle Chris, with his iron nerves, slid agilely out of the driver’s seat and grappled with the man; Joseph bundled dazed Eddie into the back seat.


  Then Chris’s gun went off. He hadn’t meant it to—he had been trying to pistol-whip the burly man—but it happened, and the burly man fell, and Uncle Chris was back in the driver’s seat, and they roared off.


  They had been trapped at a roadblock some hours later, and several witnesses had been produced the next day. The three of them might have got clear had it not been for the deliberate risks that Chris had chosen all along. Yet Chris hadn’t counted upon the dead man having been an off-duty police officer, which fact had intensified the pursuit.


  Chris and Joseph solemnly had sworn that they had entertained no faintest notion that their companion Eddie had intended to rob, or did rob, O’Leary’s Bar; Chris had been rather vexingly pious on the witness stand.


  Those two had been acquitted—for Chris, like this Butte, had possessed connections and a talented mouthpiece—but Eddie had been sentenced to life imprisonment. He had pleaded guilty, and had not testified in his own defense; he had not hinted that Uncle Chris’s gun had done the business. For, accidents aside, hadn’t he been guiltier than Chris? He never had seen Chris after the trial. But the Indian had visited Eddie in the jail, before sentence had been passed, and had said simply—his black eyes regarding Eddie almost with affection—“You are good of heart, Eddie.”


  Chris Mahaffy had been born crooked; Eddie had not; therefore Eddie was the greater sinner. Within limits, in life the will is free, if only to choose among evils. Eddie had chosen the path to Avernus. This had been his first felony, though, and his last.


  Now he was Eddie Cain, perfectly solitary; and so far as freedom of the will went, his play was played out. There was reserved for Eddie only the possibility of inexplicable infinite mercy; and the plea that he had sinned more from folly than from malice. Yet how far removed was he from this Butte? To linger forever in company with Butte—that would be hell indeed, “to sit by Satanas the fiend.” Pray now, Eddie, pray sitting here in this car beside as vile a man as may be found. Eddie Cain, praise Him from all blessings flow that here, but for the grace of God, drive you.


  



  “This here is it, Monk,” Butte told him, his voice subdued. Butte drove the car stealthily into a short alley and then into a brick-paved yard beside a dilapidated carriage house. As they got out, Eddie noticed that Butte’s hands were shaking.


  The tall, dark house, more than a century old, required gutter repairs and paint, but looked far sounder than its sad, battered neighbors that Eddie had observed before they turned into the alley. There were extensive grounds, the gardens recently grown up to weeds, a damaged pergola standing in the midst of them.


  Together Butte and Eddie went quietly up the back steps, Eddie carrying Butte’s incongruous big briefcase full of burglars’ tools. The back door had been padlocked by the estate’s executor, but Eddie used a short crowbar to pry away the hasp. There were two good modern locks set in the strong door, but Butte had keys to both of them. What with Butte’s fingers trembling so, Eddie had to take the keys; after probing and twisting, both locks yielded. Butte insisted that Eddie do all the prying and forcing; it didn’t need saying that Butte meant to leave no fingerprints of his own.


  It was well that the keys sufficed; for the ground-floor windows were permanently protected with iron bars, besides being boarded up, and at nearly any point except this kitchen entrance their activities could have been perceived from the street. It was a well-built old house, almost fortress-like, its walls faced with rusticated ashlar.


  Then they were inside; Butte had Eddie lock the back door behind them, and snatched back the keys. “In jest five or ten minutes, Monk boy,” Butte told him, “you’re gonna git what I brung you here for. Glad you come, pal?” Butte’s face was whiter than any winding sheet, his eyes a wild thing’s, and he stared all round the archaic kitchen. With a trembling hand he extracted a bottle from a hip pocket and took a long swig; he did not offer the bottle to Eddie. The man was pulled fiercely in opposite directions by superstition and greed.


  As for Eddie, he understood Butte’s dread. This old house was permeated by violence and worse than mere violence, horror upon horror; and the presence of Butte was a catalyst to set everything bubbling. Eddie felt himself turning into an animated lump of ice.


  Something toward the front of the house slammed sharply. “My God, what’s that?” Butte pulled a gun from inside his coat.


  “A loose shutter in the night breeze, good buddy,” said Eddie. The rational explanation comforted neither Butte nor himself. “Now put that artillery away, take hold of yourself, and sit down at the kitchen table,” he instructed Butte. “We’ve got most of the night.”


  “Oh no we ain’t!” Butte protested. “We got to git the stuff an’ git the hell out o’ here!” Yet he submitted, taking from his pocket a rough sketch and spreading it upon the table. “I’ll show you where you got to go, Monk.”


  The hidey-hole, it turned out, was in a kind of subcellar, where there was an ash pit into which ashes from the fireplaces fell. Butte simply had contrived to extract a brick from one of the side walls of the ash pit, stuff the big bills into a hollow space behind, and wedge the brick back into place, smearing soot over the places where mortar had been chipped away. Butte’s drawing showed the precise brick and the position of the ash pit. If no one but the dead people had known that the wall safe had contained more than forty thousand dollars, presumably the money still lay behind the ash-pit wall.


  Eddie studied Butte’s sketch by the beam of one of the two big stand-up flashlights Butte had brought in the car, the utilities in this house having been turned off after the murders. “No problem that I can see,” he said a trifle hesitantly. Something was about to happen now, but he was not sure what. What was he meant to do? Give me a sign! He was only an instrument. “Shall we go right on down there and pull the stuff out?”


  “You go on down,” Butte told him. “I’ll—I’ll keep lookout up here. You can’t tell: some o’ them junkies down the street might hear us an’ come bargin' in where they ain’t got no right.”


  Just then something clattered beyond the far door of the kitchen, perhaps in the dining room.


  “Oh, hell, hell, hell!” Butte gasped, his teeth chattering. He had that pistol out again.


  “Probably a rat knocking over a tray," Eddie offered, though the noise had startled him, too. “The vermin must come over from the derelict houses. Butte, you’re more frightened of spirits than a six-year-old girl in the Haunted House at the carnival. Come on, you poor scared rat named Butte: let’s have a look at the rest of this place before we try the cellar.”


  Butte rose from his kitchen chair as if he had been glued to it. “Stay here, Monk.” He was almost whispering now.


  “No, I’m going to see if there’s anything out there,” Eddie declared. “Stay here by yourself, if that’s what you like.”


  “No, I’m comin’.” Despite the gun in his hand, Butte followed Eddie like a child.


  What a fine well-designed house—parlors and dining room and library and all! The furniture, if a little shabby or scraped here and there, was old as the house, much of it, and as good; all would be taken away tomorrow. Eddie led the way up the beautiful staircase to search the big bedrooms, Butte right at his heels, muttering to himself softly and incoherently. Eddie reflected that nobody but himself would have moved away so confidently when Butte was at one’s back with a gun in his hand.


  Nothing moved in those rooms, though once Butte suppressed a screech when he saw a face: it was his own satyr-face, reflected in a round mirror. Everything seemed in order. And yet even for Eddie, horror lurked invisible in every corner, pain and fright saturating all the neat rooms; Butte started whenever the flashlights revealed some harmless inanimate thing.


  They descended the curving stairway. “If anything means to jump out at you and yell ‘Boo!’, it must be down below,” said Eddie. Butte no longer told him to shut up; in his eagerness to keep close, he nearly stumbled against Eddie.


  “Don’t touch me,” Eddie told him. “Don’t touch me at all; you could get surprised and hurt. And watch out you don’t blow your own foot off with that cannon. We haven’t seen the entrance hall yet; come along.”


  Doors set with stained glass divided the central staircase from the hall. Eddie pushed through. What a ceremonious entrance—“the ceremony of innocence,” now drowned! There were walnut pillars, and a marble floor, and the walls were hung with family portraits. “See anybody up there you know?” Eddie inquired.


  Most of the heavy-framed portraits were of past generations, but among them were hung three large recent photographs in color. “Keep the light off them there!” Butte cried in dismay. But Eddie did not oblige; he merely shifted the big flashlight to his left hand and crossed himself with his right. These were pictures of the old doctor, his white-haired wife, and a wide-eyed girl, very pretty, perhaps sixteen. Tomorrow the movers would take these photographs away forever—possibly to the dump.


  “May the Lord have mercy upon these three slain ones,” said Eddie. He knelt on the Persian carpet, put his hands together and began to pray.


  “Goddamn you, Monk, come on out o’ here!” Butte was roaring, his back to the glass doors. But Eddie went on praying, and Butte did not venture to touch him. “Holy Mary, Mother of God . . .” Eddie prayed aloud, ignoring Butte’s flow of obscenities and pleas for action.


  Swiftly, between formal prayers, Eddie thought of how throughout the land the ceremony of innocence was drowned. The quiet dignity of this house, profaned by creatures like Butte and Harry, soon was to be effaced altogether. The life of this house had nurtured generation upon generation. How he would have liked to enter, invited, at the front door, Eddie fancied, and be welcomed into such a household as this had been! These had been good people, he knew, kindly and faithful. But how they had ended! Yes, “hereafter” was everything: without the prospect, all life would have been a nasty joke, and men like Butte the natural lords of life. Yet the Lord is not mocked, and vengeance is His alone.


  At length Eddie rose, his eyes burning. “March!” he said to Butte. In the midst of Eddie’s prayers, a sign had been given to him internally, and now Eddie must drink from his cup. “Get back to that kitchen!” Butte obeyed.


  Aquiver in the kitchen, entreating rather than commanding, Butte whispered to him, “For Christ’s sake, git me that bundle quick!” The stairs to the cellar led down from the kitchen; by three strong bolts the cellar door was secured against any intruders who might force the bars over the cellar windows and come upward—not that such precautions had availed those murdered three. Eddie drew back those bolts, and motioned to Butte.


  “Go on down there, down to the pit; the money’s all yours, with all the blood on it,” Eddie ordered him.


  Butte was trembling like a man with delirium tremens. The ghastliness of this polluted house, weighing heavily upon Eddie, crushed Butte down; and now Eddie could perceive in this killer’s hard eyes a consuming dread of his “good buddy.” “You gotta go down for it,” Butte contrived to say, staring at Eddie as if he suspected at last what Eddie had become. Butte raised his automatic in shivering menace. “They won’t take you, Monk.”


  “No, Butte, anything that’s down there, spooks or devils, can’t take me, any more than you can.” Butte’s shoes seemed nailed to the floor; Eddie shifted his position in the oppressive room so that he stood between Butte and the kitchen table, and Butte’s back was to the open cellar doorway. “But you’re the one who has to go down—down to your private hell. The wreckers may smash this good old house you polluted, and fill in the cellar; yet you’ll be there till the end of all things, Butte, trapped among your own horrors, in a cellar beyond time, in the ash pit, your Gehenna, screeching. Get down with you!”


  For an instant, only half-comprehending what had been said, Butte rallied. “You go to hell, Monk!” He pointed the pistol at Eddie’s heart.


  Eddie did not flinch at all. “You chose the wrong word: you should have said ‘Purgatory.’ But I'm there already, Butte. Hadn’t you begun to guess that? Didn’t I look a little funny to you there in the bar, and here in the hall? I told you I wasn’t paroled or pardoned, and you left me in no shape to go over the prison wall. No, good buddy, I left that prison feet first, for the boneyard.”


  The gun fell from Butte’s hand; Butte reached out desperately, reeling, and grasped a jamb of the cellar door frame.


  “The spook has been beside you all the time.” Eddie moved closer to the big man. “You’re scared of ghosts, buster: well, look at me.”


  Some appalling change had come over his appearance, Eddie sensed; but what it was, only Butte’s eyes could see. Butte began to scream at the top of his lungs. Eddie took one more step toward him, and then Butte pitched backward down the long cellar stairs, his heavy body thumping hideously. In the dark at the foot of the stairs, he could not be discerned at all. The screeching had ceased. Eddie closed and bolted the cellar door.


  Before leaving the house, Eddie went back into the entrance hall and said another long prayer—praying even for the soul of Butte, for only the Lord knows His own mercies. Last of all, he prayed, “Forgive me my transgressions, O Lord of Justice, even as the instrument of Thy wrath; and at Thy Last Judgment, out of Thy infinite compassion, remember if Thou wilt that if I did not serve Thee in my first state, yet I served Thee in my latter. O Author of all, Thou who made the shrew made me, and only Thou knowest why. Thus it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be, world without end, amen.”


  That said, Eddie Mahaffy, Eddie Cain, went out of the house and sauntered across Lafayette Square in the perilous dark, invulnerable, wondering when another sign might be given to him. Presently he began to whistle “The Pig Got Up and Slowly Walked Away.” There are no dead, Saint Augustine of Hippo had written; all souls, all essences, endure forever; but where and in what condition? Aye, there’s the rub. The first flush of dawn was glowing east of the river. “Pax,” said the Monk aloud, and strolled obedient in that direction.


