GALLERY OF HORROR

by
CHARLES L. GRANT

| NTRODUCTI ON

More years ago than | care to renenber, | used to spend every Saturday
afternoon at the Lincoln Theater in Kearny, New Jersey, joining ny
friends in an escape from school, the weather, parents, homework, and
anyt hi ng (or anyone) else that tended to smack of chil dhood' s worst
Monst er - bei ng responsi bl e (ot herwi se known as acting your age, or
growing up). It was, at the tine, quite natural to substitute for this
Monster a delightful clutch of others-the werewol f, the vanpire, the
ghost, the banshee, the thing in the cellar, the thing in the attic.
More often than not my friends and | would | eave the theater |aughing,
wal ki ng stiff-legged or pretending we were wearing |ong bl ack capes and
fanging the girls wal ki ng by.

But as sure as cartoon follows first feature, there was al so ."Qaturday
night. 1In bed. Al one. Sleeping the sleep of the innocent unti
somet hi ng woke me up. Wke ne up so hard, in fact, that | had a hard
time going back to sleep; and often | would require the soothing
services of nmy parents to assure ne that | would, indeed, see the next
dawn.

You woul d think that years of this would have cured me of Karl of f

and Lugosi and Zucco and all the others, but it didn't. And it didn't
nny n either, though no one would admt to the

ni ght mares that foll owed the Saturday matinee. The only thing we did
know was: they were fun. Not in the dreaming, but in the retelling.

After all, that's why we went to those films in the first place-to get
scared then, and to get scared again later

Since then the Monster has gotten ne, for the nost part. | have grown
up, | have accepted some neasure of responsibility here and there, and
do, on occasion, act ny age (whatever the hell that means).

On the other hand, | also wite' and edit books like this, ones that if
all goes well will give their readers a good dose of the chills, the
shudders, and the outright shrieks now and then. After all, if the

truth be known, we haven't grown up all that much; the fears we have now
aren't the same as they were when we were children, but they' re fears
just the same. They nake our pal ns sweat, they give us nightmares, and
they're sometines powerful enough to alter our characters.

They are now, as they were then, real
So why read about then?

Because this book you can put down, walk away from close with a slamin
the sure know edge that all of the horrid things happening to the people
in these pages can't happen to you. What's on these pages doesn't

exi st.

| still think they're fun to flirt with, however, to give in to now and
again, and if they hit closer to home than they woul d have when we were
kids, well, that's the nightmare risk, isn't it? That's where the fun



cones in.

And to be sure that these witers haven't wasted their tinme, they ask
only one thing of you (aside froma shadow roomand a cold wind and a
pane that rattles unnervingly in the sash): just as watching a filmwth
two dozen graphic and full-color nurders tends to nunb the mind and
produces little nore than yawns, reading twenty or nore stories at a
clipis dulling, and ultimtely disappointing. It doesn't make any
difference to the authors gathered here how fast the traffic is going
out on your street; all they ask is for a fair chance to do to you what
you want themto-horrify, terrify, or just give you a dose of squirmng
anxi ety.

These stories are variously graphic, quiet, oriented toward the
supernatural, aimed at the psychol ogical; sone are bludgeons and sone

are razors; some will ask you for nore work than others, and sone will
do their work nmore than once-like the shock of a virulent poison
entering your system. . . and the aftertaste that |ingers.

Al'l, however, are in the business of recordi ng ni ghtnares.

And sooner or later you just mght hit one of yours.

O course, as long as the lights work, and as long as you don't really
not for a mnute believe in any of this stuff, it won't matter to you at
all. That chil dhood Monster has gotten hold of you and transfornmed you,
and you can handl e nost anything these days, especially stories that do
nothing nore than nibble a little at your inmagination, tug a little at

t he shadows you were sure were bani shed when the sun cane up

Sure you can

Sl eep wel .

CHARLES L. GRANT Newt on, New Jersey

Sonet hi ng Nasty

Adults seemto find wondrous delight in tornenting the young to
experi ences before they "grew up,” or it may be sonething el se,

somet hi ng wor se-sonet hi ng basi c.

and coaut hored dozens of books ranging fromthe nacabre to the
thrills of sports car racing to his biography of Steve McQueen. He
has also witten screenplays for television and film anong them
Burnt O ferings and Trilogy O Terror

"Have you had your shower yet, Janey?"

ther's voice frombelow stairs, drifting smokily up to her, barely
audi bl e where she lay in her bed.

Louder now, insistent Janey! WIIl you ans

She got up, cat-stretched, wal ked into the hall, to the |anding, where



her nother coul d hear her 'y in .

"But | told you that Uncle Gus was coning over this afternoon.™
"I hate him" said Janey softly.

"You're muttering. | can't understand you." Frustration. Anger and
frustration ." Come down here at once."

When Janey reached the bottom of the stairs her nother's inage was
rippled. The little girl blinked rapidly, trying to clear her watering
eyes.

Janey's nmother stood tall and ampl e-fl eshed and fresh-snelling above her
in a satiny sunmer dress.

Momy al ways | ooks ni ce when Uncle Gus is coning

"Why are you crying?" Anger had given way to concern
"Because, " said Janey.

"Because why?"

"Because | don't want to talk to Uncle Gus."

"But he adores you! He cones over especially to see you."

"No, he doesn't," said Janey, scrubbing at her cheek with a small fist
" He doesn't adore nme and he doesn't cone specially to see e .

He conmes to get noney from Daddy."

Her mot her was shocked ." That's a terrible thing to say!"

"But it's true. Isn't it true?"

"Your Uncle Gus was hurt in the war. He can't hold down an ordi nary
job. W just do what we can to help him™"

"He never liked nme," said Janey ." He says | mmke too much noise. And
he never lets me play w th \Wiskers when he's here.”

"That's because cats bother him He's not used to them He doesn't

like furry things." Her nother touched at Janey's hair. Soft gold ."

Remenber that nouse you got |ast Christrmas, how nervous it nade him
Renmenber ?"

"Pete was smart," said Janey ." He didn't |ike Uncle Gus, sane as ne."

"M ce neither like nor dislike people,"” Janey's nother told her

"They're not intelligent enough for that."
Janey shook her head stubbornly ." Pete was very intelligent. He could
find cheese anywhere in nmy room no natter where |I hid it."

"That has to do with a basic sense of snell, not intelligence,"” her
nmother said ." But we're wasting tinme here, Janey. You run upstairs,
t ake your shower and then put on your pretty new dress. The one with



red pol ka dots."
"They're strawberries. It has little red strawberries on it."

"Fine. Now just do as | say. Qus will be here soon and | want ny
brother to be proud of his niece.”

Bl onde head down, her small heels dragging at the top of each step
Janey went back upstairs.

"I"'mnot going to report this to your father," Janey's nother was
sayi ng, her voice dinmming as the little girl continued upward ." "1l
just tell himyou overslept."

"I don't care what you tell Daddy," nurnured Janey. The words were s in
a way er room

Daddy woul d bel i eve anything Momry told him He always did

Sonetimes it was true, about oversleeping. It was hard to wake up from
her afternoon nap. Because |Iput off going to sleep. Because | hate it.
Along with eating broccoli, and taking colored vitamn pills in little

ani mal shapes and seeing the dentist and going on roller coasters.
Uncl e Gus had taken her on a high, scary roller coaster ride |ast

summer at the park, and it had nmade her vomt. He liked to upset her
frighten her. Mnmy didn't know about all the tines Uncle CGus said
scary things to her, or played nmean tricks on her, or took her places
she didn't want to go.

Mommy woul d | eave her with himwhile she went shopping, and Janey

absol utely hated being there in his dark old house. He knew the dark
frightened her. He'd sit there in front of her with all the lights out,
telling spooky stories, with sick, awful things in them his voice oily
and horrible. She'd get so scared, listening to him that sonetinmes
she'd cry.

And that made himsmle.

"Qus. Always so good to see you!"

"H, Sis."

"Cnon inside. Jims puttering around out back sonewhere. |'ve fixed
us a nice lunch. Sliced turkey. And | nade some cornbread."

"So where's ny favorite niece?"

"Janey's due down here any second. She'll be wearing her new dress-j ust
for you."
" Well, now, isn't that nice."

She was watching fromthe top of the stairs, lying flat on her stonach
so she woul dn't be seen. It made her sick, watching Monmy hug Uncle Gus
that way, each tine he cane over, as if it had been years between
visits. Wy couldn't Monmmy see how nmean Uncle Gus was? All of her
friends in class saw he was a bad person the first day he took her to
school. Kids can tell right away about a person. Like that nmean ole



M. Kruger in geography, who nmade Janey stay after class when she
forgot to do her honmework. All the kids knew that M. Kruger was awf ul
Why does it take grownups so long to know things?

Janey slid backwards into the hall shadows. Stood up. Tinme to go
downstairs. In her playclothes. Probably nmeant she'd get a spanking
after Uncle Gus left, but it would be worth it not to have to put on her
new dress for him Spankings don't hurt too nuch. Worth it.

"Well, here's ny little princess!" Uncle Gus was lifting her hard
in swng around in the air. He set her down with a thunp. Looked at

her with his big cruel eyes ." And where's that pretty new dress your
Mommy told ne about ?"

- "It got torn," Janey said, staring at the carpet ." | can't wear it
t oday. "

Her nmot her was angry again ." That is not true, young |ady, and

you know it! | ironed that dress this nmorning and it is perfect." She

poi nted upward .
that dress!™

You march right back upstairs to your room and put on

"No, Maggie." Qus shook his head ." Let the child stay as she is .

She | ooks fine. Let's just have lunch." He prodded Janey in the stomach
." Bet that little tumy of yours is starved for sone turkey."

And Uncle CGus pretended to | augh. Janey was never fool ed; she knew real
| aughs from pretend | aughs. But Mommy and Daddy never seened to know
the difference.

Janey's nmother sighed and smiled at Gus ." Al right, I'Il let it go
this time-but | really think you spoil her."

"Nonsense. Janey and | understand each other." He stared down at her

Don't we, sweetie?"

Lunch was no fun. Janey couldn't finish her mashed potatoes, and she'd
just nibbled at her turkey. She could never enjoy eating with her uncle
there. As usual, her father barely noticed she was at the table

He didn't care if she wore her new dress or not. My took care of her
and Daddy took care of business, whatever that was. Janey could never
figure out what he did, but he left every day for sone office she'd
never seen and he nmade enough money there so that he always had sonme to
give to Uncle Gus when Mommy asked himfor a check

Today was Sunday so Daddy was home with his big newspaper to read and
the car to wax and the grass to trim He did the sane things every
Sunday.

Does Daddy | ove ne? | know that Momry does, even though she spanks ne
sometines. But she always hugs nme after. Daddy never hugs ne. He buys
me ice cream and he takes ne to the novies on Saturday afternoon, but |
don't think he | oves ne.

VWhi ch is why she could never tell himthe truth about Uncle CGus .



He' d never listen.
And Monmmy just didn't understand.

After lunch, Uncle Gus grabbed Janey firmy by the hand and t ook her
into the back yard. Then he sat her down next to himon the big wooden
SWi ng.

"I'"ll bet your new dress is ugly," he said in a cold voice.

"I's not. It's pretty!"

Her disconfort pleased him He |eaned over, close to her right ear ."
Want to know a secret?"

Janey shook her head ." | want to go back with Momry. | don't I|ike
bei ng out here."

She started away, but he grabbed her, pulling her roughly back onto the
swing ." You listen to me when | talk to you." Hs eyes glittered
going to tell you a secret. About yourself."

"Then tell ne.

He grinned ." You've got sonething inside."
"What' s that nean?"

"It neans there's sonething deep down inside your rotten little belly.
And it's alivel"

Huh?" She blinked, beginning to get scared.

"A creature. That lives off what you eat and breathes the air you
breat he and can see out of your eyes." He pulled her face close to his .

"Open your nouth, Janey, so | can look in and see what's |iving down
there! "

"No, | won't." She attenpted to twi st away, but he was too strong
"You're lying! You're just telling me an awful lie! You are!™
"Open wide." And he applied pressure to her jawwith the fingers of his

right hand. Her nouth opened ." Ah, that's better. Let's have a | ook
" He peered into her nouth ." Yes, there. | can see it now"

She drew back, eyes wide, really alarned ." What's it |ike?"

"Nasty! Horrid. Wth very sharp teeth. Arat, I'd say. O sonething
like a rat. Long and gray and plunp."

"I don't have it! | don't!"

"Ch, but you do, Janey." His voice was oily ." | sawits red eyes
shining and its long snaky tail. 1It's down there all right. Somnething
nasty."

And he laughed. Real, this tine. No pretend |augh. Uncle GQus was
havi ng hinsel f sone tin.

I''m



Janey knew he was just trying to scare her agai n-but she wasn't
absol utely 100 percent sure about the thing inside. Maybe he had seen
sormet hi ng.

"Do. . . any other people have . . . creatures . . . livingin
t hen®?"

"Depends,” said Uncle Gus ." Bad things live inside bad people

Nice little girls don't have them™

I'mnice!"

"Well now, that's a matter of opinion, isn't it?" H's voice was soft and
unpl easant ." If you were nice, you wouldn't have something nasty living
i nsi de. "

"I don't believe you," said Janey, breathing fast ." How could it be
real ?"

"Things are real when people believe in them" He |lit a | ong black

cigarette, drew in the snmoke, exhaled it slowy .
of voodoo, Janey?"

Have you ever heard

She shook her head.

"The way it works is-this witch doctor puts a curse on sonmeone by naking
a doll and sticking a needle into the doll's heart. Then he |eaves the
dol| at the house of the man he's cursed. Wen the man sees it he
becomes very frightened. He nakes the curse real by believing init."
"And t hen what happens?"

"Hi s heart stops and he dies."

Janey felt her own heart beating very rapidly.

"You're afraid, aren't you, Janey?"

"Maybe . . . alittle.”

"You're afraid, all right." He chuckled ." And you should be-with a
thing like that inside you!l"

"You're a very bad and wi cked man!" she told him tears nisting her
eyes.

And she ran swiftly back to the house.

That night, in her room Janey sat rigid in bed, hinrs.

He liked to cone in late after dark and curl up on the coverlet just
under her feet and snooze there until dawn. He was an easy-goi ng,
gray- and- bl ack housecat who never conpl ai ned about anything and al ways
delivered a small "neep" of contentnment whenever Janey picked himup for

some stroking. Then he would begin to purr.

Toni ght Whi skers was not purring. He sensed the harsh vibrations in the



room sensed how upset Janey was. He quivered uneasily in her arnmns.

"Uncle Gus lied to nme, didn't he, \Wiskers?" The little girl's voice was
strained, uncertain ." See She hugged the cat closer

"Not hi ng' s down there, huh?"
And she yawned her nouth wide to show her friend that no ratthing |lived
there. |If one did, ole Whiskers would be sticking a paw inside to get

it. But the cat didn't react. Just blinked slitted green eyes at her

I knew it," Janey said, vastly relieved ." If | just don't believe it's
in there, then it isnt."

She slowy rel axed her tensed body nuscl es-and Wi skers, sensing a
change, began to purr-a tiny, soothing notorized sound in the night.

Everything was all right now No red-eyed creature existed in her

tumy. Suddenly she felt exhausted. It was late, and she had schoo
t orror r ow.

Janey slid down under the covers and cl osed her eyes, releasing
Whi skers, who padded to his usual spot on the bed.

She had a lot to tell her friends.

It was Thursday, a day Janey usually hated. Every other Thursday her
not her went shopping and left her to have lunch with Uncle Gus in his
bi g spooky house with the shutters closed tight against the sun and
shadows filling every hallway.

But this Thursday would be all different, so Janey didn't m nd when her
not her drove off and left her alone with her uncle. This tinme, she told
hersel f, she wouldn't be afraid. A giggle.

She m ght even have fun

When Uncl e Gus put Janey's soup plate in front of her he asked her how
she was feeling.

"Fine," said Janey quietly, eyes down.

"Then you'll be able to appreciate the soup.” He sniled, trying to | ook
pleasant ." It's a special recipe. Try it."

She spooned some into her nouth.
"How does it taste?"
"Ki nda sour."

@Qus shook his head, trying some for himsell "Umm. . . delicious."
He paused ." Know what's in it?"

She shook her head.

He grinned, leaning toward her across the table ." It's ow -eye soup
Made fromthe dead eyes of an ow. Al mashed up fresh, just for you."



She | ooked at himsteadily .
Qus?"

You want ne to upchuck, don't you, Uncle

"My goodness no, Janey." There was oiled delight in his voice ." | just
t hought you'd like to know what you swal |l owed. "

Janey pushed her plate away ." |I'mnot going to be sick because | don't
beli eve you. And when you don't believe in something then it's not
real ."

@Qus scowl ed at her, finishing his soup

Janey knew he planned to tell her another awful spook story after |unch
but she wasn't upset about that. Because.

Because there wouldn't be any after lunch for Uncle CGus.
It was tinme for her surprise.

"I got something to tell you, Uncle Gus."

"So tell me." His voice was sharp and ugly.

"Al'l my friends at school know about the thing inside. W talked about
it alot and now we all believe init. It has red eyes and it's furry
and it smells bad. And it's got lots of very sharp teeth.”

"You bet it has," Qus said, brightening at her words ." And it's al ways
hungry. "

"But guess what," said Janey .
it's inside you!"

Surprise! It's not inside me, Uncle Cus

He gl ared at her That's not funny, you little bitch. Don't try to
turn this around and pretend that

He stopped in nid-sentence, spoon clattering to the floor as he stood up
abruptly. His face was flushed. He nade strangling sounds.

"It wants out," said Janey.

@Qus doubl ed over the table, hands clawing at his stomach ." Cal
call a. . . doctor!" he gasped.

"A doctor won't help," said Janey in satisfaction .
now. "

Not hi ng can stop it

Janey followed himcalmy, munching on an apple. She watched him
stagger and fall in the doorway, rolling over on his back, eyes wld
wi th panic.

She stood over him | ooking down at her uncle's stomach under the white
shirt.

Sonet hi ng bul ged there.
Qus screaned.

Late that night, alone in her room Janey held Wi skers tight against



her chest and whispered into her pet's quivering ear
"Mommy's been crying," she told the cat ." She's real upset about what
happened to Uncle Gus. Are you upset, Whiskers?"

The cat yawned, revealing sharp white teeth.

"I didn't think so. That's because you didn't |ike Uncle Gus any nore
than nme, did you?"

She hugged him." Wanta hear a secret, Whiskers?"

The cat blinked lazily at her, beginning to purr.

"You know that nean ole M. Kruger at school. . . . \Wll, guess
what ?" She smiled ." Me an' the other kids are gonna talk to him

t omor r ow about sonething he's got inside him" Janey shuddered
deliciously ." Something nasty!"

And she giggl ed.
Canavan's Back Yard

The best Dark Fantasy deals, as does any go od fiction, with the real,
the here and now, the world we all know, the difference, of course, is
the twist the witer gives what we thought we knew, what we thought we
were confortable with. That twi st doesn't have to be a jarring

one; it just has to make things ook only sliter
Joseph Payne Brennan is one of the Masters of Dark Fantasy,

beyond all doubt. H's short fiction has paved the way for all of us
working in the field today, and the follow ng story has wi thstood the
test of time to rightfully be called a cl assic.

first net Canavan over twenty years ago shortly after he had emi grated
from London. He was an antiquarian and a | over of old books; so he
quite naturally set up shop as a second-hand book deal er after he
settled in New Haven

Since his small capital didn't pernmit himto rent prenmises in the center
of the city, he rented conbi ned business and living quarters in an

i sol ated old house near the outskirts of town. The section was sparsely
settler, but since a good percentage of Canavan's busi ness was
transacted by mail, it didn't particularly matter

Quite often, after a norning spent at ny typewiter, | wal ked out to
Canavan's shop and spent nost of the afternoon browsing anong his old
books. | found it a great pleasure, especially because Canavan never
resorted to high-pressure nethods to nake a sale. He was aware of ny
precarious financial situation; he never frowned if | wal ked away
enpt y- handed.

In fact, he seened to wel cone ne for ny conpany alone. Only a few book
buyers called at his place with regularity, and | think he was often
| onely. Sometimes when business was slow, he would brew a pot

of English tea and the two of us would sit for hours, drinking tea and
t al ki ng about books.



Canavan even | ooked |ike an antiquarian book deal er-or the popul ar
caricature of one. He was snall of frane, somewhat stoop shoul dered,
and his blue eyes peered out from behind archaic spectacles with stee
rims and square-cut |enses.

Al though | doubt if his yearly incone ever matched that of a good
paper hanger, he managed to "get by" and he was content. Content, that
is, until he began noticing his back yard.

Behi nd the ranshackl e ol d house in which he lived and ran his shop,
stretched a | ong, desolate yard overgrown w th brambles and high

brindl e-col ored grass. Several decayed apple trees, jagged and bl ack
with rot, added to the scene's dismal aspect. The broken wooden fences
on both sides of the yard were all but swall owed up by the tangle of
coarse grass. They appeared to be literally sinking into the ground.

Al toget her, the yard presented an unusual ly depressing picture, and

of ten wondered why Canavan didn't clean it up. But it was none of ny
busi ness; | never nentioned it.

One afternoon when | visited the shop, Canavan was not in the front

di splay room so | wal ked down a narrow corridor to a rear storeroom
where he sonetinmes worked, packi ng and unpacki ng book shiprments. Wen
entered the storeroom Canavan was standing at the w ndow, | ooking out
at the back yard.

| started to speak and then for some reason didn't. | think what
stopped me was the | ook on Canavan's face. He was gazing out at the
yard with a peculiar intense expression, as if he were conpletely
absorbed by something he saw there. Varying, conflicting enotions
showed on his strained features. He seenmed both fascinated and fearful
attracted and repelled. When he finally noticed me, he al nost junped.
He stared at me for a nonent as if | were a total stranger

Then his old easy smile came back, and his blue eyes tw nkled behind the
square spectacles. He shook his head ." That back yard of mine sure

| ooks funny sometines. You look at it |ong enough, you think it runs
for mles!™”

That was all he said at the tine, and | soon forgot about it. | didn't
know t hat was just the beginning of the horrible business.

After that, whenever | visited the shop, | found Canavan in the rear

storeroom Once in a while he was actually working, but nost of the

time he was sinply standing at the wi ndow | ooki ng out at that dreary

yard of his.

Sonetimes he would stand there for minutes conpletely oblivious of ny
presence. Whatever he saw appeared to rivet his entire atten JOSEPH
PAYNE BRENNA

tion. H's countenance at these tinmes showed an expr fright

m ngled with a queer kind of pleasurable expectancy. Usually it was

necessary for me to cough loudly or shuffle nmy feet before he turned

fromthe w ndow.

Afterward, when he tal ked about books, he would seemto be his



old self again, but |I began to experience the disconcerting feeling that
he was nerely acting, that while he chatted about incunabula, his

t houghts were actually still dwelling on that infernal back yard.
Several tinmes | thought of questioning him about the yard, but
whenever words were on the tip of ny tongue, | was stopped by a

sense of enmbarrassment. How can one adnoni sh a man for | ooking

out of a window at his own back yard? What does one say and how

does one say it?

| kept silent. Later | regretted it bitterly.

Canavan's business, never really flourishing, began to dimnish

Wrse than that, he appeared to be failing physically. He grew nore
stooped and gaunt. Though his eyes never lost their sharp glint, |
began to believe it was nore the glitter of fever than the tw nkle of
heal t hy ent husi asm whi ch ani mat ed t hem

One afternoon when | entered the shop, Canavan was nowhere to

be found. Thinking he m ght be just outside the back door engaged in
some househol d chore, | |eaned up agai nst the rear w ndow and

| ooked out.

| didn't see Canavan, but as | gazed out over the yard | was swept

wi th a sudden inexplicable sense of desol ati on which seened to rol
over me like the wave of an icy sea. M/ initial inpulse was to pul
away fromthe w ndow, but sonething held me. As | stared out over
that mserable tangle of briars and brindle grass, | experienced what
for want of a better word | can only call cutiosily. Perhaps sone cool
anal ytical, dispassionate part of ny brain sinply wanted to discover
what had caused ny sudden feeling of acute depression. O possibly
sone feature of that wetched vista attracted nme on a subconsci ous

| evel which | had never permitted to crowd up into ny sane and

waki ng hours.

In any case, | remmined at the window. The Iong dry brown grass



wavered slightly in the wind. The rotted black trees reared notionl ess
Not a single bird, not even a butterfly, hovered over that bl eak
expanse. There was nothing to be seen except the stal ks of long brindle
"rass, the decayed trees, and scattered clunps of |ow growi ng briars.

Yet there was sonething about that particular isolated slice of

| andscape which | found intriguing. | think I had the feeling that it

I

presented some kind of puzzle, and, that if | gazed at it |ong enough
t he puzzle would resolve itsel

After | had stood looking out at it for a few mi nutes, | experienced the
odd sensation that its perspective was subtly altering. Neither the
grass nor the trees changed, and yet the yard itself seemed to expand
its dimensions. At first |I merely reflected that the yard was actually
much | onger than | had previously believed. Then | had an idea that in

reality it stretched for several acres. Finally, | becane convinced
that it continued for an interm nable distance and that, if | entered
it, I mght walk for mles and miles before | cane to the end.

| was seized by a sudden al nbst overpowering desire to rush out the back
door, plunge into that sea of wavering brindl e grass, and stride

strai ght ahead until | had discovered for myself just how far it did
extend. | was, in fact, on the point of doing so-when | saw Canavan.

He appeared abruptly out of the tangle of tall grass at the near end of
the yard. For at least a mnute he seened to be conpletely | ost

He | ooked at the back of his own house as if he had never in his life
seen it before. He was dishevel ed and obviously excited. Briars clung
to his trousers and jacket, and pieces of grass were stuck in the hooks
of his ol d-fashioned shoes. His eyes roved around w ldly; he seened
about to turn and bolt back into the tangle from which he had just

emer ged.

| rapped loudly on the wi ndow pane. He paused in a half turn, |ooked
over his shoulder, and saw me. Gadually an expression of normality
returned to his agitated features. Walking in a weary slouch, he
approached the house. | hurried to the door and let himin. He went
straight to the front display roomand sank down in a chair.

He | ooked up when | followed himinto the room." Frank," he said in a
hal f whi sper, "would you nmake sone tea?"

| brewed tea, and he drank it scaking hot w thout saying a word .

He | ooked utterly exhausted; | knew he was too tired to tell nme what had
happened.
"You had better stay indoors for a few days,"” | said as | left.

He nodded weakly, without |ooking up, and bade me good day.



When | returned to the shop the next afternoon, he appeared rested and
refreshed but neverthel ess nmbody and depressed. He made no nention of
the previous day's episode. For a week or so it seened as if he m ght
forget about the yard.

But one day when | went into the shop, he was standing at the rear
wi ndow, and | could see that he tore hinself away only with the greatest
reluctance. After that, the pattern began repeating itself with

regularity. | knew that that weird tangle of brindle grass behind his
house was beconi ng an obsessi on

Because | feared for his business as well as for his fragile health, |

finally remonstrated with him | pointed out that he was | osing
customers; he had not issued a book catalogue in nonths. | told him
that the tine spent in gazing at that witch's half acre he called his
back yard would be better spent in listing his books and filling his
orders. | assured himthat an obsession such as his was sure to
underm ne his health. And finally | pointed out the absurd and
ridicul ous aspects of the affair. |f people knew he spent hours in

staring out of his wi ndow at nothing nore than a mniature jungle of
grass and briars, they mght think he was actually nad.

| ended by bol dly asking himexactly what he had experienced that
aft ernoon when | had seen himcome out of the grass with a | ost
bewi | dered expression on his face.

He renmoved his square spectacles with a sigh ." Frank," he said, "I know
you mean well. But there's sonething about that back yardsone
secret-that 1've got to find out. | don't know what it is
exact | ynet hi ng about di stance and di nensi ons and perspectives, | think
so But whatever it is, |I've cone to consider it-well, a challenge. 1've
got to get to the root of it. |If you think I"'mcrazy, |I'"'msorry. But
"Il have no rest until | solve the riddle of that piece of ground.”

He replaced his spectacles with a frown ." That afternoon,” he went on

"when you were standing at the wi ndow, | had a strange and fri ghtening
experience out there. | had been watching at the wi ndow, and finally I
felt nmyself drawn irresistibly outside. | plunged into the grass with a

feelin of exhilaration, of adventure, of expectancy. As | advanced into
the yard, my sense of elation quickly changed to a nmood of bl ack
depression. | turned around, intending to cone right out-but I

couldn't. You won't believe this, | know -but I was lost! | sinply
lost all sense of direction and couldn't decide which way to turn. That
grass is taller than it |ooks! Wen you get into it, you can't see
anyt hi ng beyond it.

"l know this sounds incredible-but | wandered out there for an hour. The
yard seened fantastically large-it alnost seemed to alter its dinensions
as | moved, so that a large expanse of it lay always in front of ne.

must have wal ked in circles. | swear | trudged niles!"

He shook his head ." You don't have to believe me. | don't expect you
to. But that's what happened. Wen | finally found my way out, it was
by the sheerest accident. And the strangest part of it is that once
got out, | felt suddenly terrified without the tall grass all around ne

and | wanted to rush back in again! This in spite of the ghastly sense
of desol ation which the place aroused in ne.



"But 1've got to go back. |'ve got to figure the thing out. There's
somet hing out there that defies the laws of earthly nature as we know
them | nean to find out what it is. | think | have a plan and | nean
to put it into practice.”

Hs words stirred me strangely and when | uneasily recalled my own
experience at the wi ndow that afternoon, | found it difficult to dismss
his story as sheer nonsense. | did-half-heartedly-try to dissuade him
fromentering the yard again, but | knew even as | spoke that | was
wasting ny breath.

| left the shop that afternoon with a feeling of oppression and
f or ebodi ng whi ch not hi ng coul d renove.

When | called several days later, my worst fears were realizedCanavan
was m ssing. The front door of the shop was unl atched as usual, but
Canavan was not in th in every room

Finally, with a feeling of infinite dread, | opened the back door and
| ooked out toward the yard.

The I ong stal ks of brown grass slid against each other in the slight
breeze with dry sibilant whispers. The dead trees reared bl ack and
nmotionl ess. Although it was |ate sumer, | could hear neither the chirp
of a bird nor the chirr of a single insect. The yard itself seenmed to
be Ii stening.

Feel i ng somet hi ng agai nst nmy foot, | glanced down and saw a thick tw ne
stretching frominside the door, across the scant cleared space

i medi ately adj acent to the house and thence into the wavering wall of
grass. Instantly | recalled Canavan's nention of a "plan." H s plan, |
realized imredi ately, was to enter the yard trailing a stout cord behi nd
him No matter how he twi sted and turned, he nust have reason cord.

It seened |like a workable schene, so | felt relieved. Probably Canavan
was still in the yard. | decided | would wait for himto come out.
Perhaps if he wto roamaro ong enough, wi thout interruption, the place
would lose its evil fascination for him and he would forget about it.

| went back into the shop and browsed anmong the books. e end of an hour
| becane uneasy again. | wondered how | ong Canavan had been in the
yard. When | began reflecting on the old man's uncertain health, | felt
a sense of responsibility.

| finally returned to the back door, saw that he was nowhere in sight,
and called out his name. | experienced the disquieting sensation

that nmy shout carried no further than the very edge of that whispering
fringe of grass. It was as if the sound had been snothered, deadened,
nullified as soon as the vibrations of it reached the border of that
overgrown yard

| called again and again, but there was no reply. At length | decided
to go in after him | would follow along the cord, | thought, and
woul d be sure to locate him | told nyself that the thick grass
undoubtedly did stifle ny shout and possibly, in any case, Canavan m ght
be growing slightly deal

Just inside the door, the cord was tied securely around the leg of a



heavy table. Taking hold of the twine, | crossed of the house and
slipped into the rustling expanse of grass.

The going was easy at first, and | nmade good progress. As | advanced,
however, the grass stens becane thicker, and grew cl oser together, and
was forced to shove ny way through them

was no nore overwhelmed with the same bottonl ess sense of desol ation

whi ch | had experienced before. There was certainly something uncanny
about the place. | felt as if | had suddenly veered into another worl da
worl d of briars and brindle grass whose ceasel ess hal f-heard whi speri ngs
were sonehow alive with evil.

As | pushed along, the cord abruptly came to an end. dd ancing down, |
saw that it had caught against a thorn bush, abraded itself, and had
subsequently broken. Al though | bent down and poked in the area for
several minutes, | was unable to |locate the pie ic it had parted.
Probably Canavan was unaware that the cord had broken and was now
pulling it along with him

| straightened up, cupped ny hands to ny nouth, and shouted

My shout seemed to be all but drowned in ny -throat by that dismal al

of grass. | felt as if | were down at the bottomof a well, shouting
up.
Frowni ng with growi ng uneasi ness, | tranmped ahead. The grass stal ks

kept getting thicker and tougher, and at length | needed both

| began to sweat profusely; my head started to ache, and | imagi ned that
my vision was beginning to blur. | felt the same ten npbst unbearabl e
oppr essi on whi ch one experiences on a stifling sumer's day when a storm
is brewing and the atnosphere is charged with static electricity.

-- Also, | realized with a slight qual mof fear that | had got turned
around and didn't know which part of the yard | was in. During an
objective half-minute in which | reflected that | was actually worried

about getting lost in someone's back yard, | al nost |aughed-al nost

But there was sonething about the place that didn't permt |aughter. |
pl odded ahead with a sober face.

Presently | began to feel that | was not alone. | had a sudden
hai rrai sing conviction that someone-or sonething-was creeping along in
the grass behind ne. | cannot say with certainty that | heard anything,

al t hough I may have, but all at once | was firmy convinced that somne
creature was crawing or wiggling a short distance to the rear

| felt that | was being watched and that the watcher was wholly
mal i gnant .

For a wild instant | considered headlong flight. Then, unaccounta
possession of me. | was suddenly furious with Canavan, furious with the
yard, furious with nyself Al ny pent-up tension exploded in a gust of
rage which swept away fear. Now, | vowed, | would get to the root of
the weird business. | would be tornmented and frustrated by it no

| onger.

I whirled without warning and lunged into the grass where | believed ny



steal t hy pursuer m ght be hiding.
| stopped abruptly; my savage anger nelted into inexpressible horror

In the faint but brassy sunlight which filtered down through the
towering stal ks, Canavan crouched on all fours Iike a beast about to
spring. His glasses were gone, his clothes were in shreds and his mouth
was twi sted into an insane grimace, half smirk, half.snarl

| stood petrified, staring at him H s eyes, queerly out of focus,
glared at me with concentrated hatred and wi thout any glimer of
recognition. Hs gray hair was matted with grass and small sticks; his
entire body, in fact, including the tattered remains of his clothing,
was covered with themas if he had groveled or rolled on the ground I|ike
a wld animal.

After the first throat-freezing shock, I finally found ny tongue.

"Canavan!" | screaned at him." Canavan, for God's sake don't you know
ne?"
H s answer was a low throaty snarl. Hi s [ips twi sted back fromhis

yel l owi sh teeth, and his crouching body tensed for a spring.

Pure terror took possession of me. | |eaped aside and flung nyself into
that infernal wall of grass an instant before he |unged.

The intensity of ny terror nust have given ne added strength. | ramed
headl ong t hrough those tw sted stal ks which before | had |aboriously
pull ed aside. | could hear the grass and briar bushes crashi ng behind

me, and | knew that | was running for ny life.
| pounded on as in a nightmare. G ass stal ks snapped agai nst ny
face like whips, and thorns gashed nme like razors, but | felt nothing

Al my physical and nmental resources were concentrated in one frenzied
resolve: | must get out of that devil's field of grass and away fromthe
nmonstrous thing which followed swiftly in ny wake.

My breath began coming in great shuddering sobs. M legs felt weak and
| seened to be | ooking through spinning saucers of |ight

But | ran on.

The thing behind ne was gaining. | could hear it growing, and | could
feel it lunge against the earth only inches behind ny flying feet

And all the time | had the naddeni ng conviction that | was actually
running in circles.

At last, when | felt that | must surely collapse in another second, |
pl unged through a final brindle thicket into the open sunlight. Ahead
of me lay the cleared area of the rear of Canavan's shop. Just beyond
was the house itsel

Gasping and fighting for breath, | dragged nyself toward the door. For
no reason that | could explain, then or afterwards, | felt absolutely
certain that the horror at 0 the open area. | didn't even turn around
to make sure.



Inside the house | fell weakly into a chair. M strained breathing
slowy returned to nornmal, but my mnd renmai ned caught up in a whirlw nd
of sheer horror and hi deous conjecture.

Canavan, | realized, had gone conpletely mad. Sonme ghastly shock had
turned himinto a ravening bestial lunatic thirsting to sayagely destroy
any living thing that crossed his path. Renenbering the oddly-focused
eyes which had glared at me with a glaze of animal ferocity, | knew that
his mnd had not been nerely unhinged-it was totally gone. Death could
be the only possible rel ease.

But Canavan was still at |east the shell of a human being, and he had
been ny friend. | could not take the law into my own hands.

Wth many misgivings | called the police and an anbul ance.

What foll owed was nmor a session of questions and demands which left ne
in a state of near nervous coll apse.

A half dozen burly policenen spent the better part of an hour tranping
t hrough that wavering brindl e grass without |ocating any trace of
Canavan. They canme out cursing, rubbing their eyes and shaking their
heads. They were flushed, furiousand ill at ease. They announced that
t hey had seen nothi ng and heard nothing except sone sneaki ng dog which
stayed al ways out of sight and grow ed at them at intervals.

When they mentioned the growling dog, | opened nmy mouth to speak, but
t hought better of it and said nothing. Tiey were already

regarding ne with open suspicion as if they believed ny own mind m ght
be breaki ng.

| repeated ny story at least twenty tines, and still they were not
satisfied. They ransacked the entire house. They inspected Canavan's
files. They even renoved sone | oose boards in one of the roonms and
sear ched under neat h.

At length they grudgi ngly concluded that Canavan had suffered total | oss
of menmory after experiencing sone kind of shock and that he had wandered
off the premises in a state of amesia shortly after | had encountered
himin the yard. M own description of his appearance and actions they
di scounted as lurid exaggeration. After warning me that | would
probably be questioned further and that ny own prem ses m ght be

i nspected, they reluctantly pernmitted ne to | eave.

Thei r subsequent searches and investigations reveal ed not hing new and
Canavan was put down as a nissing person, probably afflicted with acute
ammesi a.

But | was not satisfied, and | could not rest.

Si x nonths of patient, painstaking, tedious research in the files and
stacks of the local university library finally yielded sonething which
do not offer as an explanation, nor even as a definite clue, but only as
a fantastic near-inpossibility which | ask no one to believe.

One afternoon, after my extended research over a period of nonths had
produced not hing of significance, the Keeper of Rare Books at the
library triunphantly bore to ny study niche a tiny, crunbling panphl et



whi ch had been printed in New Haven in 1695. It nentioned no author and
carried the stark title, Deathe of Goodie Larkins, Wtche.

Several years before, it reveal ed, an ancient crone, one CGoodie Larkins,
had been accused by nei ghbors of turning a mssing child into a wild
dog. The Sal em madness was raging at the tine, and Goodi e Larkins had

been summarily condemed to death. |Instead of being burned, she had
been driven into a marsh deep in the woods where seven savage dogs,
starved for a fortnight, had been turned | oose on her trail. Apparently

her accusers felt that this was a touch of truly poetic justice.

As the ravening dogs closed in on her, she was heard by her retreating
nei ghbors to utter a frightful curse:

"Let this lande | fall upon lye alle the way to Hell!" she had screaned.
"And they who tany here be as these beastes that rende ne dead!"

A subsequent inspection of old maps and | and deeds satisfied nme that the
marsh in whi ch Goodie Larkins was torn to pieces by the dogs

after uttering her awftil curse-originally occupied the sane [ot or
squar e whi ch now encl osed Canavan's hellish back yard

| say no more. | returned only once to that devilish spot. It was a
col d desol ate autumm day, and a keening wind rattled the brindle stalks.
| cannot say what urged ne back to that unholy area; perhaps it was sone
lingering feeling of loyalty toward the Canavan | had known. Perhaps it
was even sone | ast shred of hope. But as soon as | entered the cleared
area behi nd Canavan's boarded-up house, | knew | had nade a mi st ake.

As | stared at the stiff waving grass, the bare trees and the bl ack
ragged briars, | felt as if I, in turn, were being watched. | felt as
if sonething alien and wholly evil were observing me, and though | was
terrified, | experienced a perverse, insane inmpulse to rush headl ong
into that whispering expanse. Again | inmagined | saw that nonstrous

| andscape subtly alter its di nensions and perspective until | was
staring at a stretch of blowing brindle grass and rotted trees which ran
for mles. Sonething urged ne to enter, to lose nyself in the lovely
grass, to roll and grovel at its roots, to rip off the foolish
encunbrances of O oth which covered ne and run how i ng and ravenous, on
and on, on and on.

Instead, | turned and rushed away. | ran through the wi ndy alltumm
streets like a madman. | lurched into ny roons and bolted the door

| have never gone back since. And | never shall.
The Conquer or
Wrm

There are, of course, a fair nunmber of fears that rely on things com ng
fromout there, fromthe world of the supernatural that we, quite

naturally, don't believe in-nmost of the tine. There are, however, an

equal number of things that do well enough frightening us, or making us
cringe, wthout having to underscore themw th things from

the pretematural. People do, on occasion, fear each other, sinply



because they are afraid of giving so nuch of thenselves that they
reduce thenselves to less than their self-inage. Sonetines these
probl ems are worked out. Sonetines they aren't.

Stephen R Donal dson lives in New Mexico, and is the author of

the worl dwi de bestselling fantasy series The Chronicles of Thomas
Covenant, the Unbeliever

And anyone who lives in the Southwest will tell you quickly

enough that the critter in this story is not an exaggeration

And nuch of Madness, and nore of Sin,

And Horror the soul of the plot.

- EDGAR ALLAN PCE

Before he realized what he was doi ng, he swng the knife.

(The home of Creel and Vi Sunmp. The |ivingroom

(Her real nanme is Violet, but everyone calls her V -. They've been
Jo with his conpany, but he isn't moving up. In the livingroom sonme of
the furnishings are better than the space they occupy. A good stereo
contrasts with the state of the wall paper. The arrangenent of the
furniture shows a certain amunt of frustration: there's no way to set
the arnthairs and sofa so that people who sit on themcan't see the
waterspots in the ceiling. The flowers in the vase on the enritable are
real,

married for two years now, and she isn't bl oom ng

(Their home is nodest but confortable: Creel ha

but they |l ook plastic. At night, the lights | eave shadows at odd pl aces
around the room)

They were out late at a |arge party where acquai ntances, business

associ ates, and strangers drank a lot. As Creel unlocked the front door
and came into the |ivingroomahead of Vi, he | ooked nore than ever |ike

a runpl ed bear. \Whisky made the usual dullness of his eyes seem

bal eful. Behind him Vi resenbled a flower in the process of becomi ng a
wasp.

"I don't care," he said, nmoving directly to the sideboard to get hinself
another drink ." | wish you wouldn't do it."

She sat down on the sofa, took off her shoes ." CGod, I'mtired."

"If you aren't interested in anything else,"” he said, "think about nme. |
have to work with nost of those people. Half of themcan fire me if
they want to. You're affecting my job."



"We've had this conversation before,” she said ." W've had it eight
times this nonth." A vague nmovenent in one of the shadows across the
roomturned her head toward the corner ." VWhat was that?"

"What was what ?"

"I saw sonething nove. Over there in the corner. Don't tell nme we've
got mce."

"I didn't see anything. W haven't got mice. And | don't care how many
times we've had this conversation. | want you to stop."

She stared into the corner for a nonent. Then she | eaned back on the
sofa ." | can't stop. |'mnot doing anything."

"The hell you're not doing anything." He took a drink and refilled his
glass ." If you were after himany harder, you' d have your hand in his
pants."

That's not true."

"You think nobody sees what you're doing. You act like you' re alone.
But you're not. Everybody at that whole damm party was watchi ng you.
The way you flirt-"

"I wasn't flirting. | was just talking to him"
"The way you flirt, you ought to have the decency to be enbarrassed."
" Ch, goto bed. I'mtoo tired for this."

"Is it because he's a vice-president? Do you think that's going to make
himbetter in bed? O do you just like the status of playing around
with a vice-president?"

"I wasn't flirting with him | swear to God, there's sonething the
matter with you. W were just talking. You know -noving our nouths so
that words could conme out. He was a literature major in college.

W have something in common. W' ve read the sane books. Renenher
books? Those things with ideas and stories printed in then? Al you
ever tal k about is football-and how sonmebody at the conmpany has it in
for you-and how the | atest secretary doesn't wear a bra

Sonetimes | think I"'mthe last literate person left alive."

She raised her head to ook at him Then she sighed ." Wiy do | even
bother? You're not listening to ne."

"You're right," he said

move. "

There is sonething in the corner. | sawit
They both stared at the corner. After a nonment, a centipede scuttled
out into the |ight.

It |ooked sliny and malicious, and it waved its antennae hungrily .

It was nearly ten inches long. |Its thick legs seemed to ripple as it

shot across the rug. Then it stopped to scan its surroundings. Cree
and Vi could see its mazidibles chewi ng expectantly as it flexed its



poi son claws. It had entered the house to escape the cold, dry night
out si deand to hunt for food.

She wasn't the kind of woman who screaned easily; but she hopped up onto
the sofa to get her bare feet away fromthe floor

"Good CGod," she whispered ." Creel, look at that. Don't let it cone any
cl oser.”

He | eaped at the centipede and tried to stanp one of his heavy shoes on
it. But it noved so fast that he didn't come close to it

Nei t her of them saw where it went.
"It's under the sofa,"” he said ." Get off of there."

She obeyed wi thout question. Wncing, she junped out into the m ddl e of
t he rug.

As soon as she was out of the way, he heaved the sofa onto its back

The centi pede wasn't there.

"The poison isn't fatal,"” Vi said ." One of the kids in the nei ghborhood
got stung last week. Her nother told ne all about it. It's like

getting a bad bee-sting."

Creel didn't listen to her. He lifted the entire sofa into the air so
that he could see nore of the floor. But the centipede was gone.

He dropped the sofa back onto its |egs, knocking over the endtable,
spilling the flowers ." Were did that bastard go?"

They hunted around the room for several minutes wthout |eaving the
protection of the light. Then he went and got hinself another drink
thi s hands were shaki ng.

She said, "I wasn't flirting."

He | ooked at her ." Then it's sonething worse. You're already

sleeping with him You rmust've been nmeking plans for the next tine you
get together."

"I"'mgoing to bed," she said ." | don't have to put up with this .
You' re disgusting."

He finished his drink and refilled his glass fromthe nearest bottle.
(The Sunps' gane-room

(This roomis the real reason why Creel bought this house over Vi's

objectio me-room The noney that co room has been spent here. The room
contains a full-size pooltable with all the trinmngs, a long, imtation

| eat her couch along one wall, and a wet-bar. But the light here isn't
any better than in the |ivingroombecause the fixtures are focused on
the pooltable. Even the wetbar is so ill lit that its users have to

guess what they're doing.



(When he isn't working, traveling for his conpany, or watching foot bal
with his buddies, Creel spends a lot of tinme here.)

After Vi went to bed, Creel cane into the game-room First he went to
the wet-bar and repaired the enptiness of his glass. Then he racked up
the balls and broke so violently that the cueball sailed off the table.
It made a dull, thudding noise as it bounced on the spongy |inol eum

"Fuck," he said, lunbering after the ball. The Iiquor he had consuned
showed in the way he noved but not in his speech. He sounded sober

Bracing hinmself with his custom made cuestick, he bent to pick up the
ball. Before he put it back on the table, Vi entered the room She
hadn't changed her clothes for bed. She had put her shoes back on
however. She scrutinized the shadows around the floor and under the
tabl e before she | ooked at Creel

He said, "I thought you were going to bed."

"I can't leave it like this,” she said tiredly ." It hurts too much."
"What do you want from ne?" he said ." Approval ?"

She glared at him

He didn't stop ." That would be terrific for you. |If | approved, you
woul dn't have anything else to worry about. The only probl emwoul d be
nost of the bastards | introduce you to are married. Their w ves m ght
be alittle nore normal. They might give you sone trouble.”

She bit her lip and went on glaring at him

"But | don't see why you should worry about that. |If those wonmen aren't
as understanding as | am that's their tough luck. As long as |
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approve, right? There's no reason why you shoul dn't screw anybody you
want . "

"Are you finished?"

"Hell, there's no reason why you shouldn't screw all of them | nmean,
as long as | approve. Wiy waste it?"

"Dam it, are you finished?"

"There's only one thing | don't understand. |If you're so hot for sex,
how come you don't want to screw ne?"

You're not hot for sex? O you do want to screw nme? Don't make ne
[ augh. "

"Creel, what's the matter with you? | don't understand any of this .
You didn't used to be like this. You weren't like this when we were
dating. You weren't like this when we got married. What's happened to

you?"

For a minute, he didn't say anything. He went back to the edge of the



pool tabl e, where he'd left his drink. But with his cue in one hand and
the ball in the other, he didn't have a hand free. Carefully, he set
his stick down on the table.

After he finished his drink, he said, "You changed."

"I changed? You're the one who's acting crazy. Al | did was talk to
some conpany vi ce-presi dent about books.™"

"No, I'mnot," he said. H's knuckles were white around the cuebal
You think I'm stupid. Because | wasn't a literature major in college.
Maybe that's what changed. Wen we got married, you didn't think | was
stupid. But now you do. You think I"'mtoo stupid to notice the
difference.”

"What difference is that?"
"You never want to have sex with nme anynore."
"Ch, for God's sake," she said ." W had sex the day before yesterday."

He | ooked straight at her ." But you didn't want to. | can tell. You
never want to."

"What do you nean, you can tell?"
"You make a | ot of excuses."”
"And when we do have sex, you don't pay any attention to me .

Y outre al ways sonewhere el se. Thinking about something else. You're
al ways thi nki ng about sonebody el se."

"But that's normal," she said ." Everybody does it. Everybody

fantasi zes during sex. You fantasize during sex. That's what nmakes it
fun."

At first, she didn't see the centipede as it wiggled out fromunder the
pool table, its antennae searching for her legs. But then she happened
to gl ance downwar d.

"Creel !'"

The centipede started toward her. She junped back, out of the way.

Creel threw the cueball with all his strength. It nmade a dent in the
i nol eum besi de the centipede, then crashed into the side of the wetbar.

The centipede went for Vi. It was so fast that she couldn't get away
fromit. As its segnents caught the light, they gl eamed poi sonously.

Creel snatched his cuestick off the table and hamrered at the centi pede.
Again, he mssed. But flying splinters of wood made the centipede turn
and shoot in the other direction. It disappeared under the couch

" Get it," she panted.

He shook the pieces of his cue at her ." 1'll tell you what | fantasize
| fantasize that you like having sex with me. You fantasize that |'m



somebody el se.” Then he wenched the couch away fromthe wall,
br andi shing hi s weapons.

"So woul d you," she retorted, "if you had to sleep with a sensitive,
consi derate, imaginative animal |ike you."

As she left the room she slammed the door behi nd her

Shoving the furniture bodily fromside to side, he continued hunting for
t he centi pede.

(The bedr oom

(This room expresses Vi as much as the limtations of the house pernit.
The bed is really too big for the space available, but at least it has
an el aborate brass headstead and footboard. The sheets and pill owcases
mat ch the bedspread, which is decorated with white flowers on a bl ue
background. Unfortunately, Creel's weight nakes the bed sag. The

cl oset doors are warped and can't be cl osed.

(There's an overhead light, but Vi never uses it. She relies on a pair
ked Tiffany reading lanps. As a result, the bed seens to be surrounded
by gloomin all directions.)

Creel sat on the bed and watched the bathroom door. His back was bowed.
H's right fist gripped the neck of a bottle of tequila, but he wasn't
dri nki ng.

The bat hroom door was closed. He appeared to be staring at hinself in
the full-length mirror attached to it. But a strip of fluorescent |ight
showed past the bottom of the door. He could see Vi's shadow as she
noved around in the bat hroom

He stared at the door for several minutes, but she was taking her tine.
Finally, he shifted the bottle to his |eft hand.

"I never understand what you do in there."

Thr ough the door, she said, "I'mwaiting for you to pass out so | can go
to sleep in peace.”

He | ooked offended ." Well, I'mnot going to pass out. | never pass
out. You nmight as well give up.”

Abruptly, the door opened. She snapped off the bathroomlight and stood
in the darkened doorway, facing him She was dressed for bed in a

ni ghtie that would have nade her | ook desirable if she had wi shed to

| ook desirable.

"What do you want now?" she said ."
gane-room al ready?"

Are you finished wecking the

"I was trying to kill that centipede. The one that scared you so
badl y. "

"I wasn't scared-just startled. It's only a centipede. Did you get
it?"



"You're too slow. You'll have to call an exterm nator."

"Dam the exterminator," he said slowy ." Fuck the exterm nator

Fuck the centipede. | can take care of ny own problens. Wy did you
call me that?"

"Call you what ?"

He didn't ook at her ." An aninmal." Then he did ." |'ve never lifted a
finger to hurt you."

She noved past himto the bed and propped the pillows up against the
brass bedstead. Sitting on the bed, she curled her |egs under her and
| eaned back agai nst the pill ows.

"I know," she said ." | didn't nean it the way it sounded. | was just
mad. "

He frowned ." You didn't nean it the way it sounded. How nice
That makes ne feel a whole lot better. Wiat in hell did you nmean?"
"I hope you realize you' re not nmaking this any easier."

"It isn't easy for me. Do you think | like sitting here begging nmy own
wife to tell me why I'm not good enough for her?"

"Actually," she said, "I think you do like it. This way, you get to
feel like a victim"

He raised his bottle until the tequila caught the light. He peered into
the golden liquid for a moment, then transferred the bottle back to his
right hand. But he didn't say anything.

"Al'l right," she said after a while ." You treat me |like you don't care
what | think or how | feel."

"I do it the way | know how," he protested ." If it feels good for ne,
it's supposed to feel good for you."

"I"mnot just talking about sex. 1'mtalking about the way you treat

me. The way you talk to me. The way you assume | have to |ike
everything you like and can't |ike anything you don't like. The way you
think ny whole life is supposed to revol ve around you."

"Then why did you marry me? Did it take you two years to find out you
don't really want to be ny wfe?"

She stretched her legs out in front of her. Her nightie covered themto

the knees ." | married you because | |oved you. Not because | want to
be treated Iike an object for the rest of nmy natural life. | need
friends. People | can share things with. People who care what |'m
thinking. | alnmpst went to grad school because | wanted to study

Baudel aire. W' ve been nmarried for two years, and you still don't know

who Baudelaire is. The only people | ever neet are your drinking
buddies. O the people who work for your company."

He started to say sonething, but she kept going ." And | need freedom |
need to make ny own deci sions-my own choices. | need to have nmy own



life."
Again, he tried to say sonething.

"And | need to be cherished. You use ne like |I'mless interesting than
your precious pool cue."

"It's broken," he said flatly.

"I know it's broken," she said ." | don't care. This is nore inportant.
I"mmore inmportant.”

In the same tone, he said, "You said you loved me. You don't |ove ne
anynore."

"God, you're dense. Think about it. What on earth do you ever do to
make ne feel |ike you | ove ne?"

He shifted the bottle to his left hand again ." You' ve been sl eeping
around. You probably screw every sonofabitch you can get into the sack
That's why you don't love mey pa) o a kinds of dirty things to you I
don't do. And you're hooked on it

You' re bored with ne because |I'mjust not exciting enough.”

She dropped her arnms onto the pillows beside her ." Creel, that's sick
You're sick."

Di sturbed by her movenent, the centipede crawl ed out between the pill ows
onto her left arm It waved its poison claws while it tasted her skin
with its antennae, |ooking for the best place to bite in.

This time, she did scream WIldly, she flung up her arm The centi pede
was thrown into the air.

It hit the ceiling and cane down on her bare |eg.

It was angry now. |Its thick legs swarned to take hold of her and
attack.

Wth his free hand, he struck a backhand bl ow down the I ength of her |eg
t hat sl apped the centipede of f her

As the centipede hit the wall, he pitched his bottle at it, trying to
smash it. But it had already vani shed into the gl oom around the bed

A shower of glass and tequila covered the bedspread.

She bounced off the bed, hid behind him." | can't take any nore of
this. 1'mleaving."

"It's only a centipede," he panted as he wenched the brass frane off
the foot of the bed. Holding the frame in one hand for a club, he
braced his other armunder the bed and heaved it off its legs. He

| ooked strong enough to crush one centipede ." What're you afraid of ?"

I"'mafraid of you. I'mafraid of the way your mind works."

As he turned the bed over, he knocked down one of the Tiffany |anps. The
room becane even darker. \When he flipped on the overhead light, he



couldn't see the centipede anynore.
The whol e room stank of tequil a.
(The |ivi ngroom

(The sofa sits where Creel left it. The e e, surrounded by wlting
flowers. The water fromthe vase has left a stain that |ooks |ike

anot her shadow on the rug. But in other ways the roomis unchanged. The
lights are on. Their brightness enphasizes all the places they don't
reach.

(Creel and Vi are there. He sits in one of the arnthairs and watches
her while she runmages around in a large closet that opens into the
room She is hunting for things to take with her and a suitcase to
carry themin. She is wearing a shapeless dress with no belt. For sone
reason, it makes her | ook you than usual wthout a drink in his hands.)

"I get the inpression you' re enjoying this," he said.

"OfF course," she said ." You' ve been right about everything el se
Why shouldn't you be right now? | haven't had so much fun since
di sl ocated my knee in high school ."

"How about our weddi ng night? That was one of the highlights of your
life."

She stopped what she was doing to glare at him."
I'"mgoing to puke right here in front of you."

If you keep this up,

"You made ne feel like a conplete shit."
"Right again. You're absolutely brilliant tonight."
"Well, you look like you're enjoying yourself. | haven't seen you this

excited for years. You' ve probably been hunting for a chance to do this
ever since you first started sl eeping around.”

She threw a vanity case across the room and went on rummagi ng through
the cl oset.

"I"mcurious about that first time," he said ." Did he seduce you? |

bet you're the one who seduced him | bet you begged himinto bed so he
could teach you all the dirty tricks he knew "
"Shut up," she nuttered frominside the closet ."
listening."”

Just shut up. |'m not

"Then you found out he was too normal for you. All he wanted was a
straight screw. So you dropped the poor bastard and went | ooking for
somet hing fancier. By now, you rmust be pretty good at talking nmen into
your panties."

She came out of the closet holding one of his old baseball bats .

"Dam you, Creel. |If you don't stop this, so help me God, I'mgoing to
beat your putrid brains out."

He | aughed hunorlessly ." You can't do that. They don't punish



infidelity. But they'll put you in jail for killing your husband."
Slamm ng the bat back into the closet, she returned to her search

He couldn't take his eyes off her. Every time she came out of the
cl oset, he studied everything she did. After a while, he said, "You
shouldn't let a centipede upset you like this."

She ignored him

"I can take care of it," he went on ." I've never |let anything hurt you.
| know | keep missing it. 1've let you down. But I'll take care of it

"Il call an exterminator in the morning. Hell, 1'lIl call ten
exterm nators. You don't have to go."
She continued ignoring him

For a minute, he covered his face with his hands. Then he dropped them
into his lap. Hi s expression changed.

"Or we can keep it for a pet. W can train it to wake us up in the

nmorning. Bring in the paper. Mke coffee. W won't need an al arm
cl ock anynore."

She lugged a | arge suitcase out of the closet. Swinging it onto the
sofa, she opened it and began stuffing things into it.

He said, "We can call him Baudelaire."
She | ooked nauseat ed.
"Baudel aire the Butler. He can meet people at the door for us .

Answer the phone. Make the beds. As long as we don't let himget the
wrong idea, he can probably hel p you choose what you're going to wear.

"No, |I've got a better idea. You can wear him Put himaround your
neck and use himfor a rut. He'll be the latest thing in sexy clothes.
Then you' |l be able to get tucked as much as you want."

Biting her lip to keep fromcrying, Vi went back into the closet to get
a sweater off one of the upper shel ves.

When she pulled the sweater down fromthe shelf, the centipede | anded on
the top of her head.

Her instinctive flinch carried her out into the room Creel had a
perfect view of what was happening as the centi pede dropped to her
shoul der and squirmed inside the collar of her dress.

She froze. Al the blood drained out of her face. Her eyes stared
wildly.

"Creel," she breathed ." Ch ny God. Help ne."

The shape of the centipede showed through her dress as it craw ed over
her breasts.



"CreeL "

At the sight, he heaved hinmsel f out of his arnthair and sprang toward
her. Then he jerked to a stop

"I can't hit it," he said ." It'll hurt you. It'll sting you. If | try
to lift your dress to get at it, it mght sting you."

She couldn't speak. The sensation of the centipede creeping across her
skin paral yzed her.

For a nonent, he | ooked conpletely helpless ." | don't know what to do."
H s hands were enpty.

Suddenly, his face lit up
"I"ll get a knife."
Turning, he ran out of the roomtoward the kitchen

Vi squeezed her eyes shut and cl enched her fists. \Whinpering sounds
cane between her lips, but she didn't nove.

Slow y, the centipede crossed her belly. |Its antennae expl ored her
navel . All the rest of her body flinched, but she kept the nuscles of
her stomach rigid.

Then the centipede found the warm pl ace between her | egs.

For sone reason, it didn't stop. It crawled onto her left thigh and
conti nued downward.

She opened her eyes and wat ched as the centipede showed itself below the
hem of her dress.

Searching her skin every inch of the way, the centipede crept down her
shin to her ankle. There it stopped until she | ooked |ike she wasn't
going to be able to keep herself fromscreanmng. Then it noved again.

As soon as it reached the floor, she junped away fromit. She let
hersel f scream but she didn't let that slow her down. As fast as she
could go, she dashed to the front door, threw it open, and left the
house.

The centipede was in no hurry. It |ooked ready and confident as its
thick legs carried it under the sofa.

A second |l ater, Creel cane back fromthe kitchen. He carried a carving
knife with a long, w cked bl ade.

"Vi ?" he shouted ." Wi ?"

Then he saw t he open door

At once, a snarl twisted his face ." You bastard," he whi spered
"Ch you bastard. Now you've done it to ne."

He dropped into a crouch and searched the rug. He held the knife poised



in front of him

"I"'mgoing to get you for this. I'mgoing to find you. You can bet
going to find you. And when | do, I'mgoing to cut you to pieces .

I"mgoing to cut you into little, tiny pieces. |I'mgoing to cut al
your legs off, one at a time. Then I'mgoing to flush you down the
di sposal . "

St al ki ng around behind the sofa, he reached the place where the
enritable lay on its side, surrounded by dead flowers.

"You utter bastard. She was ny wife."

But he didn't see the centipede. It was hiding in the dark watersta
besi de the vase. He nearly stepped on it.

In a flash, it shot onto his shoe and di sappeared up the leg of his
pants.

He didn't know the centipede had himuntil he felt it clinb over his
knee.

Looki ng down, he saw the I ong bulge in his pants work its way toward
gr oi n.

Before he realized what he was doing Death to the Easter
Bunny. |

One of the nore fascinating aspects of growing up is the convenient

I''m

n

hi s

way adults nmanage to forget how terrifying all those wonderful holiday

creatures can be to the young. 1In fact, adults tend to forget quite
a bit about what it was really like to be a child, and when they are

confronted with accurate menory, as opposed to a sort of revisionism
all the protestation in the world isn't going to change the fact

t hat being older and wi ser no | onger means being | ess afraid.

Al an Ryan's latest novel is The 1611, and his short stories continue to

appear in all the major mmgazi nes and anthol ogies in the

field. He is also a reviewer for The Washi ngton Post and The d eve |
Pl ai n Deal er, and does it all out of a book-lined apartment in

t he Bronx.

wel |l Paul and | and the girls net the old man in the woods that day,

and

we

never thought we'd end up living here in the nobuntains. O course, we

never thought we'd have to kill the Easter Bunny either

The four of us-that's Paul and Susanne, and Barbara and nehad been
| ooking for some place we could go on weekends that woul dn't cost too

much or be too far from New York. Wen we found Deacons Kill, about
four hours north in the Catskills, we knew right away it was the kind
pl ace we wanted. |It's nostly dairy farms and wooded hills and plain,

of

decent people. The town is nice too; it's small and everybody's pretty



friendly and there's a great old hotel, called the Centennial Hotel
right on the village square. As soon as we discovered the Yill- that's
what everybody calls the town-last winter, we started coming up all the
tine.

So there we were one day, the four of us wal king al ong sone
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backwoods road, just strolling because it was pretty cold and we didn't
want to get too far away fromwhere we'd left the car, and Susanne was
conpl ai ni ng that she wasn't dressed warmly enough and Barbara was sayi ng
her new boots hurt her feet. Then Paul saw a small trail leading into
t he woods anong the pine trees and he wanted to followit a little way.

There was sone di scussion back and forth and finally we agreed to go a
short distance, maybe five mnutes' worth of wal ki ng, before turning
back. Actually | would have preferred to be back in our roomat the
Centennial Hotel with Barbara, just the two of us, but if |I hadn't given
into Paul that tine, we mght never have net the old man and t he Easter
Bunny woul d still be running around and none of this would be happening.

W had gone only a little distance in anong the pines when suddenly a
voice called out and it was clearly yelling at us, no m stake about it.

That's enough! Hold it right there!"
It wasn't so nuch the suddenness of it, or even the sound of it, that

stopped us right in our tracks. It was really just the voice of an old
man, rough and a little gravelly, but still just the voice of an old man

The thing that got to all of us as soon as we heard it, though, was the

tone. It sounded like a ot of things all at once: angry, exasperated,
determ ned, threatening. And frightened. It sounded frightened. The
four of us stood rock still right where we were.

VWhat are you doing here? You don't belong here!"

| turned around to see where the voice was conming fromand there was the
old man. 1'mnot old enough to renenber Gabby Hayes but |'ve seen
pictures of himand this old man | ooked a little Iike that

O maybe a little like the way we think of Rilp Van Wnkle..He had a
beard that was gray and stringy, and his eyes were bright and had
winkles all around themand his clothes were the col or of the woods,
gray and brown and no color in particular, and he was pointing a
doubl e-barreled rifle at the four of us.

" Holy shit!" Paul said behind ne.

"What are you doing here?" the old man said again, and he panned the

rifle back and forth like a novie camera. | could see his finger on the
trigger.

"Hold on!" | said ." We're not doing anything. W were just taking a
wal k. "

The old man stared at ne pretty skeptically for a few seconds. | was

thinking fast, or trying to, and wi shing Paul woul d say sonet hi ng



clever. Nobody had ever pointed a gun at ne before. Mstly | was

thinking that if the old guy really fired it, I'd be the first to get

it, which | guess is a pretty selfish thought. But before |I could think
of what to say, the old man lowered the rifle and pointed it at the
ground. That was when ny knees started feeling weak and ny heart
started pounding. Behind me, | heard Barbara say, "Ch, ny CGod," and

di scovered that | had put one hand behind ne to sort of protect her. She
grabbed it and held it tight.

"What are you doing here?" the old man asked agai n, but he sounded | ess
angry this time than he had before. 1 could al nost have thought he
sounded a little relieved.

| told himagain that we had only been taking a walk, yes, in winter, we
didn't mind the cold, we hoped we weren't trespassing, no, we weren't
carrying guns, yes, we were planning on going right back out to the
road, and so on and so on, with Paul hel ping out now with the answers,
and finally the old man began to |l ook |ike nothing nore than just an old
man who happened to be carrying a rifle.

It was Paul who asked the question, and, when he did, | could have
ki cked himfor it.

"What are you doing here?" he said to the old man .'
woods?"

Do you own these

The old man | ooked at Paul very hard, then he | ooked at me, then at

Bar bara and Susanne, and then back at Paul again. You could al nost see
hi m maki ng up his m nd whether we were chal l enging himor not, or just
asking, the way anybody might. | kept ny eye on the rifle barrel but it
stayed pointed at the ground.

The old man studied the four of us a little longer, then he said, "I own
t hese woods as much as anybody does. Maybe nore." There was a sort of
stony grimmess in the way he said it.

There was a kind of inpasse at that point, himstudying us and us
Studyi ng himright back again. Then | could see his posture | ose sone
of its tenseness and for the first tinme | knew we were really out of
troubl e.

| think it was Barbara who said sonething next, asked hima question
maybe, and after that it was a fairly normal conversation, considering
the circunstances. It wasn't exactly a prize-w nning conversation or
anything like that, |like you mght have in a good bar late at night, but
we were all chatting nmore or less easily with himafter a mnute or so.

That first neeting seens even stranger now. | really don't know what we
coul d have been tal ki ng about, and the others don't remenber either (
guess we were still nervous fromthe way he'd scared us), cept |I know he
sai d somet hi ng about "intruders" a couple of tines,
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meani ng i ntruders into his woods. | do renmenber thinking that he
sounded as if he nmight even get to be friendly after a while, even

t hough we didn't |earn anything about himat all. For all we found Qut

that time, he mght have lived in the trees. As it turned out, that
woul dn't have been a bad guess.



When the conversation, if you can call it that, was starting to wear
down, the old man said, and | do renmenber this part very clearly, "You
can stop by again when you're this way." Then he added, nore quietly,
"Il be here."”

That's how it started.

Naturally we tal ked about the old man a | ot that weekend and other times
afterward. And of course we tal ked about it the next time the four of
us went up there, which was a couple of weeks later

W had only been in the hotel a little while on Friday evening

Barbara and | were still unpacking and putting cl othes away and Barbara
was upset because a bl ouse she wanted to wear to di nner on Saturday had
gotten crushed in the suitcase. And we were fooling around a little too
whi | e we unpacked. There was a knock at the door and | opened it and
Susanne and Paul cane in.

Paul pl opped hinself down on one of the chairs by the wi ndow and Susanne
sat on his knee and Paul said, "Let's go see that weird old guy in the
woods. "

"You have got to be kidding," | said right away, but the truthis, 1'd
been t hi nki ng about doing that nyself but not saying anything because
t hought the others would think I was crazy.

Paul was serious ." | amnot kidding," he said ." | want to go see him
I think"-and here Paul got a really solem and serious | ook on his face
and the sanme kind of sound in his voice-"that it was nothing | ess than
fate that brought us to him Fate, | tell you. Kisnet. W are

, -ztended to know the old coot and have all sorts of wonderfu
adventures with him" Paul teaches English, which explains a lot.

Vell, we tal ked about it for a while and Barbara and Susanne and | al
said we didn't want any part of it and the weather was too cold to go
trai psing around in the woods anyway, but it turned out that none of us
really nmeant it, so in the end we decided we'd go back and find that
trail and see if the old man woul d actually be there again.

And so on Saturday we drove out to that sanme road and found the trai
and started along it. W were all pretty nervous the farther we went,
and we had to go a long way this tinme before anything happened-so far,
in fact, that we were all starting to think that maybe we had i magi ned
the old man in the first place or maybe he had only been

a local farmer or a drifter who was having sone fun at our expense

But of course just at the point when we were starting to tal k about
turni ng back toward the road, because it really was very cold that day,
the old man stepped out frombehind a tree-at |east, that's what we

t hought when we tal ked about it later-and stood there on the path in
front of us.

He didn't say anything right away this tinme, just |ooked at us. He
still had the rifle but it was pointing at the ground.

I don't think any of us had actually believed that we'd see hi magain.



But there he was, |ooking just the same as before.

The old man sort of nodded his head a little bit, which | took to be a
greeting. Paul had been | eading the way and was cl osest, so he was the
first to speak.

"Hello," he said ." Bet you thought you'd never see us again."

Whi ch wasn't a very brilliant thing to say, but it suddenly nade ne
realize for the first time that we had never |earned the old man's nane.

"Bet you thought you'd never see me again," the old man said. He wasn't

sm ling.
We shuffled around a little at that, because of course it was true

The next thing | remenber is that we were talking with the old fellow
again, the way we had the other tine, easy and natural -tal ki ng about the
woods, | guess, because | can't think what else it m ght have been

It's al ways happened that way, then and since, and it always seems so
weird later on: standing there in the woods, first in winter and | ater
in spring and sunmer and so on, talking with himfor a while but not
renmenbering a word of what was said.

But | do renenber clearly himsaying, "Cone hone with ne."

I know we followed himoff the trail and deep into the woods and | know
that we did sone clinbing up the hillsides (and | know that he had to
lead us out to the path afterward), but | have no clear picture in ny

m nd of how we got to his home, that first tine or any of the other
tines.

)"en | think about it now, | have to adnit that | don't understand
either why we actually went with himin the first place. But we did. He
led the way and we foll owed.

The old man lives way up high on a hill, in the very darkest and

t hi ckest part of the woods, the sort of place where you can al nost

i magi ne the Big Bad WIf jumping out and attacking Little Red Riding
Hood. The sort of place you dream about when you're a child

at least that's the best recollection of it | ever have. It's never
real ly
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clear afterward, no nore than it was that first tine. It was as if a

cloud or a mist surrounded the spot, hiding its details fromus, while
allowing us to glinpse just enough to make us think it was not-sostrange

and not-so-scary. It mght have been a shed or a cabin or a huge old
mansion in the wods. It m ght have been a cave or a wooden structure
inthe treetops. It mght have been none of those things. W didn't

know t hen and we don't know now. But the old man sonehow al ways nade it
all right.

Inside it was the same: vague, yet clear, real and unreal, not warm and
not cold, odd and not-so-strange. That first tine, the old man invited
us to sit-there were things to sit on but | don't know what they
wer e-and he gave us sonething to drink-sonething neither hot nor



cold-but | don't know what it was.

And he tal ked. He tal ked about the hills and about the woods and rivers
and streans and the trees and the rocks and the dirt, tal ked about the
wi | dness of nature and its order, its beauty, its bestiality, about the
air and the weather and about storns and rains and snows and w nds.

W listened-that first tine, as | renenber, and every time since then-in
thrall.

And he tal ked about the city, about how the city was different fromthe
country and about how we had to | earn the ways of the hills, and sonmehow
we knew that he was right.

And after a while he led us out of the woods and we were back on the
trail and then at the road and then at the car, and the four of us were
| ooki ng at each other kind of funny, a little enbarrassed, and none of
us wanted to be the first to say that it had really happened or that it
hadn't, but of course we knew it had.

" Holy shit!" Paul said softly when we were safely in the car

Nobody sai d anything else just then, but we tal ked plenty when we got
back to the Centennial. But that doesn't nean we knew what to make of
it all, especially when the four of us realized that we had no cl ear

i dea of why we had gone with the old nman or of how he had | ed us through
the woods. O of what his house-if it was a house-had | ooked like. O
of what we had tal ked about with him None of it was clear, none of it
made any | ogi cal kind of sense.

The one thing we knew for certain was that, after the first few seconds
with the old man, we hadn't been afraid.

"He's some kind of sorcerer,"”
in the eye as he said it.

Paul said, but he wouldn't | ook any of us

"There's no such thing," Barbara said ." Don't be ridiculous." Barbara
t eaches physics and has no patience with stuff like that. She's a good
sport, which is one of the things | |ike nbost about her, but she can be

pretty sharp about things she considers dunb.

"Listen," Paul said, and he put on his nobst casual expression and turned
to face Barbara because he knew she was the bi ggest skeptic anmong the
four of us ." I"'mnot saying | believe what | just said, but |I'm not
saying | don't, either."

"That's a nice clear statement," Barbara said. | could see she was

getting edgy.

"Come on, listen," Paul said ." Let's just examine this, okay? W neet
a weird old guy in the woods. First he scares the hell out of us,
sneaking up the way he did. Then he turns out to be all right. W talk
with himfor a while and-"

-and after that we don't remenber what happened, " Barbara said quickly.

"I"mtal king about the first time," Paul said.

I"mtal king about both tines," Barbara answered.



Paul | ooked unconfortable ." Well, okay, but that's part of it. | mean,
the fact that we don't renenber clearly what happened sort of suggests .
" Paul hesitated, then grinned, then shrugged ." Maybe he put a

spell on us."

"Ch God," Barbara said ." | don't believe this."
"It fits."

Bar bara | ooked away from him

"It fits," Paul said again.

"Al'l this fresh country air is beginning to rot your brain," Barbara
said, by which I knew she was beginning to give in.

"What do you think, G eg?" Susanne asked me ."
pretty quiet."

You' ve been keeping

I'd been keepi ng quiet because |'d been having the same sort of crazy

i deas Paul was having, and | figured I'd let himbe the one to put it
into words ." | say it's as good an explanation as any. We'Ill just have
to be sharp next time, maybe take notes or pictures or sonething, and
then see what's going on."

The ot hers nodded, and then suddenly we were all staring at each ot her
and Barbara was squeezing ny hand very tight. W hadn't tal ked about
goi ng back, hadn't said a word about it, but 1'd just said "next tine,"
and we all knew that we woul d.

That was in February and it was the begi nning of March, about three
weeks later, before we went back to Deacons Kill and saw the old nman
agai n.
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Bar bara had been pl ayi ng basketball with the girls in her homeroom and
had sprained her ankle so that she had to have it taped up for a couple

of weeks. | went to the doctor with her when the bandages were taken
off. The doctor said her ankle was fine now, and as soon as we were
outside in the car, Barbara said, "Wll, I'mready,” and | knew what she
meant. | called Paul as soon as | got home and he said he'd tel

Susanne-he didn't have far to go because | could hear her saying
somet hing in the background-and they'd be ready to roll on Friday. The
only other thing we tal ked about was whether we'd take his car or nine

Apart fromthat, we didn't say a single word about the old man the whol e
time we were back in the city.

It all happened just the sane, except for one thing. This tineg,
afterward, we remenbered what the old man had tal ked to us about

At least, | did. | renenbered it very clearly. The others didn't say
so and | never said a word, not even to Barbara, but | could tell that
they remenbered too. W were all sort of avoiding each other's eyes and
| could just tell.

He tal ked about intruders again, the way he had the first time we'd net
him He tal ked about how the world was filled with strange creatures,
strange beings, living things that are alive in a way that's different



fromeverything else in the world, and that therefore don't bel ong at

all inthe real world, don't fit into the human world, and how we have
to get rid of them how they pervert our nminds and distort our view of
reality. It nade a lot of sense, the way he explained it. | can still

hear his voice that tinme, |ow and soft but with a kind of hard tenseness
init. He knew what he was tal king about. He said his |life was devoted
to ridding the world of these intruders. And he said that they were too
much, too strong, for one old man al one and that he needed help to do it
and that he had chosen us.

He didn't nmention the Easter Bunny that tine.

When he said he needed to see us again in a week, we all said together
that we'd be there.

This was the tinme he first nmentioned the Easter Bunny.

The four of us were sitting inthe old man's . . . let's call it
house, because by now we were able to see it nore clearly than we had
before. W were still vague about the route up the hill fromthe trai

and the exact | ocation of the house and what it | ooked |ike outside

But the inside was now cl ear enough for us to see it. The walls were
very rough-maybe stone or some strange kind of |ogs-and there

were no wi ndows, but there were rugs or animal skins of some sort on the
floor and plenty of places to sit, chairs and benches, although nost
often we just sat in acircle in the mddle of a very big room all five
of us, while the old man tal ked.

Gradually, as we were there nore and nore often, we began asking
qguestions, rather than just listening to himtalk. He told us one tine
that he was very happy at having selected us and that he was gl ad we
were getting into the spirit of it, glad that we were showi ng rea
progress and we were begi nning to understand the danger that threatened
the world. That was what he called it: the danger that threatened the
wor | d.