  



  ENTOMBED by Robert Keefe


  



  Gothic is a scholarly “little magazine” composed of both fiction and literary criticism devoted to the Gothic tradition, which editor Gary William Crawford interprets “very broadly as a spirit or impulse incarnating supernatural horror, the macabre, the numinous, dark fantasy, mental aberration and psychic disintegration, dread of the unknown and the unknowable”—and further: “an imaginative flame that is still penetrating the darker side of human existence.” Robert Keefe, an Associate Professor of English at the University of Massachusetts and author of such learned articles as “Artist and Model in The Picture of Dorian Gray,” is one of the contributors to Gothic—but his contribution was not, as one would have assumed, a piece of literary criticism. Instead, Keefe has decided to try his hand at fiction, and “Entombed” is the first story he has written. Keefe was born in 1938 outside Boston, spent five years in the Air Force as a Russian and German translator, then attended Brandeis and later Princeton University, where he received his Ph.D. in 1968. His first book, Charlotte Bronte’s World of Death, was published in 1979 by the University of Texas Press and is recommended (as is Gothic) to readers interested in the serious study of Gothic literature. Keefe writes that "Entombed” grew out of “two old loves, the mummy films and the Egyptian collection of the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston”


  



  The boy thanked the stranger and got out of the car. As he straightened up in the bright June sunlight, the pain stabbed him like an arrow behind the left eye. Damned headache. He had had it for a week. He would think it was gone for good and then it would come back stronger as he approached the museum.


  He waited until he was exactly opposite the statue of the Indian and his horse which stood on the lawn of the museum. Then he turned and looked up for the first time. It was a ritual he had developed, like avoiding cracks in the sidewalk. He noted the effect of reddish gold which the slanted morning sunlight created as it glinted on the bronze muscles of the horse and its rider. The Indian raised his arms and his eyes toward the sky, ignoring the boy who stood gazing at him. The boy didn’t mind. He loved the Indian, and part of his fascination was that the warrior paid no attention to anything but the sun to which he prayed. Controlling the powerful stallion with his athletic legs, he sat there in total isolation, with no needs, and talked silently to his god. The boy had thought about the prayer, imagined what it might be. He thought it was a prayer of thanks for strength. He was convinced that the warrior was not praying for something, the way the Methodist minister said you should pray and the thing would be given you. The Indian was sufficient in himself; he asked for nothing. That must be the only way to talk to God, not admitting that there could be anything you needed.


  He watched the Indian praying for a few minutes. Then he entered the museum, paid his money to the woman, gave the ticket to the guard and headed for the rear of the building. He knew his way around the museum as well as a lot of the people who worked there, he thought. Last year, when he was sixteen, he had gone there for the first time, in the company of a classmate, a shy girl who wanted to become an artist. She had suggested that he would be interested in art. And she was right. He admired the stolid burghers of the Northern Renaissance, and the hunters and farmers of the Breughels. The girl preferred the Impressionists, but he had no interest in their soft, feminine lines and pastel tints. He hated the fat, beckoning women of Renoir.


  Oriental art was far more exciting. He was fascinated by the wild eyes of the Samurai and the armor of the Chinese warlords. The suspicious, malevolent eyes of a silver fox staring out from a silk screen captured him. It was an ancient fox, resting for a moment on its lonely winter hunt, and the boy watched it watching him for fifteen minutes, until he finally gave in to the girl’s impatience and they moved on. They wandered slowly through the other sections, through the Indian and the Greek and the Roman collections, and finally to the Egyptian room.


  The boy never went back to the museum with the girl again, and he never looked at the other collections. He had found an art which spoke to him, and he wanted to take it in all by himself. When he felt the sudden need to run from the meaningless, unending stream of words which his mother and his aunt and his teachers directed at him, he would escape to the museum. The Egyptian room was a place where nobody could get at him. This was the third day in a row he had arrived at his silent haven.


  He had never lost his first sense of excitement. Now as he walked back through the long corridors to reach the stairs which led down to the Egyptian room, he could feel the familiar sense of nervous expectation coming over him. He approached the room almost in fear, almost as if he expected someone to be lying in wait for him, ready to pounce on him as he came through the door.


  It felt like when he was younger, and used to go to Saturday matinees. When he was about nine, they showed the mummy films. He saw The Mummy’s Tomb, The Mummy’s Curse, The Mummy’s Hand and The Mummy’s Ghost in rapid succession. In his memory it was all one story. It was about a beautiful Egyptian princess who had been reincarnated as a normal girl in an American small town. Nobody thought much of the girl. She lived alone, as far as he could remember, and seemed average, but in reality, without her knowing it, she was the reincarnation of a princess of ancient Egypt. The only people who knew it were an Egyptian high priest and the mummy. They wanted to get her and bring her back to the tomb or to their ancient civilization or something like that. For some reason he could never remember the details of the plots; he could only think of certain vividly realized sequences and the general idea of their coining to get the girl.


  In most of the other horror movies he had seen, the monster was out to kill the heroine or do something sexual to her. But in these films the mummy only wanted to take the girl with him because he worshipped her so much that he had come back from the dead for her. The mummy was completely wrapped in cloth that hung from him in strips; he could only use one arm, and he dragged one leg. But he was stronger than anyone in the movie, and not even bullets could stop him when he was going for the girl. He would sweep that one arm around and kill anybody who got in his way then.


  The girl’s bedroom was on the ground floor of a big house—maybe she was the daughter of a professor or something and didn’t really live alone, but in the boy’s memory she seemed to be very lonely—and she would be sleeping and all of a sudden the mummy would limp across the lawn, dragging his foot, and break right through the glass door and pick up the girl in his good arm, balancing her with the crippled arm. She would scream and faint. He would limp away with her to the high priest. The normal people of the town would find them in an old abandoned mine, or some other hidden place, and take the girl back with them. But the girl would somehow begin to become her ancient Egyptian self; you could see that her face was gradually getting wrinkled and her hair was turning gray, as if she were becoming as old as she really was. The normalcy was just an appearance; she was really thousands of years old inside and belonged to the mummy and the high priest, and they belonged to her. She would be frightened by the changes in her face, of course, and the people around her would be horrified. But they couldn’t do anything. And at the end of the movie the mummy would return and pick up the girl again. She would be calm this time, probably realizing that the mummy loved her, and he would limp off with her in his arms, the townspeople following at a distance, until he got to the swamp. And then, as the people watched helplessly, he would walk right into the water, gradually sinking into the swamp’s darkness, the girl’s face getting older and older and wrinkled and shrunken, until she seemed thousands of years old and the two of them sank out of sight. And the people from the town, who had lived next to the girl all her life but didn’t really know anything about her, realized that she was special and just looked at each other. They couldn’t say anything, and they stared and walked away.


  The first time he saw a mummy film he was spellbound. Although one part of his mind was aware of his body sitting on the ripped plastic seat in the noisy theater, most of him had moved into the action which was taking place on the screen. He seemed to anticipate the events he was watching. He knew before the heroine knew and before he saw the mummy dragging its foot across the lawn that the thing was coming for her. He felt the girl’s fear, was terrified with her as she saw the cloth-wrapped male figure breaking through the glass door, was overcome with the same dismay which flowed through her as she saw the wrinkles begin to appear on her face. Yet he knew, long before the heroine, that the high priest and the mummy were right, that the girl did not belong in the boring small town she had lived in all her life, and he hoped all along that the townspeople would not overtake the limping monster with its precious burden. The huge, crippled figure cradling the unconscious princess in its arms did not repel the boy; it fascinated him in the midst of his fright.


  Before long the boy realized that he had to go to the bathroom. With each shadowy evening scene his bladder became more insistent. Yet he could not move from his seat. For one thing, he was afraid to miss any of the action, worried that the mummy would reappear while he was gone. And at the same time, he felt an obscure terror at the idea of leaving the crowded auditorium and walking alone down the imitation marble stairs to the lonely basement where the men’s room was located. Lurking in the back of his mind was the possibility of the swish, click, swish, click of a familiar figure trailing him slowly into the men’s room and trapping him there. As the tautness of his bladder became more uncomfortable, the ominous footsteps in his imagination grew louder, and he finished the movie in physical agony. He followed the crowd of excitedly chattering boys down to the basement with a feeling of emotional relief.


  He felt something of that old apprehensiveness now, walking along the deserted corridor of the museum’s ground floor to reach the Egyptian room. The involuntary movement of his eyes and the slight tingling of the skin on his back and arms were a dim reflection of his imagined trips to a lonely area of the Colonial Theater. There was no guard at this end of the building, and, as usual, no other visitors at this time on a weekday morning. The throbbing in the left side of his head grew stronger as he approached the door of the Egyptian room. He hesitated for an instant and then walked through the doorway, his head turned to the left to survey the entire room instantly as he entered. There was no one in the room. He looked behind him and saw no one in the corridor. He walked slowly over to a bench underneath one of the two windows and sat down. After a few seconds more of staring around the room, he leaned his head back against the wall, closed his eyes, and sighed with relief. The muscles of his back, which had tensed up as he walked through the museum, relaxed; even his headache subsided a little.


  He sat in that position for several minutes before he moved. After the first few seconds he felt that he wanted to open his eyes, but he kept them closed tightly while he emptied his mind of the world outside. Then he stood up and looked around again.


  He had no need to examine closely anything in the oblong room with its plain white walls, but he walked from showcase to showcase, looking at the artifacts he had scrutinized so many times before. He bent over long glass cases filled with the gold and blue and green jewelry, the beautifully wrought rings, the bracelets with snakes’ heads rising in malign loveliness from their surfaces, the many-stranded necklaces which reminded him strangely of American Indian art, the brooches with sacramental animals etched with worshipful precision in the metal. He stood for several minutes peering down at the case filled with scarabs, the beetles suspended for thousands of years in precious stones, their death having transformed them from ugliness to a timeless beauty. For perhaps the thirtieth time he lingered over the huge, pock-marked fragment of limestone which depicted the life of a pharaoh of the Eighteenth Dynasty. Each line of the frieze showed the king in one of his aspects—as warrior, as hunter, in religious ceremonies, inspecting the harvest, overseeing the whipping of his domestic slaves. In each scene he towered over every other figure, the artist having represented his political and religious greatness through his physical size; in each scene his face wore the same haughty, bored expression of total self-immersion. He would not deign to notice the people who worshipped him as a god. The boy stood in front of the upright frieze, contemplating the expression on the king’s face and the stylized attitude of his arms.


  As always, he saved the coffins and the mummy for last. There were two painted wooden coffins standing upright against the wall opposite the windows. The larger of the two belonged to the pharaoh who was depicted on the frieze. He was portrayed on the coffin lid in his costume of state, standing erect and patient, his eyes wide open as if waiting for an event which he knew would occur at some definite time in the future. On his forehead he wore a golden crown, from which rose a hooded cobra, the symbol of his worldly power. To the king’s left stood the coffin of a princess who had died in early adolescence. The delicate outlines of her figure, the soft molding of her features, the curious mixture of royal strength and natural dependency seemed to break through the rigidity of the painting to depict a discernible individual. The boy was sorry she had died so young. The shadow of her father’s more imposing coffin lay across her right shoulder, seeming both to menace and protect her.


  The mummy lying in a glass case in front of the two coffins had been a high official of the pharaoh. The boy bent over the case, peering down at the featureless head in its covering of rotting, tattered cloth. He gazed at the tapered body, the rounded shoulders, the point where the arms stopped, and the wrapped figure became thinner, the rather short, powerful legs bound together, the small feet. The figure was not large, but the tapered wrapping accentuated the idea of physical strength. The boy thought for a moment of the body resting inside the brownish, rotten cloth, resting until the time came for it to rise and perform its duties for its master. The king was directly behind him, and he felt a tingling sensation on the back of his neck. Turning his head quickly to keep the coffins in his peripheral vision, he walked over to the bench and sat down again, leaning against the wall as before.


  Each time he came to the Egyptian room he performed the same movements, taking roughly the same time; it had become almost a ritual. He would examine each artifact, always in the same sequence, and then sit for hours alone on the bench before finally leaving the museum in the afternoon and hitchhiking home in time to arrive at his part-time job by three-thirty.


  Today, as usual, he began to feel the hunger pains begin in the early afternoon, but the force of his sullen resentment repressed them. He had no desire to go home today. His mother had lectured him again the previous evening, standing in a ludicrously threatening posture beside the bed where he lay smoking a cigarette. He had remained motionless, his feet together, staring up at the ceiling and exhaling smoke in long, slow, curling streams, consciously making her angry with his lack of response. The high-pitched whine of her middle-aged woman’s voice growing louder, higher, she demanded that he look at her when she was talking to him, and he turned his head stiffly to the left to glance at her red, distorted face, and then stared at the ceiling again, moving nothing but his neck and the hand that held the cigarette. She grew so enraged that she kicked at his mattress in her frustration. “I wish sometimes there were a man in this house; he’d fix your wagon,” she screamed, and stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind her. “Good night, sleep tight,” he murmured, and ground out the cigarette, which had grown so short that it had burned his fingers.


  Home was like that. Women’s voices, shrill sopranos screaming out their dissatisfaction with him and with each other. Sometimes there was relief. Sometimes his mother and his aunt would grow so angry with each other that they would stop talking altogether for days at a time. That was when it was bearable, when all the words stopped entirely, as if you had grown impatient with a program and turned off the radio, reached over without looking and turned the knob and were transported of a sudden from the midst of a tinny gabble into soundless peace.


  He was not like them, although perhaps they thought he was. He despised their lack of control. They had to complain constantly, remind each other daily of the shabbiness of their furniture and their lack of money. As long as he could remember, they had told each other at the top of their grating voices that they were not going to take it much longer, that one of these days they were going to pack up and leave. It was like a scratched recording. Yes. Like a broken record of their everlasting needs. To hell with their needs.


  He had no needs, only for independence, only to be let alone. Ask not and it shall be neither given nor withheld. There was safety in that. Nor had he any anger. If you let go your hold on your feelings and started shouting about your frustrations, then the words would gradually slide together and shouting would turn into crying at some point—the rage would inexplicably turn into sorrow—and then they would have you. They would pity you and speak their hollow consolations, and you would be like them.


  He would not go down that road for any other human being, never undergo the shame of vulnerability to cozy up to one of them. His father hadn’t, and he wouldn’t. He had never known his father; his parents had been divorced in his infancy, and his father lived on the other side of the continent. But he had built up a picture of what the man must be like. He never thought of him. But on the rare occasions when he did, he saw him as a man who did not show his feelings, a man who could remain silent for years if he chose, who was emotionally invulnerable. He did not miss people; he could live alone and not miss anyone. The boy knew that because he was the man’s son, and he was like that himself. He had never missed anyone in his life.


  The boy remained in the Egyptian room throughout the afternoon, sitting through his hunger and beyond the time when he should have shown up at work. He had always liked his job, but he had no desire to go to work anymore. For the past two years he had been working after school as a counterman in a diner. He had enjoyed the banter with the truck drivers and the construction workers who dropped by in the late afternoon for a cup of coffee. He was good at his work, and he had quickly developed a close relationship with the irascible, middle-aged short-order cook who shared the space behind the counter with him. The man had the reputation of being difficult to work with. But he had taken a liking to the boy, and begun to teach him how to run a grill. They had become really close; the man had even given the boy a present on his last birthday.


  A week ago the man had disappeared. The boy had gone to work after school, and the cook wasn’t there. That wasn’t so unusual; he was a semi-alcoholic who went on periodic binges. After two days of tending the grill himself, the owner of the restaurant had called the cook’s rooming house and been informed that the man had checked out. The owner told the boy of his call, cursing out the man, and cooks, and restaurants in general. He would have to advertise for a replacement. The boy said nothing, but he thought perhaps the man had left because of an argument they had gotten into the week before. It had been nothing serious; like all restaurant workers they grumbled at one another a good deal of the time. But still, the boy wondered if the man hadn’t gotten tired of working with him, if he hadn’t said something which wounded the man enough to drive him away. Since then he had lost interest in his job. He was thinking of quitting.


  He sat on the bench through the afternoon, quietly pleased with the idea of the restaurant owner’s anger at his not showing up for work. From time to time visitors entered the room to look at the exhibit, but he paid no attention to them or to the time which was passing. He wondered where the cook had moved to, what he might be doing, what he might be thinking, whether the man ever thought of him in whatever town he had gone to. Perhaps some day he too would move away without saying a word to anyone, just pack up and go and let everyone ponder his motives. There would be no cause; he would simply disappear. People did that often enough; they just moved on without any apparent motive at all. Their reasons for leaving were nobody’s business.


  He was aroused from his daydream of silent departure by a loud buzzer sounding in a corridor of the museum. It was the signal that the building would be closing for the day in fifteen minutes. It was almost six o’clock. He had spent the entire day in the Egyptian room, not leaving it for more than a few minutes. He had never done that before. Even yesterday and the day before, he had only spent four hours or so there. Now it was time to leave, time to get up and go home and listen to his mother and his aunt talking again. He did not want to go home. Nor did he want to wander around the city, looking for something to do. He felt more tired than ever before, as if all he wanted to do was lie down and sleep, stop thinking entirely. The sun had crossed the building and was shining through the windows of the Egyptian room, sinking lower in the western sky. He did not want to walk out into the heat of the sun again that day. It was cool in the museum, and quiet. It would be better to remain in the cool obscurity of the room where he had been sitting. He looked at the coffins of the king and his daughter. They stared through him, neither inviting nor rebuffing the boy, merely gazing out at the world with their eternal, fixed expression of total self-possession.


  He wondered what it would be like to remain in the cavernous museum overnight. He thought it would be terrifying. He imagined to himself the blackness of the tomb-like granite building with its windows high up on the walls unlit by the sun and its lights out. He thought of the statues of the gods in the Indian and Greek and Roman exhibits, of the wild eyes of the Samurai in the Japanese room and the collection of Chinese armor. The idea of spending a night surrounded by the sacred art of a dozen dead cultures made his flesh crawl. He felt sick to his stomach. He turned and walked quickly to the men’s room, his sneakers making no sound on the stone floor of the corridor. He entered one of the stalls in the men’s room and stood over the toilet bowl, waiting to see if he would throw up. While he stood there he heard a man’s footsteps outside the bathroom. It must be the guard, he thought, coming to make sure that everyone was out of the building. He stood silently, waiting for the door to open. It remained closed and the footsteps died away in the hall. For some reason the guard had not bothered to check the men’s room.


  After a few minutes the boy walked out into the hall and looked both ways without seeing the guard. He walked back to the Egyptian room. As he entered it, another buzzer went off, bursting into loud, insistent calls which followed one another at short intervals before falling into silence. The museum was closing for the night, had perhaps already closed. For a moment he felt frantic with the desire to run to the entrance and plead with the guards to let him out. He would tell them he had fallen asleep, and they would let him out onto the street where people were strolling along the sidewalk, chatting with one another, where he could hear the sound of human voices. He remained standing beside the glass case full of scarabs. He was sweating. He was not ashamed of his fear. Any of those people on the street would be frightened in his position. Any of them. He thought of movies he had seen about people who remained overnight in haunted houses, of how they turned old overnight, walked out into the morning sunlight with wrinkled faces and gray hair. It would not do to dwell on that.


  The guards would be bound to find him, and then he would be in worse trouble than he had ever experienced. Skipping school would be nothing compared to getting caught in a museum after hours. There had to be a camera somewhere in the room. He remembered the times when he had been sitting in the Egyptian room alone and had suddenly felt that someone was watching him, that eyes were staring at him. He looked along the line where the walls met the ceiling, but could find no camera. But surely they must count the tickets. That was it; they counted the tickets and compared them with the number of people who left the building, and if there was an extra ticket they knew that someone was still inside, hiding or perhaps trying to get out.


  The boy lay down on the bench. When they came for him he would act as if he had been asleep, and they would think it was merely an accident and let him out He stretched out stiffly on the slatted bench, his arms straight down at his sides and his feet close together as if bound by cloth. He closed his eyes and kept them shut as long as he could. He wanted very much to open them again, but he would not let himself go. Every few minutes his eyes opened themselves and stared around in fear, but then he forced them to close again. He lay there waiting for them to come for him, to shake him and tell him to follow them to the door and the sidewalk and the people walking up and down.


  They did not come. The boy lay there for what seemed a lifetime, and nobody came for him. When he sat up he could tell from the light of the windows that the sun was very low in the sky. The coffin of the princess stood in shadow to the waist, and the mummy lay entirely in shadow. The boy wanted to shout at the top of his voice, to call for help, to let them know that he was imprisoned inside the museum alone. He mouthed the words of frightened supplication silently, keeping the sound inside his chest where it had always been.


  In a little while the frenzy of his need to communicate died down, and his mind grew relatively calm again. After all, he had chosen this test himself. If he could keep silent through the night, he would never have to talk again; he would be a man. He forced down the remnants of his terror, forced himself to remain seated on the bench looking straight ahead as the sun settled onto the horizon.


  He watched the shadows crawl slowly up the body of the princess. Inch by inch her golden costume died away. Her small breasts sank into shadow, and her narrow shoulders. The darkness moved slowly up her long, graceful neck, and within half an hour her head had been submerged in the obscurity which covered the lower half of the room. As the sun sank below the horizon its last rays fell on the face of the king. His face seemed alive in the gleam of the dying sun, the strong lines of his chin highlighted in its reddish glow. His thin lips were set in a sardonic smile at a world which he did not need. The golden cobra rose upright from his forehead, hooded and ready to strike. The eyes of the king were powerful, cruel, penetrating. They seemed flecked with sparkling points of gold. The boy wanted to approach the king, to examine those golden points, but he did not move. He was immobilized, transfixed by the last gleam of light on the cobra and on the eyes of the king. It would only be a few minutes now until night. There was no sound in the museum and the world had grown silent now. With the rigid, gloomy dignity of a princess of the Nile, the boy sat in the slowly lengthening shadows of the lonely room, waiting for the darkness to envelop him.


  



  A FLY ONE by Steve Sneyd


  



  Steve Sneyd is an author whose work has been extensively published in the amateur press, but who has only recently begun to sell to professional markets. With the lively growth of the small press—fanzines, semi-prozines, “little magazines”—over the last decade, there are quite a few writers at this stage, waiting like hungry wolves outside the professional ranks. Few have amateur press credentials to rival Sneyd’s, whose poetry and short stories have appeared in such publications as Whispers, Fantasy Tales, Space and Time, The Diversifier, Shadow, Copper Toadstool, Gargoyle, and many others—in the United States, Britain, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, Eire, Italy and Germany. His credits also include ten chapbooks—one a horror novella, the others poetry. Britain’s new science fiction magazine, Ad Astra, has published one of his stories this year, so the apprenticeship may be over.


  Sneyd was born in 1941 in Maidenhead, Berkshire, and since 1969 he has been employed as an advertising features copy writer for the Manchester Evening News. He presently lives in Huddersfield, West Yorkshire, “where Robin Hood was buried and Caractacus was betrayed and the Luddites’ famous hammer, Enoch, is still preserved, unsung, in a dusty case in the local museum.”


  



  Strange and rather horrible how nature sometimes supplies just the right cliché to suit a situation, as if to say, “You little men are so blind you need everything made simple.” Like here. Her hair was not scarlet nor brown nor russet. It was a dull, lifeless red-brown. The color of dried blood. Considering the terrible injuries that had brought about her death, she looked surprisingly intact on the slab. The face was not touched, of course; that had a lot to do with it. The expression, under the unmarked smoothness like good soap, had a curious quality. There was a knowing slyness, as if long-held preconceptions were confirmed by the horror that had come on her. It was as if she were saying at the instant of her death, to parents, teachers, all elders, “You tried to tell me all along the world was sweet and good. But I knew: I knew what it was really like, and see, I’m right. I told you so.” This odd knowingness, masking any terror there had been, somehow made the death more awful—as if, I thought, me a tough copper with years to crust over like old cave stone, I should somehow have changed the world to golden fragrance just to prove her horrible cynicism wrong.


  She had been fourteen a month ago: her parents said so. I hated them, for some reason, even more than the murderer, whoever he was—and finding that out was our job, of course; as if it would do her any good, or change her opinion of us all, an opinion unchanged, I knew, by the sheet the mortuary attendant had now thrown over her, all necessary inspection complete, and would doubtless survive even the closing of the coffin lid on what the autopsy left, and maybe, rot withstanding, I thought, shivering against all logic, would face Christ and all angels at the last judgment with the same prematurely wise contempt for the hypocrisy of all grown-ups.


  Her father and mother, beneath a mask of cunningly choking tears, glittered, despite their obvious ingrained drabness, with the excited exultation of those to whom the role of witness, object of attention, focus of questions tempered with sympathy, had at last come. Years of watching the box tell them of real life, real stars, and now, by reaching out a strangling, devastating hand to one who had often sat next to them, the world had gifted them, as Premium Bonds or Pools transform the ordinary, with the survivors’ sense of superiority over one who till today sat next to them, and now is dead, and at one and the same time the joy of being the object of all the care the victim would have got had she lived, which foiled of her to spill on must still go somewhere.