He was very convi nci ng when he spoke. | know he didn't pull any tricks
on us, like hypnotismor something. |'msure he did nothing of the
sort. Al | know is that he convinced us-and it seened very cl ear

right fromthe start-that he had been waiting for us to cone al ong and
that that we had been | ooking for him

It s all very strange. After all, the four of us are just pretty

ordi nary people, like anybody else. W're not weird or anything, we
don't belong to any crazy religious sects, we don't give a hoot about
astrol ogy or tarot cards or stuff like that, nothing crazy or freaky at
al

W're all pretty bright, | guess, and pretty well educated, but that's
certainly in our favor. At least, it makes it less likely that the old
man coul d be playing any tricks on us, either then or now.

The sinple fact was that everything he said nade sense. It all nade
sense. And by the tinme he finished telling us about the Easter Bunny,
we knew what he neant when he spoke about danger, danger that threatened
the worl d.

Bar bara was the one who said it first to the old man ." A lot of



peopl e," she said, keeping her voice very steady, "say the Easter Bunny
is just imaginary."

The old man snmiled patiently at her and then at the rest of us .

"You see,"” he said softly ." You see what | nean. That's just the sort
of thing I"mtalking about. That nonster cones out of hi | tranps as
free as you please all over the world, and yet he has people convinced
that he doesn't even exist. |It's amazing what these creatures can do to

the human mind! Absolutely amazing! And terrifying." He | eaned forward
into the circle, his eyes sweeping slowy over the four of us as he

spoke ." You do see, don't you? | know you do. Just think about it

I f you asked anybody, anybody at all, they could tell you, I'msure,

what the Easter Bunny | ooks like, nmore or less. And of course, they al
think he's very . . . well, they'd use words like cute and cuddly and
sweet. Inmagine! And yet, if you asked them whether or not he exis S,
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they'd all say that he doesn't, that he's just a creature of myth or
somet hing. But children, small children, know perfectly well that he
exists and they'll tell you so with no hesitation. Children are nmuch
closer to that sort of know edge, they have an instinctive awareness of
strange, prinmtive things like that. And if you stop to think about it,
you know that there isn't a child in the world that would stand stil

and smle if he saw the Easter Bunny actually come around a corner and
wal k toward him You know that child would run for its life. Well
children know t hese things and understand them Ch yes, children know
It's only later on, as they grow older, that their m nds becone cl ouded,
that they forget the nost inportant things, the special kinds of

i nstinctive know edge they had when they were so young, before the world
took hold of their mnds. But they know Children know. And they know
enough to be afraid.”

W were breathless at his speech, at the intensity of it, the fear in
his voice, the determination to nake us understand, to rip away the vei
of adul thood that mnight cloud our eyes, to convince us of the need for
action. It was a special nonent and we were all frozen in silence when
he fini shed speaki ng.

"How do you know?" Barbara said. Always the skeptic, fromforce of
habit, but | could tell by the |look on her face that she believed.
"I amdifferent,” the old man answered gently ." | amspecial. | can
see clearer than others. And | can help you see."

W were noddi ng, convinced al ready. Barbara nodded too.

"When the tine cones,"” the old nman said, his voice barely a whisper
because he was clearly exhausted fromtension, "when the tinme cones,

wi Il show you and you will know it for yourselves."

When he led us fromthe house to the trail later that day, the nmisty
woods seemed alive with flitting spirits and shifting shadows.

W went to the woods every weekend after that.

Between trips, we never tal ked about it anmpbng ourselves. Talk like that
was only for the forest, for the old man's house in the woods, and for



the safety of his hone and his presence.

The weather was still bad sonetimes in March, but then at the beginning
of April it began to get a little warmer, and here and there a little
fresh green col or began to appear at the edges of the roads in Deacons
Kill. The woods thenselves were still very dark and very bare, except
for the firs, and danp because of the rain in April. When the old man
led us up fromthe trail each weekend, we didn't even try

to see the way. The woods were too frightening, too filled with
mal eyol ent spirits and creatures only half alive.

"The tine is conmng," the old man rem nded us each week.
Easter Sunday would be at the end of April and we grew nore and nore
tense as it approached.

Two weeks before it, the old man put us to work. He started by taking
us outside his house for the first tine. He surveyed the woods
carefully-they were so thick, so strangely dense right there around the
house, that it was inpossible to see nore than a few feet away. He
chose several young trees and we cut them down and stripped them al
under his careful supervision, and brought the straight trunks inside.
He instructed us in howto whittle the end down to a very sharp, very
hard point, and how to trimthe shaft to make a firm handhol d

W prepared four of themfor each of us, twenty in all. W worked at it
for two weekends and then we were ready for Easter

Si nce school was closed for the holiday, we got an early start on Good
Friday. Qur four-hour car trips up to Deacons |I-Ci |l had grown very
quiet in recent weeks, but this one was absolutely silent. The only
sound we heard was the tires against the highway. W all knew what |ay
ahead and we were all, I"'msure, lost in our private thoughts. And our
private fears.

The people at the hotel knew us by then, of course. They were al ways
very friendly and had regarded us for a long time as "regulars," but
they had also | earned quickly that we didn't care to tal k about where we
went on Saturdays. | guess we | ooked especially tense that day because
| remenber that the woman just handed us our keys w thout saying a word.
W had our regular roons by then that they always kept ready for us on
Friday. After we'd been going there a while, they had asked ne one tine
if we'd be coming every weekend and | said yes and they gave us a
special reduced rate. They're really good, generous people, decent
peopl e, and they have no idea of the danger that threatens them It's
because of people |like themthat we do what we do. It's the thought of
people like themthat gives us the strength and courage we need.

W ate dinner that night in the hotel's dining roomit's called the

D ni ng Room and nobody spoke and | renmenber that it was very quiet
because very few people go out to eat on Good Friday. W all ordered a
good meal too, trying to build up our strength, | guess, although I'm
sure the others had no better a

But we forced ourselves to eat and when we were done we went upstairs.
Paul and Susanne went off to their room and Barbara and
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went into ours wthout saying a word to them None of us could talk,
not about anyt hi ng.

W didn't get nuch sleep. | stared at the ceiling nost of the night and
| know that Barbara tossed and turned beside me. |'msure | nust have
dozed for a while but I think | was awake nore than | was asleep .

In the norning, Paul and Susanne | ooked tired and haggard too.

W didn't say a word as we got into the car and drove out to the woods
to neet the old man. There was nothing to say.

It was different this time. Very different.

The old man said nothing, just brought us into the house. The sharpened
stakes we had prepared the previous week were |lined up against the wall.
W shivered at the sight of them It had been raining and chilly when
we |left the hotel and drove out to the trail to nmeet the old nman, and
that had us shivering too. | guess we wouldn't have given nmuch for our
chances just then

The old man was obvi ously nervous hinself He couldn't keep his eyes away
fromthe stakes against the wall, kept glancing at them as if to
reassure hinmself that they were still there. But he knew how we felt
too and soon told us that we should get some rest, get as much sleep
during the day as we coul d, because we would have to be out in the woods
during the night, before the first light of dawn, and we knew what |ay
ahead of us.

Wthout any further talking, we lay down on the rugs and fell instantly
asl eep.
He woke us in the night, alittle before dawn. | can still feel his

bony fingers squeezing my shoul der
| shivered and saw that the others were just waking up too.

In silence, the old man cane to each of us and handed us four of the
stakes we'd prepared. Wen | took mne, the wod felt cold in nmy hand.

Then we were outsi de.

The air was wet and cold and we all pulled our jackets tight around us.
The old man turned to face us.

"Death to the Easter Bunny!" he whispered. His breath misted in the
danp air.

Then he turned and wal ked slowy but determinedly into the darkest part
of the forest, and we fol |l owed.

When we had been wal king for some mnutes, the air seemed to change
around us. The mist itself changed and became nore like an ordinary
thin fog. Then it started raining lightly and we could see a

little better, the details of trees and branches becom ng clearer as our
eyes grew accustoned to the woods. Also, very slowy, the air was
getting lighter. The chill and danpness, as well as fear, kept us
shivering but we did our best to fight it off. W |earned very quickly
that you can be frightened and yet be determ ned to do what you have to



do.

W stayed very close together, and very silent, as we made our way
t hrough the woods, follow ng the old nman.

Finally he stopped and held out a hand as a signal to us. W canme up
cl ose around himand saw that we were on the edge of a small natura
clearing in the woods. Silently, the old man pointed and we coul d see,
in the gradually brightening light, the faintest hint of a trail that
entered the clearing on one side and left it on the other. This was
where we would wait for the Easter Bunny.

Pointing in silence, the old man indicated where each of us was to hide.
Except for the creak of branches overhead, the faint rustle of the

pi nes, and the steady dripping of rain fromthe trees, the woods were
silent around us in the slowy growing |ight.

Col d, wet, nervous, we settled down to wait.
It didn't take Iong.

| was sitting there on the ground, feeling the cold and the rain soaking
through nmy clothes and trying not to think about what was happening. |If
| stretched my neck up just a little, |I could see Barbara in her hiding
pl ace a few yards away. | could i mgi ne what was goi ng through her m nd
right now. She hadn't wanted to believe any of this, hadn't wanted it
to be real. None of us did. But of course, we had no choice: the old
man spelled it out and when a thing like that is shown to you, you can't
just sit back and ignore it. And so here we were. | kept flexing ny
fingers around the shafts of my four spears. | was afraid that if | sat
too still for too long, nmy fingers would freeze and |1'd be at the
beast's nercy.

From our hiding places, we could all see the nearly obscure trail that
entered at the other side of the clearing. Qur eyes were fixed on it as
we wait ed.

And then suddenly | saw somet hi ng.

Beyond the clearing, sonme distance away up that barely visible trail, |
t hought | saw a novenent, thought | saw sonething white nmovi ng between
the dark trees. | leaned forward, clutching the spears, and squinted
into the fog. | thought | saw it again, sonething white, whiter than
the fog itself, and then instantly it was gone. M heart was poundi ng,
hamrering at ny chest, and I was short of breath. And then | saw it
agai n.

58!

| stretched upward a little, just enough to see Barbara, and | could
tell fromthe angle and stiffness of her body that she had seen it too.

| held nmy breath.

And saw it again, closer this tine.

It had just been a white blur at first, a patch of whiteness novi ng
agai nst the gray-white of the fog. But nowit had a shape. It was

upright, and tall. It seened alnobst to float or drift between the
trees, moving closer and closer to the clearing where we were hiding,



but | still couldn't nake out any details.

Of tony left, | heard a tiny, stifled choking sound fromthe old man
and then | knew it was really coning

| closed nmy eyes for a second, then opened them quickly and focused on
the place where | had last seen it. There it was, nmoving toward us, its
shape hidden for a second by the trees, then briefly visible through the
thick, swirling fog, then hidden again. The mist and the gray |light and
my own fear made it appear so large, | thought. It couldn't be as big
as it seened.

It was a rabbit. A huge rabbit. Its thick fur was brilliant white,
fuzzy and soft. | could see, as it cane slowy closer, its long floppy
ears, and thought | could even nake out a touch of pink on the insides
of them It had short forepaws, short in relation to its overall size,
but huge by any standard, and seenmed to be holding themup close to its

chest. It wasn't hopping, the way a real rabbit would hop, using its
power ful hindquarters, but wal king, | could see now, walking
purposefully along the trail. There was no mistaking it. It was

definitely wal king upright in the nost grotesque fashion

| watched it, fascinated and horrified at the same tinme, as it grew and
grew in size and slowy materialized, as it seened, out of the m st

There was no denying it. | was |ooking at the Easter Bunny, and
everything the old man had said was true.

It was real and unreal at the sane time, a thing that noved in this
world, the real world, and yet was not of this world. A nonster.

It had to be killed.

"Death to the Easter Bunny!" | breathed, and carefully crouched, ready
to spring at it. | was tense but no longer afraid. | knew what | had
to do.

Wth some uncanny ki nd of conmunication that only takes place in nonents
of extreme crisis, | knew that the others were noving with me, ready to
attack the beast the instant it cane w thin range.

And then it was just beyond the clearing. A few steps would bring it
into the open space where we could be on it. And, ny God, it was
enor nous, perhaps twice my own height. | could see it now, see it

really clearly for the first time. | could see its face, its pink nose,
its horribly long white whiskers. And | could see what it was carrying
in those paws it held up in front of it. There, brightly decorated with
yel l ow and purple satin ribbons, was a woven straw Easter basket. | had
to force nyself fromfreezing at the sight.

The thing stepped into the clearing, alnost filling it with its huge
si ze.

And we were on it.

The old man was first. Wth a hoarse, wordless cry, he sprang fromthe
trees right beside the Easter Bunny, |leaped at it, and plunged a spear
into the soft white fur of its neck. Taken by surprise, the Easter
Bunny reel ed back.



The ot her four of us were already noving, our spears ained at the

thing's heart, as the old man had taught us. | don't know if the
others' spears struck home on that first mad thrust, but | know nine
did. | felt it strike, felt it sink into resisting flesh. Knowing it
was in, | whirled away-the ol d man had taught us well-and took another

of my spears and noved in again to jab at it. The technique was |ike
that of the bull ring: get the first spears in to stick there and weaken
and hanmper the beast, then go at it with the rest of the spears. | saw
bl ood staining the white fur bright red. Through it all, the beast
never made a sound.

Now | could see the other spears in it, dangling fromit, whipping
around as the Bunny whirled, still confused fromthe sudden attack

There were several streams of red running through its fur. It was stil
desperately clutching the Easter basket to its chest, perhaps for
protection fromthe thrusting spears, but that gave us yet another
nmonent of advantage and we nmade good use of it. One of the flying
spears-1 think it was one of the old man's-struck it in the face and
then one of its eyes was bl eedi ng.

It et go of the basket and whirled around, dropping to all fours and
desperately seeking a direction where it could spring to safety. |Its
nmout h was open and bl ood-fl ecked foam sprayed out. |Its pink eyes darted
all around. But we were at it, spears jabbing, thrusting, fromevery
direction, offering it no chance to escape.

The old man was closest in to the beast, alnost on top of it, pounding
and pounding with his spear. Wen the one he was using stuck in the
nonster's side and broke off, he used the remaining piece to poke at its
eyes, drawi ng nore blood. The thing crouched |ower to the ground,
turned, turned back, but we gave it no roomto nove. It was weakening
now, and covered with blood. Then suddenly it rose up on its

hi ndquarters, those powerfully rnuscled |legs that could break a
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man's back with one kick. |If it had a chance to give a single strong
thrust, it mght get away fromus. | saw Paul dash in and drive his

spear deep into the thing's belly. Barbara and Susanne were thrusting
their points repeatedly at its face and it tried to raise those short
forepaws up to protect itself and that's when the old man saw his
opening and got in very close, alnost directly under the thing where he
could have been crushed if it had come down on him and, using both
hands for nore power, drove the shaft of his spear directly into the
nmonster's heart and sank it in right up to the place where he held it.

The thing shuddered violently, then was still for an instant, as if
delicately balanced. Half a dozen spears protruded fromits body.
Brilliant red blood stained its white fur. Both eyes were bl oody and

sightless. The straw basket was tranpled and shattered in the nud
beneath its enornous feet. W |eaped out of the way as it toppled over.
The sound it rmade when it hit the ground seened | oud enough to shake the
very floor of the forest and the bedrock of the nountain beneath.

W stood there, sweating, trenbling, gasping for air, spears ready,
prepared to leap at it again if a single nuscle noved or even tw tched.

W waited a long tine, breathing hard, standing in a circle around its



bl eedi ng body, watching its blood soak into the earth, but the Easter
Bunny never stirred again.

The four of us live in Deacons Kill now.

We finished out the school termin New York, but didn't sign contracts
for another year. W all found jobs in the Kill and work here now. It
doesn't really matter what we do, as |long as we can support ourselves,
and, besides, we live very sinmply. Wen we pooled all of our savings,
we had enough to buy a house right on the edge of the old man's woods.
The four of us live together here and we get along just fine.

Barbara and | were married in June. Susanne wanted to be a June bride
too, so we made it a double cerenony. It's good to have friends you can
count on, and to be close to them

And of course we see the old man all the tine now

It's a nice house. It's small but we've nade it very confortable

The nicest part of it, we all agree, is the big fireplace. Once the
weat her got cool in October, we really appreciated it. None of us

m nded chopping firewod at all, because it's been so nice to keep a big

fire roaring there in the evenings and keepi ng us warm at ni ght.

But there's no fire in the fireplace tonight. Wnters are very cold in
the mountains and it's pretty cold in the house right now and the

five of us are bundled up to keep warm But we don't mind. We'll do
what we have to do and we'll wait here in the cold and the dark as | ong
as we have to.

Qur work was only just started |last April when we killed the Easter
Bunny. That was only the begi nning., Now we have nore work to do, and
we'll wait here as |long as necessary by the fireplace and the chi nmey,
because tonight is the night before Christmas and our stockings are hung
and we' re ready.

The Rubber Room

A civilized person believes hinself or herself capable of only civi
lized acts, deploring the rest but secretly fearing that he or she

m ght, just mght, one day be driven to some of them It is, quite
literally, a living nightmare that nost of us manage to confine to the
dark of our dreams. Best intentions, however, do not always produce
the best results.

Robert Bl och was the author of dozens of novels and stories in

the fields of Dark Fantasy, science fiction, suspense, and nystery .

H s nost recent novel was the bestselling Psycho House.

Emery kept telling them he wasn't crazy, but they put himin the rubber
room anyway.



Sorry, fella, they said. Only tenporary, we got a space problem here,
overcrowded, nmove you to another cell in a couple hours, they said. It's
better than being in the tank with all them drunks, they said

kay, so you had your call to the lawer but just take it easy until he
gets here, they said.

And the door went clang.

So there he was, stuck way down at the end of the cell-block in this
little roomall by hinsell They'd taken his watch and his wallet, his
keys and his belt, even his shoel aces, so there was no way he could harm
hi nsel f unless he bit his own wists. But that would be crazy, and
Emery wasn't crazy.

Now all he could do was wait. There wasn't anything el se, no choice, no
options, no way, once you were here in the rubber room

To begin with, it was small-six paces long and six paces wide. A
reasonably active man could cover the distance between the walls in one
junp but he'd need a running start. Not that there was any point in
trying, because he'd just bounce harnmlessly off the thick padding.

The wi ndowl ess wal | s were padded everywhere fromfloor to ceiling and so
was the door. The padding was seamless so it couldn't be torn or pried
away. Even the floor was padded, except for a ten-inch square at the
left far corner which was supposed to serve as a toilet facility.

Above hima tiny light bulb burned dimy behind its nmeshed encl osure,
safely beyond reach fromthe floor below The ceiling around it was
padded too, probably to deaden sound.

Restraint room that's what they said it was, but it used to be called a
padded cell. Rubber roomwas just popul ar slang. And maybe the sl ang
woul dn't be so popular if nore people were exposed to the reality.

Bef ore he knew what he was doi ng, Enery found hinmsel f pacing back and
forth. Six paces forward, six paces back, over and over again, like an
animal in a cage.

That's what this was, actually-not a room just a cage. And if you
stayed in a cage |ong enough you turned into an animal. Ripping and
cl awi ng and smashi ng your head against the walls, howing for rel ease.

If you weren't crazy when you canme in you'd go crazy before you got out.
The trick, of course, was not to stay here too |ong.

But how | ong was too long? How long would it be before the | awer
arrived?

Si x paces forward, six paces back. G ey spongy padding nmuffled his
footsteps on the floor and absorbed the |ight from above, |eaving the
wal I's in shadow. Shadows could drive you crazy too. So could the
silence, and being alone. Alone in shadows and silence, |ike he'd been
when they found himthere in the roomthe other room the one in the
house.

It was like a bad dream Maybe that's the way it feels when you're
crazy, and if so he nust have been crazy when it happened.



But Enmery wasn't crazy now. He was perfectly sane, conpletely under
control. And there was nothing here that could harmhim Silence can't
harm you. What was the old saying? Violence is golden .

No, not violence. Were had that come fron? Freudian slip. To hel
with Freud, what did he know? Nobody knew. And if he kept silent
nobody ever would. Even though they'd found himthey couldn't prove
anything. Not if he kept silent, let his lawer do the talking

Silence was his friend. And the shadows were his friends too. Shadows
hid everything. There had been shadows in the other roomand no one
could have seen clearly when they found him You just thought you saw
it, he'd tell them

No, he'd forgotten-he nustn't tell them just let the |awer talk .
What was the matter with him was he going crazy here after all?

Si x paces forward, six paces back Keep wal ki ng, keep silent. Keep away
fromthose shadows in the corners. They were getting darker now Darker
and thicker. Something seenmed to be noving there in the far corner to
the right.

Emery felt the nuscles tightening in his throat and he couldn't control
them he knew that in a noment he was going to scream

Then the door opened behind himand in the light fromthe corridor the
shadow di sappear ed

It was a good thing he hadn't screaned. They would have been sure he
was crazy then, and that would spoil everything.

But now that the shadow was gone Enmery relaxed. By the tinme they took
hi m down the hall and into the visitors' roomhe was quite cal magain.

Hs |lawer waited for himthere, sitting on the other side of the grille
barrier, and nobody was |i stening.

That's what the |lawer said. Nobody's listening, you can tell ne al
about it.

Emery shook his head and smil ed because he knew better. Violence is
gol den and even the walls have ears. He wanted to warn his | awer that
they were spying on himbut that would sound crazy. The sane thing to
do was not to mention it, just be careful and say the right things

i nst ead.

He told the | awyer what everybody knew about hinmself. He was a decent
man, he had a steady job, paid his bills, didn't smoke or drink or get
out of line. Hardworking, dependable, neat, clean, no police record,

not a troubl enaker. Mther was al ways proud of her boy and she'd be
proud of himtoday if she were still alive. He' d always |ooked after
her and when she died he still |ooked after the house, kept it up, kept
hi nsel f up, just the way she'd taught himto. So what was all this fuss
about ?

Suppose you tell me, the |lawer said.

That was the hard part, making hi munderstand, but Enery knew everything
depended on it. So he talked very slowy, choosing his words carefully,



sticking to the facts

Wrld War 11 had happened before he'd been born, but that was a fact.
Emery knew a | ot of facts about World War |l because he used to read
library books when Mother was alive. Inprove your mnd, she said.

Reading is better than watching all that violence on the television, she
sai d.

So at night when he couldn't sleep he read for hours sitting up in

his room People he worked with down at the shop called hima bookworm
but he didn't care. There was no such thing as a bookworm he knew
that. There were worns that are mcroorganisnms in the soil and birds
that ate wornms and aninals that ate birds and people who ate aninmals and
nm croorgani sms that ate people-like the ones that ate Mdther until they
killed her.

Au

Everyt hi ng-gerns, plants, animals, people-kills other things to stay
alive. This is a fact, a cruel fact. He could still remenber the way
Mot her screamned.

After she died he read nore. That's when he really got into history.
The Greeks killed the Persians and the Romans killed the G eeks and the
barbarians killed the Ronans and the Christians killed the barbarians
and the Moslens killed the Christians and the Hi ndus killed the Mslens.
Bl acks killed whites, whites killed Indians, Indians killed other
Indians, orientals killed other orientals, Protestants killed Catholics,
Catholics killed Jews, Jews killed Qur Saviour on the Cross.

Love one another, Jesus said, and they killed himfor it. [If CQur
Savi our had lived, the gospel would have spread around the world and
there'd be no violence. But the Jews killed Qur Lord.

That's what Enmery told the lawer, but it didn't go down. GCet to the
point, the | awer said.

Emery was used to that kind of reaction. He'd heard it before when he
tried to explain things to girls he net after Mther died

Mot her hadn't approved of himgoing with girls and he used to resent it.
After she was gone the fellows at work told himit would do hi m good.
Get out of your shell, they said. So he let them set up sone

doubl e-dates and that's when he found out that Mdther was right. The
girls just laughed at hi mwhen he tal ked facts.

It was better to stay in his shell, like a snail. Snails knew how to
protect themselves in a world where everyone kills to live, and the Jews
killed CQur Saviour.

Facts, the |l awer said. Gve ne sone facts.

So Enery told himabout Wrld War I1. That's when the real killing
began. Jewi sh international bankers financed the Napol eonic wars and
Wrld War |, but these were nothing conpared to World War 1l1. Hitler

knew what the Jews were planning and he tried to prevent it-that's why
he i nvaded those other countries, to get rid of the Jews, just as he did
in Germany. They were plotting a war to destroy the world, so they



could take over. But no one understood and in the end the Jewfinanced
armes won the war. The Jews killed Hitler just like they killed CQur
Saviour. History repeats itself, and that's a fact too.

Emery explained all this very quietly, using nothing except facts, but
fromthe way his | awer |ooked at himhe could see it was no use.

So Enery went back into his shell. But this tine he took his |awer
with him

He told himwhat it was like, living alone in his house, which was
really a big shell that protected him Too big at first, and too enpty,
until Emery began to fill it up with books. Books about World War 11

because of the facts. Only the nore he read the nmore he realized that
nost of themdidn't contain facts. The victors wote the histories and
now that the Jews had won they wote lies. They lied about Hitler, they
lied about the Nazi Party and its ideals.

Emery was one of the few people who could read between the lies and see
the truth. Rem nders of the truth could be found outside of books, so
now he turned to themand started to collect them The trappings and
the banners, the iron helnmets and the iron nedals. Iron crosses were
rem nders too-the Jews had destroyed Qur Saviour on a cross and now t hey
were trying to destroy the crosses thensel ves.

That's when he began to realize what was happeni ng, when he went to the
anti que shops where such things were sold.

There woul d be other people in these shops and they stared at him
Nobody said a word but they were watching. Sonetimes he thought he
coul d hear them whispering behind his back and he knew for a fact that
t hey were taking notes.

It wasn't just his imagination because pretty soon sonme of the people
down at work started asking himquestions about his collection-the
pictures of the party | eaders and the swasti ka enbl ens and badges and

t he photographs of the little girls presenting flowers to the Fhrer at
rallies and parades. Hard to believe these little girls were now
fifty-year-old wonen. Sonetinmes he thought if he met one of those wonen
he could settle down with her and be happy; at |east she'd understand
because she knew the facts. Once he alnost decided to run an ad in the
classified section, trying to |l ocate such a woman, but then he realized
it mght be dangerous. Suppose the Jews were out to get her? They'd
get himtoo. That was a fact.

Emery's | awyer shook his head. Hi s face, behind the grille, was taking
on an expression which Emery didn't like. It was the expression people
wear when they're at the zoo, peering through the bars or the wire
screens at the animals.

That's when Enmery decided he'd have to tell his lawer the rest. It was
arisk, but if he wanted to be believed his | awer must know all the
facts.

So he told himabout the conspiracy.
Al'l these hijackings and ki dnappi ngs goi ng on today were part of it. And

these terrorists running around with ski-nmasks over their faces were
part of the plan too.



In today's world, terror wears a ski-mask.

Sonetimes they called thenmsel ves Arabs, but that was just to confuse
people. They were the ones behind the bombings in Northern Ireland and
the assassinations in South America. The international Jew sh
conspiracy was in back of it all and behind every ski-mask was a Jew sh
face.

They spread throughout the world, stirring up fear and confusion .

And they were here too, plotting and schening and spying on their
enem es. Mother knew.

When he was just a little boy and did sonething naughty Mt her used to
tell himto behave. Behave yourself or the Jewman will get you, Mother
said. He used to think she was just trying to frighten himbut now he
realized Mother was telling the truth. Like the tinme she caught him
playing with hinself and |l ocked himin the closet. The Jewman wll get
you, she said. And he was all alone in the dark and he could see the
Jew man com ng through the walls and he screanmed and she | et him out
just in tine. Oherwi se the Jew man woul d have taken him He knew now
that this was the way they got their recruits-they took other peoples'
children and brai n-washed them brought themup to be politica
terrorists in countries all over the world-ltaly, Ireland, |Indonesia,
the M ddl e East-so that no one woul d suspect the real facts. The rea
facts, that the Jews were responsible, getting ready for another war.
And when the other nations had destroyed thensel ves, |srael would take
over the world.

Emery was tal king | ouder now but he didn't realize it until the | awer
told himto hold it down. What rmakes you think these terrorists are
after you, he asked. D d you ever see one?

No, Enmery told him they're too clever for that. But they have their
spies, their agents are everywhere.

The | awyer's face was getting red and Enery noticed it. He told himwhy
it was getting so hot here in the visitors' roomtheir agents were at
wor k agai n.

Those peopl e who saw Enery buying the Rags and swasti kas and iron
crosses had been planted in the stores to spy on him And the ones down
at work who teased himabout his collection, they were spies too, and

t hey knew he'd found out the truth.

The terrorists had been after himfor nonths now, planning to kill him
They tried to run himdown with their cars when he crossed the street

but he got away. Two weeks ago when he turned on the television there
was an explosion. It seenmed like a short-circuit but he knew better
they wanted to electrocute himonly it didn't work. He was too snart to
call a repairman because that's what they wanted-they'd send one of
their assassins instead. The only people who still nake house-calls
today are the nurderers.

So for two weeks he'd managed without electricity. That's when they
nmust have put the machines in the walls. The terrorists had machines to
make things heat up and at night he could hear a humm ng sound in the
dark. He'd searched around, tapping the walls, and he couldn't find
anyt hi ng, but he knew the nmachines were there. Sonetimes it got so hot
he was soaked with sweat, but he didn't try to turn down the furnace.



He' d show them he could take it. And he wasn't about to go out of the
house because he knew that's what they wanted

That was their plan, to force himout so they could get at himand kil
hi m

Emery was too smart for that. He had enough canned goods and stuff to
get by and it was safer to stay put. Wien the phone rang he didn't
answer; probably sonmeone at the shop was calling to ask hi mwhy he
didn't come to work. That's all he needed-cone back to work so they
could rmurder himon the way.

It was better to hole up right there in his bedroomw th the iron
crosses and the swastikas on the walls. The swastika is a very ancient
symbol a sacred synbol, and it protected him So did the big picture of
the Fhrer. Just knowing it was there was protection enough, even in the
dark. Emery couldn't sleep anynore because of the sounds in the
wal I s-at first it had been humm ng, but gradually he coul d nmake out

voi ces. He didn't understand Hebrew, and it was only gradually that he
knew what they were saying. Come on out, you dirty Aryan, cone out and
be kill ed.

Every night they cane, |ike vanpires, wearing ski-masks to hide their
faces. They came and they whi spered, cone out, come out, where' overyou
are. But he didn't come out.

Sone history books said Hitler was crazy, and maybe that part was true.
If so, Enery knew why. It was because he nust have heard the voices too
and known they were after him No wonder he kept tal king about the
answer to the Jew sh question. They were polluting the human race and
he had to stop them But they burned himin a bunker instead. They
killed Qur Saviour. Can't you understand that?

The | awyer said he couldn't understand and maybe Enmery should talk to a
doctor instead. But Emery didn't want to talk to a doctor

Those Jew doctors were part of the conspiracy. Wat he had to say now
was in the strictest confidence.

Then for Christ's sake tell ne, the | awer said.

And Enery said yes, he'd tell him For Christ's sake, for the sake of
Qur Lord.

Two days ago he'd run out of canned goods. He was hungry, very hungry,
and if he didn't eat he'd die. The terrorists wanted to starve himto
death but he was too smart for that.

So he decided to go to the store.

He peeked through all the wi ndows first but he couldn't see anyone in a
ski-mask. That didn't nean it was safe, of course, because they used
ordinary people too. The only thing he could do was take a chance. And
before he left he put one of the iron crosses around his neck on a
chain. That would help protect him

Then, at twilight, he went to the supermarket down the street. No sense
trying to drive, because the terrorists mght have planted a bonb in his
car, so he wal ked all the way.



it felt strange being outside again and though Enery saw not hi ng
suspi ci ous he was shaking all over by the tine he got to the store.

The supernmarket had those big fluorescent lights and there were no
shadows. He didn't see any of their spies or agents around either, but
of course they'd be too clever to show thenselves. Enery just hoped he
could get back home before they nade their nove

The custoners in the store | ooked |ike ordinary people; the thing is,
you can never be sure nowadays. Emery picked out his canned goods as
fast as possible and he was glad to get through the line at the checkout
counter w thout any trouble. The clerk gave hima funny | ook but naybe
it was just because he hadn't shaved or changed cl othes for so |ong.
Anyway he managed, even though his head was starting to hurt.

It was dark when he cane out of the store with his bag of groceries, and
there was nobody on the street. That's another thing the Jew terrorists
have done-nmade us afraid to wal k on the street alone. See what it's
cone to? Everyone's scared being out at night!

That's what the little girl told him

She was standing there on the corner of the bl ock when he saw her-cute
little thing, maybe five years old, with big brown eyes and curly hair.
And she was crying, scared to death.

I"'mlost, she said. I'mlost, | want ny Momy.

Emery coul d understand that. Everybody's |ost nowadays, wants soneone
to protect them Only there's no protection anynore, not with those
terrorists around waiting for their chance, lurking in the shadows.

And there were shadows on the street, shadows outside his house
He wanted to help but he couldn't risk standing out here talking.

So he just went on, up the porch steps, and it wasn't until he opened
the front door that he realized she had followed him Little girl
crying, saying please Mster, take me to ny Momy.

He wanted to go in and shut the door but he knew he had to do sonet hing.
How di d you get |ost, he asked.

She said she was waiting in the car outside the market while Momy
shopped but when Mommy didn't come back she got out to | ook for her in
the store and she was gone. Then she thought she saw her down the
street and she ran after her only it turned out to be another |ady. Now
she didn't know where she was and woul d he pl ease take her hone?

Emery knew he couldn't do that, but she was crying again, crying |oud.
If they were anywhere around they'd heard her, so he told her to cone
in.

The house snelled funny fromnot being aired out and it was very hot
inside. Dark too with all the electricity turned off on account of the
terrorists. He tried to explain but she only cried | ouder because the
dark frightened her.

Don't be scared, Enmery said. Tell ne your Mommy's nanme and |'11 phone



her to come and get you

So she told himthe name-Ms. Rubel sky, Sylvia Rubel sky-but she didn't
know t he address.

It was hard to hear because of the humring in the walls. He got hold of
the flashlight he kept in the kitchen for enmergencies and then he went
into the hall to | ook up the nane in the phone book

There weren't any Rubel skys listed. He tried other spellingsRubel ski
Roubel sky, Rebel sky, Rabel sky-but there was nothing in the book. Are
you sure, he asked.

Then she said they didn't have a phone.

That was funny; everybody has a phone. She said it didn't matter
because if he just took her over to Sixth Street she could point out the

house to him

Emery wasn't about to go anywhere, let alone Sixth Street. That was a
Jewi sh nei ghborhood. Cone to think of it, Rubel sky was a Jew sh nane.

Are you Jew sh, he asked her

She stopped crying and stared at himand those big brown eyes got w der
and wi der. The way she stared made his head hurt nore.

What are you | ooking at, he said.

That thing around your neck, she told him That iron cross. It's like
Nazi s wear.

What do you know about Nazis, he asked.
They killed ny G andpa, she said. They killed himat Bel sen .
Mormy told ne. Nazis are bad.

All at once it came to Enery in a flash, a flash that nade his whole
head t hrob.

She was one of them They'd planted her on the street, knowi ng he'd | et
her into the house here. What did they want?

Why do you wear bad things, she said. Take it off.

Now she was reaching out towards the chain around his neck, the chain
with the iron cross.

It was like that old novie he saw once |ong ago, the novie about the
Golem This big stone nonster got |oose in the Jewi sh ghetto, wearing
the Star of David on its chest. A little girl pulled the star off and
the Golemfell down dead.

That's why they sent her here, to pull off the iron cross and kill him

No way, he said. And he slapped her, not hard, but she started to
scream and he couldn't have that, so he put his hands around her neck
just to stop the screanmi ng and there was a kind of cracking sound and
t hen



What happened then, the | awyer asked.
| don't want to talk about it, Emery said.

But he couldn't stop, he was talking about it. At first, when he didn't
find a pulse, he thought he'd killed her. But he hadn't squeezed that
hard, so it nust have happened when she touched the iron cross .

That meant he'd guessed right, she was one of them

But he couldn't tell anyone, he knew people woul d never believe that the
terrorists had sent a little Jewgirl here to nurder him And he
couldn't let her be found Iike this. Wat to do, that was the question
The Jewi sh question

Then he renenbered. Hitler had the answer. He knew what to do.

It was hot here and even hotter downstairs. That's where he carried
her, downstairs, where the furnace was going. The gas furnace.

Oh ny God, said the lawer. GCh ny God.

And then the | awer stood up fast and went over to the door on the other
side of the grille and called the guard.

Cone back here, Enmery said
But he didn't listen, he kept whispering to the guard, and then

ot her guards cane up behind Enmery on his side of the grille and grabbed
hi s armns.

He yvelled at themto let himgo, not to listen to that Jew | awer
didn't they understand he nust be one of then?

I nstead of paying attention they just nmarched hi m back down the hall to
t he rubber room and shoved hi minside.

You prom sed you'd put ne in another cell, Enery said. | don't want to
stay here. |I'mnot crazy.

One of the guards said easy does it, the doctor is conming to give you
somet hi ng so you can sl eep

And the door went clang.

Emery was back in the rubber room but this tine he didn't pace and he
didn't call out. It wouldn't do any good. Now he knew how Qur Savi our
had felt, betrayed and waiting for the crucifixion

Emery had been betrayed too, betrayed by the Jew | awyer, and now all he
could do was wait for the Jew doctor to cone. Put himto sleep, the
guard had said. That was how the conspiracy workedthey'd put himto
sleep forever. Only he wouldn't let them he'd stay awake, demand a
fair trial.

But that was inpossible. The police would tell about hearing the little
girl scream and breaking into the house and finding him They'd say he
was a child-molester and a nurderer. And the judge woul d sentence him



to death. He'd believe the Jews just like Pontius Pilate (I-id, just
like the Allies did when they killed Qur Fhrer

Emery wasn't dead yet but there was no way out. No way out of the
trial, no way out of the rubber room

O was there?
The answer came to himjust |ike that.
He'd plead insanity.

Emery knew he wasn't crazy but he could fool theminto believing it.
That was no di sgrace-sone peopl e thought Jesus and the Fhrer were crazy
too. Al he had to do was pretend.

Yes, that was the answer. And just thinking about it made himfee
better. Even if they shut himup in a rubber roomlike this he'd stil
be alive. He could walk and talk and eat and sleep and think. Think
about how he'd tricked them all those Jew terrorists who were out to
get him

Emery didn't have to be careful now He didn't have to lie, the way
he'd lied to the lawer. He could admt the real truth.

Killing that little Jewgirl wasn't an accident, he knew what he was
going to do the m nute he got his hands around her throat. He

squeezed just as hard as he coul d because that's what he'd always really
wanted. To squeeze the necks of those girls who | aughed at him squeeze
the guys at work who wouldn't l|isten when he told them about his
collection and yes, say it, he wanted to squeeze Mbdther too because
she'd al ways squeezed him snothered him strangled away his life. But
nost of all he squeezed the Jews, the dirty kike terrorists who were out
to destroy him destroy the world.

And that's what he had done. He hadn't cracked the little girl's neck,
she wasn't dead when he carried her downstairs and opened the furnace
door.

What he had really done was sol ve the Jew sh question

He'd solved it and they couldn't touch him He was safe now, safe from
all the terrorists and evil spirits out for revenge, safe forever here
in the rubber room

The only thing he didn't |ike was the shadows. He remenbered how they'd
been before, how the one in the far corner seened to get darker and

t hi cker.

And now it was happeni ng agai n.

Don't look at it, he told himself. You're imagining things. Only crazy
peopl e see shadows noving. Myving and coiling like a cloud, a cloud of

snoke froma gas furnace.

But he had to | ook because it was changi ng now, taking on a shape. Enery
could see it standing in the corner, the figure of a nman .

A man in a black suit, with a bl ack face



And it was noving forward.

Emery backed away as the figure glided towards himsoftly and silently
across the padded floor, and he opened his mouth to scream

But the scream woul dn't come, nothing was com ng except the figure

| oomi ng up before Enery as he pressed against the wall of the rubber
room He could see the black face quite clearly nowonly it wasn't a
face.

It was a ski-mask.

The figure's arnms rose and the hands splayed out and he saw little black
dropl ets oozing fromthe snoky wists as the fingers curled around his
throat. Emery struck out at the ski-mask, thrusting his fingers through
t he eye-hol es, stabbing at the eyes behind them But there was nothing
under the mask, nothing at all

It was then that Emery really went nmad.

When t hey opened the door of the rubber roomthe shadow was gone. Al
t hey found was Emery and he was dead.

Apopl exyl, they said. Heart failure. Better wite up a nedical report
fast and cl ose the case. Cose the rubber roomtoo while they were at
it.

Just a coincidence of course, but people m ght get funny ideas if they
found out. Two deaths in the same cell-Enery, and that other nut | ast
week who bit open his own wists, the crazy terrorist guy in the
ski - mask.

Pet ey

Terror isn't always at its nost effective when approached on the fast
track; there are times when a certain anount of deliberate speed is
required, a speed that allows you to see what's com ng far enough in
advance to be prepared-either to get out of the way or to defend
yoursel f. The problem however, is that you can do neither. You can
only watch, and be hel pl ess.

T.EED. Kleinlives in New York City, edited The Twi light Zone

magazi ne, and has witten far |l ess than his many fans woul d |ike

Though his settings are contenporary, his taste tends to the
traditional -a taste he works to great and effective advantage.

"Let's face it, Doctor, if an inmate's suicidal there ain't a hell of a
| ot you can do. Sure, you can take away his shoes so he don't strangle
hinself with his shoel aces, and you take away his clothes for the sane
reason-l once seen a nman hanging fromthe bars on his w ndow by his
T-shirt-and maybe just to be safe you take the cot out of his room
since | ast year we had a broad who sl ashed her wists on the spyings.



"But you can't do everything. | mean, if they want to kill thensel ves
they're gonna figure out a way to do it. W once had a guy who ran

against the wall with his head A nine-by-seven cell, that's all it was,
so he couldn't build up much speed. . . . Still, he gave hinself a

pretty nice concussion. Put a nice dent in the plaster, too. Now, of

course, we keep the place padded And anot her one we had, | swear to God
he just held his breath till he croaked. | nean it, if they' ve got the
will they can do it.

"Now the guy you're gonna see, he had us fool ed W thought we'd took
every precaution with him you know? But we shoul d've used a
straitjacket. Christ, the guy really tore hell out of his throat. Wth
hi s bare hands yet.

"Ceorge, |'ve got to admt it: I'mjealous, | really am This place is
fantastic.”" MIlton raised his glass ." Here's to you, you old son of a
bitch! And to your new house."

He was about to down his Scotch, but Ellie stayed his hand

"Honey, wait. Let's let everybody in onit." She turned to the other

guests, who were gathered in little clunps of conversation throughout

the living room." Hey, everybody! Can | have your attention, please?

My husband has just proposed a toast to our charm ng host and hostess
" She waited for silence ." And to their bountiful kindness in

letting us peasants

"Peons, Ellie, peons!" shouted Walter. Like the rest of them he was
al ready rather drunk

"Yeah," echoed Harol d, "us m serabl e peons!"

"Ckay," Ellie laughed ." To their bountiful kindness in opening their
new hone-"

"Their stately new hone."
"Thei r mansion!"

"For opening their mansion to us poor mi serable downtrodden peons. And
furthernore-"

"Hey," interrupted her husband, "I thought | was going to nake the
toast!" They all laughed ." | nean |'ve been practicing for this al
week!" He turned to the rest, nmlking the joke ." | tell you, the old

| ady doesn't let nme get a word in edgewi se anynore!"

"Yeah, cone on, El," shouted Walter, "give the poor guy a chance, and
then you can put the nmuzzle back on!"

Everyone | aughed except Walter's wife, Joyce, who whispered, "Really,
honey, | sonmetimes think it's you that needs-"

"Ladi es and gentlenen." MIton spoke with nock gravity ." | hereby
propose a toast to our esteemed host-"

Al eyes turned toward Ceorge, who grinned and made a | ow bow.



,,-and to Phyllis, our equally esteened hostess-"
"Cee, Ellie, you've really got himtrai ned, haven't you!"

"I freely admt it," said MIlton, placing the hand with the drink over
his heart ." After twenty-eight years

"Twenty-seven. "

"It just feels like twenty-eight!"

" Oh, Waltie, hush up."

"After twenty-seven years of wedded bliss, she's finally done it

She's even got ne making ny own bed!" He paused for the cheers and the
groans, then turned toward Phyllis ." But as | was saying, | would like
to pay tribute to that gracious, charm ng, ravishingly beauti

Phyllis tittered.

-stunni ngly coiered-"

Sel f-consciously she patted the streaks in her new feathercut.

,-and delightfully sexy woman he calls his wife."

“"I'I'l drink to that!"

"Hear hear!"

"You're allowed to drink to that too, Phyllis."

"Yeah, sonmebody mx Phyllis a drink."

"Ch, that's silly!" squeal ed Phyllis
nmysel L"

' mnot supposed to drink to

"Nonsense, ny dear.'
hi s own.

Ceorge handed her a vodka and tonic, then seized

"And finally," continued MIton, raising his voice and his glass, "to
the reason we're all gathered here tonight, the cause of all our

cel ebration-"
" And jeal ousy," added his wife.

"To this beautiful, beautiful house, this rustic retreat nestled am dst
the wilds of Connecticut, this find of a lifetine, which nakes our own
split-levels |ook Iike sonething out of Levittown

"You're laying it on a bit thick," said George. He winked at the others
." 1 think MIt mssed his true calling. He should have been a poe
not a stockbroker."

"Or areal estate salesman!" cried Walter.

M 1lton conti nued undaunted ." This nuseum"”



"Museun?" George winced; all this congratul ation enbarrassed him He
could sense the envy in it, and the bitterness ." Mausoleumis nore |ike
it

ontai ning room after roomof the rarest antiquities-"

"Junk! Not hing but junk!"

-this magnificent Col onial nmansion-"
"Aw, cone on, MIt! It's just an old barn, for Chrissake!"

"-in which George can play country squire and Phyllis |lady of the nmanor
to their hearts' content-"

Ceorge laughed ." 1've still gt to drive to work every day!"

"-this baronial hall, this playground of the | anded gentry, this
irrefutable testament to the smartest real estate finagling this side of
Manhatt an | sl and-"

Ceorge's snile faded.

"-this glorious old homestead, now a new honme for George and Phyllis, in
the hope that their years are blessed with just as much |luck as they've
had in acquiring it."

There was a nonment's uneasy sil ence.

" Are you done, MIt?" said George.

"That's right, old buddy." MIton downed his Scotch. The others
followed with a round of applause, but it was a feeble one; George's
enbarrassnent enbarrassed themall. Then Walter yelled out, "And in the
hope that you'll give lots nore parties like this onel How about every
weekend, for starters?" And that relaxed theminto | aughter, though a

little too loud, a little too |ong.

"When are you gonna show us the rest of this place?" cried Sidney
Gerdts.

"Yeah, when do we get a tour of the estate? That's what we cane for!"
"Come on, Phyl, you prom sed."

"She's been tal king about this place for the last six nmonths!”

"Yeah, you really had us drooling."

"So what does she do now? Keeps us cooped up in this living roomlike a
bunch of kids!"

"How about it, Phyl? What're you ashamed of ?"

Phyllis smiled ." The tour starts when everybody gets here.”
"I'sn't everybody here?"

"Who' s m ssing?"



"Herb and Tanm e Rosenzwei g haven't shown up yet,’
told me they'd be able to make it.........

said George ." They

"I think maybe they were having sone trouble finding a sitter," said
Doris, Sidney's wife ." | spoke to themthis norning."
Harol d made a face ." Aw, they're always late. It takes Tanm e two

hours to put on her makeup." He shuffled toward the bar and poured
hi nsel f anot her whi skey and soda.

Let's start without'em then."

"Now, Sid, really," said Doris, taking himby the hand, "you know that
woul dn't be fair. Come on, let's go over and | ook at these." She pulled
himtoward a wall of bookshelves ." Maybe you can reach the ones on the
top. They're too high for ne."

"Aw, gee, honey, they're just a lot of old books. Kid stuff, too, from
the ook of them Fairy tales. Probably cane with the house."

"But they look interesting, those big ones up there. Maybe they're
worth a | ot of nopney."

Grunting, he stood on tiptoe and renoved one, a heavy vol une sheddi ng
fl akes of |eather when he opened it, |like a dead man's skin.

"Here, you take it. | can't read this stuff." He handed the book to his
wi fe and turned away, bored.

Squinting at the text, Doris frowned in di sappoi nt nent oh, dam," she

muttered, "wouldn't you just know it?"

Ceorge left off tal king business with Fred Wi ngast and anbl ed over,
glass in hand ." Having trouble, Dorie?"

She grinmaced ." This really nmakes ne feel ny age. | used to be so (I in
French-even knew a word or two of Provengal, which I think gOO this book
is in-and now | don't renenber a thing."

"Never could stand it, nyself. Al that masculine-fem nine stuff, and
t hose goddamm accents . " He took a sip of vodka ." Actually, 1'd
toss all these old books out, only they're a good investnent."

CGerdts turned back to them." Investnent, did you say? You nean those
things are really worth sonet hi ng?"

ma "Damm right. They're going up all the tinme." He nodded to the n who
stood talking a few feet away ." Isn't that right, Fred?"

Wei ngast wal ked over, followed by Harold and anot her guest, Arthur
Faschman ." Yeah, ny accountant told me to get into books, especially
with the market the way it is. But you' ve gotta have the roomfor'em?"”
He shrugged ." Me, ny apartnent's much too small."

"Naw, that's not the problem" said Faschman ." The problemis keeping
them cool and dry. Look at those things up there-they're probably ful
of mce and silverfish."”

Ceorge laughed, a little uneasily ." Ch, | doubt there's any nice



W had the place fum gated before moving in. Really fumgated!" He took
a sip of vodka ." But you know, you're right, those damed things do
decay somet hing awful, and when sunmer comes | bet they' Il begin to
snell. To tell you the truth, 1've been thinking of selling the |ot of
themto some place down in New Haven. Maybe put in a nice hi-fi unit,

or one of those new Betanax things."

"Yeah, that's a good idea," said Faschman ." |'ve been neaning to get
one of those myself. And I'll tell you what you do then: you invest in
stanps. They're a lot easier to keep."

Wi ngast nodded ." Stanps are okay," he said, "but nmy accountant says
coins are eye etter. Wth gold prices going up, they're a pretty safe
bet . "

When Ceorge left them the men were deep into high finance. He returned
to the bar and refilled his gl ass.

Even with the Rosenzwei gs' tardiness, and the absence of the Foglers and
the Geens, and the fact that Bob Childs was sick and Evelyn Platt was
away, it was a big housewarming party. The Brackmans were there, Mt
and Ellie, and the CGerdtses, Sid and Doris, and Arthur and Judy
Faschman, and Fred and Laura Wingast, and the Stanleys just back from
M anmi, Dennis and Sarah sporting their new suntans, and Harol d and
Frances Lazarus, and big Mke Carlinsky with his fiancde, whose nane
they all kept forgetting, and

Phil and M m Katz, and the Chasens, Chuck and C ndy, and Walter

Appl ebaum and his new wi fe, Joyce, and Steve and Janet Ml holl and, and
Jack and Irene Crystal, and the Fitzgeralds and the Goodhues, and Allen
ol dberg and Paul Strauss and poor Ci ssy Hawkins, who was so honely
Allen and Paul wouldn't talk to her, even though she was supposed to be
fixed up with one of them

Thirty-one people gathered in the Kurtzes' living room and with the
Rosenzwei gs arriving now, am d rmuch huggi ng and handshaki ng and cries of
"At last!" and "It's about tinme!" and the inevitable wolf whistles at
Tamm e Rosenzwei g's ddcol | etage, that made thirty-three.

That was a | ot of people, George decided. Too nmany, really, when one
consi dered how many of themweren't even close friends. Wy, he and
Phyllis barely saw the Mil holl ands from one year to the next. And as
for the Goodhues, they didn't even know them they'd been invited by the
Fitzgeral ds. Leani ng back against the bar, George held the glass to his
eye and surveyed his guests through a frost of vodka. At tinmes |ike
this it was hard to keep track of them too nmany faces to smile at, too
many nanmes to renmenber. Sonetimes they seened al nost interchangeabl e.

Still, it was nice to have a living room|arge enough to hold a crowd
this size. And anyway, Ceorge reflected, he and Phyllis had vowed t hat
as soon as they'd noved into the house they'd becone great entertainers.
A party like this was the perfect way to establish their new identities.
"Ceorge!" Phyllis broke into his reverie ." Come over here and take
Tommi e's coat." She | ooked up at Herb ." And as for you, | think you're
a big enough boy to hang your own coat up. |It's very informal tonight,
we haven't really noved in yet. And you'll have to m x yoursel ves
drinks, we don't even have a bartender!" She | aughed, as if to suggest
that, in the future, in this fine new house, bartenders would be
routine.



Tamm e was tal king about how hard it was to find a decent sitter these
days ." And so finally we decided the hell with it, and left her off at
Herb's fol ks. They never go out anynore anyway." She snoothed her new
dress.

"Lord, George, this place is swell!" said Herb, punping George's hand ."
I"mjust sorry we didn't get here earlier, so we could see it by
daylight. Bet those trees are beautiful this tinme of year. But CGod
almghty, let me tell you, it's hard as hell to find this place!"

"Weren't Phyllis's directions good enough?”

"Ch sure, they were all right." Herb foll owed George to the coat cl oset

." But | mean, it gets so dark out here in the country. |'mjust

T

not used to it." He paused until George had found a spare hanger for
Tommie's coat ." W took the Turnpike all the way up to New Havent hat
part was fine, of course-and we got off at C, jus ce we were supposed
to. . . But once you're off 81 the road gets pretty bad. It's like
they suddenly turned out the lights! No markers or anything." He shook
his head ." You've got influence on the State H ghway Conm ssion, don't
you, Ceorge? | nean, you really ought to do sonething about it. It's a
di sgrace!"

"Yeah, the roads are a little tricky at night, till you get used to
them™

"Tricky? They're a lot worse than tricky, let ne tell you. | damm near

hit something! Honest to God, | think it was a bear."

"Ch, cone on, Herb!" George slapped himon the back ." You've been
living in Yonkers too long. This is the country, sure, but it's not the
m ddl e of the woods, for Chrissake! This icu . ' ere haven't been
bears around here for hundreds of years."

" \Well, whatever it was-"
"Probably sone poor old sheep dog. Al the farners around here use'em"”

"Ckay, okay, it was a sheep dog, then. W knows? It was so dark
Anyway, | nearly hit the thing, and I would have if Tanm e hadn't
yelled. And then | got so rattled I missed the turnoff at, what is it,

Death's Head?"

Ceorge laughed ." Brother, you' ve got sone imagination! You Mdison
Avenue guys are all alike. The name of the town is Beth Head, dunmy!
Bet h Head."

Herb | aughed, too ." Anyway, | missed the place conpletely and ended up
driving into the gates of sonme state park. Can you believe it?

Tamm e was having a fit' W' re | ooking for your house and we end up in
some dammed park!"

"Yeah, that's Chatfield Hollow. 1|'ve done sone fishing there. Very
nice area."



"It nust be, during the day. But it's not the kind of place | like to
visit at night. Tanm e thought she saw a light in the ranger's cabinyou
know, the one by the gates-and | got out to ask directions. | nean, we
hadn't even brought al ong a goddammed nmap!"

Ceorge grinned fromear to ear ." Poor Herb! You'll just never nmake a
backwoodsnman! "

"Damed right!" laughed Herb ." Tanmi e was fussing about her goddammed
dress so nmuch she didn't even think to . . . Well, anyway, |'m

wal king up to this godforsaken little cabin, and i mediately | see that
Tamm e was wong, there's no light init, the place is boarded up

for the season and all. . . . But just in case, | start pounding on
t he door, you know?, and yelling for the ranger. | nean, we were really
lost!" He lowered his voice ." Besides, | knew Tanmm e woul d squawk i f
didn't nake sure it was really enpty."

"And was it?"

" OF course it was! Wwo the hell would hang around a place like tl, at
all night?" He shook his head ." So there I am pounding on this door
and wondering if there's a pay phone around so naybe | could call you

When | hear sonething | unmbering through the bushes."
., Probably the ranger."

"I didn't wait to find out. You should have seen how fast | got back

into that car and took off! Believe ne, | was ready to head right back
to New York, but Tamr e wanted to show off her new dress."” He paused ."
And of course, | wanted to see this place."

You tell Tamm e what you heard?"

"Are you kidding? She'd make such fun of ne |I'd never hear the end of
it. Listen, she thinks I"'ma coward as it is. She's the tough one, she
really is. 1'd never have found this place if it weren't for her. She
caught that last turnoff after | was half a mle past it. The damed
thing's al nmost hidden by trees! You ought to cut a few of them down,
for Chrissake!"

"I thought you were supposed to be the big conservationist."

Herb | aughed ." Well, just because | send noney to the Sierra Cub
doesn't mean | have to worship trees. | nmean, someone's going to have
an acci dent one of these days. Really, George, you ought to do

somet hing about it. Get themto put up some lights or sonething .

You' ve got influence with the H ghway Conm ssion, don't you?"

Not as much as people seemto think."

"Well, anyway, it's a safety hazard. | nean, that w nding road, so
goddammed narrow that | had to go about twenty mles an hour.

It's just a good thing there weren't any cars going the other way. As a
matter of fact, there wasn't a single other car on the road. Pretty
desol ate for a place so close to New York."

"No pollution."



"Dam right! Hey, | nmean it, old buddy. | may not be a nature freak
but I think it's great out here. Like to live here myself."

"Why not nove, then? There nust be a few honesteads for sale in these
parts. | know there are a couple in the next county. | could even help
you look. | nmean, it gets a little lonely, sonetinmes.........

"Hey, | thought you liked living way out here."

"Ch sure, of course | do. Wuldn't trade it for the world. | just

T. E D K

nmean, we don't have any friends in the area yet, and it'd be nice to
have soneone nearby."

"Aw, you make friends pretty quick, CGeorge. Besides, | could never
afford a place like this. | nean, all this land!"

"No, really, it wasn't so bad. Didn't cost much."

"Come on, man! You've got roomfor a couple of good-sized golf courses
out here. And that driveway of yours, it's as long as a country road.
You know, | have to keep remindi ow near we are to the city. There's so
much land, 1'l1 bet you could go hunting right on your own property. And
probably get |ost, too."

"Yeah, well, | guess we're really out in the sticks."

"But that's the best part! | mean it, that's just great! That's the
whol e point of living out here, | can see that now. The seclusion, the
solitude . . . Boy, could | do with sone solitude these days!"

"Busi ness pretty rough, huh?"
"Boy, you knowit! W're all tightening the belt. How about you?"
"Ch, pretty much the same, | guess.”

"Aw, now don't be nobdest, George. You're always selling yourself short.
This place must have cost a pretty penny."

Ceorge paused and cleared his throat ." Well to tell you the truth, it
cost me alnost nothing. Got it for a song. The owner went a little
you- know -what." He tapped his head.

"Christ! Leave it to you to find the bargains!" They were back in the
living roomnow. Herb gazed around him taking in the furnishings, the
sheer size of the room the fam liar faces of the other guests .

"Ch well, | guess the rest of us will just have to get along with our
l[ittle shacks in the suburbs!"”
"Not me, man," Walter piped up ." |I'mbuying nyself an estate just |ike
this one." The others paused in conversation. Walter grinned

"Just as soon as the market picks up!"

"You'd better watch out, Walt," called Frances ." Someday sonebody m ght



just take you seriously. You'll run into sone real estate sharpie and
wind up out in the street, walking around in a barrel!"

MIlton noved toward them staggering slightly, and put his arm around
Walter's shoulder. He was very drunk ." If you wanna buy sone | and, you
don't hafta wait till the market's better," he said ." You just gotta
know the right people. 1Isn't that right, George?"

Under the weight of their curious stares, George managed to maintain his
smle-but it was an effort ." Ch, you need a little patience, that's
all. And you have to wait till the right deal comes along. | was just
lucky, | guess." The | ook he gave MIton was not very pretty.

Phyllis stepped forward, not a nonent too soon, and announced

gaily, "wWell, | don't know about you, but |I'mjust grateful to be living
in a place like this. And now that Herb and Tammie are finally here,
I'"d like to show you just how | ucky we are."

"Well, it's about tine," said Ellie. She turned to the rest ." She's
been keeping us in suspense.”

You nean at long last we'll get to see it?" asked Frances.

"That's right," replied Phyllis, all smles. She fluttered her eyelids
in parody of a G and Duchess ." Madanme Kurtz will now escort her guests
around her pal atial estate.”

Ceorge managed an apol ogetic | augh . he said

Honest - not hi ng but a barn!™"

It's just an old barn,'
"See, | got himtrussed up pretty tight now Wn't catch ne making the
sane mistake twice, no, sir!"

"Are you sure the straps aren't a little, urn, too tight?"

"You kidding, Doc? |If I |loosened themthings, he'd Yip the bandages off
in tw seconds flat. No, sir, nothing doing.

The doctor stepped into the room." Well, hello there, " he said
genially ." I'"'msorry to find you like this. Hope you' re not terzibly
unconfortable. Just as soon as those | acerations heal, we'll renove

t hose bandages and then we'll see if we can't get you out of that

jacket, okay? W believe in giving our patients here a second chance.
The man on the bed glared at him

"And so | do hope that, urnHe turned to the orderly ." Can he hear what
' m sayi ng?"

"Ch, yeah, he can hear you fine. But we think he nustve done sonethi ng
to his vocal cords, you know? He don't seemable to speak " He smled

"Just between you and me, | ain't so broken up about that. | nean, al
that screaming, it was really getting to ne. Always going on about
feeding time . . . | mean, you'd think we never fed the guy!"

"It isn't fair. Honestly, it just isn't fair." Ellie gestured toward
t he bedroom ." Just look at that. That's exactly the kind of bed frane
MIt and | have been | ooking all over New York for."



"I"ll bet it's real brass, too," said Doris ." Hey, Frannie," she called
over her shoulder, "do you think that bed frane's real brass?"

Frances emerged fromthe bathroom Irene Crystal in tow." I'mafraid
so," she said ." God, |I"'mabsolutely green with envy. And that quilt,
did you ever see such a thing? It nust have taken years! Don't you
just love it?"

"Ch, | do," said Doris ." It's beautiful." She ran her hand down one of
t he gl eam ng bedposts.

"It's crimnal, that's what | think," said Ellie ." Here | spend ny
whole life dream ng of a house in the country with a greenhouse and a
pantry and a kitchen big enough to wal k around in-"

" And a real library," said Doris
"That's right, a real library, the kind they have in those Joan aine
novi es, renenber? Wth confortable chairs and little tables next to

them so you can sit and sip your sherry while you read

And who gets all this? The Kurtzes. | tell you, it's sinply crimnal
I mean, has anyone ever seen either of them so much as open a book?"

" Oh, Ceorge is a reader," said Frances ." | can tell."
" How?"
She grinned inpishly ." There's a pile of Sports Illustrateds in the

bat hr oom "
"And how about that nursery?" said Doris. She enjoyed baiting Ellie.

"Yes, can you inmagine? A separate nursery, and they don't even have
children. It makes ne so angry | could positively scream”

"Ch, cone on, El," said Frances, "don't get all worked up. Your two
kids aren't exactly toddlers anynore. Your oldest is already out of
coll ege, for God's sake!"

"Still, all I can think of is how nice this place would have been when
MIt and | were just starting out. Damm it all, going home to Long
Island's going to be such a | etdown."

"You're not kidding," said Irene ." And the ride back's not going to be
much fun either. Jack s been grunbling about it all night. W figure
if we | eave here at eleven-1 nean, we've got to stay at |east that

| ate-we won't be hone till past one.™

"Well, ny husband had a brilliant idea," said Frances. She seated
herself on the bed ." He took one | ook at that guest room down the hall
the one with all those antique toys in it, and decided he wanted to
spend the night here. He says if we hang around | ong enough, they'l
have to ask us to stay the night."

"Hey, you little schenmers in there!" They all |ooked up in guilty
surprise, but it was only Mke Carlinsky standing tall and fat in the
doorway, his fiancde on his arm." | heard all that. You can hatch al
the plots you want to about staying the night, but |I warn you, Gail and
I have dibs on this room" He strode inside, the wide plank floorboards



creaki ng beneath his weight.

"Sorry, Mke, I'mafraid you' re out of luck," said Frances ." This one's
the master bedroom See? Two dressers, two mirrors, and matching night
tables.”

Carlinsky grinned ." But just one bed, huh?" Its springs groaned as
he seated hinmself heavily upon it ." Room enough for two, I'Il admt,
but still . . . didn't think old George had it in himanynore."

Fred Wei ngast poked his head into the room other voices cane fromthe
hal | behind him." Mchael, | do declare, you're getting as catty as the
girls." He | eaned agai nst the doorway, still holding his half-filled
cocktail glass ." | don't know about you people, but |I'mnot so sure I'd
want to spend the night way out here. |'ma city boy, you know Pl aces
i ke this make nme nervous."

"Aw, what's the matter?" said Carlinsky ." Can't fall asleep w thout the
sound of traffic?"

"He'll mss the roaches," said Ellie.

"Come on over and sit down with us." Carlinsky patted the bed beside
him there was just enough room for one nore person

Wei ngast | ooked doubtful ." Well, | don't think old George would be too
happy if his bed collapsed . . . Think I'lIl go take a | ook at the
attic, if | can make it up those stairs. | hear it's really sonething

Anyway, kids, you'd all better mind your manners. Qur esteenmed hostess
is on her way upstairs-" He gl anced back over his shoul der

acconpani ed, | do believe, by her royal entourage."

I ndeed, the babble of voices grew |ouder; Phyllis was conducting her
prom sed tour of the house.

Initially the conpany had trooped after her like a colum of dutifu
school chil dren, gaping at the various roons that forned the first floor
the parlor and the pantry, the library with its walls of closely packed
bookshel ves broken only by a set of w ndows, the kitchen with its
ori gi nal oaken beans and the cast-iron neat hooks still hanging from
them the dining area and the storeroons and the fragrant little potting
shed that led into the greenhouse

But thirty adults, inebriated at that, had proved a difficult group to
keep together; they'd spilled over into the balls, getting sidetracked
over old maps, |agging behind and returning to the living roomto refil
their glasses. At last she'd sinply given up, and had encouraged them
to wander wherever they pl eased.

"Just make sure Walter doesn't trip down the stairs,” she'd said,
wi nking at him." He | ooks drunk enough to break his neck! And oh, by

the way, | know nost of it's junk, but please try not to break anything
at this early date. Wit till we've lived here a bit |onger
O herwi se, you can have the run of the house and, | guess, the run of

the grounds-if anyone feels |ike stepping outside in this weather."



She gl anced doubtfully toward the w ndow.
" What's the matter?" said Herb, "don't the bathroons work?"
Phyllis laughed ." | just mean that if you're going to get sick, 1'd

rather you do it outside, all over the dead |eaves, than on ny nice new
carpet! "

Most of the wonen had Unnedi ately gone back to the kitchen to exclaim
once again over the maple breakfast table and the old wought-iron gas
range with the extra-deep conpartment for baking bread. Ohers had gone
ahead to the second floor, and a few of the men had made straight for
the narrow stairway to the attic, vowng to "work fromthe top down."

Phyl lis was now advanci ng al ong the upstairs hall, accomnpani ed by the
nore faithful of her audience, including C ssy Hawkins, who followed her
like a child afraid of getting |ost.

"Ww, " Ci ssy was saying, "the steps in these old houses are so steep!"
She lingered near the top of the stairs, catching her breath

"How do you do it, Phyl?"

"Remenber, |'ve been living here for six weeks now. " She smled down at
the others still on the stairs; Janet Mil holland stood on the |anding,
panting softly and clutching the bannister for support ." Honestly,
girls, it does wonders for the figure."

Janet glared at her with a touch of nual evol ence, then started up

"I had no idea how out of shape | was," she nuttered ." | haven't been
this winded since the el evator strike!"

But Phyllis was al ready wal king down the hall to her bedroom pointing
out the wall hangings to Cissy and the others ." This one had to be
repaired," she was saying ." See? " the border. W had alittle shop
i n New Haven do the reweaving

They' re very cheap."

"Gosh, what is it?" asked Cissy ." | guess this green part is nmeant to
be | eaves, but what's that group in the center? Faces?"

"Ani mal faces, yes. But they're so faded |I'm afraid you can hardly see
them The man in the shop said it was a Mddl e Eastern design."”
Phyllis turned and addressed the group in the hall ." You know, there
are two kinds of tapestries: grotesque and arabesque. Arabesque just
has | eaves and flowers, but this one's a grotesque-there are aninals
m xed in."

Ellie stood in the doorway of the bedroom then turned back to Frances
" Honestly, did you ever?" she whispered ." Listen to her, parading
around her new knowl edge to inpress the nasses."

"It's like the book, then, isn't it?" G ssy was saying ." Tales of the
G ot esque and Arabesque.”

"Ch, really?" asked Phyllis ." Wat book?" She turned to the next



tapestry; it had been hangi ng crookedly, and she adjusted it ." This
one's in nmuch better condition. See? It's a deer and a bear, | think .

Ceorge is going to have it appraised.”

Frances emerged fromthe bedroom." Were is he, by the way?" she asked.

Oh, probably downstairs.”

"I saw himgo in the bathroomat the end of the hall," said Wingast. He
shanbl ed toward the attic stairs, his drink sloshing in his glass ." The
old boy | ooked a bit under the weather. Too nuch of this stuff." He
held up his drink ." Anybody care to join nme?"

"In the attic?" asked Carlinsky, getting up fromthe bed with a groan
(and a little support fromhis fiancde) ." Sone of the guys are already
up there prowing around, | think." He followed Wingast up the stairs,
pul l'ing his woman behi nd him

"CGosh, Phyl, you nmean you have two bat hroons up here?" asked G ssy.

Phyllis nodded nodestly ." And two downstairs."

From behind them cane a gasp ." Ch, this stuffs lovely!" Janet had made
it up the stairs, and now stood exanining the tiny figurines on a shelf
by the guest room." The expressions on these little things' faces are
so precious! Bone china, aren't they?"

"I think so. Have you seen the ones inside the doorway?"

They followed her into the guest room one wall of which was lined with
or nament al shel ves.

"Hey, this is some collection!"
Phyllis merely sml ed.

"Good grief!" laughed Ellie ." Wat do you call this stuff-knickknacks,
gewgaws, thingamajigs, or urn, let's see, how about whatnots?"

Plain old bric-a-brac's good enough for ne!"

"Cee, | haven't seen one of these in years." Ellie picked up a small

gl ass globe with a winter scene inside: when she shook it, snow swirled
in a mniature blizzard. The globe beside it held a shiny black beetle,
and the one next to that a tiny bouquet of dried flowerschrysanthenuns,
bl ack- eyed Susans, cornflowers, even a tiny thistleall the colors of

aut um.

Wal ter and Joyce Applebaumstrolled in, armin arm Wile she joined
the others by the shelves, he | eaned back agai nst the wall and cl osed
his eyes, as if shutting out the roomfull of wonen. He was obviously
quite drunk.

"This stuff nust be worth a fortune," said Janet, examni ning the small
figure of an elf carved in dark wood ." You just don't see things |ike
this every day. And I'll bet the ones on the bottom'-she indicated a
shel f of antique cast-iron banks, dogs, and el ephants, a hunter



and a bear, a clown and hoop-"woul d cost a couple of hundred dollars, at
| east in New York."
Phyllis shrugged ." Sone of it's pretty valuable, all right, but a |ot
of it's just junk. George hasn't gotten around to throwing it out." She
pushed aside two small stone scul ptures-totenic heads of California
basal t-and picked up a gray ceranic candle holder in the shape of a
gargoyl e, the black taper seem ng to sprout frombetween the creature's

wings ." This, for exanple. It |looks old, doesn't it?"
"Medi eval . "
"Yes, but feel." She handed the thing to Janet ." See? Light as a
From Paris, feather. 1It's just sone cheap plaster-of-Paris souvenir.

appropriately enough. W saw a |lot of themwhen we were over |ast year
They sell themat Notre Dame for seven or eight francs."

(I ." wWell, maybe it's not all exactlyprice G ssy | ooked di sappointe
| ess," she said, "but you certainly have enough to open your own antique
shop. "

"Three antique shops!" said Frances.

Phyllis laughed ." This is nothing. Wit'll you see the attic!"

"What, nore? Where'd you acquire all this stuff.?"

"Don't forget, it wasn't us who acquired it. It was the man George
bought this place from That lunatic."

"Well, he may have been a lunatic, but he certainly had good taste,"
remar ked Joyce, studying a group of prints on the wall by the w ndow a
series of storybook illustrations by Dord, Rackham and others; a Kirk
pen- and-i nk sketch showed what | ooked Iike the Notre Dame gargoyle, only
the wi ngs had been replaced by ropelike tentacles ." Eclectic, at

| east,"” she said ." What was he |ike?"
"I have no idea," said Phyllis ." | never net the nman, thank God .
CGeorge never wanted ne to. |I'mtold he was highly unpl easant.™

"What was the matter?" asked Frances. She was sliding open the drawer
of a small end table; inside, the drawer was freshly dusted, and

ty enp ."He keep ray ing about little green nen?"

"He may have. He may very well have. Al | knowis, he had very
uncl ean habits. This place stank like a sewer when | first sawit. And
it wasn't fixed up like this, believe ne. It was a ness."

"What, the whol e house?"
"You coul d barely push your way through, for the junk."
" No, | nmean the snell. Al over?"

Phyllis paused to draw the curtains, holding back the night ." Eyery
room That's why we took so long to nove in. First we tried to air the



pl ace out, but that didn't work, so then we had to have nen in to

fum gate. And believe ne, those people charge an armand a | eg
Ceorge nearly had a fit."

"All I knowis, it snells okay now," said Cissy a little too quickly .

"Real |y, Phyl, you've done a marvel ous job cleaning."

"Well, | don't really deserve the credit. There are people you can hire
for jobs like that. Those fireplaces were the hardest, I'mtold

Filled with dirt and ashes. [|I'mglad we won't have to depend on them
when wi nter cones. |magine, one in every room"

"Even in the kitchen," sighed Joyce ." Ch, Waltie, if we could only have

one built in our kitchen-even a fake one . . . Wuldn't that be
ni ce?"
Her husband opened his eyes. They were bl oodshot ." Yeah," he said,

"we'd be the rage of Scarsdale." He | ooked away.

"Why don't you just settle for the hooks?" asked Frances.

"You mean t hose meat hooks on the ceiling?"

"Sure, they wouldn't cost nmuch. And Walter could hang salam on them"

"But we have no beams to put themin."
Phyllis intervened ." Obviously, then, the thing to do is to let George
find you a house like this, beans and all."

"That's what | keep tellin' everybody," whined Walter

She ignored him." Cone on, |let me show you our bedroom .

There's some nmore junk in there.™

They foll owed her down the hall, and all the wonen who hadn't already
seen the brass bed frane nade the appropriate, and predictable, gasps of
del i ght.

"Ch, where'd you get it?" Janet wanted to know ." You don't mean to tel

nme this cane with the house, too."

Phyllis beaned ." Were el se?"

"Boy, the previous owner nmust have lived a pretty good life here

What happened, his wife die and he go to pieces?"

"I"'msure | don't know, " said Phyllis ." | doubt he was even married."

Janet's eyes wi dened
house?"

You nean he lived here all alone? In this huge

Phyllis shrugged ." | told you he was crazy. He may have had a dog or
somet hing to keep himconmpany, |I'mnot sure. | think George said



somet hi ng about a pet."

The bedsprings groaned as Walter fell heavily onto the mattress .

He lay back full Iength, careful nonetheless to keep his shoes off the
patchwork quilt ." Well, 1'd say he was one guy who knew how to live."

G ving an extended yawn, he stretched as if ready for bed ." | nmean,
this is a conftable place. A li'l drafty, but conftable. An' this is a

conftable bed." He closed his eyes and appeared to doze.

Joyce | ooked an apology . at her hostess ." He always gets like this
when he's had a hard week. Anyone want to help me drag hi mout?"

"No-no-no, leave himbe. Let himtake a little nap. Like he said, it's
a confortable bed." Phyllis prided herself on her tact ." The weird
thing is, the man we bought the house fromdidn't even use it. He slept
on a cot."

"You' re kidding!"

"Not hi ng but a cot?"

"That's all. | tell you, the way sone bachelors live Phyllis shook her
head ." George found this brass franme in the attic, underneath a pile of
junk. We polished it up and bought a new -or it. But it's still not in

such good condition. See?" She pointed toward the nmetal |egs; they
| ooked as if they'd been gnawed ." |I'mafraid it got a bit battered up
there."”

Fromthe hall cane the sound of heavy feet on wood, and of |oud voices.
Herb peered into the doorway, blinking at the light ." Excuse ne,
ladies. Is ny wife in here?"

Tomm e's downstairs. "

"Hey, Walt! MWalt!" Harold Lazarus burst into the room pushing the
others out of the doorway ." Wake up, boy, you've got to come up and see
the attic." He began tugging at Walter's ankl es.

"Honey, cone on, |leave himalone. He's taking a little nap." Frances
put her armaround Harold's waist ." Let's go back downstairs. | want
anot her seven-and-seven."

Is it really nice up there?" asked Gissy.
"It's great!" said Harold, disengaging hinself fromhis wife's arm.

"There's stacks of magazi nes, some crazy old al manacs and star charts,
old knives, a barber chair, kids' toys . . . Alot of the stuffs
rusted, but you ought to see the magazines. Al nost a hundred years ol d,
sone of them"™

Phyllis frowned ." | nearly forgot about those things. Wen we cleaned
this place out, we put off doing the attic. W just stuck all the junk
up there, all the stuff we couldn't use. Soneday we'll have to go over

t he whol e pl ace-just as soon as it gets warm As it is, it's a
firetrap, all that paper."



"Hey, don't throw those magazi nes away," said Harold ." They m ght be
worth sonething. A few bucks, at least."

Phyllis shook her head ." It's a real rats' nest up there. Like
somet hing out of the Collier brothers."

"That's for sure!" said Harold.

Fred Weingast entered the room his glass now enpty ." Hey, that's a
wild place you' ve got, Phyl. A lot of old toys, stuff in jars, some old
uniforms-Christ, | didn't think I'd ever see one of those Army jackets
again, the kind with the snaps on the pockets . . . There's even an
ol d departnent store mannequin, way in the corner, pretty chewed up now
but scary as hell." He laughed ." | mean, the thing was naked! Herb

t hought we'd found a body!"

"Come on, Frannie, let's go up." Harold tugged at his wife's arm.

"I want to show you sone of those old nmagazines. They've got ads for
worren' s cl othes, and sonme of emare really a scream™

"Aw, honey, I'mtoo tired, and those steps | ook so steep

Couldn't you just bring a few down?" She turned to Phyllis for help.
"It's really not worth going up," agreed Phyllis ." It isn't insulated
up there, and the place really gets freezing this time of year

Especially at night."

"She's right, you know, " said Wingast, shifting his enpty glass from

hand to hand ." You could see your breath, even. Think I'll head back
down for a refill-sonething that'll really warmme up." He turned to
| ook down the hall ." Anyway, | think ny wife's down there."

Har ol d | ooked di sappointed as the rest filed out behind Wi ngast

He gl anced at his friend; Walter lay sprawl ed on the bed, snoring softly

like some |arge hibernating animal. Harold gave hima few ineffactua
nudges, then said, "Ah, hell,"” and foll owed the others downstairs.
CGeorge sat in the bathroom crouching like sonme small hunted animal. He

was acutely conscious of the nmuffl ed voices that penetrated the bathroom
door, punctuated now and agai n by nore boi sterous ones when a couple
strode past in the hall outside. He leaned forward, waiting for the
cranps to subside. |If he held his breath and strained to hear, he could
pick out a few words ." . may take the option on it, but they
don't That woul d be Faschman and, nost likely, Sid Gerdts.