  They made me sick.


  Still, emotions were not my job. Finding out who had killed Elizabeth Joy Manvers, after considerable sexual interference, was. I had better get on with it.


  The murder had puzzling features.


  The body found by two tadpole-seeking schoolboys, truants as one would expect in a working class area like this, lay in the center of a large area of waste growth. Rain the night before had turned its low furze and ratty grass to a sea of mud, yet no footprints, aside from those of the finders, not even the girl’s own, could be found within a hundred yards.


  Still, as son of a mother who tended to pay the coalman in kind behind the coalhouse door, the milkman likewise behind the kitchen door, and the insurance man, in deference to his superior social standing, in the spare bedroom, I am perhaps temperamentally less inclined to trust the sanctity of family life than the average member of the Great British Public.


  So I decided to start by ignoring Forensic’s boring air of defeatism (no flesh or hair under the fingernails, and the like)—and suspect in ever-widening rings as stones in a stagnant pool: family first, then neighbors, schoolmates and so throughout the neighborhood.


  Shifty and ratlike as her father was, aside from the times he tended to remember his role as Grieving Father and grew walrusly pompous, tearful and peevish at once, he unfortunately had an alibi: having won the Full House at the local Trades and Labour Club, and stayed to spend his winnings, forcing his free drinks on unwilling cronies, way past the period fixed for the girl’s death. A loudspeaker announcement interrupting Mabel on the organ had roused dozens of witnesses at the club, and noisy as they now were in the waiting room, their stories tallied.


  The girl’s brother was another kettle of fish.


  Tall, stupid, dressed in neo-Edwardian gear, blessed of several trivial convictions and one Borstal do for thieving, to say nothing of LOVE and HATE amateurishly tattooed by a poor artist across his knuckles, and I LOVE MUM and THE BOOT BOYS RULE in various frames of hearts, flowers and fists on his upper arm; he seemed promising. Especially as he would not or could not say where he’d been, taking refuge in “I was puddled. Anyway she was only a kid . . . she did naught but laugh at me, why should I ever notice her, the brat.”


  I showed him the new smooth polish on the station steps, with an old and well-tempered sergeant’s aid. Then rubbing his ribs as if they would go away, he talked. But all that came out was a dull confession of being involved in some childish affair of bashing an old man over the head with a bottle the same night, about the same time. I could hold him, and would, but knew with weary distaste that it was the truth. He lacked the imagination to make up such a story.


  Sounds of a disturbance at the desk distracted the thoughts I was trying to clarify with the aid of too many cigarettes and a sheaf of illegible notes that tiredness converted to hieroglyphics before my very eyes, even though they were my own scrawl. It had been a long day, from news of the body’s finding, to identification (why hadn’t they reported her missing before she had been gone a night and a morning both?), to the beginning of the search, to now, when all Blackpool Sands seemed to be lying stranded in my eyes.


  I rubbed them.


  The row of shouting and brawling continued.


  Just another drunk, probably some tedious incident any uniformed constable could make a perfect balls of with ease.


  Normally I would have ignored it. But, though it was hard to admit, with so terrible a case to face and deal with, I was bored. Yes, bored. Me, Vrczynski, that rare beast, a foreign-born high up in the Elmet Police Force, and high up because of my dedication to duty, never flagging, as they say. I was bored. The case seemed somehow pointless. No dreary words from some fried-up wig-headed judge, half-dead, half-senile, could bring the girl back to life, or cure the waste of her soft body.


  Yet conscience would not let me go home. So I compromised. I kept a dog and barked myself, this time—what I always swore not to do. I went out to see what went on.


  Chaos at the desk.


  A tangle of uniformed constables, towering above them the desk sergeant, clasping and shaking a figure impossible to make out in the heaving, a vignette of shouts, gasps, groans, curses. What one of my University-and-Hendon-Police College trained-upstart-cleverdick-London colleagues would have doubtless compared to the statue of Laocoon and his children fighting the sea monster.


  “Everybody freeze,” I shouted.


  There must be something peculiarly nasty about my voice; it worked the oracle. The constables leapt back and tried to look as if they were merely onlookers. The sergeant sheepishly deposited the struggling figure he held back on the floor, and even brushed him down a bit. The figure itself ceased writhing, kicking and ineffectively gouging and shrank into silence.


  “What’s this all about, sergeant?”


  “He came in here, sir, and started a disturbance.” The faintest trace of resentment in his voice at my interference.


  “What about?”


  “Something about how we must clear a way for him, he was anointed or something similar, sir. He was obviously drunk and disorderly and became violent when we tried to restrain him.”


  “What do you think about it, sergeant?”


  “I don’t know, sir.” In my army days we called that tone of voice insolence, and that looked that followed dumb insolence.


  The man was little, wartish, wart-nosed even. He was weathered, dirty, smelly at even this distance. Hair greasy black with cheap dye, raincoat stained in contrasting layers that fought and overlapped. String-tied trouser bottoms. It took me a minute or two of staring at the sniveling figure now rubbing various afflicted portions to realize what should have been obvious at first, so salient was it now that I noticed it.


  A hunchback.


  And the hump not just lumpy, but huge, camel-like.


  The eyes were red as if from crying or frenzy.


  And suddenly I knew I had to interrogate him.


  Doubtless your long-haired lefties’d say I found someone friendless and obviously subsocial to pin the Manvers job on. I prefer to think that a sort of cross-logical instinct, intuition, akin to perhaps what poets claim they feel, allowing them to make sudden leaps that join apparently disconnected information, had occurred. (One poet I knew, I remembered irrelevantly, would have been, I’m sure, a better detective by far than I had he not been so busy abusing everybody on grounds his Art, the capital his own, entitled him to do just what he liked and they kept trying to stop him. I almost felt regret getting him sent down for five for living on immoral earnings.) This character, this horrid little Quasimodo, triggered off similar fire-rocket processes in my mind: Guy Fawkes Day all over again.


  “All right, I’ll take care of this. Put him in Cell 15. I’ll see him when I’ve had a cup of tea. Oh, and get his tie, belt and laces.”


  “No tie, sir, and no laces.” The sergeant’s resentment clearly redoubled as I continued interfering.


  And then I knew what had hit me about this bubbleback. No laces because no shoes. On his feet, shapeless masses of what looked like pullovers in plastic bags.


  No footprints this bird’d leave, no more than if he flew in vulture-style from a great height. I was sure now. Now to get the facts, or the confession, that proved it.


  The canteen tea was vile, somehow dieselish. I scarcely tasted it, mind busy with framing, then rejecting approaches to the questioning.


  In the cell, I sent the guardian constable, young and obviously affected by the man’s smell, out for cigarettes. “I can deal with him, constable—don’t worry, I’m not senile yet.” A scared half-smile from the constable, and he went. The door clanged.


  Humpy looked at me oddly sideways, like a cat in a rabbit trap, wondering if the farmer will have enough sense to see, and free, what he’d caught. And I abandoned right there my whole planned patient-wearing-down approach. This creature would only respond to directness, as animals do.


  “Why did you kill her?”


  He looked up, there was a pause that perhaps made fifteen seconds and felt like days. And then he spoke, and every muscle in my body relaxed at once. I had won.


  “I had to, I needed virgin blood, don’t you see?” As if to an idiot.


  “Why dirty her?”


  His manner suddenly changed, becoming at once confiding and condescending, like a lecturer in some Poly winning over a class. “It was a logical problem. I had to be sure she was a virgin, but in the process I had to make sure I didn’t spoil her virginity else the blood’ve been useless. I think I did very well. I must have or it wouldn’t have worked.”


  “What wouldn’t?”


  “The spell I found in the old book to cure me.”


  “Cure you?”


  “I said that because you’re too stupid to understand. To break the chrysalis and let me enter the next stage. In an hour I’ll be complete and free and no one’ll ever laugh at me again. That’s why I wanted to be here where there’d be no fools to interfere while I was helpless.”


  “Helpless?”


  “Yes, soon, when the splitting begins. Can I trust you? You keep guard. You have brain enough to realize what I mean to mankind.” He moved suddenly and I clenched my fist, but all he did was tear off that horrid flasher’s raincoat, then moved at a speed that seemed to accelerate as I watched, a patched and leather-elbowed tweed jacket, filthier still, a dirty shirt, and a string vest, and turned to show his hump. “Protect me and you’ll see a miracle,” he said, lying face down on the stone floor of the cell, and seeming instantly then to go to sleep.


  The hump was wrinkled, almost walnut-like. And seemed to be oddly cracked, as if by some unhealed scar. As I watched what seemed small pustules of green ichor erupted, like a broken kneecap I had once had as a child, that swelled the more after the old school teacher made me run with it, calling me, “Girl, crybaby” when I screamed with pain.


  Things happened fast after that.


  I’d like to think it was for the Manvers girl’s sake I did what I did, and not for my career’s. But who can ever be sure on such debatable points, and who beside me will ever know or care anyway. He is in an asylum for the criminally insane until this day, still cursing me for stopping Superman from becoming what he should be.


  Some strange defiance made me hang the trophies on the wall of my den. They are curling now, brown and dropping, my choice of alcohol as a preservative, borrowed from Forensic, doubtless a bad one. Occasionally friends ask me where I got them, and what they are. I answer them, “You tell me,” to the second question, and for the first say a curio stall down Portobello Road that was gone the next Saturday when I went to question the proprietor further, furtive and brownly foreign among his plastic elephant tusks. Benares trays and curious Victorian books of Illustrated Correspondence Journals.


  The stall did exist, mind you, but those dried, those horrid wings, are what I tore from the killer’s back even as they began to sprout, still soft and unformed, out of what till then had passed merely as a hump.


  



  NEEDLE SONG by Charles L. Grant


  



  Charles L. Grant writes, “I was born and raised and still live in northwestern New Jersey (so much for wanderlust). The two brief moments I spent out of state were in college (Trinity, CT, from 1960-1964) and in Vietnam (as an MP in Qui Nhon, from 1968-1970).” Not surprisingly, Grant makes use of New England locales for much of his fantasy writing—most notably the mythical western Connecticut town of Oxrun Station, a well-to-do bedroom community fully as sinister with its modern terrors as the eldritch horrors of Lovecraft’s decaying town of Arkham. This underscores Grant’s approach to horror fiction: he is an innovator; he abhors the traditional elements of haunted houses, vampires, werewolves and ghostly apparitions. To be sure, Grant does indeed write supernatural horror; however, his visitants are decidedly not holdovers from the Victorian era, but are very much creatures of this day and age—malevolent forces all the more frightening because they are a part of our world.


  Grant’s first story was published in 1968, but it was not until the mid 1970s that his writing career took off, and he was able to leave nine years of teaching in public high schools and turn to writing as a full-time profession. In addition to his short fiction, he has written science fiction novels, The Ravens of the Moon, horror novels, The Hour of the Oxrun Dead, The Sound of Midnight, and has edited several anthologies, Nightmares and the Shadows series of original horror stories from Doubleday—to list only some of his titles.


  



  In a living room, pieces of sparse and battered furniture had been formed into a square so that, in her darkness, the old woman could find them, avoid them without the tap of her probing white-tipped cane. There were neither rugs on the floors nor pictures on the walls, and only a single shapeless lamp. No matter the day or the weather, she always wore the same dress, an oddly shapeless garment whose colors had seemed dead for centuries. Her hair was decades long, braided and coiled into a silver basket around the top of her head; and her face and arms and thin, strong legs were shadowed with ancient wrinkles.


  But, as she sat at her piano, her hands glided out from long, laced sleeves, and they were beautiful.


  



  Eric sat quietly on the family room floor, his short legs pulled up tight in awkward Indian fashion, his back resting stiffly against the dark-oak paneling that covered the walls to the ceiling. His hands, as pinkly puffed as the rest of him, were folded in his lap, and for a moment he smiled, thinking of how his teacher would approve. Caren lay on the overstuffed couch, her white blond hair sifting down over her face. One hand dangled almost to the floor, and when, in her sleep, she whimpered once, it jerked up to her cheek, touched, and fell again. He was tempted to wake her but didn’t want to move, didn’t want to whisper. The slightest sound might spoil the battle, might make him miss the music, and then it would be too late.


  He stared instead at the walls and the pictures there of his father’s favorite game birds. Then he tried to count the floor’s black-and-white tiles; but his eyes blurred and he had to shake his head to clear his vision. A fly, perhaps the last of the year, darted across the room, swerved toward him, and made him duck. Automatically, his hands unclenched, remembered, and settled again. His knees ached where he had scraped them the day before. Caren sighed.