Silence for a while. Footsteps in the attic overhead. Then whispered
voi ces, wonen's ." No, wait, don't go in."

"l just-"

"No, | think sonmeone's in there."

The voi ces noved on.

Ceorge sighed and stared down at the tiles on the floor, w shing he had

something to read. Against Phyllis's wishes he always left a few
magazi nes in the bathroom near the stairs, but that had been occupi ed;



and this one, right off the guest room was still relatively bare, save
for the black plastic shelves and soap dish, all glossy and shar pedged,
that his wife had put up this norning. Already the slab of soap |ay
melting like ice in alittle puddle of greasy water. And little black
guest towels, they were her idea, too, with stiff lace trim to be left
soppi ng on the floor or stuck awkwardly back on the rack. The house was
not yet livable.

Yet any bareness was preferable to the squalor in which he'd found it.
O course, it was what he should have expected, after seeing the flecks
of dried skin on the man's lips and the stain on those trousers. A
recluse, they'd called him using the polite word. Eyes like a
soreerer, they said. Perhaps the |ocals had thought himcolorful. But
Ceorge still recalled the socks on the dresser, the deposits under the
sink, and the stench of rotting mneat.

And the threats .

He felt his intestines churn, and wi nced; when would it stop? The tiles
seened to make sone sort of pattern, but the pain nmade himinpatient.
Red rectangle at the upper left of each square, no, every other square,
and in the next row the design was reversed, so that

Yet over near the door the pattern changed. Automatically he cursed the
anci ent, unknown builders of this house, then realized he hinself had
had the roomretil ed before nmoving in.

They' d kept all the original fixtures, though. It added to the

at nosphere. The bathtub even had legs, like in the old pictures,

rem ndi ng himof animal claws, thick and stubby. One, two, three

He | ost count and started over. Yes, there were five fingers on each
claw. They didn't nmake bat htubs like that anynore. Big enough for a
whole famly, too-not that the original owner had ever needed one that
si ze .

He'd snelled as if he hadn't bathed in years.

A woman's | aughter echoed in the hall, and then the | ow, eager voice of
a man, perhaps recounting a joke. Damm it, he'd miss the whole party
this way! Searching for something to pass the tine, he tugged out his
wal | et and began leafing through it. |.D. cards told himhe was George
W Kurtz, credit cards listed restrictions in tiny blue print.

What a bore. He began counting his noney.

"CGeorge?" Phyllis knocked on the door ." Are you in there?"

"Yeah," he grunted ." 1'Il be right out."

"Are you all right, honey?"

"Yeah, |I'mokay. |I'll be right out."

"I's there anything | can get you?"

"I said | was okay."

She seened to go away for a noment, then returned; her voice cane from
just outside the door ." We're all going back downstairs

Walt's asleep on the bed, though. Don't wake him"



"Did you say sonething, honey?" Holding his own breath, he could hear
her breathing on the other side. She paused as if to say sonethi ng
el se, then went away.

In the silence he wondered what was wong with him Something he'd
eaten, perhaps. Those shrinmp last night? But no, that had been two
ni ghts ago, and he'd barely had a thing all day. Maybe he could no
| onger hold his |iquor

Still, the ache felt like fear. He wondered what he was afraid of That
was how it always worked: he'd feel the tension in the pit of his
stomach, and only then would he attenpt to choose the thoughts that had
produced it. First the effect, then the cause-as if his mnd held so
many unexplored | evels, nystery upon nystery, that he never knew the
things it contained until his stomach told him

Nerves, obviously, over the success of this party. The bane of al
hosts, particularly at a big affair like this. Still, he hadn't
realized he'd been so worried.

An unsati sfying expl anation-but abruptly the pain left him He made

hi nsel f ready and stepped into the hall, checking on Walter as he passed
t he bedroom the face on the quilt |ooked red and puffy, like an
infant's who'd gone to bed squawl ing. Ceorge fastened the door to the
attic, sealing out the cold, and headed downstairs.

"I suppose pencil and paper are out of the question

"Yeah, sure, | nean what do you expect? Gve hima free hand and
he'll go for them bandages. G ve hima pencil and he'll poke his own
eyes f out. | don't put nothing past these people, not after what |
seen. "

The doctor sighed. "It's rather fmstrating, you nust admit. A perfect
sui ci dal depressive, tipe for therapy, and he's incapable of speech. "
He stared at the man on the bed; the man on the bed stared back "Perhaps
when his throat heals, if we keep himin restraint.

"Sonetines he'll talk to ne.
"Pardon? You say he speaks-"

"Well, no, not exactly. What | mean is, he taps his foot against the
wal |, see? Like when he wants nme to turn hi mover

The ot her shook his head "I'mafraid that hardly constitutes rea
conmuni cati on. A yes-or-no response, perhaps, but quite useless for our
needs. No, | think we'll sinply have to wait a nonth or two, and

"Ch, he don't just say yes or no. He taps out whole words. See, we got
this code. " He drew fromhis pocket a frayed scrap of paper. "Ais
one, Bis two; it goes like that.

then . . . "There's an instruction booklet inside. Only trouble is,
it'sin

"And to say a word like 'zoo' would take all night. No, thanks. The



doctor | ooked at his watch ." For the tinme being, some nedication-"

"No, you don't understand You see, Zis two taps, and then six .

Twenty-six, get it? And O would he'L-he studied the paper- "one, and
then five. Pretty smart, huh?"

"It would still take all night, and | have thiny other patients to worry
about ." He | ooked again at his watch. 'And rounds to nake before
bedtine. No, | think we'll keep himon the Thorazine, and I'|

prescribe twenty-five mlligtams of Tofranil. W can tly that for a
whi l e He wal ked down the hall, scribbling in his notebook

The orderly remained in the doorway of the room staring at the man on
the bed. The nman on the bed stared back

In the living roomHerb Rosenzweig was trying to organize a gane. Faces
turned as George entered.

We m ssed you, CGeorge. Thought you'd fallen in!"

He grinned sheepi shly and noved toward the bar, both flattered and
annoyed that his absence had been noted. Couldn't these people fend for
t hensel ves? It wasn't as if they were all strangers to one anot her.

"Herb here thought you'd been eaten by a bear!"
"That's what | told em George."
CGeorge shrugged ." No such luck. | think it was what | ate!"

Amid their |aughter Phyllis called, "Now, don't put ideas in their

heads, or nobody'll finish the quiche. | spent all day naking it." She
pointed to the plates of hors d' oeuvres by the bar ." And you people
aren't eating the sausages," she chided ." They'll just lie there in the
refrigerator if no one eats them?"

A few guests, cowed, shuffled toward the food. Cissy called to himfrom
across the room." W're going to tell our fortunes, George

You're just in time. Herb has a pack of cards."

"A Tarot deck," said Herb, pronouncing the final t. "I found it up in

your attic, in one of the trunks." He held forth a green cardboard box

decorated with line drawi ngs and the words Grand Etteilla. Cell ophane

still clung to the sides ." | wanted to see what they |ooked Iike," he

expl ained ." Hope you don't mnd. | don't think the pack had ever been
opened before."

"Do you know how to use then®"
French. "

"I'ma little rusty nyself,’
hi m

George was saying, but MIlton interrupted

"Ellie's a whiz at French. Christ, you should ve seen her over there,
| ast sumer. They thought she was a native." He snatched the bookl et
fromHerb's hand and gave it to his wife ." Go ahead, what's it say?"



"Ch, this is easy," she said ." '"Manidre de Tirer le Gand Etteilla ou
Tarots Effptiens, Conposd de Soixante-di x-huit Cartes Illustrdes.” Well,
you can pick that up, can't you?"

"Somet hi ng about Egyptian cards," said Frances.

Does it say how to lay them out?" asked Herb.

Ellie flipped through the pages ." Hmm there aren't any di agrans.

Pretty cheap. There's sonmething in the front, though. 'To use the
cards, it is necessary first to strike the gane by the person who
"' She paused in her reading ." Oh, | see. The person whose fortune's

being told has to hit the cards with his left hand."

"Whose fortune's being tol d?" asked George, without much interest.
Anyt hi ng, though, to anuse the guests.

Herb shrugged ."
spread then?"

We can try Tomme's, if she wants. Does it say howto

"I wish | could renenber how Joan Blondell did themin N ghtrmare Alley,’
said Ellie ." Al | renenber is, she kept turning up the death card for
Tyrone Power."

" The Hanged Man," said Cissy, with a nervous little |augh

"Mm that's right. Well, let's see." Ellie squinted at the bookl et
"Ch boy, this is so conplicated. . . . | don't knowif it's worth
it. I1t'Il take half an hour to set up."

"Aw, forget it then," said Herb, already casting about for new games to
pl ay.

Tamm e put her armaround him." Fromnow on we'll stick to fortune

cooki es. "

CGeorge watched the group begin falling away around him dissolying into
smal |l clots of conversation, but Phyllis picked up her cue

"Why don't we do it the fast way? We'Ill all pick a card, and that'll be
our fortune. Here, give me, I'll shuffle.”

For tradition's sake she rapped once on the box, and the cards were duly

passed anpbng the guests until each held one ." | feel as though we're
about to play bingo!" said Fred Wingast, puzzling over his card ." What
is this, anyway? |It's The Three of something, | can tell, but what are

they? Dinner plates?"

Harol d peered over his shoulder ." That's it-The Three of D nner
Pl ates!"

"They |l ook like coins to nme," said Weingast's w fe.

Ellie was | eafing through the booklet ." No," she said, "they're
pentaci es. See? A five-pointed star inside each circle.™

VWhat's it supposed to nean?"

"Let's see. (kay, here we go." She | ooked up at Weingast and smled



nmysteriously, then turned to the text
di sti ngui shed-" "

" A person nobl e and

" Hey, that's me to a T!" shouted Wi ngast.

Ellie waited for the |laughter to subside, then continued ." Sorry,
peopl e, but you've got it wong. Listen. 'A person noble and

di stingui shed has need of silver-uh, noney-and you should lend it to
him" "

| mredi ately, and predictably, Harold scurried over and sl apped hi mon
the back ." Fred, old pal, how about it?"

There were several paragraphs of text still to read, but the gag had run
its course. Ellie turned to the rest ." kay, kids, who's next?"

I gnoring the drunken cries of "Me-nme-nme-nme," she reached for Frances
card. In snmeary lithograph it depicted a small blond boy holding a gold
chal i ce; the background was pastoral, with dark green hills and a

waterfall ." Ch, a picture card,"” she said ." Maybe that neans it's

i nportant." She squinted down at the text ." Apparently he's The Page of
Cups. Sort of like The Jack of Dianmponds, | guess. 'Have confidence
absolute,' it says-absolute confidence-'in the young man bl ond that you
offers . . . that offers you his service." Cee, Frannie, who do you

know who's bl ond?"
Harol d answered for her ." Dam it, 1'll bet it's that delivery boy!"

He nade a big show of being the cuckol ded husband, which all but Frances
found anusi ng.

"Do Phyllis next," suggested soneone.

" Yeah, cone on, do Phyllis." The others took up the chant.

Phyllis squirmed like a little girl asked to make a birthday speech .
"No," she said, smling nervously, "really, |I don't want to hear m ne.
al ways believe in fortunes, and they're always bad." She hid the card
behi nd her back ." Do George's first."

Ellie shrugged ." Okay, then, let me see it." She held out her hand.

" But | haven't got a card," said Ceorge.

"Too busy playing the proper host," said MIton. He picked up the pile
of cards ." Come on, there's nmore than half the pack left. Take one."

" Close your eyes first," added Herb.

Ceorge sighed ." Ckay, okay. But I'mtelling you, the guests are
supposed to cone first." He took the cards fromMIton and shuffled
t hrough them eyes shut. He lifted one fromthe m ddl e of the deck

100 and | ooked down at it ." Good God!" He slipped it back in the deck
and continued to shuffle.

"Hey," cried Ellie ." | sawthat. No fair. You cheated!"

"He's entitled,"” said Bernie ." | nean, it's his house, right?"



The ot her guests had lost interest in all fortunes but their own; sone
had wandered over to the bar. Ellie, however, wasn't nollified

"I"ll bet he had The Hanged Man. Isn't that right, George? Just I|ike
in the novie?"

"Just like in the novie," said George, his eyes shut ." Here, give ne a
reading on this one." He drew forth a card and handed it to her

"The Ei ght of WAnds," she said ." 'Learning a trade or a profession
Enpl oynent or conmission to cone. Skill in affairs-in materi al
affairs.” I'mafraid that's a pretty general one."

"Well, it's not so far off," said MIton ." Ceorge is skilled in
material affairs.”

Herb shrugged ." Yeah, but so are we all. | mean, this kind of stuff
could apply to anyone here. It's really no better than that colum in
the News. You know, The Stargazer's Prophecy, or sonething |like that

My secretary lives by it."

CGeorge had noved away fromthem He stood by one of the w ndows,
staring out at the night, trying to disguise the pain in his stomach.
Because of the light inside it was inpossible to see well, but he could
hear the tapping of dead | eaves against the glass. He heard, too, a few
of the wonen squealing over Phyllis's card, The Lovers, and he thought
of the one he had drawn forth, and had returned to the deck so hurriedly
after the briefest glinpse-an anorphous mass of gray, |ike the back of
some huge animal, illumnated as if by moonlight. It had seened
disturbingly famliar. Amd the babble of voices its nmenmory was al ready
begi nning to fade, but not the uneasiness it had aroused, the vague,

hal f-buried guilt. . . . Wth a start he noticed his own reflection
in the window, and saw the savage twi st of his mouth. He snoot hed back
his hair, smled, and turned back to the conpany.

Entropy had set in. Al but a few had tired of the gane and had once
again broken into smaller groups, those nost bored drifting toward the
bar like sedinent to the bottomof a pond. Sidney Gerdts was hol di ng
forth to the Goodhues and the Fitzgeralds-the fall of the dollar, or
perhaps the rise of crime-and Phyllis was trying to get Paul Strauss to
talk to poor Ci ssy Hawkins. Fred Wingast was naking hinsel f anot her
drink. Over by the corner Herb and MIton sat on the couch conparing
the achi evements of their children. Ohers had wandered off to the
kitchen and library. For the tine being they al

seened occupi ed; he passed anpbng them unnoticed, on his way back to the
bat hr oom

"I"ve never seen himlike this," Herb was saying ." He's been so
evasive. Usually he'll brag about a smart deal till you're sick of
listening, but this time he played nodest with me. | could tel
somet hing was funny the minute | came in."

"You mean that bit about 'just lucky, | guess'? Jesus, wasn't that
somet hing!"™ MIton shook his head.

"Yeah, all he'd say was the guy went a little ga-ga and sold himthis
pl ace for a song."



"I's that what he told you?"

"That was it. But, well, you seemto know a bit nore about what really
went on."

MIlton stared down into his glass, watching the ice cubes shrink and
change shape ." Well, | don't know all that much."

"Aw, cone on. | hear you've been riding himabout it all night."
"Maybe |'ve sobered up a little since then."
"Aw, hell, you know I'Il keep this to myself."

He studied Herb's face, and saw the endl ess cocktails of expenseaccount
| unches, the daily betrayal s disguised as good fellowship .

Herb woul d nake a good story out of this.

"How about it?"
"Well MIton watche'd George sidle through the roomand head upstairs ."
Ckay, why not ?"

In the roomupstairs Walter slept fitfully. A floorboard groaned
out si de the door-Ceorge on his way up the hall-and was echoed by the
huge |inb of an el mbeyond the wi ndow. Walter turned heavily onto his
side, buried his face in the pillow, and slept on, one hand tw sting a
wrinkle of quilt as if clenched upon a steering wheel

The wonen on the couch had begun tal ki ng about food costs, and Tami e
was bored. It took parties like this to rem nd her that she preferred
the conpany of men ." I'msure they are better for you," Janet

Mul hol  and was saying, "but the prices they charge in those health food
stores are outrageous." Tanmm e | ooked around for her husband; he was in
the corner by the window, talking with MIt Brackman. Pretty soon
they' d be swapping dirty jokes.

A bridge table had been set up near the bar, piled high with paper
pl ates and plastic forks. Big Mke Carlinsky was bent over it, show ng
something to his fianc6e-what was her nane? Gail

"You want your fortune done?" He sniled up as Tammie strolled over; Gai

| ooked at her coldly ." According to this, |I'mgonna have five kids, but
Gail's only gonna have two!" Laughing, he pointed to an open page in the
bookl et, but Tammi e couldn't read a word of French

"You still got your card?"

The green box lay next to an enpty hor d' oeuvres platter, Tarot cards
pi |l ed haphazardly beside it where guests had left them The top card
showed a stone tower crunbling as a bolt of lightning hit it. In the
background t he sea raged furiously.

"No, | put mine back in the box. There were just too many peopl e ahead
of me. But let's see, | think | can find it again." She began sorting
t hrough the deck, aware that Mke's eyes were on her; he was probably
trying to decide if she was wearing a bra ." Hey, look at this," she
sai d, producing the picture of a regal woman ." | like this one better



than nmy own card! Wat's it nean?"

"The Queen of Swords," said Gail ." You're not allowed to choose, you
know. You can't just pick the prettiest card and say you want it." She
| ooked guardedly at her fiance.

He was already flipping through the bookl et
Sounds dangerous." He stopped and read to hinmsel f, |ips noving
Sonet hi ng about old age, | think." Tanm e stiffened.

." Queen of Swords, huh?

"Isn't 'vielle' the word for ol d?" He saw she wasn't grinning, and his
own grin faded ." But apparently it neans one thing if you hold it one
way and sonething else if it's upside down."

It was right side up, wasn't it?" said Gail

"The other way," he went on, "it means the woman tyranni zes her husband.
Hhmm  Poor old Herb! And | always thought he wore the pants.”

Tammie forced a laugh ." Ch, | let himthink so, that's all!" She | ooked
over at her husband, still deep in conversation with MIlton .

"Now | want to find the card | really picked."
She scanned the pack. Mst of the cards were bare but for groups of

symbol s-seven cups, four pentagrans, a series of sticklike
obj ects-reni ndi ng her of the canasta deck at hone. But sone of them

bore full-color illustrations, archetypes even she could respond to
"This is nice. A chariot, | guess. Ugh! Here's Death." The skel eton
| eaned casually on his scythe ." | thought The Hanged Man was supposed

to be the death card."

"I guess not," said Gail ." See? Here it is." She turned the card
upsi de down, so that the figure stared at them." And, see, he's
smling."

"What's this one?" asked Mke ." Looks like a phallic synbol,
JEL

doesn't it!" He glanced at Tanme. The card showed an enornous hand
energi ng godli ke fromthe cl ouds, clasping an upright stick

"That's the Ace of Wands," said Gail. And, in explanation: "I've got a
paper back at hone. | haven't bought the cards yet, though. |[|'ve seen
much prettier decks than this. Renenber, Mke? Down in the Village?
But it seened |ike a waste of noney."

"Mm " He turned over sone cards that had been |l eft face down .

"Maybe 1'1l buy you a pack. For slow parties." He laughed guiltily .

"What do you think this one's supposed to be?"

She took it fromhimand stared at it. It was a night scene, with a few
stars low in the background. At the center was a gray |iver-shaped
t hi ng; animal, apparently, though the head was turned away ." Cee, |

don't think |I've ever seen this kind before." She handed it back to him
not looking at it ." O course, every set is different. | like the



nodern ones best. Like the deck we saw that time in the Village."
Tamm e studied the card for a noment, then gave a tentative snile .’
Rem nds ne of veal cutlet!" A nonent |later she joined Mke's |aughter

| aying the card face down on the table ." Do you think there are any of
those cute little sausages |left?"

"Well, the platter's gone, but.l can look in the fridge." He put his
hand on Gail's shoulder ." Be back in a second, honey."

The foot tapped against the wall, paused, then tapped eight times in
succession. Seated at the foot of the bed, the orderly | ooked down at
t he
paper ." Eighteen, that's . . . P- " The foot tapped tw ce, then
once. U Once, then four tines.

"I got the story fromBart Cipriano," Nfilton was saying ." He works in
Conmi ssi oner Brodsky's office at the capitol, and he's buddy-buddy wth
CGeorge. So's Brodsky. At first | was surprised they weren't here
tonight, but then | realized they'd already been to this house-and
often, 1'lIl bet. Besides, CGeorge may be just a little ashamed of them"

"Why? Who is this Brodsky?"
"He's with the State H ghway Comm ssion.”

"Ch yeah, | renmenber hearing that George had a bit of clout in that
department. Not bad for a guy with an office in New York."

"But don't forget, he's lived here in Connecticut all his life. And
until a few nmonths ago he was living right down the bl ock from Brodsky.
Bi g poker players, both of them" He | ooked for signs of interest in the
other's face. Herb's gaze never wavered ." Anyway, according to

Ci priano, the state had been planning a big highway up here to repl ace
81-"

"It's about tine! The roads are so dark | dammed near had an acci dent
getting here."

,,-and it was supposed to cut right through this property." He nade a
slicing motion ." Yep, that's right-all this land, this house, even, was
right in the path of the highway. So sone people were going to have to

get out of the way. Not that many, of course. It's pretty

under popul ated around here. Tobacco country, mainly, and a few smal
farms. | guess that's why they picked this place to run the road

t hr ough. "

Jesus, you nean they're gonna denolish this place?"

M Iton shook his head ." Not so fast. Just after the notices were sent
out -you know, 'Dear Sir, You've got six months to find another house,"
or something like that-the crooks in the governor's office cut back

funds and the whol e plan was canceled. No road after all. But thanks
to the usual red tape-you know how t hese state governments are-they
deci ded the cutback wouldn't be official till the end of the fisca

year. Which neans that, all this time, Brodsky had a letter sitting on
hi s desk junking the project, except that he wasn't supposed to tel
anyone." He paused for effect ." Well, guess who he told."



" George?"

"Your friend and mne. | guess he knew that George was | ooking for a

bi gger place and, who knows?, maybe he owed hima favor. Let's not be
nai ve-this sort of thing goes on all the tinme. And maybe George had
somet hing on him | don't know. Anyway, he gave George the go-ahead. He
said, in effect, Pick yourself whatever house you like from Beth Head on
uto Tylersville, and we'll get it for you." He took a sip of his drink
." 1 expect alittle nmoney may have changed hands.™

"I don't understand. You nean he had free choice? Any place he
want ed?"

"That's right. And he wanted this." He shrugged ." Who woul dn't?

Just | ook around. | don't think George had ever seen the inside of this
pl ace, though, till he watched the state marshal's break down the door

You see, the guy in here wouldn't get out. A bit of a crackpot, they
say."

"And once George was in, you nean-"

"Exactly. They announced the highway woul dn't go through after all. And
by then it was too late."

"But how about the guy they'd kicked out? Couldn't he sue, for

Chrissake? | nmean, he had a pretty good case for hinself, and
HelI! He could bring'emall to court for a stunt like that."
"Nope, not where he is now | told you he was a loony, didn't I?"
"You nean

"Uh- huh. They had himput away."” MIlton grinned ." Ch, that part was
al | aboveboard, nothing funny about that. Fromwhat | hear, he was a
real straitjacket case. Kicked like a wild man when they took hi m away,

biting and spitting. . . And calling for his son to cone back and
help him 'Petey,' he kept screamng, 'Petey, Petey,' over and over. At
| east that's what it sounded like. | guess he thought his son would

conme to his rescue. Onl"
"Only what?"

"Only he didn't have a son."
"Tsk tsk tsk. Poor guy."

"Yeah, well, that's what | thought. But Cipriano says he wasn't too
charm ng a character. He said the marshals had to literally hold their
noses when they broke down the door, that's how bad it was. Like the
[ion house at the zoo, he said. Maybe the guy had pets and never

cl eaned up after them Cost George a fortune to have the place fixed
up." He stared into his drink; the ice had shrunk and | ost its shape,
floating on the surface like a jellyfish, evolution in reverse ." Still
he made a killing on this deal. He bought the house fromthe state, and
got it for next to nothing."



"How about the other people they noved out? They put up a stink, too?"
"That supposed to be a pun?"

Herb guffawed ." Never thought of that!"

"You don't understand-they never had to nove anybody el se

They just held off till George was hone free, and then Brodsky announced
t he cutback. The notices were rescinded, and everybody was happy.

"Ch, | get it." Herb | ooked disappointed ." So it's too | ate now, huh?"
"Too late for what?"

"To pick up a place like this for nyself."

"R UN Run?"

The man on the bed nodded. His foot tapped once, twi ce, and three
times; once, twice, and five tines.

"Run away .

The man on the bed nodded.
Irene Crystal put her hand on Phyllis's ." Excuse ne," she whispered,
"we're going now, | just wanted to say good-bye."

Phyllis left Cissy to fend for herself ." Ch, what a shane!" she cried
automatically ." Can't you stay just a little longer? It's so early
yet."

"I"d love to, dear, believe ne. But Jack's folks are com ng over
tomorrow norning, and if | know them'-she rolled her eyes
comcolly-"they'll be ringing the bell at nine."

Phyllis kept Irene talking while ushering her toward the coat cl oset,
anxi ous |l est the sight of one early departure produce a mass exodus
anong the others ." Well, | certainly do hope you'll find the time to
cone out again real soon. It's not as far as it |ooks, really, once you
know t he way. "

"Ch, no, honestly, it wasn't a bad trip at all." Jack was al ready
standing by the coat closet. Phyllis |ooked nervously at the other
guests ." It's just that his folks are com ng down, otherw se we'd never
t hi nk of |eaving so soon."

Jack | eaned toward her ." | wanted to thank George," he said solemly, a
smal | boy renmenbering his manners, "but he was in the bathroom You
will thank himfor ne, won't you?"

"God, is he in there again?" Phyllis grimaced ." Yes, of course | will."
"Tell himwe think it's just the nost fantastic place we've ever seen
The find of a lifetine."

A few of the people at the bar had noticed them Fred Wingast gl anced
at his watch ." Yes, of course | will." Phyllis w shed the two woul d
hurry up and | eave quietly.



"I"'mstill amazed about what you said upstairs.”

"Pardon me?"

"Upstairs," Irene went on
living here all alone.”

In your bedroom About the man before you

Phyllis watched Wi ngast out of the corner of her eye ." Quite a
character, wasn't he?"

But why a nursery?"

"What? Onh, the nursery! Well, we tried to keep things the way we found
them It was |like that when we came. Maybe we'll turn it into another
guest room" She flashed a big grin at the Crystals ." That way you'l

be able to cone nore often, w thout

"No," Irene persisted, "I nean, it was already here when you noved in,
right? But you said that man never had any children."

Dam it! Now Arthur Faschman was | ooking at his watch ." |I'msure |
don't know," she said hurriedly ." | guess it was here when he noved
in"

"Wth all those toys? A lot of them | ooked used."

"Maybe he played with themhinself. | told you he was crazy."
"Honey, we're going to have a long drive as it is," said Jack ." |

don't want to get back too late.'
over coat .

He noved into the fro oning his

Phyllis held the door open for them." Wiew These Novenber nights are
freezing out here! 1t's the open fields, George says-no w nd
resi stance." She backed away fromthe blast of cold air. Then, as if by
rote: "Just make sure you drive carefully and get home safe.”

Irene smiled ." | only allowed himtwo drinks all night." She kissed
Phyllis on the cheek ." Bye-bye, dear, and thanks."

"Be sure to thank George for us," said Jack as the door was cl osing.
"So you think you're gonna run away, huh?" The nman on the bed shook his
head "No, sir! You ain't going nowhere, buster. Last time an inmate
got out, we caught up with himin less than twelve hours, and that was
before we installed the new aldrin system Uh-uh, no way!"

The man on the bed shook his head, nore violently this time; his mouth
twisted into a snarl.

"01l; | get it,. you want ne to run away?"
More violently still. Then, quickly.- eight, two, and one; one and four
HUNGRY

The voices fromthe living roomwere lost in the twistings of the



corridor, and the library stood dark and deserted. The door had been
left open, but Ellie lingered in the hall, reluctant to enter. Running
her hand al ong the inside of the doorway and finding no switch, she

i nched toward one of the heavy floor |anps that stood beside a desk, the
two forms outlined by noonlight. The rug felt thick and silent beneath
her feet, like animal fur. There was sonething about the roomthat made
one tiptoe, |lest some presence be disturbed.

The [ anp's sudden gl are dazzled her, and in the instant before blindness
she saw something rise fromthe desktop. A cry came fromthem both, but
the other was first to speak

"Who . . . ? Unh-oh, what tine is it?"

"Doris! God, you gave ne a fright! Wo were you hiding fronf"

"Sorry, | must have fallen asleep. | was in the mddle of this

story"-she indicated the book that |ay open on the desk'and | thought
I'd take a little nap. |It's such along trip home, and if | know Sid
he'll be in no condition to drive." She rubbed her eyes ." He's been

| ooki ng for me?"

"I"'msorry to say you haven't even been m ssed."
"Way, what tine is it?"

"Not yet eleven, | think."

"Well that's arelief. Still early, then. Sorry | scared you.
probably shoul dn't have turned off the light."

VWhat were you readi ng?"

She slid the book toward her ." It's a translation of one in the living
room A children's book, | think. |'mamazed he'd buy two copies.”

"I ather you were using it as a pillow"

Doris smiled ." Yes, |- Ch ny gosh, did | get print all over ny cheek?"
She tilted her face in the light for the other's inspection

"This makeup picks up nore dirt and soot, especially in the

"You' re-okay. You may have sneared that picture a bit, though.”
She pointed to a small woodcut in the center of the |eft-hand page

"CGood Lord, what is it?"

"Isn't he cute? He's called the Little Devil." She flipped back toward
t he beginning of the story ." See, the farmer plants this bean, and then
he waters it every day"-she indicated the illustrations"and when autum

cones, and harvest time, there he is, growing right out of the ground."
Ellie winkled up her nose ." Precious."
Ceorge snapped off the bathroomlight and wal ked down the hall to the

smal | door at the end. When he opened it a rush of chill air settled
around him clinbing the steep wooden stairs, he made a mental note, for



the dozenth tine, to see about having the attic insulated. O herw se
they'd sinply have to keep the door |ocked all w nter

Upstairs his breath turned to mst, but the cold sobered hiny it cane in
pl easant contrast to the stuffy air below Anyway, he'd only stay up
here for a mnute or two, just |long enough to see if the nmenories

mat ched

He picked his way through the piles of magazi nes, sone neatly bound with
twine, the result of their housecl eaning, others strewn about the fl oor
The junk had accunul ated here at the top of the house |like debris left
after a flood. A shape in the corner caught his eye, something pink and
vul nerabl e-the mannequin, with its ravaged head, |ying pressed into the
crevice where sloping roof met floorboards. Turning away toward the
nmet al cabinets against the far wall, he felt uneasy knowing it was
behind him Sonmeone had renoved the ol d bl anket he'd thrown over it,
Herb or one of the others. He thought briefly of searching for another
cl oth, perhaps sonme dusty tarpaulin,

but the cold had seeped through his thin cotton shirt and added to his
growi ng sense of urgency. Qutside a wind stirred the roof beans.

Hs way to the cabinets was bl ocked by the dil api dated weck of a bureau
and, propped against it, the shell of a medicine chest, its door sagging
open, the mirror sonehow intact. He avoided | ooking at his i mage as he
stepped past it: an old fear, resurrected in the faint attic light, to
see sone other face |ooking back at him Straining, he shoved the
bureau aside and pulled on the door nearest him it vyielded grudgingly,
metal grating on netal. Wthin, a rack was hung with children's
clothes; others lay crunpled on the netal floor, gathering dust. All
were winkled, as if stored here after having been soiled, and like a
gym | ocker, the cabinet reeked of old sweat. He let the door hang open

The next was lined with deep shelves, enpty but for a few rusted tools
that had rolled backward into the darkness, and the door to the third
had been torn fromits hinges; bent double, it was shoved | engthw se
into the cabinet, |eaving one jagged end that stuck out. The door on
the end swng open nore easily, but stopped part way, blocked by the
bureau; he tugged, jostling the cabinet slightly, but it held fast. He
st epped around the bureau and peered inside.

It was as he renmenbered it. The jars rattled against the netal as if
responding to the chill, their liquid insides sloshing rhythmically. In
the front row small winkled things floated serenely in fornmal dehyde,
fetuses of dog and pig and man, their bul bous eyes closed as if in
reverie, with only the labels to tell themapart. He shoved his hip
agai nst the bureau; the door opened a few inches nmore and the slash of
[ight grew wi der.

Reaching into the darkness, he succeeded in shoving one of the ja rs to
the side. Below an adhesive |abeled "Pig" a huddl ed figure bobbed up
and down. The opening was still too narrow, the jar too big to renove,
but in the space behind it he coul d nmake out a second row of jars.
Pulling one to the front, into a stray beamof |ight that passed through
a crack in the door, he wiped away the thin filmof dust that obscured
its contents. The tape read "PD #14" in black ball poi nt

Regretting that he'd never found out just what those letters stood for
he peel ed the tape aside to get a closer |ook



Yes, the nenories matched. It was just like the thing on the card

But the decomnposition was worse than he'd renmenbered, worse than in the
ot her specinmens, as if the thing had shrunk and | ost shape. Half buried
in sedinent, the small gray lump rested on the bottom turning lazily in
the cloudy liquid. Once, on his first tine here, he'd been tenpted to
scrape aside the wax that sealed the top, to unscrewthe lid

110 and pour the contents down the toilet |like a piece of bad neat. But
toni ght he understood, if only fromthe faint odor that hung about the
shel ves, how easily the snell would sicken him He slid it back into
pl ace, between jars |abeled "PD #13" and "PD #15," where it clinked
against a third rowand there was still another row behind that. The
shel ves were deep. There were twenty-two jars in all, he knew, and the
speci mens seenmed to grow progressively larger with each nunber; he
renenbered one jar on the bottom hidden way in. the back, nearly
filled with sonething whose rotting flesh hung off it in ribbons. It
had been too unpl easant to | ook at cl osely.

He cl osed the cabi net and picked his way back to the stairs, stunbling

once on the tiny armor |leg of some |ong-discarded doll. Descending the
stairs, he wondered how rmuch it would cost to have the whol e pl ace
cl eaned out. In sonme ways this house had proved nore expensive than

he' d bargai ned for.

The iron railing felt thin and cold in his grip, and gave slightly when
he |l eaned on it; a strong man m ght easily have yanked it free

The repairs an old house required . . . he wi shed he were handi er at
such tasks. Once, long ago, he'd had the necessary skills, and had

enj oyed working with his hands. He'd been a school boy then; the world
had contai ned fewer secrets. Biology had been his special |ove; he had
even dreaned, once, of nedical school. How nuch he'd forgotten since

t hen, and how nystifying the world had becone.

Per haps he could find a doctor in the area, sone country G P. he could
trust. He'd have a lot of questions for him about things that floated
silently in jars, and what they fed upon. And how big they could grow

"Ch, El, you're just an old fogey. Don't you like fairy tales?"

Doris pointed to the woodcut ." See? The farmer dresses himup in a
little suit, and tucks himin at night, and he has hinmself a little
friend."

"1 don't think 1'd want that thing for a friend."

"Well, that's the whole point. That's why he's called the Little Devil.
He's supposed to help the farmer tend the garden and cl ean the house,
but he just causes mischief and eats up whatever's |ying around.

I ncluding a few of the neighbors.”

Ellie shrugged ." I'mafraid | don't approve of fairy tales, at |east
not for very young children. They're really quite frightening, and so
many of them are unnecessarily violent, don't you think? Qur two grew
up quite nicely without them thank God." She paused, then added, "Not
that a steady diet of the Hardy Boys and Nancy Drew is so nmuch better
of course.”



"Ch, these stories wouldn't frighten anyone. Illey're all told with
tongue in cheek. Typically French."

"French, huh? That reminds ne-that's what | cane in for, something
French. What's this book called?" She turned to the title page, Folk

Tal es from Provenge. Hmm no author listed, | see. How about the
story?"
"None there, either. Al | knowis, it's called, "The Little Devil." |

don't know what the title is in French.” She closed the a thunp; the
sound seened excessively loud in so silent a room

The attic door slamed | oudly; he hadn't counted on the wind pulling it
closed. Bathed in the warnth of the hall, he turned the corner, and
froze involuntarily at the figure in the doorway-though his brain had
long since identified it.

Sorry, wWalt. | wake you?"

Wal ter stumbled back to the bed, his eyes puffy and hal f shut

Creases fromthe quilt were etched into the side of his face ." Jesus,"
he muttered, a slackness still about his lips, "it's a good thing you
did .

I was having one hell of a nightmare."

Ceorge followed himinto the roomand stood awkwardly by the bed; he
wi shed that Walter had picked sonewhere else to sleep. He had left a
sour, liquory snell in the room

"Boy, it'll take me a while to get over this one. It seenmed so
goddammed real . "

Ceorge smled ." They all do, that's the point."

The other was not conforted ." | can still picture the whole thing
It was night, | renmenber-"
"Are you sure you want to talk about it? You'll forget faster if you

put it out of your mnd." He was bored by other people's dreans.

"No, man, you've got it backwards. You're supposed to talk about your
ni ghtmares. Helps you get rid of em" WAlter shook his head and eased
hi nsel f back on the quilt, the bedsprings twanging with each shift of
his body ." It was at night, you see, but early, just after the sun had
gone down-don't ask ne how | know -and I was driving honme .

The countryside was exactly like it is around here."
" Here? You nean this part of the state?"

"Yeah. Only it was around seven at night, a few hours ago, and Joyce
wasn't with me. | was alone in the car, and | wanted to get home. And
somehow you know how it is in dreams-1 knew I'd lost my way. All the
roads began | ooking the sane, and | remenber being very conscious of the
fact that it was getting darker and darker all the time, and that if it
got too dark I'd never nake it. | was driving on this



road that |ed through a tobacco field, just |like the one we passed
toni ght -"

"Right, it's a big crop around here. W' ve got plantations just down
the road."

"Yeah, crazy-Ilooking things, laid out so flat and regular. . . But
| could barely see the land. 1t was dark now, except for a I|ttle gl ow
in the sky, and | was driving very, very slowy, trying to find ny way.

You know, kind of followi ng the beans of ny headlights . . . And then

way off in the field | noticed a farmer or someone, one of the hired
hands, way out there in the tobacco, so | pulled over to the side of the
road and | eaned across the front seat, you know, to ask directions.

And 1'd unrolled the wi ndow and was yelling to himwhen the nman
turned and made this odd novenent with his head, kind of nodding at ne,
only I couldn't see the face, and then he cane toward the car and bent
down and | could see that it wasn't a man."

CGeorge gave hima nonent's silence, then asked, "So what was it, then?"

The ot her rubbed his eyes ." Onh, sonething pale, puffy, not conpletely
formed. . . . | don't know, it was only a dream"

"But, God damm it, you were just saying howrealistic it was!" He found
hi nsel f gl ancing toward the w ndow, the shadow of the elm and was

angry.

"Well, you know how quickly you forget dreans, once you tell'em
| don't know, | don't want to think about it anynore

Let's go downstairs and have a drink."

Ceorge foll owed himdown with the old ache building once again in his
stomach, feeling betrayed by both the world and his own body.

"Somet hi ng French, huh? Were you | ooking for anything special ?" asked
Doris. She slipped the storybook back onto the shelf.

Ellie grinned at her You sound like you own the place.”

"well . . . I like books. Unlike ny husband."
"Il tell you, then-" Ellie surveyed the room hands on hips .

"I"'mreally just looking for a French dictionary. 1|s there any order to
this place? Anything approximating a reference section?"

Ri ght this way, madane."