  Through the two windows above the couch he could see the brown-edged leaves of a ribbon of flowers his mother had planted along the front of the house. They had been green once, like all the others in the neighborhood; watered, dusted with aerosol sprays, and caressed with eyes that loved and appreciated them. By stretching very slightly he could see beyond the single row of faded bricks that separated the garden from the lawn. The grass was hidden, but he knew it was dying anyway, a perfect camouflage for the leaves that sailed from the elms and willows.


  I wish I knew what I was doing, he thought as he lowered his gaze to Caren again. I never killed anyone before. But I guess it’s got to be done or she’ll kill us all first. I know it. I know she will.


  Visions of his parents, of Caren’s, of all the others, lying in the street like so much discarded trash.


  Visions of television shows, of movies, of twisted evil women burning at the stake and laughing, having their heads cut off and their mouths stuffed with garlic, fading to corpse-gray dust at the first touch of daylight.


  Visions, and it was all supposed to be make-believe, and the witch, vampire, werewolf wounds just makeup that washed off with soap.


  A strong gust of wind drummed twigs against the windows, and Caren moaned softly in her sleep. As she rolled over onto her back, Eric wondered if he should have talked to some of the others. But he knew most of them would have been too frightened to do anything but call for their mothers. In fact, Caren was the only one who believed all that he said and was the only one who was willing to join in the fight.


  Maybe, he thought, we’re both a little nuts. Even in the stories, vampires only drink blood.


  But his father, he recalled, had been complaining about things called deterioration, depreciation and plummeting values just before he had been hospitalized; and perhaps if Eric understood it more he might be convinced that this was what was killing the street, and all the other streets in all the other towns. He frowned, scratched at his chin and rhythmically, lightly, thumped his head back against the wall. Maybe. And maybe his father was so involved in just being an adult that he couldn’t see what was real anymore. That’s what Caren had said after her spaniel puppy had been killed by a driver who hadn’t even bothered to stop to say he was sorry.


  Murder.


  The word popped into his mind unbidden.


  “Eric,” Caren had said that afternoon, “we can’t just break into the house and kill her. How can you kill her?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe we can find a gun somewhere, knock her out and, I don’t know, cut off her head or something.”


  “You’re being silly.”


  “Kids kill people all the time. I see it on the news at night”


  “Big kids,” she said, pulling nervously at her hair. “We’ll have to think of something else."


  “Like what?”


  “I don’t know, but we’ll think of something.”


  He shifted to ease the discomfort creeping up his back, then rubbed his palms against his thighs. The sun went down unwatched, and the windows went briefly black before reflecting the single light from the floor lamp near the steps. He stretched his legs straight out ahead of him, and his heels squeaked on the tiles. Caren jumped, swung her legs to the floor, and sat up.


  “It’s okay,” he said, grateful for the chance to get to his feet "Nothing’s happened yet. Do you want to sleep some more?”


  “No,” and her voice was younger, smaller than the size of her years. “Do you think she’ll do it tonight? It hasn’t been regular for a long time.”


  Eric shrugged, stretched up to his toes so he could see the house across the street “Her light is still on.”


  “It always is. Even in the day.”


  “You want something to drink? I think Mom left some pop in the kitchen for us.”


  “No,” she said. “I don’t want to leave here, not yet Maybe we should call Jackie and see if she can come over, too.”


  “She’s always crying, Caren. She can’t help. Besides, she’s too young to understand. We have to do it alone.” He placed his hands on his hips, a gesture his father used to indicate finality. “Do you think you can remember enough good things?”


  Caren nodded, rubbing at her eyes, then began swinging her legs. The room seemed large with shadows in the corners, but neither of them made a move to turn on the lights embedded in the white ceiling. Instead, they stared at the backless clock on the far wall and willed the hands to sweep to nine.


  Caren marked the seconds by tapping a nail against her palm.


  Eric wondered why no one else knew.


  



  The fingers that rested on the piano keys were like ten wings of five sleeping hummingbirds, and they were slender and long. They hesitated, as if undecided about waking up and what to do when they did. The ivory was yellowed in blotches and stains, but the velvet-coated hammers were young and deep blue. The old woman breathed deeply to draw in what she felt, assimilated it and translated it to the language of the wings that fluttered now, darted and glided, a polka and waltz; and from the depths of the piano the music came back.


  



  Hawthorne Street was a community unto itself, and no one who lived there would have had it any other way. Along its entire length, all families were neighbors and all children friends. The seasons were shared with garden-hose batons, snow-blower basso; pets roamed freely, and every yard but one had a hole in its hedge for the passing of gossip. Tree houses sprouted, sidewalks were chalked, but the unofficial leader was Eric because his home faced the unlucky Number 136. Of all the houses on the street, only this one could not keep a family; three in less than two years, not because it was haunted, but because the people were not able to penetrate the tightly meshed lives of everyone else.


  Then, Eric remembered, came last September, and the smallest moving van he had ever seen pulled into the ragged blacktop driveway and unloaded one odd-angled piano a disturbingly deep black, one polished cedar hope chest that took three men to carry, one graying wicker chair slightly unstrung and a bench of burnished copper. He and Caren had loitered on the curb waiting for signs of children or pets but there was nothing else in the van and after one of the men had relocked the front door, it pulled away and did not return.


  A week passed, and suddenly Caren had pounded on the front door, dragged Eric into the street. In Number 136, in the dirt-streaked picture window, were wine-red curtains. A light glowed behind them, and no one ever saw it go off. Four days more to a Saturday waiting for autumn, and an old, very old woman, appeared on the front lawn. She sat like a weathered totem in the wicker chair, her head covered by a sunhat whose brim dropped to her shoulders. She did nothing but sit. Watch. And sit until dark. Repeated every day until November’s cold drove her inside.


  One by one, or in reassuring groups, the children passed by, waving, and receiving no response. Eric had been the only one with nerve enough to call her a greeting, but only a breeze moved.


  “I think she’s blind,” he said to Caren on the way to school just before the Thanksgiving holiday.


  “Deaf, too,” she said, grinning, receiving a grin in return.


  And though they pestered their parents daily, they could get no satisfactory answers about the odd woman’s origins, her designs, why she never invited anyone in for tea, or cookies and pop.


  She became, simply, the Old Lady, and a superstition instantly born prevented any of the younger children from passing her house on her side of the street.


  And then, one cold and snow-ready night, when Hawthorne Street stayed home and huddled, richly, front of fieldstone fireplaces and gleaming Franklin stoves, the music began. Precisely at nine o’clock, the November chill was warmed by glittering sparks that sifted through windows and doors and startled the people who heard.


  Hey, a circus, Eric thought, running to the living room to look up and down the street.


  Hey, Mom, Caren had called, there’s one of those guys with the monkey and the thing that you turn.


  There was a lullaby, a love song, memories of dance bands, carnivals and boardwalk calliopes on a hot August night


  For thirty minutes to the second before it stopped, and the notes fell like powdered snow to vanish into the ground.


  “Eric?”


  He spun around, blinking, then glaring at Caren’s silent laugh.


  “What’s the matter, did I scare you?”


  “Not me,” he said. “You kind of just snuck up on me, that’s all. What’s the matter? You need something, or something?”


  “I was thinking about the time she came,” and she shivered an aggravated chill, making him laugh. “Remember the time we tried to sneak a look through the back window, and Jackie started sneezing because of her hay fever, and we didn’t stop running until we must have got all the way to the park?”


  “I wasn’t scared then, either.”


  “I didn’t say you were, silly.”


  “Then why’d you have to say all that? Don’t we have enough troubles?”


  “I was just trying to remember, Eric, that’s all.”


  “Okay, I’m sorry, but you’d better save it. I think I can feel it coming.”


  Remember, he thought in disgust. Just like a girl to waste time remembering when we got things to do more important. And what good would it do asking for things to be the way they were anyway?


  Throughout that winter, it seemed as if what rainbows there were had all spilled into a vast shimmering pot called Hawthorne Street, and all on the heels of the music.


  Caren’s brother was accepted into a European university with full scholarship honors; Eric discovered he had a natural talent for musical instruments, and horns in particular, and his teacher told him in all honesty that he would someday be famous: Jackie Potter’s family won a state lottery and planned a trip across the country during Easter vacation; and there seemed nothing at all wrong in standing by the front window and listening to the piano drawing them closer, stirring their emotions while it accompanied snow onto the lawns, ice onto puddles, and guided the wind to cradle dead leaves softly into the gutters. The snowmen were bigger, the snow forts more elaborate and Eric’s father came home twice with promotions and once with a car big enough to hold thousands.


  Eric scrubbed his cheeks dryly. It was no good remembering things like that because it wasn’t that way anymore, and it was all because of a vampire witch who sucked them dry with her music.


  It was April when the weekly concerts stopped, and while most of the people worried for awhile, no one thought to visit the old woman to see if there was anything wrong. It was as if the children’s superstition had been universally accepted, and when Eric suggested they try again to sneak a look into the Old Lady’s house, Caren became angry and told him to leave the poor thing alone.


  In May, a fire destroyed the oldest house on the street; Caren’s brother was arrested for possession of drugs and assault with a deadly weapon; and Eric’s grandfather died in the guest room, in his sleep. New grass was planted, was washed away during three consecutive storms that knocked out power for three days, flooded every waterproof cellar and uprooted a maple that was reputed to have been planted by the town’s original settlers.


  Caren’s puppy was killed.


  Eric’s father was forced out of work and into a hospital bed by a series of massive heart attacks.


  The elms rotted from the inside, and the willows crawled with worms that soon stopped their weeping.


  The music came again, at odd hours for nearly a week, stopped just as abruptly, and what grass was left began dying in the middle of a shower.


  All the houses needed painting, gardens weeding and red brick shaded to brown.


  Something had been taken away, something was missing, but few people cared, fewer still knew.


  “Hey, listen, if you’re going to sleep, I’m going home.”


  Eric grinned stupidly. He was sitting against the wall again, and his head felt stuffed with cotton like a baby’s toy.


  “I thought we weren’t supposed to be thinking yet.”


  “Okay, I’m sorry again,” he said, crossing the room to sit with her on the couch. “I just can’t help it.”


  “I know what you mean. Do you . . . do you think we can fight her?"


  He looked at her carefully before nodding,


  “What if we’re wrong?”


  “We’re not, I told you.”


  “Then let’s get going.”


  The music. It came at them through the dead leaves and grass and age-bent trees. The melody varied, wavered, changed.


  “Maybe we should put cotton in our ears or something.”


  “Eric, I’m frightened.”


  There was a sliver of a tear in the corner of her eye, and he looked away to avoid seeing it slither down her satin cheek. “Don’t be,” he said. “Just remember that time we put the snake in Mrs. Green’s desk.”


  “That was dumb.”


  “It was funny, remember?” He turned back, Insistent, a hand reaching to grab her shoulder before it pulled away. “It was funny,” he repeated slowly, and took a breath to laugh.


  “Sort of,” she said, hinting a smile, “but not as much as the picnic we went on with the Potters. Remember how you kept falling on your fat face in that sack race thing? I thought you were going to start digging holes with your nose.”


  The music, searching for crevices in their conversation, cracks in their memories.


  Eric giggled, clamped a hand over his mouth, then leaned back and filled the room with high-pitched laughter.


  “You . . .” he said, gulping for air. “You on that stupid pony. You should have seen your face when the saddle fell off.”


  Caren winced. “Well, it hurt, dope. Hey, remember the Christmas your father made me that doll? And your mother made all her clothes? I still have it, you know. Of course, I’m too old to play with it, but I like to look at it now and then.”


  “Good,” Eric said, jumping onto the couch to look out the window. “Hey,” he shouted, “what about the time we found the bird in the yard.”


  “Robin!”


  “Right! Remember how we used the eyedropper to feed it until it learned to fly?”


  “A cat could have eaten it,” Caren said, shuddering.


  “Yeah, but we saved it!”


  Eric clambered to the floor and improvised an impatient dance while he slapped at his sides to jog loose more memories, anything at all he could throw at the music.


  “Wait a minute,” Caren said. “What about the time we went to the beach that summer? You won me an elephant at the stand.”


  He stopped, almost choking in his desperation to find more words. “Nothing to it,” he said finally. “Those bottles are easy to knock down.”


  



  Her hands stopped, and she pushed herself away from the keyboard. Carefully, with the measured steps of the practiced blind, she crossed the bare floor to the old chest and opened it. With deliberate care she pulled out what was once a large black square of satin. It was covered now, except for one small corner, with colors that danced, sang in harmony and laughed; never blending, capturing light, repelling a tear.


  



  “Eric . . .”


  “Hey, remember . . .”


  “Eric, it’s finished!”


  He blinked, listened, heard nothing, and let his small chest sag in relief.


  “Hey,” he said proudly, “we aren’t so little, are we?”


  



  She sat on the bench facing the red curtains. Methodically she arranged the satin across her knees, touching each thread-line that led to the corner. A needle sharp with use glinted in her right hand, and a single web of many lights dropped from its eye into a plain brown sack at her feet. Then her eyes seemed to clear, and she waited, poised, humming arcane tunes to herself and the chest that was filled to the brim with bright on dark.


  



  “You probably think you’re pretty smart,” Caren said.


  “Sure am. It was my idea, wasn’t it? I put it all together and figured out that the Old Lady was taking away all our happiness with that music we were hearing, didn’t I? And that’s what was making all the bad things happen, right?”


  “Well . . .”


  “. . . and didn’t I say that we had to show her that we were still doing all right anyway? And now that we did, she'll move away and never come back because we were too much for her. We beat the music.”


  “Well, it’s done now,” she said and grinned.


  “Sure is,” he said, grinning, wiping his forehead with his sleeve.


  



  The needle shimmered, dipped, ready to extend the rainbow.


  



  “When’s your mother coming home from the hospital?”


  “I don’t know. She said she was going to look in on someone, I don’t know who, on her way back.”


  They stared at each other across the room, then gathered In air and screeched it out in a victory yell that shattered all their doubts. Eric fetched two cans of pop, opening one and immediately pouring it over Caren’s head.


  “I told you I was right, and I was, right?”


  Caren grabbed for the other can, but he ducked away. “So what?” she said, laughing. “Nobody’s going to believe us. They don’t know she was some kind of a witch thing.”


  “What do you care?” he shouted, leaping onto the couch to avoid her grasp. “We’re still heroes. And everything will be all right, you’ll see.”


  



  The needle darted.


  



  “One of these days,” he said, “I'm going to be the world’s best trumpet player, and you can come to my opening and tell everyone you know me.”


  “No thanks,” she said. “You look like an elephant with that horn in your mouth.”


  He laughed, leapt over the arm. But he wasn’t fast enough to escape Caren’s hand, and in a minute the second container of pop was emptied over his head, and Caren, for good measure, rubbed it in like shampoo.


  “I don’t care,” he shouted. “I don’t care!”


  



  The corner was nearly finished. She hummed, knowing her fingers would stop in just a minute. Then tie. Bite. And she gathered the cloth to her chest and breathed deeply the musty mausoleum odor of the house. Then she dropped the spectrumed satin into the chest with the others. One day, she thought, she would sew herself a new dress of a thousand colors and be young again. But there was one more town . . .


  She locked the chest with a pass of her hand.


  And the light went out.


  



  “Hey, we’d better clean this up before your mother gets home.”


  Eric looked at the still bubbling pop spilled all over the tiles and he nodded. His arms felt leaden, his legs began to stiffen, and the stuffing in his head wouldn’t go away. Caren prodded him again, and he ran toward the stairs, didn’t hear her warning yell until it was too late. His foot slid in one of the puddles and in trying to wave his arms to keep his balance, he pitched face forward into the corner with the lamp.


  Caren paled when he finally turned around, groaning, and she screamed when he dropped his hands from his face and smeared all the blood that ran from his lips.


  



  ALL THE BIRDS COME HOME TO ROOST by Harlan Ellison


  



  One of those unwritten rules seems to be that an editor should never include more than one story by a given author in an anthology or issue of a magazine (unless, of course, under the cover of a pseudonym). In the history of DAW’s Year’s Best Horror Stories, only twice before has an author placed two stories in a single volume, Ramsey Campbell and Brian Lumley having accomplished this in Series II (although it should be pointed out that DAW’s Series II was actually a selection of stories from Sphere Books’ Year’s Best Horror Stories II and III, Campbell and Lumley each having a story in both of these British editions). Presumably an anthology of “the year’s best” should above all other considerations strive to present just that.


  Harlan Ellison has written two of the year’s best horror stories from 1979.


  



  He turned onto his left side in the bed, trying to avoid the wet spot. He propped his hand against his cheek, smiled grimly and prepared himself to tell her the truth about why he had been married and divorced three times.


  “Three times!” she had said, her eyes widening, that familiar line of perplexity appearing vertically between her brows. “Three times. Christ, in all the time we went together, I never knew that. Three, huh?”


  Michael Kirxby tightened the grim smile slightly. “You never asked, so I never mentioned it,” he said. “There’s a lot of things I never bother to mention: I flunked French in high school and had to work and go to summer school so I could graduate a semester late; I once worked as a short-order cook in a diner in New Jersey near the Turnpike; I’ve had the clap maybe half a dozen times and the crabs twice—”


  “Ichhh, don’t talk about it!” She buried her naked face in the pillow. He reached out and ran his hand up under her thick chestnut hair, ran it all the way up to the occipital ridge and massaged the cleft. She came up from where she had hidden.


  That had been a few moments ago. Now he propped himself on his bent arm and proceeded to tell her the truth about it. He never lied; it simply wasn’t worth the trouble. But it was a long story, and he’d told it a million times; and even though he had developed a storyteller’s facility with the interminable history of it, he had learned to sketch in whole sections with apocryphal sentences, had developed the use of artful time-lapse jumps. Still, it took a good fifteen minutes to do it right, to achieve the proper reaction and, quite frankly, he was bored with the recitation. But there were occasions when it served its purpose, and this was one of them, so he launched into it.


  “I got married the first time when I was twenty, twenty-one, something like that. I’m lousy on dates. Anyhow, she was a sick girl, disturbed before I ever met her; family thing, hated her mother, loved her father—he was an ex-Marine, big, good-looking—secretly wanted to ball the old man but never could cop to it. He died of cancer of the brain, but before he went, he began acting erratically, treating the mother like shit. Not that the mother didn’t deserve it . . . she was a harridan, a real termagant. But it was really outrageous; he wasn’t coming home nights, beating up the mother, that sort of thing. So my wife sided with the mother against him. When they found out his brain was being eaten up by the tumor, she flipped and went off the deep end. Made my life a furnace! After I divorced her, the mother had her committed. She’s been in the asylum over seventeen years now. For me, it was close; too damned close. She very nearly took me with her to the madhouse. I got away just in time. A little longer, I wouldn’t be here today.”


  He watched her face. Martha was listening closely now. Heartmeat information. This was the sort of thing they loved to hear; the fiber material, the formative chunks, something they could sink their neat, small teeth into. He sat up, reached over and clicked on the bed lamp. The light was on his right side as he stared toward the foot of the bed, apparently conjuring up the painful past; the light limned his profile. He had a Dick Tracy chin and deep-set brown eyes. He cut his own hair, did it badly, and it shagged over his ears as though he had just crawled out of bed. Fortunately, it was wavy and he was in bed: He knew the light and the profile were good. Particularly for the story.


  “I was in crap shape after her. Almost went down the tube. She came within a finger of pulling me onto the shock table with her. She always, always had the hoodoo sign on me; I had very little defense against her. Really scares me when I think about it.”


  The naked Martha looked at him. “Mike . . . what was her name?”


  He swallowed hard. Even now, years later, long after it was ended, he found himself unable to cleanse the memories of pain and fear. “Her name was Cindy.”


  “Well, uh, what did she do that was so awful?”


  He thought about it for a second. This was a departure from the routine. He wasn’t usually asked for further specifics. And running back through the memories, he found that most of them had blurred into one indistinguishable throb of misery. There were incidents he remembered, incidents so heavily freighted with anguish that he could feel his gorge becoming buoyant, but they were part of the whole terrible time with Cindy, and trying to pick them out so they would convey, in microcosm, the shrieking hell of their marriage was like retelling something funny from the day before to people who had not been there. Not funny. Oh, well, you’d have to have been there.


  What had she done that was so awful, apart from the constant attempts at suicide, the endless remarks intended to make him feel inadequate, the erratic behavior, the morning he had returned from ten weeks of basic training a day earlier than expected and found her in bed with some skinny guy from on the block, the times she took off and sold the furniture and cleaned out the savings account? What had she done beyond that? Oh, hell, Martha, nothing much.


  He couldn’t say that He had to encapsulate the four years of their marriage. One moment that summed it up.


  He said, “I was trying to pass my bar exams. I was really studying hard. It wasn’t easy for me the way it was for a lot of people. And she used to mumble.”


  “She mumbled?”


  “Yeah. She’d walk around, making remarks you just knew were crummy, but she’d do it under her breath, just at the threshold of audibility. And me trying to concentrate. She knew it made me crazy, but she always did it. So one time . . . I was really behind in the work and trying to catch up . . . and she started that, that . . .” He remembered! “That damned mumbling, in the living room and the bedroom and the bathroom . . . but she wouldn’t come into the kitchen, where I was studying. And it went on and on and on . . .”


  He was trembling. Jesus, why had she asked for this? It wasn’t in the script.


  “And finally, I stood up and screamed, ‘What the hell are you mumbling? What the hell do you want from me? Can’t you see I’m busting my ass studying? Can’t you for Christ sake leave me alone for just five fucking minutes?’ ”


  With almost phonographic recall, he knew he was saying precisely, exactly what he had screamed all those years ago.


  “And I ran into the bedroom, and she was in her bathrobe and slippers, and she started in on me, accusing me of this and that and every other damned thing, and I guess I finally went over the edge and I punched her right in the face. As hard as I could. The way I’d hit some slob in the street. Hard, real hard. And then, somehow, I had her bedroom slipper in my hand and I was sitting on her chest on the bed, and beating her in the face with that goddamn slipper . . . and . . . and . . . I woke up and saw me hitting her, and it was the first time I’d ever hit a woman, and I fell away from her, and I crawled across the floor and I was sitting there like a scared animal, my hands over my eyes . . . crying . . . scared to death . . .”


  She stared at him silently. He was shaking terribly.


  “Jesus,” she said, softly.


  And they stayed that way for awhile, without speaking. He had answered her question. More than she wanted to know.


  The mood was tainted now. He could feel himself split—one part of him here and now with the naked Martha, in this bedroom, with the light low; another part he had thought long gone, in that other bedroom, hunkered down against the baseboard, hands over eyes, whimpering like a crippled dog, Cindy sprawled half on the floor, half on the bed, her face puffed and bloodied. He tried desperately to get control of himself.


  After some long moments, he was able to breathe regularly. She was still staring at him, her eyes wide. He said, almost with reverence, “Thank God for Marcie.”


  She waited and then said, “Who’s Marcie?”


  “Who was Marcie. Haven’t seen her in something like fifteen years.”


  “Well, who was Marcie?”


  “She was the one who picked up the pieces and focused my eyes. If it hadn’t been for her, I’d have walked around on my knees for another year . . . or two . . . or ten . . .”


  “What happened to her?”


  “Who knows? You can take it from our recently severed liaison; I seem to have some difficulty hanging on to good women.”


  “Oh, Mike!”


  “Hey, take it easy. You split for good and sound reasons. I think I’m doomed to be a bachelor . . . maybe a recluse for the rest of my life. But that’s OK. I’ve tried it three times. I just don’t have the facility. I’m good for a woman for short stretches, but over the long haul, I think I’m just too high-pressure.”


  She smiled wanly, trying to ease what she took to be pain. He wasn’t in pain, but she had never been able to tell the difference with him. Precisely that inability to penetrate his facade had been the seed of their dissolution. “It was OK with us.”


  “For awhile.”


  “Yeah. For awhile.” She reached across him to the nightstand and picked up the heavy Orrefors highball glass with the remains of the Mendocino Gray Riesling. “It was so strange running into you at Allison’s party. I’d heard you were seeing some model or actress . . . or something.”


  He shook his head. “Nope. You were my last and greatest love.”


  She made a wet, bratting sound. “Bullshit!”


  “Mmm. Yeah, it is a bit, ain’t it?”


  And they stayed that way, silently, for awhile. Once, he touched her naked thigh, feeling the nerve jump under his hand; and once, she reached across to lay her hand on his chest, to feel him breathing. But they didn’t make love again. And after a space of time in which they thought they could hear the dust settling in the room, she said, “Well, I’ve got get home to feed the cats.”


  “You want to stay the night?”


  She thought about it a moment. “No thanks, Mike. Maybe another night, when I come prepared. You know my thing about putting on the same clothes the next day.” He knew. And smiled.


  She crawled out of bed and began getting dressed. He watched her, ivory-lit by the single bed lamp. It never would have worked. But then, he’d known that almost from the first. It never worked well for an extended period. There was no Holy Grail. Yet the search went on, reflexively. It was like eating potato chips.


  She came back to the bed, leaned over and kissed him. It was the merest touch of lips and meant nothing. “Bye. Call me.”


  “No doubt about it,” he said; but he wouldn’t.