Whil e the books in the living roomhad been bound al nost exclusively in
| eat her, obviously chosen for their decorative quality, the collection
inthe library was strictly functional. @ ossy new paperbacks stood
pressed agai nst ragged quartos whose titles had | ong since rotted away.
A pocket-sized Field Guide to the Mammals was |l ost in the shadow of an
Audubon portfolio, and odd sets of fantasy pul ps | eaned

agai nst a sturdy black row of Arkham House editions, the gold inprint on
their spines fading next to the magazi nes' garish primaries.



The reference section was relatively small, as if the collector had
realized that one learns but little frombooks that try to tell too mnuch

There was, though, a French dictionary on the bottom shelf, side by side

wi th something called, The Book of Hi dden Things ." | just wanted to
| ook up a word fromthat stupid little panmphlet,” Ellie explained,
flipping through the pages ." The one that came with those cards.”
Doris watched her friend read ." Found it?"

"Yes, icartde. It neans isolated, alienated.”

"Was that fromyour card?"
She nodded ." That's me, | guess. The original alienated woman."

She gave a short laugh ." Hey, look at this! Speak of the devil!" She
pointed to the shelf a little above eye | evel, where three books on the
Tarot stood huddl ed between a history of superstition and G eshamni s

Ni ghtmare Alley ." I'lIl bring all three in," she decided; two were cheap
paper backs, the third a fat little volume with a brown paper cover

"MIt's probably dying to | eave, but first 1'd like to give sonebody a
proper reading."

"Hung7y! Aw, for Chrissake, not that again. | tell you |I'msick of
t hat
shit, I really am You was just fed, not nore than-" The man on the bed

shook his head

"Ch, so all of a sudden you're not hungry, huh? You'd damm well better

not be, because I'mleaving in just one second; | mean it. | don't have
to stick around and listen to this shit ." He paused, and made a big
show of | ooking at his watch ." Okay, you're not hungry.

A nod

"Someone el se is hungry?"
Anot her nod, nore enphatic.
"Well, who the hell gives a- Ch, all tight, go ahead The foot was

tappi ng another word. One, then six. P. Five. E Two, and then a
noi sel ess tap. Twenty. T.

"All tight, that's it ." The orderly rose; the tapping continued, but he
stuffed the paper into his pocket ." That's it, buster. |'ve wasted
enough time on you as it is. You can knock the goddamm wall down for
all | care!" He turned and strode down the hall, muttering to hinself

"CGoddamm ani nal | over

There was a Pyramid Spread and a Magic Seven Spread and a W sh Spread
and a Life Spread and a Horoscope Spread and, according to one of the
paper backs, something called a "Sephiroth Spread

as well as a Kabala Spread and a Cross Spread-"covering," as MIlton
suggested, "damm near all the religions except a Star of David
Spread"-but the Brackmans were in a hurry to | eave soon, others having



left already, and MIton had passed themall up for a sinple "Yes or No
Spread" that used only five cards.

"The two on the right are your past, the two on the left are your
future, and the one in the mddle is you now W turn that over first."

Ellie read fromone of the paperbacks; the clothbound vol ume had proved
a di sappoi ntnent, its author danpening their spirits at the outset by

i nform ng readers that the Tarot had been invented as recently as the
1400s-wor se, by charl atans-and that the seventy-eightcard deck was in
fact two decks m stakenly grafted together, the one consisting of
fifty-six playing cards, the Mnor Arcana, the other of twenty-two
picture cards, the Major Arcana, illustrating various magi cal synbols.
Al fortune-telling properties, he maintained, were strictly illusory.
By the time Ellie had so inforned the conpany, reading

ext ended passages verbatim she'd | ooked up to find that her audi ence
had dwi ndl ed fromnore than a dozen to her husband, Sid and Doris
CGerdts, and Paul Strauss. They were gathered around a bridge table set
up near the front hallway.

"So you've had donestic illusions,"
seen through them"

Ellie was saying, "but now you've

" What the hell are 'donmestic illusions'?" asked Paul

,,-and you' ve set your sights higher, on philosophical aspirations." She
had both paperbacks propped open before her, and-1ike the nedieval's
unquestioning faith in both Christian and d assical cosnol ogi es-she saw
no di screpancies in the two sets of predictions, at odds though they
often were.

MIlton's fond husband-sm | e had never wavered throughout her performance
" So much for ny past," he said ." Now for the present."

He turned over the center card ." This is ne now "

CGerdts chuckled ." Looks like you're a girl, MItie!" Indeed, the card
was The Queen of Pentacles; surrounded as she was by foliage, sitting in

a nmeadow beneath a rosy trellis, she seemed the nost fem nine of all the
queens.

MIlton forced a | augh ." Ah, what do these cards know?" he said
He reached for the first of the future-cards.

"No, wait," said his wife, "I'"'msure there's a reading for you in this.
Remenber, it's only a synbol." She | ooked from book to book .

"See? Just listen: It's a synmbol of fertility-" MIt's eyebrows rose
-and charity. It says you're of Libra tenperanent, whatever that is
"Ch, CGod," said Paul, "not astrology too!"

-and therefore have a deep | ove of justice." She | ooked up; her eyes net
Mlton's ." That part's true, anyway."

"Yes."



"And now the future," said CGerdts ." Cone on, MIt." The other reached
for the card

"Now hold on a second,"” said Ellie ." Renmenber, boys, this one's the
near future, because it's next to the center. . . . And the last is
the distant future."

"CGot you." He turned over the first card.

" You've got it upside down," said Doris ." Here, let me-"
"No, leave it be," Ellie ordered ." The meani ng changes if it's that
way." She scanned the illustrations in the gui debook, then shrugged

"Nothing like that in here. This book's no damed good." She | ooked in
the other, explaining, "Al'l decks have basically the same idea, but the
actual pictures can be different. Like chess sets, it says here

Sonetimes a queen is a beautiful young worman: other times she's shown as
an Egypti an goddess, or a nun, or a naked girl." Her eyes kept scanning
the pages ." But | really don't see anything |ike that

And no reference nunber on the bottom that makes it harder to identify.
What's it look like to you?"

"Li ke somet hing hanging froma tree," said Doris ." A bat or a sloth.
You know, those things that get the fungus on them She turned the card
around ." And right side up it |looks Iike-" She frowned.

"A sloth on the ground,"” said MIton ." Seen fromthe rear."

"Li ke those prehistoric things," added Paul ." G ant ground sloths."
There was, in fact, sonething ancient in the squat gray form crawing
al ong a road beneath a starry sky, its head no nore than a bulge in the
backgr ound.

"I's there a table of contents?" asked MIton. H's w fe nodded

"Look up The Sloth. O better yet, The Beast."

"It remnds ne of that Maine folk tale," said Gerdts ." The one about
t he hunter who shot the bear and skinned it, and went off with the hide,
| eaving his own coat behind. . . . He turns around and he sees the

bear following him wearing his coat. That's what it is, it's a skinned
bear."

"Could it be the card for Death?" asked his wife ." It | ooks |ike
Death to ne."

Cerdts searched through the pack ." Afraid not, Dorie. This one's Ad
M. Death, see?" The skull's eyes stated sightlessly out at them

"I"ve looked all through these"-Ellie |laid aside the paperbacks

and there's nothing like it." She began |eafing through the third book
" Maybe it's from anot her deck."

MIlton turned it over. |Its back bore the sane design as the other
cards.



Ellie sighed ." This book's no good either. | may have to do this by
process of elimnation." Paul glanced surreptitiously at his watch ."

"Il figure it out,"” she said ." Don't worry."
"I"'mnot worrying," said MIton
"Looks like I'mgonna have to |leave," said Paul ." Tell me howit al

conmes out. He | ooked around for the host and hostess.

"I"'msure it isn't a nunber card, or a royal card," said Ellie, "so that
means it has to be one of the Trumps Mjor."

"Ah, 1I've got it," said MIton ." Satan."

"But it hardly |ooks like

"It nust be. |'ve |ooked through the whol e pack, and there's no Satan
card. "
"Well . . ." She | ooked down at the card in question ." Yes, maybe

there is the hint of a horn, around the other side . . . but would
Satan really be facing away?"

"Maybe displaying his runmp for us to kiss," said Doris. She bl ushed.

"Last call for quiche," yelled Phyllis fromacross the room." Get it
while it's hot!"

The Goodhues and the Fitzgeral ds had left, having spent the eyening in
conversation with no one but themselves, and Paul was putting on his
coat. He paused for one final nouthful of quiche.

The Gerdtses drifted toward the food table, nore out of obligation than
hunger, and-after naking sure his wife was "absolutely stuffed"-MIton
joined them leaving Ellie alone with the cards.

Yes, the gray shape probably represented Satan; the nystery was sol ved.
Yet it was all rather exasperating, for Satan in one book was a
Mosai c-1 ooking deity with a flow ng beard; in another, a black magician
and in the third, a sullen, goatlike figure officiating at the unholy
mat ri nony of two disciples. The thing that shanbl ed across the card
resenbl ed none of them it was sinmply, as her husband had said, The
Beast .

She was thinking of the Little Devil of the storybook-4e Petit Diable,
she supposed it nmust be call ed-when her hand, straying to the remaining
card in MIton's spread, unthinkingly turned it face up, revealing Satan
upon his throne, the two naked nortals joined in wedl ock before him

The Lazaruses had just left, and Janet Mil hol |l and backed away fromthe
cold blast of air that dropped toward her | egs as the door swung shut.
Her husband was hel ping her with her coat, and M ke Carlinsky was
searching in the closet for his fianc6e's gloves. Arthur Faschman was
standi ng by the wi ndow with Herb, watching the exodus.

"Cetting late," said Herb.

Faschman | ooked at his watch ." Ww, |'Il say! Hey, Judy," he call ed,
"do you have any idea what tine it is?"



" After twelve. So what?"

"So |'ve gotta drive Andy down to the orthodonti st tonorrow norning,
that's what. Unless you want to do it." He turned back to Herb ."
Listen to her. Last of the swingers. You ought to hear her the norning
after. Better yet, you ought to see her!" He | ooked at his watch, nore
nervously this time ." Hey, howis it outside? Not raining or anything,
| hope . " He peered out the w ndow.

"It's cold out there," said MIton ." Ceorge said it may even snow

El and | were all set to go, but now we're thinking of staying over."

"I must say, he's carrying that gentleman farnmer bit a little too far,"
said Faschman ." | nmean, just look. Isn't that a scarecrow out there?"

"Where?" MIton rubbed his fist against the glass. The light in the
living roomwas strong, and he could see little nore than his own
reflection ." Were, in the yard?"

"No, way the hell out there, over on the other side of the field."
He tapped on part of the pane; it was snmeared with condensation

"See? Ah, too late, the moon's behind a cloud. You'll pass it when you
| eave. You really going to stay all night?"

"Sure, why not? Free breakfast."

"Yeah," said Judy Faschman, coming up behind them "if you don't m nd
| eftover quiche."

Carefully Ellie laid out the cards. The Sun, The Mon, The Star
Judgnent, Tenperance, and Justice . . . She'd been standing here half
an hour, checking, and they were all there. The Enperor, The Hermt,
The Hierophant . . . Strength, The Wrld, and The Weel of Fortune.
Al twenty-two of them the Trunps Major, each with its message. Satan
and Death, and The Hanged Man . . . and even The Fool. (Wy did she
al ways associate that with poor George?

He' d been so out of sorts tonight.)

Al'l had been accounted for; she'd matched themall with the
illustrations in the book. Wat, then, was this additional card? The
green

cardboard box said, "78 cartes."” That, and the brand name, G and
Etteill a-derived, the book had said, fromAlliette, the unsavory
magi ci an who' d i ntroduced themto the French court-and below it the sea
of the printer, B. P. Gimud, of Mrseilles. Nothing about an extra
trunp, a spare, a bonus, a joker

She studied it again. She hadn't noticed before, bilt in places the
picture was rather disturbingly detailed. She could make out the
bulletlike contours of a head just about to turn in her direction, and
an upraised front claw, shadowy against the night. Something in the
configuration of the stars in the background rem nded her of the sky
out si de the wi ndows.

Hastily she placed the cards back in the box, slipping the gray hunched



thing well into the niddle of the pack, as if to cage it. The
twenty-third trunp, she suspected, was no joker

"And here | thought you were going to stay over," said Phyllis.

"Aw, Phyl, come on. Admit it, you're relieved to get us out of the way.
One less bed to make in the norning.” MIton | eaned forward and ki ssed
her on the cheek ." My wife says she's tired, and when MY wife says
she's tired that nmeans it's hone for us." The excuse sounded | aneg;
Ellie's sudden decision to | eave, without even the offer to help clean
up, had been rude.

"You sure you don't want one nore before you go?" asked George. (Were
had he come fronP) He jiggled his drink invitingly, but it |ooked |ike
the drink he'd been sipping all night.

M 1ton shook his head, smiling sheepishly ." Honest, kids, | just want
to say, before | hit the road, that if | got alittle out of hand
toni ght, you know, if | said anything | shouldn't have, well, | never

was much good at holding ny |iquor and

"It was a pleasure, old buddy, honest." George slapped himon the arm
he seemed to be rallying ." If you said anything nasty, | sure didn't
hear it."

Relief showed in MIlton's face ." Yeah, well, thanks a lot. | nean it.
I love this place and | had a great tine here tonight." He reached for
Ceorge's hand ." And | just hope you and Phyl are-"

"Honey!" Ellie's voice came fromthe driveway ."
in the cold, and you' ve got the car keys."

' m standi ng out here

"Christ, yeah, gotta run." He | ooked over his shoul der Sorry El's a
little cranky, but you know these wonen. Can't keep'em up past

m dnight!" Pulling up his collar, he flashed Phyllis a big grin ." She
really had a great tine, and you can bet that

"Honey! "

T

MIlton shrugged ." Bye now." He |leaned into the hall ." G night,
everybody. See you soon." Then, stepping outside: "Woops, get away
fromthe door, Phyl, you'll catch cold." H's footsteps crunched on the

gravel .
Silence lay on the room conversation had sputtered and died

The nmen took CGeorge's yawn as a signal to depart, but they waited for
their wives to finish helping Phyllis clean up, careful to make no
acknow edgnent of the late hour. Allen Goldberg sat snoking

di sconsol ately on the couch, watching G ssy Hawki ns fuss over the few
remai ning platters of canapds and fruit; as the only remai ning bachel or
Paul Strauss having made his exit, Allen was expected to drive C ssy
home .

He gl anced toward Joyce Appl ebaum who marched toward the kitchen
carrying two bowls of clamdip and the remains of a cheesecake. She was
a lot nore attractive than G ssy. Her husband lay sprawied in the big
arnchair, his face red fromdrink and fatigue; he'd slept through nost



of the party ." Cone on, baby, hurry it up,"” he said
Baby. Al the nmen remarked on that; Walter had only been married a few

nont hs.

When Cissy offered to scrub the kitchen floor, Phyllis had to dissuade
her ." O | can help dry dishes,” the girl pleaded

"Honestly, Cs, you' ve been a terrific help all evening and there's
nothing left to do." She w thdrew her hands fromthe sink and shook them
free of suds ." Now go back in there and relax, and we'll make sure you
have a ride hone."

Rel i eved, Cissy returned to the living room only to face the sullen
stares of the nen. Awkwardly she nmoved to the bridge table and began
tidyi ng up-then, to busy herself, opened the green cardboard box. The
Six of Swords was on top, followed by The Tower. She would put themin
order, she decided, just as, in her apartnment, she'd spent hours
arrangi ng and rearrangi ng her few dozen books. Swords in this pile,
cups in that, picture cards over there .

The picture cards were prettiest, but she wasn't sure how to arrange
themuntil she saw the tiny nunerals at the bottom Judgnent, nunber

20, the naked people sprouting fromtheir graves |like commhy, you could
see the woman' s ni ppl es-and nunber 7, The Chariot, would be before it, a
bl ack sphinx and a white sphinx roped together, and then 10, The Wee

of Fortune with the white sphinx (the same?) perched on top, and 12, The
Hanged Man, with his knowi ng smrk, and then The Fool, inexplicably
nunbered with a zero-perhaps that was a m stake, and she put it
aside-and 8, Strength, the girl wth

what was that?-a lion, and then The Moon, 18, shedding its light onto
the open field, dogs howing belowit, and then a huge gray ani nal
staring mal evolently at somethi ng beyond the edge of the card; they'd
left off the nunber and she put it aside with The Fool, and then

Tenper ance, nunber 14, which nmade her smile because her grandnother had

been in the WCTU . . . She wondered if, to sone people, her own
bel i efs appeared as ridicul ous, and continued counting: The Wrld, The
Lovers, and Death. . . . \Wen would he ask her if she needed a ride?

Al'l en had made the nistake of watching her, and when she | ooked up his
eyes met hers. As if on cue, he stubbed out his cigarette and got to
his feet ." Uh, Cissy, do you need a lift home?"

When CGeorge cane into the kitchen, his w fe whispered, "So are they
pl anning to stay all night?"

He shrugged ." You know Herb-last to come, last to |l eave. He has that

| ook on him too, that philosophical-discussion |ook." Phylhis sighed ."
But you know, | wouldn't nmind himstaying awhile. |I'mnot really
tired."”

"Well Tammie is, and so aml. If you two want to talk all night that's
up to you. I'Il put out some things in the guest roomfor them but

after that 1'mgoing straight to bed." She eyed himaccusingly ." O
course you're not tired, you haven't been running around all day. You
spent half the party hiding in the bathroom"

Back in the living roomHerb greeted himw th, "You know, George, what
this place needs is a nice little fire. That really would have nmade the



evening, to have a fire going."

"Yeah, but they're a ot of bother." For a minute he'd thought Herb had
suggest ed burning the house down.

"But what's a fireplace for if you don't build a fire on a cold night?"

"To tell you the truth, 1'mnot even sure if this chimey works. ['lI
have to get somebody in to check the flue." The bare fireplace | ooked
like an enpty stage, a perforner still waiting in the wings ." Besides,
Phyllis threw out all the firewod, and if you want any nore you' ve got
to walk half a mle to the woodshed"-he gestured toward a w ndow "al

t he way around back."

Herb stood ." |I'mgane,"” he said ." Just tell ne where it is.

Tamm e cane out of the downstairs bathroom her hair patted back into
shape, the tiredness around her eyes concealed ." And where do you think
you' re goi ng?" she said.

To get sone firewood," said Herb ." Build us a fire."

"Herb here's trying to prove he's an outdoorsnman,"” expl ai ned

Ceorge ." | nmade fun of himearlier tonight-I mean, when you two got
| ost on the way here-so now he's out to show nme up."

Tamm e pouted ." Really, honey, everyone's tired and ready for bed
And all of a sudden you have to build a fire?"

"I"'mnot tired," said Herb, on the defensive ." Anyway, a stack of
| unber by the andirons would brighten up sone atnosphere.™

"Fine," said George, in no nmood to argue ." You're hired. You're our
new i nterior decorator. Now go through the kitchen, out the door to the
greenhouse, but before you reach it turn right, go down the steps, and
you'll see a path by the back of the house. Follow that und the garage
and you'll see the woodshed, out near the hedges.

aro |"'mpretty sure it's unlocked."

"Better put a coat on, honey."

"l don't need it." Herb strode toward the kitchen

"How d you like Mke's fiancde?" asked Tami e when they were al one. She
reached for a cigarette ." Think she's right for hinP"

"Ch, 1'd net her before. She's okay. It was Ellie who introduced them
you know. "

"No kidding! Were, at the beach | ast summer?"

"Yeah. "

"And what did you think of her tonight, lecturing out of that book?"
"Ch, she just gets a little carried away with the sound of her own

voice, that's all." He noticed the books she'd left on the bridge table,
and went to get them They belonged in the library; only I|eatherbound



books for the living room." Ellie's a strong-ni nded woman. "

she bosses M It around? Wen she

"I"ll say. D d you see how decided it was tinme to |leave, that was it,
he had to go. Just like-" She | ooked toward the wi ndow ." Well, here
cones Herb with the firewood."

"what, already? No, he must have gotten lost. W nder why he's ing
round the front." Taking a deep breath, he opened the green corn box.
The cards spilled out onto the table.

Phyllis entered the room w ping her hands on a dish towel.

He turned over several mnor trunps, then a picture card, The Tower.

Li ght ni ng fl ashed, stone walls crunbled, and beyond themraged the sea.
He pushed it to one side. Sonehow he wi shed that Herb had not gone out
" Hey honey, did you | ock the back door?"

t to the front wi ndow and drew t he

"Not yet. Why?" She well curtains ." Anybody ready for bed? 1'Il get
sone clean linen out."

"Now you're sure it's no bother?" asked Tanm e. She stood.

"Herb and | can make do with these couches, you know." They heard the
crunch of gravel outside

"Nonsense! We'll go upstairs and get the roomready, and by the time we
cone down the nmen'll have a fire going." CGeorge didn't | ook up; he was
absorbed in sorting through the cards, searching for one card in
particular ." And we'll all have sone hot chocolate. Wn't that be

ni ce?"

From out si de canme a hi gh-pitched whistling; sonething thudded agai nst
the door. Tamm e, who was closest, wal ked into the front hal

As her hand fastened on the doorknob, George gave a little gasp; he
st aggered back, dropping the card and what glared fromit, and as she
swung open the door he screaned, "No, Tammi e, no!" But it was already
too late; a gray shape filled the doorway, blotting out the night-and
now, just as in the card, it turned to face him

Qut of Sorts

There is a certain grimess even to the brightest of days if one chooses
to look for it; and there is a certain brightness to the grim to be
fair. Wsat is required sonmetines, then, is a mxture of both, one
seeming to be the other to such a degree that what appears to be, isn't.
Maybe. It's a tinme when playing "Let's Pretend" nudges you into

somet hing nore than just a gane.

Bernard Taylor is the author of Sweetheart, Sweethean (the best

cont enmporary ghost story, bar none). He lives in London, where he al so
wor ks as an actor and screenwriter.

Oh, not the twentyfirst! Paul Gunn said ."
that date?"

What ever nade you choose



"I didn't choose it. That's the day the neeting falls-third Friday in
the nonth." Sylvia shook her head ." There was nothing | could do about
it."

"You coul d have arranged to hold the bl oody thing somewhere el se,
couldn't you? Does it have to be here?"

l[ilt's my turn,” Sylvia said with a sigh ." Besides, |I'mpresident .-
And apart fromthat | just wasn't thinking, | suppose. | can't be
expected to remenber everything."

"No, but | do expect you to renmenber the inportant things." He nade a
sound of exasperation ." Can't you change it? 1t's bad enough at the
best of tines, but when the bl oody house is filled with people-",
"It's only three days away,"
and it's too late to alter it now" She | ooked at himentreatingly .
Oh, please don't be angry. You'll be all right. No one will bother
you. "

Sylvia said reasonab p arnmed it eeks ago

He refused to be entreated or pacified, though, and she wat ched

as he angrily snatched up his newspaper, opened it unnecessarily roughly
and subnerged hinmself in its contents. End of conversation, as al ways.

H s | arge, tanned hands | ooked very dark agai nst the white of the paper
It was the hair on them Thick and black, it nade his hands | ook | arger
than they were. It was probably a turn-on to some wonen, she thought.
Not to herself, though; not nowif it had ever been

It was to Norma Russell, though, she was quite certain. Nor ma" with
her model's 35 x 25 x 36 figure, her high cheek bones and sl eek bl onde
hair. Paul's hirsute body would be just the thing to appeal to her

If it cane to | ooks, she reflected, it was quite obvious that she
herself couldn't conpete with anyone |ike Norma. Ch, once she'd been-
pretty in a vague, mousey kind of way, but not for years now .

Wl |, she hadn't nade any effort, had she? And why should she try, now,
when there was no point?

And there was no point anynore. More than that, in her eyes it would
have seened the height of stupidity to go to the bother of dressing up
when practically the only man who ever | ooked at you was your
husband- and even when he did he didn't even see you. Yes, pointless, to
say the | east.

Paul , on the other hand, seemed to have grown sl eeker and better |ooking
in an over-fed kind of way over the years. Success showed clearly on
him in his clothes and his body-and his wonen. Yes, he did | ook
better. That, she supposed, was what contentnent and conpl acency did.
She shot hima | ook of hatred as he | ounged, protected by the shield of
his paper. Then she turned and went upstairs.

This place, too, was a sign of his success. Set apart in this tiny
Yorkshire village of Tall owford, the house was huge and ranbling,
exquisitely furnished; further testinony to the years of effort he'd put

ij into his engineering conpany, now one of the nost profitable smal



busi nesses in nearby Bradford.

In her study Sylvia sat down at her el egant desk, Louis XV, genuine.
Opening her diary she | ooked again at the date of the nmeeting. The
21st. No mistake. Then she checked over the Wnen's Circle conmittee
list. There would be six of them On the past two occasions there'd
been only five-herself, Panela Horley, Jill Mrks, Janet True, and Mary
Drewett. This time, though, there'd be six again. A replacenent had
been found for Lilly Sl oane who had noved away-a repl acenent proposed by
hersel f and voted in unani nously by the others: Norma Russell

Nor ma, of course, had so eagerly accepted the offered place on
D TAYLOR
BERNAR

the conmttee ." Well, if you really want nme and you think I can be of
hel p," she'd said. But she hadn't fooled Sylvia for one mnute. Sylvia
knew quite well that Norma's eagerness stemed fromthe fact that as
every third neeting was held in the GQunns' house it could only lead to
nore encounters between hersel f and Paul

Met hodi cal ly Sylvia went through the list, tel ephoning the nenbers to
check that each was okay for the 21st. All except Norma. Her nunber
was engaged. Not that Sylvia needed to worry; if there was one mem her
she knew she coul d count on, that one was Norna.

Pushi ng her papers away from her she turned in her chair and | ooked
around her. No expense had been spared in this room The rest of the
furniture was as el egant as the desk on which her elbow rested, as

el egant as that in the bedroom next door-the bedroomin which she sl ept
al one- except on those nights when Paul would cone to her and use her for
the release of frustrations.

That's how it had gone on. That's how it would go on-unl ess sonething
was done to stop it. ©Oh, she was safe eno knew, gh in the continuing of
her material conforts. As rmuch as Paul would like to see the back of
her he'd never divorce herr even | eave her. He knew which side his
bread was buttered, all right. Hence the confort in which he kept her
And that, surely, was partly the

reason for his resentnent of her-the ey were irrevocably tied-in
sickness and in health, for as long as they both should live-for his
dependence upon her.

Wy, she sonetinmes asked herself, didn't she | eave hin? But what woul d
she do if she did? Paul wouldn't support her, and she'd been trained
for no particular occupation. For the past twenty-five years she'd
known only this life-marriage to a man whose gratitude for her
understanding had in no tinme worn threadbare

But for all that, she thought, she could have put up with it-had it not
been for his affairs. One after the other they had punctuated the years
of their married life. And for that she was resentful -not just because
of his infidelity and his rejection of herself, but because he gave to

t hose ot her wonen what he never gave, never had given, to herself-not
after the first few nonths of their courtship, anyway .

They were allowed to see only the best side of him the cheerful ness,



the gentl emanliness, the solicitousness. She, through her near-total
acceptance of the real person, was dooned to live with it, warts and
all.

She got up fromthe desk and stood there in the silent room It
couldn't go on, though. And it wouldn't. No; after the 21st it
woul dn't be the same. Cone the 21st there'd be some changes made. Norna

Russell would be the |ast, she'd make sure of that. After Nornm there
woul dn't be any nore affairs.

When she got downstairs she found Paul on the phone. He started
slightly when she suddenly appeared before himand said shakily into the
receiver, voice thick with guile and not a little guilt:

"Well, Frank, | think we ought to leave it until our neeting next week.
. we can discuss it fully then . . ." And Sylvia smled to
herself as she went by him realizing why Norna's tel ephone had been
engaged, and at the realization that they thought she was so easily
fooled. Not she. Frank, indeed. She was a lot smarter than they
dreaned. Certainly a damm sight smarter than that vacuous, sinpering
Norma with her Qucci shoes, Charlie perfunme, and Dior sungl asses .

Norma Russell, with her sophisticated approach and smug, know -it-al
manner, didn't know it all by any means.

Not yet. She would in tine.

Paul left his office early that Friday, cane into the house and fl opped
down onto the sofa saying he had a headache. Sylvia guessed well enough
how he was feeling, but any sympathy she once might have felt for him
had | ong ago vani shed.

They ate an early dinner and as soon as it was over he went upstairs to
the attic. Sylvia followed after a while, quietly opened the door and
| ooked in. He was sound asleep. Backing out again, she turned the key
and pushed home the bolts. For a second she listened but no sound cane
to her through the heavy oak door. She turned and went back downstairs
to get ready for the neeting.

The wonen all arrived within a few m nutes of each other around eight
o' clock, and with the coffee already nmade they got down fairly quickly
to the business of the evening. That business was the forthcom ng
sumer f& e and the Whnen's Circle part in it. The discussion went
snoothly, and so it should have, for each of themw th the exception of
Nor ma- had hel ped organi se a dozen simlar events in the past.

Finally it was all sorted out and Sylvia sumred up the results of their
di scussi on.

"Al'l right then," she said, "I think that's it. So you, Pam and you
Janet, will get together and organi se the refreshnents and the baking
conpetition. And you, Jill and Mary, will work on the junble." Smi]ing
at Norma-who returned the snile-she went on: "And that |eaves Nornma and
me to take care of the Fancy Goods and the white el ephant stall. |Is

t hat okay?"

The next forty mnutes were spent in drinking nore coffee and

generally tal king over the finer points of their various tasks. There



was much talk of "willing hands" and "hel pers" and "generous donors"
various names were bandi ed about, and there were the endl essly expressed
hopes that on the day the weather would be kind to them.

Syl via began to get the feeling that the nmeeting would never end; never
bef ore had the conversation of her friends seenmed quite so neani ngl ess.
But there, never before had she herself had quite such erious matters on
her mi nd.

At last, though, it was nine-forty-five. The neeting was over. As they
all got up to go, chattering their goodnights, Sylvia caught at Norma's
sl eeve, saying, "Ch, Norma-are you in a particular hurry to get away-?"

"No, why?" Norma's expression of eagerness-to-please didn't fool Sylvia
for one nmonent. Now she was |like a cat that had found the creanm not
only had she been voted onto the comm ttee but she had furthernore been
chosen to work closely with Sylvia. From now on she'd have a cast-iron
excuse for phoning or calling at the house at practically any tine.

Sylvia smled as sweetly and as naturally as she coul d under the

circunmstances ." | was just wondering whether you' d care to stay behind
for alittle while so that we can go over-in nore detail-a few of the
things you and I will be |ooking after

"OF course. 1'd be glad to. Anytime at all, Sylvia-you just let ne

know. " She'd picked up her bag but now she set it down again at the side
of the sofa.

when the other nmenbers had all gone out into the night Sylvia came back
into the sitting room As she sat down Norma said to her

"l suppose Paul hates being around when these-these hen parties are in
sessi on, doesn't he?"

Sylvia nodded ." Loathes it, ny dear. Absolutely.”
" Does he-err get back late. . . . ?"

Oh, thought Sylvia, so obviously Norma had told Paul that she'd be
comng to the neeting-and it was equally obvious that he'd told her he'd
be out somewhere. Well, that was understandable ." |I'msorry?" Sylvia
asked, "-what did you ask ne?"

"Paul -does he usually stay out |ate when you have your neetings?"

"Ch, yes, usually he does. Not tonight, though And that, she thought,
shoul d get her going. It did.

"Ch," said Norma, "-is there sonething different about toight?" She
sounded very casual

"Yes, the poor dear didn't go out. He can't. He's just not up to it."

Syl via watched, hiding the pleasure she felt as a | ook of concern
flashed into Norma's green eyes.

"I's he ill?" Norma asked.

"No, no-just alittle out of sorts.”



"Ch, what a shane. Perhaps you shoul d have phoned and cancell ed the
nmeeting. Whn't he have been disturbed by all our chatter down here?"

Syl via shook her head ." No, he won't have heard a thing. He's up in
the attic. 1In his den, as he calls it. He's got a bed up there-well
away fromit all. 1It's much the best place for himat a time like this,
when he's not hinself. Anyway-" She pulled her note pad towards her as
if tosignify that it was time for themto get on with their work .

Then, suddenly, with a | ook of dismay, she dropped her pencil and
cl apped her hand to her mouth ." Ch, ny God!" she said.

"What's the matter?" Norma stared at her in surprise. Her concernl ooked
genui ne.

"I think I"'mlosing ny mnd," Sylvia said ."
going. My menory. Ch, dear!"

It's going, | swear it's

" \What's up?"

"I promised faithfully that I'd drop a few little things over to Ms
Harrison this afternoon. She can't get out, what with her |eg, and

she's got her daughter com ng for lunch tonorrow. | did all her
shopping for her this afternoon-and it's still out there in the
kitchen." She glanced at the clock ." Just ten o'clock. 1'Il bet she's
been expecting ne all day. How dreadful." She sat as if pondering for a
nmonent then said: "I know she doesn't go to bed till quite late.

I think I'"Il just give her a ring and then take the stuff round. |
shall't get a chance in the norning, | know

Even as she finished speaking Syl via was openi ng her address book and

| ooking up Ms Harrison's nunber. She dialled it and Ms Harrison
answered al nost i medi ately. She sounded so pleased to hear Sylvia's
voi ce. No, she said, she hadn't been in bed; she was watching the telly
darts chanpi onshi p-adding with a little giggle that she quite liked big
men. Refusing to take no for an answer Sylvia then said that she was
going to get straight on her bike and bring the groceries round. After
all, it was only two mles and no one ever canme to harmin Tall owf ord.

Sylvia had put on her coat and was picking up the basket before she

seemed to renmenber that Nornma was still there.
"Ch, Norma, ny dear," she said ." After asking you to stay behind I now
go rushing off like this. | do apologise. Whatever nust you think of

me?"

"I think you're a very kind person,’
t hi nk."

Norma sinpered ." That's what |

And Sylvia, in spite of her loathing for the creature, found herself
t hi nki ng, How true.

She hitched the handl e of the basket nore securely over her arm.

"My bike's just round the side," she said ." Wuld you be an angel and
make sure that |'ve turned off the gas under the kettle and that there
are no cigarettes burning anywhere. . . . Ch, and if Paul should by
any chance call out just tell himl'll be back in about an hour or a
little longer. Wuld you m nd?" She noved to the door ." You can |et
yoursel f out, can't you?"



Hardly hearing Norma's reply, Sylvia opened the front door and went to
her bicycle. Then, after carefully securing the basket she got on and
pedal | ed away. The night was so bright as she sped down the |onely
country road that she really had hardly any need of her bicycle | anp at
all.

From t he wi ndow Nornma watched the red glow of Sylvia's tail light till
it disappeared. Then she made a |lightning check of the as taps and the
ashtrays. Everything was fine.

Yes, everything was fine. Everything was perfect.

In the hall she stood quite still and | ooked up the stairs. Then, after
a second or two, she began to clinmb. She didn't put on the lights; she
couldn't take the chance of being seen through a wi ndow by sonme passing
vi | | ager.

He was in the attic, Sylvia had said. Norma went up the stairs, past he
first floor and on up the next flight-narrower now and turning. At nt
and then softly called the top she cane to a stop, hesitated a nonme out:

" Paul -?"

Silence. And then she heard a sound. It came fromthe door a few yards
to her right. Mving towards it she saw to her horror that it was
| ocked and bolted! Sylvia had | ocked himin! How could she?!

The key, though, was in the lock. She turned it, then pulled back the
bolts. Then, turning the handl e, she opened the door and stepped
i nsi de.

"Paul -?" She stood with her back to the closed door and whi spered his
name into the darkness.

"Paul ? Paul, are you there? It's me-Norma. |'ve cone to pay you a
little surprise visit.........

The room was swal | owed up in shadow. She coul d see not hi ng.
She coul d hear something, though. Breathing.

"-Paul, is that you?" It didn't sound like him." Sylvia said you
weren't quite yourself tonight-so |I've cone to cheer you up a bit-if |
can!" She | aughed nervously into the dark. The sound of the breathing
was growing a little louder, conming alittle nearer.

"Paul ," she said, "-is that you there-? Conme on, nowdon't foo

Suddenly the moon, the full npon, was no | onger obscured by the clouds.
Suddenly the room was bathed in light. She saw the bars at the

wi ndow-t hi ck, netal bars. She noticed, too, the conplete absence of
furniture. There was only straw on the floor. She became aware, too,
of the strong animal snell that pernmeated the air around her.

And then she saw Paul com ng towards her.

In the brilliant silver light of the full noon he |lunged towards her and
she felt himreach out with one huge clawed paw, felt herself wenched



forward, towards the great snout, the great fangs that opened, dripping
in anticipation. She heard the guttural sound fromdeep in his throat.

The sound that cane fromher own throat, a small, pleading cry of
terror, was cut off before she'd hardly had a chance to utter it

At Ms Harrison's Sylvia | ooked at her watch. It was al nost el even. She
put down her cup, got to her feet and took up the enpty basket. It had
been so nice, she said, but she really nust get back

There'd be a lot of cleaning up to do. Besides, Paul m ght wake up and
start to worry about her. He never did, usually, but he could get very
funny when he was out of sorts.

"It's probably the full moon,"™ Ms Harrison said, giggling ." Did you
notice there's a full nmoon tonight? | swear it nakes a difference to
some people. You might not believe this, but I"'msure it used to affect
nmy husband. He used to go right off his food. Wuldn't eat a thing."

Syl via | ooked out of the wi ndow at the noon's big, white face.

"Ch, well," she said with alittle smle, "I can't say it takes Pau
like that. He gets absolutely ravenous."

The Sunshi ne O ub

Life, sone would have us believe, would be awfully sinple if only we
were free to express our enotions nore openly, put aside constraint and
confront ourselves and our neighbors with honesty and truth .

The problemwi th this, however, lies in the definitions of "truth" and
"honesty" and "sinple." Wo decides what the proper definitions are? And
who, by the sane token, can really judge whether truth is staring us
down? It has occurred to a fewthat it isn't always profitable to know
everyt hi ng anot her is thinking.

Ramsey Campbell has won the World and British fantasy awards for his
short fiction, has been nomi nated for sanme for his novels (the I atest of
which is The Naneless), and is also a superb editor. He lives in

Engl and with his wife Jenny and a growing famly, and is at his best
when he's at his darkest.

W this be the | ast session?" Bent asked.

| closed his file on ny desk and glanced at himto detect inpatience or
a plea, but his eyes had filled with the sunset as with bl ood

He was intent on the cat outside the wi ndow, waiting huddled on the

bal cony as the spider's cocoon like a soft white marble in one corner of
the pane boiled with mnute hectic birth. Bent gripped ny desk and
glared at the cat, which had edged al ong the bal cony fromthe next

office ." It'Il kill them won't it?" Bent demanded ." How can it be so
cal n?"

"You have an affinity for spiders," | suggested. O course, | already
knew.

" | suppose that ties in with the raw neat."

"As a matter of fact, it does. Yes, to pick up your question, this may



wel | be the last session. | want to take you through what you gave ne
under hypnosis."

"About the garlic?"

"The garlic, yes, and the crosses."

He wi nced and nanaged to catch hold of a snmile ." You tell nme, then," he
sai d.
"Please sit down for a noment," | said, nmoving around ny desk and

i nterveni ng between himand the cat How was your day?"

"I couldn't work," he muttered ." | stayed awake but | kept thinking of
howit'd be in the canteen. Al those sw nes of wonen | aughi ng and
pointing. That's what you've got to get rid of."

"Be assured, | will.” I'll have you back at the conveyor belt before you
know, | thought: but there are nore inportant fulfilments.
" But they all saw ne!" he cried ." Now they' Il all |ook!"

"My dear M Bent-no, Cive, may | ?-you nust renmenber, Cive, that odder
di shes than raw nmeat are ordered every day in canteens. You could
always tell themit was a hangover cure."

"When | don't know why nyself? | don't want that neat," he said
intensely ." | didn't want it."

"Well, at least you came to see me. Perhaps we can find you an
alternative to raw neat."