  Then she left. He sat up in the bed for a while, thinking that it was odd how people couldn’t leave it alone. Like a scab, they had to pick at it. He’d dated her rather heavily for a month, and they had broken up for no particular reason save that it was finished. And tonight the party, and he was alone, and she was alone, and they had come together for an anticlimax.


  A returning. To a place neither had known very well. A devalued neighborhood.


  He knew he would never see Martha again.


  The bubble of sadness bobbed on the surface for a moment, then burst; the sense of loss flavored the air a moment longer; then he turned off the light, rolled over onto the dried wet spot and went to sleep.


  



  He was hacking out the progression of interrogatories pursuant to the Blieler brief with one of the other attorneys in the office when his secretary stuck her head into the conference room and said he had a visitor. Rubbing his eyes, he realized they had been at it for three straight hours. He shoved back from the conference table, swept the papers into the folio and said, “Let’s knock off for lunch.”


  The other attorney stretched and musculature crackled. “OK. Call it four o’clock. I’ve got to go over to the 9000 Building to pick up Barbarossi’s deposition.” He got up and left.


  Kirxby sighed, simply sitting there, all at once overcome by a nameless malaise. As though something dark and forbidding were slouching toward his personal Bethlehem.


  Then he went into his office to meet his visitor.


  She turned half around in the big leather chair and smiled at him.


  “Jerri!” he said, all surprise and pleasure. His first reaction: surprised pleasure. “My God, it’s been . . . how long . . .?”


  The smile lifted at one corner: her bemused smile.


  “It’s been six months. Seem longer?”


  He grinned and shrugged. It had been his choice to break up the affair after two years. For Martha. Who had lasted a month.


  “How time flies when you’re enjoying yourself,” she said. She crossed her legs. A summary judgment on his profligacy.


  He walked around and sat down behind the desk. “Come on, Jerri, gimme some slack.”


  Another returning. First Martha, out of the blue; now Jerri. Emerging from the mauve, perhaps? “What brings you back into my web?” He tried to stare at her levelly, but she was on to that; it made him feel guilty.


  “I suppose I could have cobbled up something spectacular along the lines of a multimillion-dollar lawsuit against one of my competitors,” she said, “but the truth is just that I felt an urgent need to see you again.”


  He opened and closed the top drawer of his desk, to buy a few seconds. Then, carefully avoiding her gaze, he said, “What is this, Jerri? Christ, isn’t there enough crap in the world without detouring to find a fresh supply?” He said it softly, because he had said “I love you” to her for two years, excluding the final seven months, when he had said “Fuck off,” never realizing they were the same phrase.


  But he took her to lunch, and they made it a date for dinner, and he took her back to his apartment and they were two or three drinks too impatient to get to the bed and made it on the living-room carpet, still half-clothed. He cherished silence when making love, even when only screwing, and she remembered and didn’t make a sound. And it was as good or as bad as it had ever been between them for two years minus the last seven months. And when she awoke hours later, there on the living-room carpet, with her skirt up around her hips and Michael lying on his side with his head cradled on his arm, still sleeping, she breathed deeply and slitted her eyes and commanded the hangover to permit her the strength to rise; and she rose, and she covered him with a small lap robe he had pilfered from an American Airlines flight to Boston; and she went away. Neither loving him nor hating him. Having merely satisfied the urgent compulsion in her to return to him once more, to see him once more, to have his body once more. And there was nothing more to it than that.


  The next morning, he rolled onto his back, lying there on the floor, kept his eyes closed and knew he would never see her again. And there was no more to it than that.


  



  Two days later, he received a phone call from Anita. He had had two dates with Anita, more than two and a half years earlier, during the week before he had met Jerri and taken up with her. She said she had been thinking about him. She said she had been weeding out old phone numbers in her book and had come across his, and just wanted to call to see how he was. They made a date for that night and had sex and she left quickly. And he knew he would never see her again.


  And the next day at lunch at the Oasis, he saw Corinne sitting across the room. He had lived with Corinne for a year, just prior to meeting Anita, just prior to meeting Jerri. Corinne came across the room and kissed him on the back of the neck and said, “You’ve lost weight. You look good enough to eat.” And they got together that night, and one thing and another, and he was, and she did, and then he did, and she stayed the night but left after coffee the next morning. And he knew he would never see her again.


  But he began to have an unsettling feeling that something strange was happening to him.


  Over the next month, in reverse order of having known them, every female with whom he had had a liaison magically reappeared in his life. Before Corinne, he had had a string of one-nighters and casual weekends with Hannah, Nancy, Robin and Cylvia; Elizabeth, Penny, Margie and Herta; Eileen, Gail, Holly and Kathleen. One by one, in unbroken string, they came back to him like waifs returning to the empty kettle for one last spoonful of gruel. Once, and then gone again, forever.


  Leaving behind pinpoint lights of isolated memory. Each one of them an incomplete yet somehow total summation of the woman: Hannah and her need for certain words in the bed; the pressure of Nancy’s legs over his shoulders; Robin and the wet towels; Cylvia who never came, perhaps could not come; Elizabeth so thin that her pelvis left him sore for days; having to send out for ribs for Penny, before and after; a spade-shaped mole on Margie’s inner thigh; Herta falling asleep in a second after sex, as if she had been clubbed; the sound of Eileen’s laugh, like the wind in Aspen; Gail’s revulsion and animosity when he couldn’t get an erection and tried to go down on her; Holly’s endless retelling of the good times they had known; Kathleen still needing to delude herself that he was seducing her, even after all this time.


  One sharp point of memory. One quick flare of light. Then gone forever and there was no more to it than that.


  But by the end of that month, the suspicion had grown into a dread certainty; a certainty that led him inexorably to an inevitable end place that was too horrible to consider. Every time he followed the logical progression to its finale, his mind skittered away . . . that whimpering, crippled dog.


  His fear grew. Each woman returned built the fear higher. Fear coalesced into terror and he fled the city, hoping by exiling himself to break the links.


  But there he sat, by the fireplace at The Round Hearth, in Stowe, Vermont . . . and the next one in line, Sonja, whom he had not seen in years, Sonja came In off the slopes and saw him, and she went a good deal whiter than the wind-chill factor outside accounted for.


  They spent the night together and she buried her face in the pillow so her sounds would not carry. She lied to her husband about her absence and the next morning, before Kirxby came out of his room, they were gone.


  But Sonja had come back. And that meant the next one before her had been Gretchen. He waited in fear, but she did not appear in Vermont, and he felt if he stayed there, he was a sitting target and he called the office and told them he was going down to the Bahamas for a few days, that his partners should parcel out his case load among them, for just a few more days, don’t ask questions.


  And Gretchen was working in a tourist shop specializing in wicker goods; and she looked at him as he came through the door and she said, “Oh, my God, Michael! I’ve had you on my mind almost constantly for the past week. I was going to call you—”


  And she gave a small sharp scream as he fainted, collapsing face forward into a pyramid of woven-wicker clothes hampers.


  



  The apartment was dark. He sat there in the silence and refused to answer the phone. The gourmet delicatessen had been given specific instructions. The delivery boy with the food had to knock in a specific, certain cadence, or the apartment door would not be opened.


  Kirxby had locked himself away. The terror was very real now. It was impossible to ignore what was happening to him. All the birds were coming home to roost.


  Back across twenty-one years, from his twentieth birthday to the present, in reverse order of having known them, every woman he had ever loved or fucked or had an encounter of substance with . . . was homing in on him. Martha, the latest, from which point the forward momentum of his relationships had been arrested; like a pendulum swung as far as it could go; and back again, back, back, swinging back past Jerri and Anita, back to Corinne and Hannah, back, and Nancy, back, and Robin and all of them, straight back to Gretchen, who was just three women before . . .


  He wouldn’t think about it.


  He couldn’t. It was too frightening.


  The special, specific, certain cadence of a knock on his apartment door. In the darkness, he found his way to the door and removed the chain. He opened the door to take the box of groceries and saw the teenaged Puerto Rican boy sent by the deli. And standing behind him was Kate. She was twelve years older, a lot less the gamin, classy and self-possessed now, but it was Kate nonetheless.


  He began to cry.


  He slumped against the open door and wept, hiding his face in his hands, partially because he was ashamed but more because he was frightened.


  She gave the boy a tip, took the box and edged inside the apartment, moving Kirxby with her, gently. She closed the door, turned on a light and helped him to the sofa.


  When she came back from putting away the groceries, she slipped out of her shoes and sat as far away from him as the length of the sofa would permit. The light was behind her and she could see his swollen, terrified face clearly. His eyes were very bright. There was a trapped expression on his face. For a long time she said nothing.


  Finally, when his breathing became regular, she said, “Michael, what the hell is it? Tell me.”


  But he could not speak of it. He was too frightened to name it. As long as he kept it to himself, it was just barely possible it was a figment of delusion, a ravening beast of the mind that would vanish as soon as he was able to draw a deep breath. He knew he was lying to himself. It was real. It was happening to him, inexorably.


  She kept at him, speaking softly, cajoling him, prising the story from him. And so he told her. Of the reversal of his life. Of the film running backward. Of the river flowing upstream. Carrying him back and back and back into a dark land from which there could never be escape.


  “And I ran away. I went to St. Kitts. And I walked into a shop, some dumb shop, just some dumb kind of tourist-goods shop . . .”


  “And what was her name . . . Greta . . .?”


  “Gretchen.”


  “Gretchen. And Gretchen was there.”


  “Yes.”


  “Oh, my God, Michael. You’re making yourself crazy. This is lunatic. You’ve got to stop it”


  “Stop it? Jesus, I wish I could stop it. But I can’t. Don't you see, you’re part of it. It’s unstoppable, it’s crazy but it’s hellish. I haven’t slept in days. I’m afraid to go to sleep. God knows what might happen.”


  “You’re building all this in your mind, Michael. It isn’t real. Lack of sleep is making you paranoid.”


  “No . . . no . . . listen . . . here, listen to this . . . I remembered it from years ago . . . I read it . . . I found it when I went looking for it . . .” He lurched off the sofa, found the book on the wet bar and brought it back under the light. It was The Plague, by Camus, in a Modern Library edition. He thumbed through the book and could not find the place. Then she took it from him and laid it on her palm and it fell open to the page, because, he had read and reread the section. She read it aloud, where he had underlined it:


  “ ‘Had he been less tired, his senses more alert, that all-pervading odor of death might have made him sentimental. But when a man has had only four hours’ sleep, he isn’t sentimental. He sees things as they are: that is to say, he sees them in the garish light of justice—hideous, witless justice.’ ” She closed the book and stared at him. “You really believe this, don’t you?”


  “Don’t I? Of course I do! I’d be what you think I am, crazy . . . not to believe it. Kate, listen to me. Look, here you are. It’s twelve years. Twelve years and another life. But here you are, back with me again, just in sequence. You were my lover before I met Gretchen. I knew it would be you!”


  “Michael, don’t let this make you stop thinking. There’s no way you could have known. Bill and I have been divorced for two years. I just moved back to the city last week. Of course I’d look you up. We had a very good thing together. If I hadn’t met Bill, we might still be together.”


  “Jesus, Kate, you’re not listening to me. I’m trying to tell you this is some kind of terrible justice. I’m rolling back through time with the women I’ve known. There’s you, and if there’s you, then the next one before you was Marcie. And if I go back to her, then that means that after Marcie . . . after Marcie . . . before Marcie there was . . .”


  He couldn’t speak the name.


  She said the name. His face went white again. It was the speaking of the unspeakable.


  “Oh, God, Kate, oh, dear God, I’m screwed, I’m screwed . . .”


  “Cindy can’t get you, Mike. She’s still in the home, isn’t she?”


  He nodded, unable to answer.


  Kate slid across and held him. He was shaking. “It’s all right. It’s going to be all right.”


  She tried to rock him, like a child in pain, but his terror was an electric current surging through him. “I’ll take care of you,” she said. “Till you’re better. There won’t be any Marcie and there certainly won’t be any Cindy.”


  “No!” he screamed, pulling away from her. “No!”


  He stumbled toward the door. “I’ve got to get out of here. They can find me here. I’ve got to go somewhere out away from here, fast, fast, where they can’t find me ever.”


  He yanked open the door and ran into the hall. The elevator was not there. It was never there when he needed it, needed it badly, needed it desperately.


  He ran down the stairs and into the vestibule of the building. The doorman was standing, looking out into the street, the glass doors tightly shut against the wind and the cold.


  Michael Kirxby ran past him, head down, arms close to his body. He heard the man say something, but it was lost in the rush of wind and chill as he jammed through onto the sidewalk.


  Terror enveloped him. He ran toward the corner and turned toward the darkness. If he could just get into the darkness, where he couldn’t be found, then he was safe. Perhaps he would be safe.


  He rounded the corner. A woman, head down against the wind, bumped into him. They rebounded and in the vague light of the street lamp looked into each other’s faces.