"Yes, yes," he said hopelessly. | waited, staring for a pause at the

wal s of my office, planed flat by pale green paint. Briefly I felt
encl osed with his obsession, and forced nyself to renenber why. \When

| ooked down | found that the pen in ny hand was hurrying |ines of
crosses across the blotter, and | flipped the blotter onto its face. For

a nonent | feared a relapse ." Lie down," | suggested, "if it'll put you
at your ease."
"I'"ll try not to fall asleep," he said, and nore hopefully, "It's nearly

dark." Wen he'd aligned hinmself on the couch he gl anced down at his
hands on his chest. Discovered, they flew apart.

"Rel ax as conpletely as you can," | said, "don't worry about how " and
wat ched as his hands crept confortingly together on his chest. His

sl eeves dragged at his el bows, and he got up to unbutton his jacket.
He' d renoved his hat when he entered ny office, though with its wide
bl ack brimand his gloves and high collar he warded off the sting of
sunshine fromhis shrinking flesh. |'d coaxed his body out of its

bl ackness and his mnd was following, probing tinmdly forth fromthe
def ences which had closed around it ." Ready," he called as if we were
pl ayi ng hi de and seek

| placed mysel f between the couch and the window in order to read his
face ." Al right, dive," | said ." Last tine you told nme about a
restaurant where your parents had an argunment. Do you remenber?"

H s face shifted like troubled water. Behind his eyelids he was silent
." Tell nme about your parents,” | said eventually.



But you know," said his conpressed face ." My father was good

tonme. . Until he couldn't stand the arguments."”

" And your nother?"

" She wouldn't let himbe!" his face cried blindly ." Al those Bibles
she knew he didn't want, naking out he should be going to church

with her when she knew he was afraid-"

" But there was nothing to be afraid of, was there?"
" Nothing. You know that."

" So you see, he was weak. Renenber that. Now, why did they

fight in the restaurant?"

"1 don't know, | can't renenber. Tell me! Wy won't you tel

nme?"

Because it's inmportant that you tell ne. At |east you can remem her
the restaurant. Go on, Cive, what was above your head?"

Chandeliers,"” he said wearily. A bar of sunset was rising past his
eyes.

"What el se can you see?"

"Those buckets of ice with bottles in."

"You can't see very nuch?"

"No, it's too dim Candles-" H s voice hung transfixed.

"Now you can see, dive!l VWhy?"

"Fl ames! F- The flanes of hell!"

"You don't believe in hell, dive. You told ne that when you
didn't know yourself. Let's try again. Flanmes?"

"They were-inside thema man's face on fire, nelting! | could
see it com ng but nobody was | ooking "Why didn't they |ook?"

H s shuddering head pressed back into the couch ." Because it was
nmeant for ne!"

" No, Cive, not at all. Because they knew what it was."



But he wouldn't ask. | waited, glancing at the w ndow so that he
woul d call ne back; the minute spiders stirred |ike uneasy caviar

"Well, tell nme," he said coyly, disnmally.
" If you were to go into any of a dozen restaurants you'd see your
man on fire. Now do you begin to see why you' ve turned your back on

everything your parents took for granted? How old were you then?"

N ne."

Is it coming clear?"

You know I don't understand these things. Help me! |'m paying
you! "

"1 am and we're alnost there. You haven't even started eating
yet."

"l don't want to."
"OfF course you do."
"Don't! Not

"“Not - "

Qut si de the wi ndow, against the tiger-striped blurred sky, the cat
tensed to leap ." Not when ny father can't," Bent whispered harshly.

"Go on, go on, Cive!l Wy can't he?"
"Because they won't serve the neat the way he likes."

"And your nother? Wat is she doi ng?"

"She's | aughing. She says she'll eat anyway. She's watching him as
they bring her, oh-" H's head jerked.

" Yes?"
"Meat - "
" Yes?"

It might have been a choke or a sob ." Guh! @Gih! Garlic!" he cried,
and shook.

" Your father? What does he do?"

"He's standing up. Sit down! Don't! She says it all again, howit's
sacrilegious to eat blood- He's, oh, he's pulling the cloth off the
table, everything falls on me, everybody's |ooking, she cones at him
he's got her hair, she bites himthen she screans, he smiles, he's
smling, | hate him" Bent shook and collapsed in the shadows.



"Open your eyes," | said.

They opened wide, trustful, protected by the twilight
what | see," | said.

Let me tell you

" 1 think I understand some things," he whispered.

"Just listen. Wy do you fear garlic and crosses? Because your nother
destroyed your father with them Wy do you want and yet not want raw
nmeat? To be like your father who you really knew was weak, to make
yoursel f stronger than the nman who was destroyed. But now you know he
was weak, you know you are stronger. Stronger than the wonmen who taunt
you because they know you're strong. And if you still have a taste for
bl oody neat, there are places that will serve it to you. The sunlight
which you fear? That's the man on fire, who terrified you because you
t hought your father was destined for hell."

"I know," Bent said ." He was just a waiter cooking."
I switched on the desk-lanmp ." Exactly. Do you feel better?"

Per haps he was feeling his mnd to di scover whether anything was broken

" Yes, | think so," he said at |ast.
"You will. Whn't you?"
"Yes."

"No hesitation. That's right. But dive, | don't want you hesitating
when you |l eave this office. Wit a minute." | took out ny wall et

"Here's a card for a club downtown, the Sunshine Club. Say | sent you.
You'll find that many of the menbers have been through something simlar
to what you've been through. It will help."

" Al right,"” he said, frowning at the card

"Promise me you'll go."

"1 will,"” he promised ." You know best."

He buttoned his coat ." WII| you keep the hat? No, don't keep it

he said with some bravado. At the door he turned and
" You never expl ained the spiders.”

Throw it away,'
peered past ne .

" Ch, those? Just blood."

| watched his head bob down the nine flights of stairs. Perhaps
eventual ly he would sleep at night and go forth in the daytine, but the
i mportant adjustnments had been made: he was on the way to accepting what
he was. Once again | gave thanks for night shifts. | went back to ny
desk and tidied Bent's file. Later | might look in at the Sunshine

Cl ub, reacquaint nyself with Bent and a few faces.

Then, for a nmonent, | felt sour fear. Bent night encounter Millen at
the club. Millen was another who had approached nme to be cured, not
knowi ng that the only cure was death. As | recalled that Millen had



gone to Greece nonths before, | relaxed-for | had relieved Miullen of his
fears with the sane story, the raw neat and the garlic, the parents
battling over the Bible. In fact it hadn't happened that way at all-ny
not her had caused the scene at the dining-roomtable and there had been
a cross-but by now !l was nore famliar with the working version

The cat scraped at the window. As | noved toward it, the cat's eyes

slitted darkly and it tensed. | waited and then threw the w ndow open
The cat how ed and fell. N ne storeys: even a cat could scarcely |
stood above the lights of the city, lights clustering toward the

survi ve.

dark horizon, and the tiny struggling red spiders streaned out fromthe
wi ndow on threads, only to drift back and settle softly, like a rain of
bl ood, on ny face.

Down Anong t he

Dead Men

The i nherent horrors of this setting are obvious enough; to think

they coul d be conmpounded by a touch of Dark Fantasy, and by a

recogni tion of what a human being can (and will) do when presented
with the right opportunities at the right times, is not sinply adding
acid to the burn. This is a horror story in every sense of the word.
Gardner Dozois is the author of the accl ai ned novel Strangers .

He edits Asinmov's Science Fiction Magazi ne and has edited, with Jack
Dann as well as on his own, the cream of anthol ogi es published over

t he past decades. Jack Dann is the author of such highly regarded

wor ks as Junction and The Menory CathedralL He writes sel dom but

with a power as gentle as a hamer.

Bruckman first discovered that Wernecke was a vanmpire when they went to
the quarry that norning.

He was bending down to pick up a | arge rock when he thought he heard
something in the gully nearby. He |ooked around and saw \Wr necke
huddl ed over a Miussel nann, one of the wal ki ng dead, a new man who had
not been able to wake up to the terrible reality of the canp.

"Do you need any hel p?" Bruckman asked Wemecke in a | ow voice.

Wer necke | ooked up, startled, and covered his nouth with his hand, as if
he were signing to Bruckman to be quiet.

But Bruckynan was certain that he had glinpsed bl ood sneared on
Wernecke's nouth ." The Miussel mann, is he alive?" Wrnecke had often
risked his owmn life to save one or another of the nen in his barracks.
But to risk one's life for a Mussel mann? "What's w ong?"



"CGet away."

Al right, Bruckman thought. Best to |eave himalone. He |ooked pale,
perhaps it was typhus. The guards were working himhard enough, and
Wernecke was ol der than the rest of the nmen in the workgang. Let him
sit for a noment and rest. But what about that blood ?

"Hey, you, what are you doi ng?" one of the young SS guards shouted to
Br uckman.

Bruckman picked up the rock and, as if he had not heard the guard, began
to walk away fromthe gully, toward the rusty brown cart on the tracks
that |l ed back to the barbed-wire fence of the canp. He would try to
draw the guard's attention away from Wernecke.

But the guard shouted at himto halt ." Wre you taking a little rest,
is that it?" he asked, and Bruckman tensed, ready for a beating

This guard was new, neatly and cl eanly dressed-and an unknown quantity.
He wal ked over to the gully and, seeing Wernecke and the Missel mann,
said, "Aba, so your friend is taking care of the sick." He notioned
Bruckman to follow himinto the gully.

Bruckman had done the unpardonabl e-he had brought it on Wrnecke. He
swore at hinself. He had been in this canp | ong enough to know to keep
his nouth shut.

The guard ki cked Wernecke sharply in the ribs ." | want you to put the
Mussel mann in the cart. Now " He kicked Wernecke again, as if as an
afterthought. Wernecke groaned, but got to his feet ." Help himput the

Mussel mann in the cart," the guard said to Bruckman; then he smiled and
drew a circle in the air-the sign of snoke, the snmoke which rose from
the tall grey chimmeys behind them This Miussel mann would be in the
oven within an hour, his ashes soon to be floating in the hot, stale
air, as if they were the very particles of his soul

Wer necke ki cked the Mussel mann, and the guard chuckl ed, waved to anot her
guard who had been wat chi ng, and stepped back a few feet

He stood with his hands on his hips ." Conme on, dead man, get up or
you're going to die in the oven," Wrnecke whispered as he tried to pul
the man to his feet. Bruckman supported the unsteady Missel mann, who
began to wall softly. Wernecke slapped himhard ." Do you want to |ive,
Mussel mann? Do you want to see your fanmily again, feel the touch of a
worman, snell grass after it's been nowed? Then nove." The Missel nann
shanmbl ed forward between Wernecke and Bruckman ." You're dead, aren't
you, Missel mann," goaded Wernecke ." As dead as your father and nother
as dead as your sweet wife, if you ever had one, aren't you? Dead!"

The Mussel mann groaned, shook his head, and whi spered, "Not dead, ny
wi fe. "

"Ah, it talks," Wernecke said, |oud enough so the guard wal king a step
behi nd them could hear ." Do you have a nane, corpse?"

"Josef, and |'mnot a Mussel mann."

live," Wernecke said, again |oud enough



"The corpse says he's a for the SS guard to hear. Then in a whisper, he
said, "Josef, if you' re not a Mussel mann, then you rmust work now, do you
under st and?"

Josef tripped, and Bruckman caught him." Let himbe," said Wrnecke
Let himwalk to the cart hinself."

"Not the cart," Josef munbled ." Not to die, not-"

"Then get down and pick up stones, show the fart-eating guard you can
wor k. "

"Can't. I"'msick, I'm
"Mussel mann! "

Josef bent down, fell to his knees, but took hold of a stone and stood
up with it.

"You see,"” Wernecke said to the guard, "it's not dead yet. It can stil
wor k. "

"I told you to carry himto the cart, didn't I," the guard said

petul antly.

"Show hi myou can work," Wernecke said to Josef, "or you'll surely be
snmoke. "

And Josef stunbled away from Wernecke and Bruckman, |eaning forward, as
if following the rock he was carrying.

"Bring himback!" shouted the guard, but his attention was distracted
from Josef by sonme other prisoners, who, sensing the trouble, began to
mll about. One of the other guards began to shout and kick at the nen
on the periphery, and the new guard joined him For the nmoment, he had
forgotten about Josef.

"Let's get to work, lest they notice us again," Wrnecke said.
"I"'msorry that I-"

Wernecke | aughed and nmade a fluttering gesture with his handsnoke rising
" It's all hazard, nmy friend. Al luck." Again the laugh .

"I't was a venial sin," and his face seened to darken ." Never do it
agai n, though, lest | think of you as bad | uck."

"Carl, are you all right?" Bruckman asked ." | noticed some bl ood when-"

"Do the sores on your feet bleed in the norning?" Wrnecke countered
angrily. Bruckman nodded, feeling foolish and enbarrassed ." And so it
is with ny guns, now go away, unlucky one, and let ne live."

They separated, and Brucknman tried to make hinmself invisible, tried to
think himself into the rocks and sand and grit, into the choking air. He
used to play this gane as a child; he would close his eyes, and since he
couldn't see anybody, he would pretend that nobody could see him And so
it was again. Pretending the guards couldn't see himwas as good a way
of staying alive as any.



He owed Wernecke anot her apol ogy, which could not be nade

He shoul dn't have asked about Wernecke's sickness. |t was bad luck to
tal k about such things. Wernecke had told himthat when he, Brucknan,
had first cone to the barracks. If it weren't for Wrnecke, who had

shared his rations with Bruckman, he m ght well have becone a Missel nann
hinself. O dead, which was the sane thing.

The day turned blisteringly hot, and guards as well as prisoners were
coughing. The air was foul, the sun a snmear in the heavy yell ow sky.
The colors were all wong; the ash fromthe ovens changed the light, and
they were all slowly choking on the ashes of dead friends, w ves, and
parents. The guards -stood together quietly, talking in | ow voices,

wat ching the prisoners, and there was the sense of a perverse freedom as
if both guards and prisoners had fallen out of time, as if they were al
parts of the sanme fl eshy nachine.

At dusk, the guards broke the hypnosis of lifting and grunting and
sweating and formed the prisoners into ranks. They marched back to the
canp through the fields, beside the railroad tracks, the electrified
wire, conical towers, and into the main gate of the canp.

Bruckman tried to block out a dangerous stray thought of his wfe
He renenbered her as if he were hallucinating: She was in his arms .

The boxcar stank of sweat and feces and urine, but he had been inside it
for so long that he was used to the snmells. Mriam had been sl eeping.
Suddenly he di scovered that she was dead. As he screaned, the snells of
the car overpowered him the snmells of death.

Wernecke touched his arm as if he knew, as if he could see through
Bruckman's eyes. And Brucknman knew what Wernecke's eyes were saying:
"Anot her day. W're alive. Against all the odds. W conquered death."
Josef wal ked beside them but he kept stunbling, as he was once again
slipping back into death, becom ng a Mussel mann .

Wer necke hel ped himwal k, pushed himalong ." W should let this man
becorme dead,"” Wernecke said to Brucknan.

Bruckman only nodded, but he felt a chill sweep over his sweating back.
He was seeing Wernecke's face again as it was for that instant in the
nmorni ng. Sneared with bl ood.

Yes, Bruckman thought, we should |let the Missel mann becone dead. W
shoul d all be dead.

Wernecke served up the ukewarmwater with bits of spoiled turnip
floating on the top, what passed as soup for the prisoners. Everyone
sat or kneel ed on the rough-planked fl oor, as there were no chairs.

Bruckman ate his portion, counting the sips and bites, forcing hinself
to take his tine. Later, he would take a very small bite of the bread
he had in his pocket. He always saved a small norsel of food for
later-in the endless world of the canp, he had |l earned to give hinself
things to |l ook forward to. Better to dream of bread than to get lost in
the present. That was the fate of the Missel manner

But he al ways dreaned of food. Hunger was with himevery nmonent of the
day and night. Those tinmes when he actually ate were in a way the nost



difficult, for there was never enough to satisfy him.

There was the taste of softness in his nouth, and then in an instant it
was gone. The enptiness took the formof pain-it hurt to eat. For
bread, he thought, he would have killed his father, or his wife. God
forgive me, and he watched Wernecke-\Wernecke, who had shared his bread
with him who had died a little so he could live. He's a better man
than me, Bruckman thought.

It was diminside the barracks. A bare lightbulb hung fromthe ceiling
and cast sharp shadows across the cavernous roons. Two tiers of
five-foot-deep shelves ran around the roomon three sides, bare wooden
shel ves where the men sl ept wi thout blankets or mattresses .

Set high in the northern wall was a slatted wi ndow, which let in the
stark white light of the kliegs. Qutside, the Iights turned the grounds
into a deathly inmtation of day; only inside the barracks was it night.

"Do you know what toni it is, ny friends?" Wrnecke asked. He sat in
the far corner of the roomw th Josef, who, hour by hour, was reverting
back into a Mussel mann. Wernecke's face | ooked holl ow and drawn in the
light fromthe wi ndow and the |ightbulb; his eyes were deep-set and his
face was long with deep creases running fromhis nose to the corners of
his thin mouth. His hair was black, and even since Bruckman had known
him quite a bit of it had fallen out. He was a very tall nan, al nost
six foot four, and that made himstand out in a crowd, which was
dangerous in a deathcanp. But Wernecke had his own secret ways of

bl ending with the crowd, of making hinmself invisible.

"No, tell us what tonight is," crazy old Bohne said. That men such as
Bohne coul d survive was a miracle-or, as Brucknman thought-a testanent to
men such as Wernecke who sonehow found the strength to help the others
live.

"It's Passover," Wernecke said.

"How does he know that?" someone nmunbled, but it didn't matter how
Wernecke knew because he kneweven if it really wasn't Passover by the
calendar. In this dimMy lit barracks, it was Passover, the feast of
freedom the tine of thanksgiving.

"But how can we have Passover w thout a seder?" asked Bohne .

"W don't even have any matzoh," he whined.

"Nor do we have candles, or a silver cup for Elijah, or the shankbone,
or haroset-nor would | nake a seder over the traif the Nazis are so
generous in giving us," replied Wernecke with a snile

"But we can pray, can't we? And when we all get out of here, when we're
in our own hones in the com ng year with God's help, then we'll have
twi ce as nuch food-two afi konens, a bottle of wine for Elijah, and the
haggadahs that our fathers and our fathers' fathers used."

It was Passover.

"I sadore, do you renenber the four questions?" Wrnecke asked Bruckman.

And Bruckman heard hinsel f speaking. He was twelve years old again at
the long table beside his father, who sat in the seat of honor



To sit next to himwas itself an honor ." How does this night differ
fromall other nights? On all other nights we eat bread and mat zoh; why
on this night do we eat only matzoh?

"M a nishtana hal yl ah hazeah.........

Sl eep woul d not conme to Bruckman that night, although he was so tired
that he felt as if the marrow of his bones had been |i med away and
replaced with | ead.

He lay there in the seni-darkness, feeling his muscles ache, feeling the
acid biting of his hunger. Usually he was nunb enough wi th exhaustion
that he could enpty his mind, close hinself down, and fall rapidly into
oblivion, but not tonight. Tonight he was noticing things again, his
surroundi ngs were getting through to himagain, in a way that they had
not since he had been newin the canp. It was snotheringly hot, and the
air was filled with the stinks of death and sweat and fever, of stale
urine and drying blood. The sleepers thrashed and turned, as though
they fought with sleep, and as they slept, many of themtal ked or
muttered or screaned al oud; they lived other lives in their dreans,

i ntensely conpressed |ives dreanmed quickly, for soon it would be dawn,
and once nore they would be thrust into hel

Cranped in the mdst of them sl|leepers squeezed in all around him it
suddenly seened to Bruckman that these pallid white bodies were al ready
dead, that he was sleeping in a graveyard. Suddenly it was the

boxcar again. And his wife Mriamwas dead again, dead and rotting
unburied. ...

Resol utely, Bruckman enptied his mind. He felt feverish and shaky, and
wondered if the typhus were com ng back, but he couldn't afford to worry
about it. Those who couldn't sleep couldn't survive.

Regul at e your breathing, force your nuscles tink
Don' t think

For sonme reason, after he had managed to bani sh even the nmenory of his
dead wife, he couldn't shake the inage of the blood on Wernecke's nout h.

There were other images mixed in with it, Wernecke's uplifted arms and
upturned face as he led themin prayer, the pale strained face of the
stunbl i ng Mussel mann, \Wernecke | ooking up, startled, as he crouched over
Josef . . . but it was the blood to which Bruckman's feverish

t houghts returned, and he pictured it again and again as he lay in the
rustling, fart-snelling darkness: the watery sheen of bl ood over
Wernecke's lips, the tarry trickle of blood in the corner of his nouth,
like a tiny scarlet worm

Just then a shadow crossed in front of the w ndow, silhouetted bl ackly
for an instant against the harsh white glare, and Bruckman knew fromthe
shadow s height and its curious forward stoop that it was Wernecke.

Where coul d he be going? Sonetimes a prisoner would be unable to wait
until rmorning, when the Germans would let themout to visit the
slit-trench latrine again, and would slink shanefacedly into a far
corner to piss against a wall, but surely Wernecke was too nmuch of an
old hand for that. . . . NMdst of the prisoners slept on the sleeping



pl atforms, especially during the cold nights when they woul d huddl e
toget her for warmth, but sonetimes, during the hot weather, people would
drift away and sleep on the floor instead; Bruckman hinmself had been

t hi nki ng of doing that, as the jostling bodies of the sleepers around

hi m hel ped to keep himfrom sl eep. Perhaps Wrnecke, who al ways had
trouble fitting into the cranped sl eeping niches, was nerely |ooking for
a place where he could lie down and stretch his |egs.

Then Bruckman renmenbered that Josef had fallen asleep in the corner of
t he room where Wernecke had sat and prayed, and that they had left him
t here al one.

Wt hout knowi ng why, Bruckman found hinself on his feet. As silently as
t he ghost he sometines felt he was becom ng, he wal ked across the room
in the direction Wrnecke had gone, not understandi ng what he was doi ng
nor why he was doing it. The face of the

Mussel mann, Josef, seened to float behind his eyes. Bruckman's feet
hurt, and he knew, wi thout |ooking, that they were bl eeding, |eaving
faint tracks behind him It was dimer here in the far corner, away
fromthe wi ndow, but Bruckman knew that he nust be near the wall by now,
and he stopped to let his eyes readjust.

When his eyes had adapted to the dimer |ight, he saw Josef sitting on
the floor, propped up against the wall. Wnmecke was hunched over the
Mussel mann. lessing him One of Josef s hands was tangled in
Wernecke's thinning hair.

Bef ore Bruckman coul d react-such things had been known to happen once or
twi ce before, although it shocked hi mdeeply that Wernecke woul d be

i nvol ved in such filth-Josef released his grip on Wrnecke's hair. Josef
s upraised armfell linply to the side, his hand hitting the floor with
a muf fl ed but solid inpact that should have been pai nful -but Josef made
no sound.

Wernecke straightened up and turned around. Stronger light fromthe
hi gh wi ndow caught himas he straightened to his full height,
monentarily illum nating his face.

Wer necke's nmouth was sneared w th bl ood.
"My God!" Bruckman cried.

Startled, Wernecke flinched, then took two quicksteps forward and seized
Bruckman by the arm." Qiet!" Wenecke hissed. His finl erne were a
cue, Josef began to slip down sideways along the wall. As Wnecke and
Bruckman wat ched, both nmonentarily riveted by the sight, Josef toppled
over to the floor, his head striking against the floorboards with a
sound such as a dropped nel on m ght nake. He had made no attenpt to
break his fall or cushion his head, and | ay now unnovi ng.

" My God," Bruckman said again.

"Quiet, I'll explain," Wernecke said, his lips still glazed with the
Mussel mann's blood ." Do you want to ruin us all? For the |love of Cod,
be quiet."

But Bruckman had shaken free of Wernecke's grip and crossed to kneel by
Josef, | eaning over himas Wrnecke had done, placing a hand flat on
Josef s chest for a nonent, then touching the side of Josefs neck



Bruckman | ooked slowly up at Wernecke ." He's dead," Bruckman said, nore
quietly.

Wernecke squatted on the other side of Josef s body, and the rest of
their conversation was carried out in whispers over Josef s chest, like
friends conversing at the sicklied of another friend who has finally
fallen into a fitful doze

gers were cold and hard.

"Yes, he's dead," Wernecke said ." He was dead yesterday, wasn't he?
Today he has just stopped wal king." H's eyes were hidden here, in the
deeper shadow nearer to the floor, but there was still enough light for
Bruckman to see that Wernecke had wiped his lips clean. O |Ilicked them
cl ean, Bruckman thought, and felt a spasm of nausea go through him

But you," Bruckman said, haltingly ." You were.........

"Drinking his blood?" Wrnecke said ." Yes, | was drinking his bl ood."

Bruckman's m nd was nunb. He couldn't deal with this, he couldn't
understand it at all ." But why, Eduard? Wy?"

"To live, of course. Wy do any of us do anything here? If | amto
live, | nmust have blood. Wthout it, 1'd face a death even nore certain
than that doled out by the Nazis."

mas if the words he wi shed to speak were too jagged to fit through his
throat. At l|ast he managed to croak, "A vanpire? You're a vanpire?

Like in the old stories?"

Wernecke said calmy, "Men would call nme that.'

He paused, then nodded
Yes, that's what nen would call me. . . . As though they can
understand sonething sinply by giving it a nane."

"But Eduard," Bruckman said weakly, alnost petulantly ." The
Mussel mann. ........

forward and speaking nore fiercely ." H's strength was going, he was
sinking. He would have been dead by norning, anyway.m hi m sonet hi ng
that he no | onger needed, but that | needed in order to live. Does it
matter? Starving nen in |ifeboats have eaten the bodies of their dead
conpanions in order to live. |s what |'ve done any worse

i m

Wenmecke was silent for a noment, and then said, quietly, "Wat better
thing could I have done for hin? | won't apol ogize for what | do,

| sadore; | do what | have to do to live. Usually | take only a little
bl ood from a nunber of nen, just enough to survive. And that's fair,
isn'"t it? Haven't | given food to others, to help them survive? To
you, |Isadore? Only very rarely do | take nore than a m ni mum from any
one nman, although |I'm weak and hungry all the tinme, believe ne. And
never have | drained the Iife from soneone who wi shed to live. |nstead
I've hel ped them fight for survival in every way | can, you know that."

He reached out as though to touch Bruckman, then thought betthan that?"



"But he didn't just die. Yo
ter of it and put his hand back on his own knee. He shook his head

"But these Miussel manner, the ones who have given up on life, the walking
dead-it is a favor to themto take them to give themthe sol ace of
death. Can you honestly say that it is not, here? That it is better
for themto wal k around while they are dead, being beaten and abused by
the Nazis until their bodies cannot go on, and then to be thrown into
the ovens and burned like trash? Can you say that? Wuld they say
that, if they knew what was going on? O would they thank nme?"

Wernecke suddenly stood up, and Bruckman stood up with him.

As Wernecke's face canme again into the stronger |ight, Bruckman coul d
see that his eyes had filled with tears ." You have |ived under the

Nazis," Wernecke said ." Can you really call me a nonster? Aren't |
still a Jew, whatever else | mght be? Aren't | here, in a deathcanp?
Aren't | being persecuted too, as nmuch as any other? Aren't | in as
much danger as anyone else? If I'"'mnot a Jew, then tell the Nazisthey
seemto think so." He paused for a nonment, and then smiled wyly ." And
forget your superstitious boogey-tales. ['mno night-spirit

If | could turn nyself into a bat and fly away fromhere, | would have

done it long before now, believe ne."

Bruckman smiled reflexively, then grimaced. The two nmen avoi ded each
other's eyes, Bruckman | ooking at the floor, and there was an uneasy
silence, punctuated only by the sighing and npani ng of the sleepers on
the other side of the cabin. Then, without |ooking up, in tacit
surrender, Bruckman said, "What about hinf? The Nazis will find the body
and cause trouble.

"Don't worry," Wernecke said ." There are no obvious marks. And nobody
performs autopsies in a deathcanp. To the Nazis, he'll be just another
Jew who has died of the heat, or fromstarvation or sickness, or froma
br oken heart."

Bruckman rai sed his head then and they stared eye to eye for a nonent.
Even knowi ng what he knew, Bruckman found it hard to see Wrnecke as
anyt hi ng ot her than what he appeared to be: an agi ng, baking Jew,
stooping and thin, with sad eyes and a tired, conpassionate face.

"Well, then, l|sadore," Wrnecke said at |last, matter-of-factly ." M
l[ife is in your hands. | will not be indelicate enough to rem nd you of
how many tinmes your life has been in mne."

Then be was gone, wal ki ng back toward the sl eeping platfornms, a shadow
soon | ost anmong ot her shadows.

Bruckman stood by hinmself in the gloomfor a long tine, and then
followed him It took all of his will not to | ook back over his
shoul der

GARDNER DOzA' S AND JACK
at the corner where Josef lay, and even so Bruckman inagi ned that he

could feel Josefs dead eyes watching himreproachfully as he wal ked
away, abandoni ng Josef to the cold and isol ate conpany of the dead.



Bruckman got no nore slee that night, and in the norning, when the Nazis
shattered the gray predawn stillness by bursting into the shack with
shouts and shrilling whistles and barking police dogs, he felt as if he
were a thousand years ol d.

They were formed into two lines, shivering in the raw norning air, and
mar ched off to the quarry. The clamy dawn mist had yet to burn off,
and, marching through it, through a white shadowl ess void, with only the
back of the man in front of himdimy visible, Bruckman felt nore than
ever |like a ghost, suspended bodiless in sone |inbo between Heaven and
Earth. Only the bite of pebbles and cinders into his raw, bl eeding feet
kept himanchored to the world, and he clung to the pain as a lifeline,
fighting to shake off a feeling of nunbness and unreality. However
strange, however outri, the events of the previous night had happened.
To doubt it, to wonder nowif it had all been a feverish dream brought
on by starvation and exhaustion, was to take the first step on the road
to becom ng a Miussel mann

Wenmecke is a vanpire, he told hinself. That was the harsh, unyielding
reality that, like the reality of the canp itself, nust be faced

Was it any nore surreal, any nore inpossible, than the nightmare around
then? He must forget the tales his old grand ad told himas a boy,
"boogey-tal es" as Wenecke hinself had called them half-renenbered tales
that turned his knees to water whenever he thought of the bl ood sneared
on Wernecke's nmouth, whenever he thought of Wenecke's eyes watching him
in the dark.

"Wake up, Jew!" the guard al ongsi de hi msnarl ed, whacking himlightly on
the armwith his rifle-butt. Bruckman stunbled, nanaged to stay upright
and keep going. Yes, he thought, wake up. Wake up to the reality of
this, just as you once had to wake up to the reality of the canp. It
was just one nore unpl easant fact he would have to adapt to, learn to
deal with.

Deal with how? he thought, and shivered.

By the time they reached the quarry, the mist had burned off, swirling
past themin rags and tatters, and it was al ready beginning to get hot.
There was Wernecke, his baking head gleaming dully in the harsh norning
light. He didn't dissolve in the sunlight, there was one boogey-tale
di sproved.

They set to work, like golens, |ike ragtag cl ockwork autonatons .

Lack of sleep had drai ned what small reserves of strength Bruckman had,
and the work was very hard for himthat day. He had | earned | ong ago
all the tricks of timng and misdirection, the safe ways to snatch short
nmonents of rest, the ways to do a mni mum of work with the naximm

di splay of effort, the ways to keep the guards fromnoticing you, to
fade into the facel ess crowd of prisoners and not be singled out, but
today his head was nmuzzy and sl ow, and none of the tricks seenmed to

wor k.

Hs body felt Iike a sheet of glass, fragile, ready to shatter into
dust, and the painful, arthritic slowness of his novenents got himfirst
shouted at, and then knocked down. The guard kicked himtw ce for good
nmeasure before he could get up



When Bruckman had clinbed back to his feet again, he saw that \Wrnecke
was wat ching him face bl ank, eyes expressionless, a |look that could
have neant anything at all

Bruckman felt the blood trickling fromthe corner of his nmouth and
t hought, the blood . . . he's watching the blood . . . and once
agai n he shivered.

Sonehow, Bruckman forced hinmself to work faster, and although his
nmuscl es blazed with pain, he wasn't hit again, and the day passed.

When they formed up to go back to the canp, Bruckman, al nost
unconsci ously, made sure that he was in a different line from
Wer necke' s.

That night in the cabin, Bruckman watched as Wernecke tal ked with the
othbr men, here trying to help a new man adjust to the dreadful reality
of the canp, there exhorting soneone who was slipping into despair to
live and spite his tormentors, joking with old hands in the flat, black
bitter way that passed for hunor anong them eliciting a wan snile or
occasionally even a laugh fromthem finally leading themall in prayer
again, his strong, calmvoice raised in the ancient words, giving
meani ng to those words again.

He keeps us together, Bruckman thought, he keeps us goi ng

Wthout himwe wouldn't last a week. Surely that's worth a little

bl ood, a bit fromeach man, not even enough to hurt. . . . Surely
they woul dn't even begrudge himit, if they knew and really understood.
. No, he is a good man, better than the rest of us, in spite of
his terrible affliction.

Bruckman had been avoi di ng Wernecke's eyes, hadn't spoken to him at al
that day, and suddenly he felt a wave of shane go through himat the
t hought of how shabbily he had been treating his friend

Yes, his friend, regardl ess, the man who had saved his life. .
Del i berately, he caught Wernecke's eyes, and nodded, and then, sonewhat
sheepishly, snmiled. After a nmonent, Wernecke sniled back, and

Bruckman felt a spreading warmh and relief uncoil his guts. Everything
was going to be all right, as all right as it could be, here...

Nevert hel ess, as soon as the inside lights clicked off that night, and
Bruckman found hinmself |ying alone in the darkness, his flesh began to
craw .

a now, in the sudden darkness, he found hinself tensely and tickingly
awake. Were was Wernecke? What was he doi ng, who was he visiting
tonight? Was he out there in the darkness even now, creeping closer

creeping nearer . . . ? Stop it, Bruckman told hinself uneasily,
forget the boogey-tales. This is your friend, a good man, not a
nonster. . . . But he couldn't control the fear that nade the smal

hairs on his arms stand bristlingly erect, couldn't stop the grisly
i mges from coni ng.

Wernecke's eyes, gleanming in the darkness....... Was the bl ood al ready
glistening on Wrnecke's lips, as he drank..... ? The thought of the

bl ood staining Wernecke's y and nauseous, but the image that he coul dn't
get out of his mnd tonight was an i mage of Josef toppling over in that



sinisterly bonel ess way, striking his head against the floor. .
Bruckman had seen people die in many nore gruesone ways during his tlne
at the canp, seen people shot, beaten to death, seen themdie in

convul sions from high fevers or cough their lungs up in bloody tatters
from pneunoni a, seen them hanging |ike charred-bl ack scarecrow fences,
seen themtorn apart by dogs . . . but sonehow it was Josef's soft,
passi ve, alnost restful slunping into death that bothered him.

That, and the obscene |inpness of Josef s linbs as he sprawl ed there
like a discarded rag-doll, his pale and haggard face gl eam ng reproach
ark.

When Bruckman could stand it no longer, he got shakily to his

feet and noved off through the shadows, o enowi ng where he was goi ng or
what he was going to do, but drawn forward by

some obscure instinct he hinmself did not understand. e went cautiously,
feeling his way and trying to be silent, expecting every second to see
Wer necke' s coal - bl ack shadow rise up before him

He paused, a faint noise scratching at his ears, then went on again,
even more cautiously, crouching | ow, alnbst crawling across the griny
fl oor.

What ever instinct had guided hi msounds heard and i nterpreted
sublimnally, perhaps?-it had timed his arrival well. Wrnecke had
someone down on the floor there, perhaps someone he had seized and
dragged away fromthe huddl ed mass of sleepers on one of the sleeping
pl atfornms, soneone fromthe outer edge of bodi es whose presence woul d
not be m ssed, or perhaps sonmeone who had gone to sleep on the floor
seeking solitude or greater confort.

Whoever he was, he struggled in Wrnecke's grip, but Wernecke handl ed
himeasily, alnost negligently, in a manner that spoke of great physica
power. Bruckman could hear the man trying to scream but Wernecke had
one hand on his throat, half-throttling him and all that would cone out
was a sort of whistling gasp. The man thrashed in Wernecke's hands I|ike
a kitein a child s hand apping in the wind, and, noving deliberately,
Wernecke smobothed himout like a kite, pressing himslowy flat on the
fl oor.

Then Wernecke bent over him and lowered his nmouth to his throat.

Bruckman wat ched in horror, knowi ng that he should shout, scream try to
rouse the other prisoners, but sonmehow unable to nove, unable to make
his mouth open, his lungs punp. He was paral yzed by fear, |ike a rabbit
in the presence of a predator, a terror sharper and nore intense than
any he'd ever known.

The man's struggl es were growi ng weaker, and Wernecke nust have eased up
some on the throttling pressure of his hand, because the nman npaned
"Don't . . . please don't. " in a weak, slurred voice. The man
had been drumm ng his fists agai nst Wernecke's back and sides, but now
the tenpo of the drunming sl owed, slowed, and then stopped, the man's
arms falling laxly to the floor ." Don't. . ." the man whispered; he
groaned and nuttered inconprehensibly for a noment or two lon er, then
becane silent. The silence stretched out for a mnute, two, three, and
Wernecke still crouched over his victim who was now not noving at all.



Wernecke stirred, a kind of shudder going through him I|ike a cat
stretching. He stood up. Hi s face becane visible as he straightened up
into the full light fromthe wi ndow, and there was blood on it,
glistening black under the harsh glare of the kliegs. As Bruckman

wat ched, Wernecke began to lick his lips clean, his tongue, also black
inthis light, sliding like some sort of sinuous ebony snake around the
rimof his mouth, darting and probing for the last |ingering drops.

How smug he | ooks, Bruckman thought, like a cat who has found the cream
and the anger that flashed through himat the thought enabled himto
nove and speak again ." Wrnecke," he said harshly.

Wernecke gl anced casually in his direction ." You again, |sadore?"

Wernecke said ." Don't you ever sleep?' Wrnecke spoke |azily,
qui zzically, w thout surprise, and Bruckman wondered if Wrnecke had

known all along that he was there ." O do you just enjoy watching ne?"

"Lies," Bruckman said

bot her ?"

You told ne nothing but lies. Wy did you

"You were excited," Wernecke said ." You had surprised ne. It seened
best to tell you what you wanted to hear. |If it satisfied you, then
that was an easy solution to the problem"”

"' Never have | drained the life from soneone who wanted to live,"'
Bruckman said bitterly, mmcking Wernecke ." 'Only a little from each
man." My God-and | believed you! | even felt sorry for you'l

Wernecke shrugged ." Most of it was true. Usually | only take a little
fromeach man, softly and carefully ow, so that in the norning they are
only a little weaker than they would have been anyway. "

"Li ke Josef.?" Bruckman said angrily ."
t oni ght ?"

Li ke the poor devil you killed

Wernecke shrugged again ." | have been careless the | ast few nights,
admt. But | need to build up ny strength again.”" H s eyes gleaned in

t he darkness ." Events are coming to a head here. Can't you feel it,

| sadore, can't you sense it? Soon the war will be over, everyone knows
that. Before then, this canp will be shut down, and the Nazis will nove
us back into the interior-either that, or kill us. | have grown weak
here, and I will soon need all ny strengt to survive, to take whatever
opportunity presents itself to escape. | nust be ready .

And so | have let nyself drink deeply again, drink ny fill for the first

time in nmonths......... Wernecke licked his |ips again, perhaps
unconsci ously, then sniled bleakly at Bruckman ." You don't appreciate
my restraint, |sadore. You don't understand how hard it has been for ne
to hold back, to take only a little each night. You don't understand
how nuch that restraint has cost ne.

"You are gracious," Bruckman sneered.

Wernecke | aughed ." No, but | ama rational man; | pride nyself on that.
You ot her prisoners were ny only source of food, and | have had to be



very careful to nmake sure that you would last. | have no access to the

Nazis, after all. | amtrapped here, a prisoner just |ike you, whatever
el se you may believe-and | have not only had to find ways to survive
here in the canp, | have had to procure ny own food as well! No

shepherd has ever watched over his flock nore tenderly than |."