  “Hello,” said Marcie.
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  He sat under the tree in the dark and stared at the illuminated stained-glass windows of the church. A few late arrivals were hurrying from the parking lot. A pair of high heels clicked up the sidewalk, the last of the faithful sounding off the final seconds. The door swung open, letting a shaft of light pierce the darkness, and then pneumatically hissed shut. The night service was beginning.


  “Praise God from whom all blessings flow,” the chant began, with the choir leading.


  He watched all this from the edge of the woods, in his usual Sunday-night seat. He stood and automatically wiped the pants of his new blue suit. It would be an hour now before the service would end and his mother would be back to pick him up.


  It was much darker under the trees and the pine-needle carpet muffled his footsteps. He could hear the whir of traffic on the highway beyond the church and a dog barking among the houses across the highway. The only nearby sounds were the twigs sharply protesting his steps.


  He moved deeper into the woods toward a small stream where he liked to pass the time. It wasn’t a great pleasure, sitting on the cool bank listening to the many sounds of the brook, but it was so much better than the inside of the glaringly lighted church.


  Going to church was the only social activity in the dreary village, and the main service in the morning was enough contact for most of the congregation. Many made their living from the poor soil and the rest worked at the nearby state prison. It was a simple, hard life, and most preferred to contemplate it in solitude.


  The eight-year-old boy dreaded the lonely Sunday ordeal, but he had stopped questioning his mother’s absence. He was shunned by the other church members and he knew it concerned his mother’s past and the father he never had. At times he sat through the sermon, but the fear and tension that traveled through the crowd as they listened to the red-faced preacher frightened him. He dimly grasped the teaching of an ever-present danger of hell and damnation, but his young mind sometimes rebelled and he sought the quiet forest.


  He could hear the breeze rustling the few remaining stubborn leaves. An occasional chill reminded him of the winter to come.


  “Are you lost?”


  The sudden voice shattered the quiet darkness and pricked the boy’s heart into a racing flutter. He turned quickly and stared upward at the looming silhouette. The figure knelt, seeming to telescope back to normal size after its early exaggerated hugeness.


  A round face, impossibly round, with eyes yielding space enough for several noses, although one was not immediately apparent in that vast area, leaned toward him. A mouth, large beyond belief as if it served double duty because of the minute nose, curved across the face like the world’s last river after all else has eroded to pale desert.


  “I say, are you lost, boy?”


  Clenching bits of twigs and crushed leaves in his fists, the boy attempted to answer, but for the moment could only stammer. The gibbous face nodded with lips stretching another inch in smile.


  “Where do you belong?”


  The boy found his voice at last but it sounded awkward. “The church. I was at church.” He pointed back over the hill from where the distant rumble of the preacher could still be heard working steadily toward the meat of the sermon.


  Heavy, deliberate laughter came slowly from the crouched figure, as if much more was imprisoned in the barrel chest but only a carefully measured portion was allowed to escape through those awful lips.


  “Slipped away from church, eh? Slipped away to the woods.” The man gazed about the dark forest. “Couldn’t stand to be cooped up, I’ll bet. I can understand that. You’d rather visit with me than listen to the preacher go at it. Well, you found a kindred soul. I can’t stand those Bible thumpers or close quarters either.”


  The man’s huge face seemed to blot out the small amount of night light that filtered through the trees. The boy tried to stand, but the man put a thick hand on his shoulder and held him firmly down.


  “Now where do you think you’re going?”


  The boy stared at the bulging forearm inches from his face. For a moment he seemed to be counting the coarse black hairs that with the movement of the breeze appeared to be crawling along the arm.


  “I have to go back now. They’ll be missing me.”


  The man laughed again. “No, son, you’ve made your choice. They wanted you and instead you came here to me and here you’ll stay. I can’t let you go now. We haven’t got to know each other. I didn’t ask for you, but maybe you can be of help.” He tightened his grip on the boy’s shoulder. “I hope so, I really hope so.”


  All of the boy’s suspicions were aroused. A terrible possibility occurred to him. When he spoke, his voice was tiny, made small by fear.


  “Who are you? What can I do?”


  The man settled himself, facing the boy, and moved his hand to grip a leg just above the ankle. “You tell me, boy. Who do you think you’ve found here in the woods?”


  His leg felt like a small rope in the man’s grip, but the boy spoke his heart “I think you’re the Devil.” He trembled again. “I skipped church and you got me.”


  The last words were drowned in the man’s laughter, louder this time. “The Devil!” He chuckled again. “I like that. You figure that out all by yourself in a minute of seeing me when it’s taken others quite some time before they called me by that name.”


  He shook the boy’s leg. “What do you think of this outfit?”


  The boy stared closely at the man’s clothing for the first time. He could see a loosely fitting white shirt and pants with a faded blue strip along the legs. The dark shape of a pistol butt protruded from the waistline. “That’s like what they wear at the state prison.”


  The man shook the leg in congratulations. “Right again. You are a wonder, boy. I’ve been in there visiting friends.” The laughter returned. “Yes, sir, I was just visiting with some good old buddies of mine who followed in my steps. Just visiting.”


  He leaned closer to the tiny figure. “But there comes a time to leave and my time came. As enjoyable as the company was to me, you can’t expect me to stay there a lifetime. Sure you can’t but others might have different ideas. So here I am moving along at night and running into you.


  “Now as to your help, boy. Well, I don’t know right offhand but it will come. It will come. You keep real quiet and let’s look at this church you left to find me.”


  The man retained a tight clasp on one arm, but he let the boy lead him to the edge of the forest. They stared across a lake of asphalt that surrounded the church. The light from the stained-glass windows revealed only a few dozen cars huddled close to the building. Sunday evening services were attended only by the elderly, the newly converted and a handful of the always faithful.


  It was hard for the boy to believe that minutes earlier he had purposely left such a safe warm place. He wanted to cry, but his fright was beyond tears. His small brow wrinkled with effort as he sought to radiate promises of everlasting goodness in the future for a bit of help in the present.


  The man squatted beside him while the strangely emotional voice from inside the church washed over them unheard. Even when the man spoke an inch from his ear, the boy could not look at him.


  “A pretty little church. Pretty. Not too large, but large enough for the faithful in a town this size. And large enough for me to find what I need to leave this place forever. I see some stairs there in the back, my boy. Do you know where they lead?”


  The boy thought for a moment. “It’s a little room for the singers, the choir. That’s where they put on their robes.”


  The man tightened his grip on the boy’s arm. “Perfect. Exactly as I thought, but it needed you to be sure. A nice little choir room where they ready themselves to sing thanksgiving. Do you remember seeing ladies’ pocketbooks there? Purses, boy, where they keep their money and car keys?”


  When the boy nodded, the man embraced him quickly before turning the child to face him directly. Inches apart, the boy could not see both the man’s eyes without turning his head. The breath from the wormlike lips was overpowering. He quivered in the man’s arms ready to faint, but the man shook him to attention.


  “Now listen carefully, boy, for your life depends on you hearing and obeying what I’m about to ask of you.” He turned his head slightly toward the church, as if to keep one eye there while the other remained tightly on the boy’s white features. “Think of a lady in that choir, sitting just now behind the preacher, her hands in her lap waiting for the next hymn to be sung. Think of one in particular for me, boy, one who drives a nice big car you couldn’t help but remember.”


  The man turned the boy back to face the knot of cars. “Maybe she drives that green one there or the black one next to it. Just pick out one that belongs to some nice lady you’re certain is in the choir.”


  The boy thought for a moment before answering. “The black one. The big one. It belongs to the lady who plays the organ. But she dresses with the singers too.”


  “That will do nicely, boy. She doesn’t have to sing. I’ll sing for both of us for miles and miles. Now you, my little friend, must slip across to the church, up those stairs, and find the organ lady’s purse. Don’t try to bring it all back. All I need are the keys. Her little fold of money would be a nice present, but that’s just a suggestion. The keys are the thing.”


  The boy could not think. His mind swam with indecision while his body ached to curl on the ground and rest.


  The man shook him with impatience. “You’ve got to do it! If you don’t, I’ll send you to hell in a minute and you’ll never see your dear mother again. Ah, what we do to little boys when we get them there! But I don’t want to frighten you with that. Do this for me and I’ll let you go back. You’re a tough little one, I could see that right off, and smart. A little girl I wouldn’t trust with this job. But you can do it and live to tell about it. The time you helped the Devil himself.”


  He turned the boy to face him again and that wide mouth folded into a line of determination. “You see this pistol, don’t you, boy? Yes, I knew you had. As sure as I’m the Devil himself, I can pop your little skull with this gun and send you to hell right now.”


  Tears blurred the boy’s vision but he wiped them on his sleeve. “I’ll do it. Just let me do it and go away. I won’t ever skip church—”


  The man interrupted. “Now that’s all right. You do this little thing for me and you’ll have the Devil behind you. Just don’t bang about and get yourself caught. No excuses. If you don’t come back, I’ll carry you away to where the sun never shines and little boys cry for all eternity.”


  After one final look at that terrible smile the boy lunged from the forest toward the church. He could hear the low laughter over the soft padding of his feet and the quick gasps of his lungs. The wind cut through his thin clothing to damp skin, chilling him thoroughly. He felt no relief as the distance from the strange awful man increased. The terrible, lonely responsibility was worse than the grip of certain death.


  He hesitated a second at the bottom of the steps, listening under the preacher’s loud exhortations for the sounds of other adults. Hearing none, he climbed quickly and slipped into the small room. Coats, sweaters, and hats dotted a score of folding metal chairs. He found the purses grouped together in a corner. It took just a moment to find the one he sought, a green leather one large enough to hold a small dog. A frantic digging uncovered the keys and he was quickly out the door and down the stairs.


  He stopped at the edge of the woods, unable to see the man in the darkness. After a few tentative steps he listened carefully, but could hear only the night sounds of the forest. Relief was a moment from flooding his mind when he turned slightly and his eyes focused on the man sitting just to one side of the path. The boy was more shaken by the silent discovery than he would have been from a sudden gesture or noise. For an eternity of seconds they stared at each other without movement. The boy raised an arm, unclasped a fist, and displayed the keys.


  A long even row of teeth appeared in the dark face. “Ah, the keys. Well done, my boy, well done. Now we must give them a try. And quickly, for this silence no doubt means the prayer at the end of the sermon. That leaves a verse or two of hymn, a benediction and then swift, sure-discovery of your little theft.”


  He rose and stepped to the boy’s side. “Perhaps we’ll be lucky and a few lost ones will choose this moment to step down the aisle and prompt another verse or two.”


  “I can’t go with you. You said if I—”


  The man grabbed the boy by both arms. “Now, now. I know what I said. Just come with me to the edge of town. If I free you now, your hallelujahs might embarrass me in front of the congregation.”


  The man tucked the boy under his arm and his free arm kept all screams and cries from escaping. As they crossed the parking lot, the boy, half choked and dazed with fear, ceased to struggle.


  The car started easily and the man edged it slowly away from the church toward the highway. In a few moments the town was behind them and the man sighed with noise and apparent relish.


  He watched the edges of the highway carefully. “Need a little road—a nice quiet road for us to conclude our deal.”


  The boy stirred in the front seat as the car left the highway and bounced in the ruts of a dirt road. His eye fell on the black grip of the pistol peeking out from the loose clothing, and a desperate hope was born. The man did not stop until the road ended at the ruins of a burned homestead. A bleached chimney tottered over the weeds.


  The man turned toward the boy and sighed again. “You know, I make a pretty poor Devil. Up till now I’ve done my best with the role.” He shook his head. “But I have to admit temptation came my way at last. I mean, boy, I was actually tempted for a moment to let you go.”


  The boy crouched in a corner as far from the massive figure as possible. His fright was bottled up and put away. His body tingled with alertness. One small hand slipped from a jacket pocket and crawled along the seat.


  When he spoke, the boy didn’t recognize his own voice. “You promised.”


  The man suppressed a laugh. “Sometimes I promise too much, boy. I did threaten to send you to hell.” The dark figure moved across the seat. “But since you were such a good little fellow, I’ll send you to heaven instead.”


  At the movement the boy deftly snatched the pistol and pointed it at the massive head. He saw the startled look on that hideous face as his finger searched for the trigger that was not there. Not understanding, he jerked back against the window, and in the moonlight stared with horror at the crudely carved piece of wood, covered with black shoe polish. The same moonlight gave him one final glimpse of that wide awful smile.
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“I've always thought that the short
story was the ideal format for spooky fiction.
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Books remains true to the tradition.
THE YEAR'S BEST HORROR STORIES anthology
seems destined to become as important
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and imaginative fertility in a field which
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So wrote Don Hutchison in his review of the
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favorite writers as:
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