" ls that all we are to you-sheep? Aninmals to be slaughtered?"

Wenmecke smiled ." Precisely.”
When he could control his voice enough to speak, Bruckman said, "You're
wor se than the Nazis."

"I hardly think so," Wernecke said quietly, and for a nmoment he | ooked
tired, as though sonething uni magi nably old and unutterably weary had

| ooked out through his eyes ." This canp was built by the Nazis-it
wasn't nmy doing. The Nazis sent you here-not |I. The Nazis have tried
to kill you every day since, in one way or another-and | have tried to
keep you alive, even at sone risk to nyself. No one has nore of a
vested interest in the survival of his livestock than the farmer, after
all, even if he does occasionally slaughter an inferior animal. | have
gi ven you food-"

Food you had no use for yourself! You sacrificed nothing!"

"That's true, of course. But you needed it, renenber that. Whatever ny

nmotives, | have hel ped you to survive here-you and nany others. By
doing so | also acted in ny own self-interest, of course, but can you
have experienced this canp and still believe in things like altruisn®

VWhat difference does it make what my reason for hel ping was-1 stil
hel ped you, didn't I?"

"Sophi stries!" Bruckman said ." Rationalizations! You twist words to
justify yourself, but you can't disguise what you really area nonster!"

Wernecke smiled gently, as though Bruckman's words anused him and made
as if to pass by, but Bruckman raised an armto bar his way. They did
not touch each other, but Wernecke stopped short, and a new and

qui vering kind of tension sprang into existence in the air between them

"Il stop you," Bruckman said ." Sonehow I'll stop you, |I'Il keep

you fromdoing this terrible thing-"
"You'll do nothing," Wernecke said. His voice was hard and cold and
flat, like a rock speaking ." What can you do? Tell the other
prisoners? Wio would believe you? They'd think you'd gone insane. Tel
the Nazis, then?" Wrnecke | aughed harshly ." They'd think you'd gone
crazy too, and they'd take you to the hospital-and | don't have to tel
you what your chances of getting out of there alive are, do I?

No, you'll do nothing."

Wernecke took a step forward; his eyes were shiny and bl ank and hard,
like ice, like the pitiless eyes of a predatory bird, and Bruckman felt
a sick rush of fear cut through his anger. Bruckman gave way, stepping
backward involuntarily, and Wrnecke pushed past him seeming to brush
hi m asi de wi t hout touching him

Once past, Wernecke turned to stare at Bruckman, and Brucknman had to



sumon up all the defiance that remained in himnot to | ook

uneasily away from Wernecke's agate-hard eyes
and cleverest of all the other aninmals, |sadore,” Wrnecke said in a
cal m conversational, alnobst ruminative voice ." You have been useful to
me. Every shepherd needs a good sheepdog. | still need you, to help ne
manage the others, and to help me keep them going | ong enough to serve
my needs. This is the reason why | have taken so nuch time with you,
instead of just killing you outright."” He shrugged

You are the strongest

"So let us both be rational about this-you |eave nme al one, |sadore, and
| will leave you alone also. W wll stay away from each other and | ook
after our own affairs. Yes?"

"The others. . . ." Bruckman said weakly.

"They must | ook after thenselves," Wrnecke said. He smled, a thin and

al nost invisible nmotion of his lips ." What did | teach you, |sadore?
Here everyone nust | ook after thenselves. What difference does it make
what happens to the others? In a few weeks alnost all of themw | be

dead anyway."

"You are a nonster," Bruckman said.
"I'"mnot nmuch different fromyou, |Isadore. The strong survive, whatever
the cost."

" 1 amnothing like you," Bruckman said, wth | oathing.

"No?" Wemecke asked, ironically, and noved away; within a few paces he
was hobbl i ng and stoopi ng, vanishing into the shadows, once nore the
harm ess ol d Jew

Bruckman stood notionless for a nonment, and then, noving slowy and
reluctantly, he stepped across to where Wenecke's victiml ay.

It was one of the new nen Wenmecke had been talking to earlier in the
eveni ng, and, of course, he was quite dead.

Shanme and guilt took Brucknman then, enotions he thought he had
forgotten-black and strong and bitter, they shook himby the throat the
way Wenecke had shaken the new nman.

Bruckman coul dn't remenber returning across the roomto his sleeping
platform but suddenly he was there, lying on his back and staring into
the stifling darkness, surrounded by the npani ng, thrashing, stinking
mass of sleepers. H's hands were clasped protectively over his throat,
al t hough he couldn't renenber putting themthere, and he was shivering
convul sively. How many norni ngs had he awaken with a dull ache in his
neck, thinking it no e habitual body-aches and strained nuscles they had
all learned to take for granted? How many ni ghts had Wenecke fed on

hi n?

Every tine Bruckman closed his eyes he would see Wenecke's face floating
there in the | um nous darkness behind his eyelids

Wernecke with his eyes half-closed, his face vul pine and cruel and
satiated ... Wernecke's face noving closer and closer to him his eyes



opening like black pits, his lips smling back fromhis teeth

Wernecke's lips, sticky and red with blood . . . and then Brucknman
woul d seemto feel the wet touch of Wernecke's lips on his throat, fee
Wernecke's teeth biting into his flesh, and Bruckman's eyes would fly
open again. Staring into the darkness. Nothing there. Nothing there
yet. .

Dawn was a dirty gray inmm nence against the cabin wi ndow before Bruckman
could force hinself to lower his shielding arns fromhis throat, and
once again he had not slept at all.

That day's work was a nightmare of pain and exhaustion for Bruckman,
harder than anything he had known since his first few days at the canp.
Sonehow he forced hinself to get up, sonehow he stunbl ed outside and up
the path to the quarry, seeming to float along high off the ground, his
head a bl oated balloon, his feet a thousand miles away at the end of
bonel ess -beanstal k 1 egs he could barely control at all. Twice he fell
and was ki cked several times before he could drag hinmself back to his
feet and lurch forward again. The sun was conming up in front of them a
hard red disk in a sickly yellow sky, and to Bruckman it seened to be a
gl azed and lidl ess eye staring dispassionately into the world to watch
themflail and struggle and die, |like the eye of a scientist peering
into a | aboratory maze.

He wat ched the disk of the sun as he stunbled toward it; it seened to
bob and shimrer with every painful step, expanding, swelling and
bl oating until it swall owed the sky.

Then he was picking up a rock, moaning with the effort, feeling the
rough stone tear his hands.

Real ity began to slide away from Brucknman. There were | ong periods when
the world was bl ank, and he would cone slowy back to hinmself as if from
a great distance, and hear his own voi ce speaking words that he could
not understand, or keening mindlessly, or grunting in a hoarse,
animalistic way, and he would find that his body was working

nmechani cally, stooping and lifting and carrying, all w thout volition

A Mussel mann, Bruckman thought, |'m becoming a Musselmann . . . and
felt a chill of fear sweep through him He fo onto the world, afraid
that the next time he slipped away from hinmself he woul d not cone back
del i berately banging his hands into the rocks, cutting hinmself, clearing
his head wi th pain.

The worl d steadied around him A guard shouted a hoarse adnoni shnent at
hi m and sl apped his rifle-butt, and Bruckman forced hinself to work
faster, although he could not keep hinmself fromweeping silently with
the pain his movenents cost him

He di scovered that Wernecke was watching him and stared back defiantly,

the bitter tears still tunneling his dirty cheeks, thinking, | won't
become a Mussel mann for you, | won't nakeyou, | won't provide another
hel pl ess victimfor you. . . . Wrnecke nmet Bruckman's gaze for a

nmonent, and then shrugged and turned away.

Bruckman bent for another stone, feeling the rmuscles in his back crack
and the pain drive in like knives. What had Wernecke been t hinking,
behi nd the bl ankness of his expressionless face? Had Wernecke, sensing



weakness, marked Bruckman for his next victin? Had Wernecke been
di sappoi nted or dismayed by the strength of Bruckman's will to survive?
Wul d Wenrecke now settl e upon someone el se?

The norni ng passed, and Bruckman grew feverish again. He could feel the
fever in his face, nmaking his eyes feel sandy and hot, pulling the skin
taut over his cheekbones, and he wondered how | ong he coul d nanage to
stay on his feet. To falter, to grow weak and insensible, was certain
death; if the Nazis didn't kill him Wmnecke would. . . . Wernecke
was out of sight now, on the other side of the quarry, but it seened to
Bruckman that Wernecke's hard and flinty eyes were everywhere, floating
in the air around him | ooking out nonentarily fromthe back of a Nazi
soldier's head, watching himfromthe dulled iron side of a quarry cart,
peering at himfroma dozen different angles. He bent ponderously for
anot her rock, and when he had pried it up fromthe earth he found
Wenecke' s eyes beneath it, staring unblinkingly up at himfromthe danp
and pallid soil.

That afternoon there were great flashes of |light on the eastern horizon
out across the endless flat expanse.of the steppe, flares in rapid
sequence that lit up the sullen gray sky, all w thout sound. The Nazi
guards had gathered together in a group, looking to the east and talking
i n subdued voices, ignoring the prisoners for the noment. For the first
ti me Bruckman noticed how di shevel ed and unshaven the guards had becone
in the last few days, as though they had given up, as though they no

| onger cared. Their faces were strained and tight, and nore than one of
t hem seened to be fascinated by the | eap’

Mel nick said that it was only a thunderstorm but old Bohne said that it
was an artillery battle being fought, and that that meant that the
Russi ans were com ng, that soon they would all be |iberated.

Bohne grew so excited at the thought that he began shouti ng,

"The Russians! It's the Russians! The Russians are comng to free us!"
Dichstein and Melnick tried to hush him but Bohnme continued to caper
and shout-doing a grotesque kind of jig while he yelled and fl apped his
arms-until he had attracted the attention of the guards .

Infuriated, two of the guards fell upon Bohne and beat hi m severely,
striking himwith their rifle-butts with nore than usual force, knocking
himto the ground, continuing to flail at himand kick himwhile he was
down, Bohne withing |ike an injured wormunder their stanping boots.
They probably woul d have beaten Bohne to death on the spot, but \Wernecke
organi zed a distraction anong some of the other prisoners, and when the
guards noved away to deal with it, Wrnecke hel ped Bohme to stand up and
hobbl e away to the other side of the quarry, where the rest of the
prisoners shielded himfromsight with their bodies as best they could
for the rest of the afternoon.

Sonet hi ng about the way Wernecke urged Bohne to his feet and hel ped him
to linmp and lurch away, something about the protective, possessive curve
of Wernecke's arm around Bohne's shoul ders, told Bruckman that \Wernecke
had sel ected his next victim

That ni ght Bruckman vomited up the nmeager and rancid nmeal that they were
al l owed, his stomach convul sing uncontrollably after the first few
bites. Trenmbling with hunger and exhaustion and fever, he |eaned

agai nst the wall and watched as Wernecke fussed over Bohme, nursing him
as a man mght nurse a sick child, talking gently to him w ping away



sone of the blood that still oozed fromthe corner of Bohne's nouth,
coaxi ng Bohrme to drink a few sips of soup, finally arrangi ng that Bohne
shoul d stretch out on the floor away fromthe sl eeping platforns, where
he woul d not be jostled by the others.

As soon as the interior lights went out that night, Bruckman got up
crossed the floor quickly and unhesitatingly, and |ay down in the
shadows near the spot where Bohnme muttered and tw tched and groaned.

Shivering, Bruckman lay in the darkness, the strong snmell of earth in
his nostrils, waiting for Wrnecke to cone.

In Bruckman's hand, held close to his chest, was a spoon that had been
sharpened to a jagged needl e point, a spoon he had stolen and begun to
sharpen while he was still in a civilian prison in Col ogne, so | ong ago
that he al nost couldn't remenber, scraping it back and forth agai nst the
stone wall of his cell every night for hours, managing to keep it hidden
on his person during the nightmarish ride in the sweltering boxcar, the
first fewterrible days at the canp, telling no one about it, not even
Wernecke during the nonths when he'd thought of Wernecke as a kind of
saint, keeping it hidden long after the possibility of escape had becone
too renote even to fantasize about, retaining it then nore as a tangible
link with the daydream country of his past than as a tool he ever
actually hoped to enploy, cherishing it alnost as a holy relic, as a
remmant of a vanished world that he otherw se m ght al nost believe had
never existed at all.

And now that it was tine to use it at |last, he was alnbst reluctant to
do so, to soil it with another man's bl ood.

He fingered the spoon conpul sively, turning it over and over; it was
hard and snooth and cold, and he clenched it as tightly as he coul d,
trying to ignore the fine trenmoring of his hands.

He had to kill Wernecke.

Nausea and an odd feeling of panic flashed through Bruckman at the

t hought, but there was no other choice, there was no ot her way.

He couldn't go on like this, his strength was failing; Wrnecke was
killing him as surely as he had killed the others, just by keeping him

fromsleeping. . . . And as long as Wrnecke |lived, he would never
be safe, always there would be the chance that Wrnecke would strike as
soon as his guard was dowmn. . . . Wuld Wernecke scruple for a
second to kill him after all, if he thought that he could do it safely
. ? No, of coursenot. . . . Gven the chance, Wrnecke
woul d kill himw thout a monent's further thought. . . . No, he nust

strike first.

Bruckman licked his lips uneasily. Tonight. He had to kill Wernecke
t oni ght . .

There was a stirring, a rustling: soneone was getting up, working his
way free fromthe mass of sleepers on one of the platfornms. A

shadowy figure crossed the roomtoward Brucknma nman tensed, reflexively
running his thunb al ong the jagged end of the spoon, readying hinself to
rise, to stri e figure veered aside and stunbl ed toward anot her corner
There was a

sound like rain drumrng on cloth; the man swayed there for a noment,



munbl i ng, and then slowy returned to his pallet, dragging his feet, as
if he had pissed his very life away against the wall. It was not
Wér necke.

Bruckman eased hinmsel f back down to the floor, his heart seemng to
shake his wasted body back and forth with the force of its beating. Hs
hand was danmp with sweat. He wiped it against his tattered pants, and
then clutched the spoon again.

Time seermed to stop. Bruckman waited, stretched out along the hard

fl oorboards, the raw wood rasping his skin, dust clogging his nouth and
nose, feeling as though he were already dead, a corpse laid out in a
rough pine coffin, feeling eternity pile up on his chest |ike

heavy clots of wet black earth.... CQutside the hut, the kliegs bl azed,
bani shi ng ni ght, abolishing it, but here inside the hut it was night,
here ni ght survived, perhaps the only pocket of night renmaining on a
klieglit planet, the shafts of light that came in through the slatted

wi ndow only serving to accentuate the surroundi ng darkness, to make it
greater and nore puissant by conparison. . . . Here in the darkness,
not hi ng ever changed . . . there was only the snothering heat, and

t he wei ght of eternal darkness, and the changel ess noments that coul d
not pass because there was nothing to differentiate themone fromthe

ot her.

Many times as he waited Bruckman's eyes woul d grow heavy and slowy
cl ose, but each time his eyes would spring open again at once, and he
woul d find hinself staring into the shadows for Wernecke

Sl eep woul d no | onger have him it was a kingdomclosed to himnow, it
spat himout each tinme he tried to enter it, just as his stonmach now
spat out the food he placed in it.

The t hought of food brought Bruckman to a sharper awareness, and there
in the darkness he huddl ed around his hunger, monentarily forgetting
everything el se. Never had he been so hungry. . . . He thought of
the food he had wasted earlier in the evening, and only the last few
shreds of his self-control kept himfrom nmoani ng al oud.

Bohne did noan al oud then, as though unease were contagi ous .

As Bruckman gl anced at him Bohme said "Anya," in a clear cal mvoice; he
munbled a little, and then, a bit nore loudly, said, "Tseitel, have you
set the table yet?" and Bruckman realized that Bohnme was no | onger in

t he canp, that Bohme was back in Dusseldorf in the tiny apartnment wth
his fat wife and his four healthy children, and Bruckman felt a pang of
envy go through him for Bohme, who had escaped.

It was at that nonment that Bruckman realized that Wernecke was standing
t here, just beyond Bohne.

There had been no novenent that Bruckman had seen. Warneeke had seened
to slowy materialize fromthe darkness, atomby atom bit by
increnental bit, until at some point he had been solid enough for his
presence to regi ster on Brucknman's consciousness, so that what had been
only a shadow a nonent before was now suddenly and unni st akably Wernecke
as well, however much a shadow it renained.

Bruckman's nouth went dry with terror, and it al nost seened that he
could hear the voice of his dead grandnot her whispering in his ears.



Boogey-tales. . . . Wrnecke had said I'mno night-spirit. Renmenber
that he had said that.

Wernecke was al nost cl ose enough to touch. He was staring down

at Bohme; his face, lit by a dusty shaft of light fromthe w ndow, was
cold and renote, only the total |ack of expression hinting at the
passion that strained and quivered behind the mask. Slowy,
lingeringly, Wrnecke stooped over Bohme ." Anya," Bohme said again,
caressingly, and then Wrnecke's mouth was on his throat.

Let himfeed, said a cold renorsel ess voice in Bruckman's m nd

It will be easier to take himwhen he's nearly sated, when he's fully
preoccupi ed and growing lethargic and logy . . . growing full

Slowy, with infinite caution, Bruckman gathered hinmself to spring

wat ching in horror and fascination as Wrnecke fed. He could hear
Wernecke sucking the juice out of Bohnme, as if there was not enough
blood in the foolish old man to satiate him as if there were not enough
blood in the whole canp. . . . O perhaps the whole world

And now Bohne was ceasing his feeble struggling, was beconing still.

Bruckman flung hinmsel f upon Wernecke, stabbing himtw ce in the back

bef ore his wei ght bow ed them both over. There was a nonent of
confusion as they rolled and struggl ed together, all w thout sound, and
then Bruckman found hinself sitting atop Wenecke, Wernecke's white face
turned up to him Bruckman drove his weapon i nto Wernecke again, the
shock of the blow jarring Bruckman's armto the shoulder. Wernecke nade
no outcry; his eyes were already gl azing, but they | ooked at Bruckman
with recognition, with cold anger, with bitter irony, and, oddly, wth
what m ght have been resignation or relief, with what m ght al nost have
been pity. . . . Bruckman stabbed again and again, driving the blows
hone with hysterical strength, panting, rocking atop his victim feeling
Wernecke's bl ood spatter against his face, wapped in the heat and steam
that rose from Wernecke's torn-open body |ike a snothering black cloud,
coughi ng and choking on it for a nmoment, feeling the steam seep in

t hrough his pores and sink deep into the marrow of his bones, feeling
the world seemto pulse and si mer and change around him as though he
wer e suddenly seeing through new eyes, as though sonethi ng had been born
anew i nside him and then abruptly he was snelling Wernecke's bl ood, the
hot organic reek of it, leaning closer to drink in that sudden
overpowering smell, better than the snmell of freshly baked bread, better
t han anyt hing he could renenber, rich and heady and strong beyond

i magi ni ng.

There was a nonent of revul sion and horror, and he had time to wonder

how | ong the ancient contam nation had been passing from

man to man to man, how far into the past the chain of |ives stretched,
how Wernecke hinsel f had been trapped, and then his parched |ips touched
wet ness, and he was drinking, drinking deeply and greedily, and his
mouth was filled with the strong clean taste of copper

The Crazy Chi naman

Regrets about things we've done that we ought not to have done can, if
not handl ed properly, turn into incredible displays of breast-beating



and self-pity. Q@uilt, whether justified or not, can be either cleansing
or destructive. Both can be deadly when the object of our regret,
rationally or not, doesn't want us to forget what we've done. |It's one
problem we couldn't run away fromeye if we wanted to.

John Coyne, one of the npst gifted and literary witers anong us, is the
aut hor of the bestselling novels The Piercing, The Searing, and, nore
recently, Child of Shadows. He lives in New York

Afterwards Pete wi shed they had never said anything to him but of
course it was too late. They had been pitching pennies at the base of
the water tower when he came up, and Joe, the bigger of the two, |ooked
around and sai d,

"Hi, Chinaman! Wy aren't you smling?"

Pete, the other kid, who was skinnier than theand snaller, |aughed. It
was a big joke anong the kids.

"Why do you always call me a Chinanman?" the man asked ." | ama
Filipino. Before the war ny famly were inmportant people."

As he spoke, his small body trenmbled. He was a man in his late
twenties, but the exact year was hard to determine for his face was
boyi sh, soft |ooking, and the col or of copper

The two boys stared at himand then the ol der one said, |aughing,

"Well, if you're such a big shot in the Philippines why don't you go
hone, 'cause you ain't nobody here."

The caddy was right. The Filipino wasn't anyone. He worked at the C ub
too, during the sumrer nonths when he was out of college

He worked in the kitchen at night, cleaning the dishes and stoves.

The boys had seen himnmany tinmes as they did today, wal king alone in the
| ate afternoon. He was always dressed in white, always walking slowy
with his hands stuck in his back pockets, his face passive, his eyes
down.

As the caddies kept pitching, the Filipino came over and stood for a
nmonent wat ching. Then he said to Joe,

"What have | done to hurt you?"
The boy kept pitching and answered wi thout |ooking at the nman,

"You ain't done nothing. What are you asking a screwy question |ike
that for?"

Because you nore than any caddy want to hurt ne."
"You're crazy," Joe said. He had |ost four successive tinmes while

| aggi ng, and turning to the Filipino added, "Come on, Chinanman, |eave ne
alone. You're bringing nme bad |uck."

"I amnot Chinese. | ama Filipino. Now you tell me why you dislike
ne."



"Ckay, Chinaman, I'Il tell you. M old man was getting your job see,
but the manager said, no we got to save it for our little Filipino

Now he ain't got no fuckin'job 'count of you."

The Filipino was silent for a noment. He stood still, his body |eaning
forward, staring at the ground, his hands stuck in his back pockets.
Then he said,

"That is the reason?"

" Why don't you stay in your own fuckin' country?"

The Filipino did not reply, but he kept |ooking at the young boy .

H s face stayed passive. His eyes, which were small and dark, blurred
briefly with tears. Then he said to the caddy, al nost apol ogetically,

"You tell your father he can take ny job. | amfinished with it."

He turned away fromthe caddi es and wal ked toward the main country club
r oad.

The caddies did not say anything until he was out of hearing.

"Hey, Joe," the smaller boy asked, "what's the nmatter wth hin®"

"How in the fuck should I know? That Chinaman is crazy anyway .

Cone on, pitch!"

The Filipino wal ked all the way down to the nmain road, then turned and
cane back, and began to clinb the water tower. It was only then that
the two caddies again paid attention to him

"Hey, Chi naman, whatcha doi ng?" Joe asked. He had stopped lagging to
watch the Filipino. The man did not answer, but kept clinbing, one rung
at a tinme.

Down bel ow, the snmaller caddy asked,

"What's he gonna do, Joe?"

"How t he fuck should I know?" Then to the Filipino he shouted, "Hey,
Chi naman, you're going to kill yoursell"

"I betcha he's gonna junp, Joe. | betcha!"
"Shut the shit up, will ya? He ain't gonna junp. Cone on, pitch."

"No, | wanta see.'
better view

The boy moved back fromthe base of the tower for a
The Filipino had reached the top | eg and pulled hinself through the
small hole in the platformthat surrounded the white water tank

He stood up on the platformand | ooked over the rail of the
hundr edf oot - hi gh t ower.

The caddi es noticed the sharp contrast his dark face and hands nade



against his white clothes and the white tank. It was when he began to
wal k slowy around the tank, |ooking out into the distance, that Joe
sai d,

"I told you he was just |ookin' around. Come on, let's go hone."
"I ain't going' anywhere, Joe, until | see if he's gonna junp.
"What difference is it of yours if s He ain't your friend."
"He'Il kill hinself"

"What the tick do you care?"

The Filipino had cone around to their side of the tower and was standi ng
directly above them

"Hey, Chinaman!" Joe yelled to him." Wat are you gonna doj unp?"

The Filipino did not answer. He was |eaning against the railing, his
face turned upward. Everything was white, the clouds, the tank, his
clothes. His tanned face and hands were the only dark splotches in the
picture. Slowy he swng his left Ieg over the rail, and then, sitting
on the rail, pulled his other |leg over so that both caddi es could see
his | egs dangling over the side.

"I told you, Joe; | told you he'd junp!" Pete was yelling, not |ooking
away fromthe figure perched on the high rail ." It's your damm fault,
Joe; it's your goddamfault."

"It ain't ny fuckin' fault!"

"You cal l ed hi ma Chi naman. "

"So did you, so did everyone. Don't go blamng nme, man."

" Yeah, but you started it. Cone on, we got to get somebody."

"Hold it; we ain't gettin' no help,"” Joe answered ." That's what the
fuckin' Chi naman wants. As soon as we |leave he'll come down. We'IIl get
fired if we bring everyone running down here and the Chinaman is alive.
That tucker!"

"You think so, Joe?"

i naman j unps?

Joe did not answer, but called out to the Filipino,

"Al'l right, Chinaman, junmp. 1'll catch you. Conme on. What's the
matter, Chinaman, you scared?" He held out his arns.

It was then, while Joe was holding out his arms, that the figure pushed
itself off, and the black and part of the white ripped fromthe picture,
fell gracefully, slowy, arms and | egs outstretched.

For a nonent both caddi es were stunned, then Pete junped away and ran

It was Joe who couldn't nove. H s hands outstretched, he kept waiting
for the falling white figure. Then at the |ast nmoment, he turned away,
frightened to | ook, and the body hit the ground, bounced up again higher



than him and hit a second time, jerking once, and lay still.
Pete was screaning: "I told you he'd jump! | told you!"

Joe stared at the body, at the way the blood punped fromthe Filipino's
gaping nouth, then he ran to the man, yelling at him

"Way did you junp? Wiy did you junp, you crazy Chinanman?"

The Filipino did not answer. He only rolled to his feet and clinbed the
t ower again.

Pet e screaned.
Joe stayed where he was, arnms hel pl essly outstretched.

The Filipino junmped, and Joe missed again. And a third time, a fourth,
until Pete broke and raced away, not wanting to be there when Joe
finally caught him

G avi d Babi es
A Novel of Horrific Menace in Considerable Synopsis

One of the nost difficult feats in witing horror/terror stories is
produci ng the desired results while, at the sanme tine, producing a snmile

on the reader's face; there is, in less skilled hands than Bishop's, a
tendency for the reader to walk off without realizing he's bleeding to
death. A nonent or two of reflection, however, is usually enough to
correct that, when you realize that what you thought was funny, or
anusing, is something el se again.

M chael Bishop has witten, in Transfigurations and "The Wite

Oters of Childhood," some of the npbst telling science fiction of the
past twenty years; he has al so exhibited a fondness for the nmacabre,
with a skill that puts nost of his coll eagues to shane.

Carrion City, Colorado, once a boisterous gold-mning town guyed to a
wi ndy upl and nmeadow i n the Sangre de Christo Mouuntains, is today a
ranshackl e shadow of its former sell Two cafds, a feed store, a garage,
a grocery, an elenentary school, and three or four businesses catering
to the seasonal tourist trade provide jobs for sone of the locals, but
since its founding in 1934, at the height of the G eat Depression, the
Hel en Hi dal go Hutton Hospital for Advanced Lycant hropi c Hebephreni a has
kept Carrion City from beconing just another ghost town. Enploying
twenty-two of the town's residents (nearly a fifth of the entire

popul ation), this forbidding prisonlike structure attracts patients and
sightseers fromthe world over. By late 1981, for instance, three

6m grd fornmer victinms of LH had achi eved such spectacul ar cures that
they were pernmitted to neet their nmonthly checkups on an out pati ent
basis, one of themcommting all the way from Silistra, Bulgaria.

Anot her twelve patients live right on the prem ses, padding the



flagstone corridors barefoot, curling up together to sleep, and, during
t hunderstornms or blizzards, raising their eerie voices in plangent
harmony with the wind. Although an inportant state official elected on
Ronal d Reagan's coattails repeatedly points

out that the staff of this facility outnumbers the patients, the
hospital weathers these fashionable political attacks because the
contributions of cured alumi (many of whomare titled Europeans of
awesone |longevity and no little wealth) make it virtually

sel f-supporting. Besides, no one-not even the perfervid
Reaganite-really wants to extinguish the final raison d'itre of Carrion
Gty.

Mary Smithson, nde Sylvester, works the night-shift at the hospital as
chief psychiatric resident, a position to which she rose in only eight
years. A product of Carrion City elenmentary, between 1968 and 1972 Mary
Syl vester attended a sem prestigi ous nmedi cal coll ege and psychiatric
institute in Denver on a full schol arship furni shed by the Hel en Hi dal go
Hutt on Benevol ent Foundation. The terns of this grant denanded that she
i ntersperse her professional studies with a close textual scrutiny of

all thirty-seven of Ms. Hutton's published novels, at the rate of
approximately a novel a month (excludi ng summers and prehol i day

exam nation periods). Afterward, of course, Mary was required to work
at the hospital for no |l ess than four years and to spend her free tine
diligently pronoting the Hutton canon anong the literate citizenry of
the American Southwest. This latter stipulation did not fret or
denoralize Mary because with the exception of My Friend Freckles, a
maudl i n dog story, she liked the novel s-npst of them nape-tickling

got hics or suspenseful romances, all with a strong regional flavor-of
her deceased benefactress. Her favorites, which she read over and over,
wer e Rebecca Random Renenbers and The Wl ves of West El k Springs.

Al t hough the terns of her schol arship caused her to be graduated in the
lower tenth of her class, no particular stigm attached to this poor
showi ng, as her rapid and well-deserved rise at the hospital itself
vividly attests.

Russel | Smithson, Mary's husband, is another case. Mary net Russell in
Denver, not at school but in a grimcounter-culture bistro nestled
beneat h a noi sy overpass of 1-25. This solitary young man was pori ng
over a paperback book by candl elight, heedl ess of the honkytonk plonking
of a piano and the unsyncopated caterwauling of the bearded rnusician
diddling it. Taking frill advantage of the new interpersona
perm ssi veness, Mary sat down at the loner's table. (The book in front
of Russell turned out to be Erich Segal's Love Story .

Mary hersel f was carrying copies of The Pathol ogi c Basis of Disease and
the original 1922 edition of The All egiance ofal annsa Allie.) Soon
these two people, strangers only a nonment past, were engaged in spirited
debat es about the war in Southeast Asia, abortion, the legaliz ry

ation of marijuana, nuclear disarmanment, and the poet of Rod MKuen
Di sagreei ng on al nost everything, they struck sparks off

each other. That Russell was an aspiring witer bow ed Mary over. It
excused not only his tastes in contenporary literature but also an

i nbred bourgeois sensibility that seened to harken back to Calvin
Coolidge. As a kind of test, Mary | oaned him The All egi ance of Al anpbsa
Allie, Ms. Hutton's nost inpassioned fern inist tract in novel form

i ndeed, her only one. \When the couple net again a week |ater



but unquestionably sincere regard for Russell expressed a qualified the
old gal's prose style and narrative skills. Even the "suffragetti st

rant and deck-stacking"-his harshest criticismof the book-had not
really put himoff. This news relieved and delighted Mary. Three
nmonths later they were wed, and the sacramental photographs taken in Red
Rocks anphit heater show the happy couple clad fromhead to foot in
hand-stitched | eather and Indi an beads.

Today, in Carrion City, Russell is a househusband. Ei ghteennonth-old
Ti ffany, whose gestation and birth did not long renmove Mary from her
duties as a psychiatric resident at the hospital, occupies npbst of
Russell's time, particularly since she sleeps during the day when Mary
sl eeps. Russell nust adhere to this same schedule or else rely on cat
naps and interstitial snoozes to purge his system of the poisons of
wakeful ness. At night while Mary works and Tiffany toddl es about the
Smi thsons' tiny stucco house, Russell prepares his daughter's speci al
soybean- based fornul a, washes diapers, dusts and cuuns, plays with the
child, and plans that day's principal neal, va which the Smthsons w |
eat when nearly everyone else in Carrion City is sitting down to
breakfast. This arrangenent does not displease Russell for the telling
reason that it gives himan excuse-an excuse unavail able to hi m between
1972 and 1980-for the conspi cuous unsuccessful ness of his witing
career. Mbreover, it keeps himindoors sleeping when nost of the

i nhabitants of Carrion City are nmaliciously abroad, ready to spring upon
him should he chance their way, a host of excruciating questions about
his perennial |ack of "gainful enploynent."” Even the derelict old nen
and cal | ow rmake-believe prospectors at the feed store have chided him
about his idleness, able-bodied buck that he is. Tiffany, bless her
has put a stop to their insufferable ragging. She has allayed Russell's
guilt without yet forcing himto renounce the last of his witerly
hopes. The pursuit of literary riches, after all, is not finally

i ncormensurate with the nundane responsibilities of househusbandry.

For the past eight nonths Russell has been taking a corresponurse from
the Weal thy Ghostwriters School, Inc., of Baltidence co more, Mryland.
(Ads for this curriculum featuring endorsenents from sought-after

nmer cenari es who have ghosted the life stories of

Hol | ywood cel ebrities, indicted politicians, and fanous rol e-nodel drug
addicts, regularly appear as inserts in wonen's magazi nes and weekly TV
viewi ng guides.) Between his many household chores Russell manfully
squeezes in tine to work on his assignments fromthe school. His
reading list includes the autobiographies of Benvenuto Cellini, Benjamn
Franklin, Uysses S. Gant, Vera Brittain, and Malcolm X. According to
t he prospectus supplied with his introductory assignnents packet, the
essence of good ghostwiting is the convincing simulation of genuine

aut obi ography. In fact, his first task as a cof fespondent student
required himto copy out in painstaking | onghand three chapters from
Rousseau' s Confessions. Later he nust pretend to be, and frame an
appropriate style for, popular personalities as diverse as M ckey Muse,
M ckey Spfllane, David Stockman, Yogi Berra, Paul "Bear" Bryant, Anita
Bryant, Ron Ely, Ronald MDonald, and so on and so on. This is not

easy. On two or three occasions Mary has come home to find Russel

negl ecting the preparation of dinner or even Tiffany's unchanged di aper
in a mnic attenpt to conplete one of these infuriating assignnments.
Under st andi ng her husband's notivati ons and needs, Mary does not rebuke
him However, it pains her to discover that Russell is not above

pl agi arizing fromRolling Stone or The National Enquirer when a deadline
draws near and one of these unhappy tabl oids contains material
margi nal |y applicable to his purposes. What a bounder he sonetines is.



To be truthful, though, Mary's mnd is usually on her own work .

The night-shift personnel at the Hutton Hospital bear an extrenely
taxing responsibility. As even casual students of the di sease nust

know, victimnms of |ycanthropic hebephreni a-especially those in its later
st ages-al nost invariably succunb to their nopst radica
transnogrificati ons between twel ve m dni ght and an hour or so before
dawn. Physicians, orderlies, nurses, and custodial help working these
critical hours nust frequently confront in actual fact that dread aspect
of LH so persistently, and inaccurately, exploited by film makers,
noyests, and the popular press. Mary Smithson has been eyeball to
eyeball with the reality. As a result, she understands that, exactly

i ke persons susceptible to epileptic seizures or hives, the victinms of
Chaney's Syndrone (as it is sometines called in the literature) have a
capacity for life, vocational fulfillment, and spiritual growth equal to
that of any nonafflicted human being. Sensationalized images of hirsute
men and wonen, slavering |like beasts as they |lope along on all fours
under a full or a grossly gi bbous noon, do not reflect the reality of

t he di sease or inprove the prognosis for its unfortunate sufferers

I nstead such images reinforce scientifically discredited prejudices and

destroy the self-esteemof the victimat a tinme when high self-esteem
may lead to a conplete recovery. Contrariw se, a poor self-inage my
cause an irreversible descent into a |ycanthropy with no psychol ogi ca
di mensi on what soever. True werewol ves are nmade rather than born, Mary
often tells visiting nmedical personnel, and it is the greed and
insensitivity of society at large that makes them Lycanthropy in its
hebephreni ¢ mani festati ons, meanwhile, responds exceptionally well to
prof essi onal treatnent.

Mary has proof of this observation in the person of Amadeus Howel I, a
young Englishman who has resided in the hospital since its founding.
(Records on file in the adm nistrative offices indicate that Howell was
born in London, England, on August 12, 1914, but in his human guise, to
whi ch he nowadays clings with cheering tenacity, he still |ooks no ol der
than twenty.) Perhaps tw ce a nonth sudden physical |apses testify to
Howel | *s continuing thralldomto the disease; further, his behavior in
periods relatively free of |upine shapeshifting still displays a
frivolous or juvenile quality owing to the persistence of his
hebephrenia. Nevertheless, Mary is hopeful that judicious doses of

sul fur, asafetida (vulgarly known as devil's dung), castor, and
hypericum (St.-John's-wort), along with synpathetic nightly counseling,
wi || soon enable young Howel |l to take advantage of the hospital's

out patient program That he has stopped asking fanobus questions |ike
"Can't you use a child-proof bottle-cap as a contraceptive?" and "Isn't
Morl ey Safer?" in favor of such form dable quodlibets as "Wence does
evil cone?" and "Wuldn't it be better for the world not to exist than
for one innocent child to suffer?" strikes Mary as undeni abl e evi dence
of Howell's release-oriented inprovenent. That he frames these puzzlers
while sniffing the gumstuck to his heel or playing a gane of Donkey
Kong on the Curtis Mathes in the third-floor dayroom she reflects,
simply underscores the need for a concentrated staff effort to exorcise
the I ast vestiges of his lingering puerility. They are very close,

t hough. Mary can al nbst taste their inmpending triunph.

In March, snow resting like cake icing on the hospital's turrets and
crenel ati ons, Russell informs Mary that the Walthy CGhostwiters School
Inc., wants two chapters of "the autobiography of an unforgettable



character”"-he shows her this phrase on the assignment sheetby the end of
April. Students who fail to submt at |east ten thousand words of
acceptable material risk either outright termination or a tuition
i ncrease, probably the latter. The Sm thsons cannot afford another junp
in Russell's tuition. H's npbst recent correspondence work has pronpted
not only riotous blue-penciling fromthe graders in Baltinore but also a
del uge of interdelineated sarcasm Russell has tried to console hinself
with the fact that worst hit by these criticisns are the passages
cri bbed verbatimfromtabl oids, but his norale continues to sink and
Mary fears for his nental and enotional stability ." How am| going to
do this assignment when even finger exercises |like inpersonating
Al exander Haig throw me for a | oop?" Russell wants to know. A
| oup-garou, thinks Mary, unable to divorce her husband's tiresome crisis
from her own professional considerations; this thought, in turn, brings
to mind the case and countenance of Amadeus Howel | When Russell asks,
"Where am | going to find an unforgettabl e character whose autobi ography
| can ghost?" Mary cannot prevent herself from suggesting her prenier
patient as a likely subject. Russell oozes gratitude and enthusiasmin
approxi mately equal neasures. Like Studs Terkel, he intends to
tape-record his subject's testinmony. Then he will conscientiously
transcri be Asnodeus's story 'for imrediate mailing to Baltinore. Once
agai n, he confesses, his wife has saved himfrom al nost certain failure
" 1t's not Asnodeus," she replies, nervously second-guessing herself
It's Amadeus."

The interviews at the hospital begin well enough. While Mary selflessly
diverts her energies to other patients, Amadeus speaks into her
husband' s recorder at encouraging length. Unfortunately, Mry has
neglected to tell Russell that Amadeus suffers not only from Chaney's
Syndrome but also froma variety of sporadic alexithym a that sonetinmes
renders his verbal narratives tedious in the extreme; where other people
woul d color their recountings of formative epi sodes with renenbered
angst or joy, Amadeus nerely enunerates and drones

One night, in fact, he avoids any discussion of his past to relate in
pai nful, repetitive detail the plot of a Helen Hidal go Hutton novel
entitled The Valiant Varganors of Tall Pine Valley, the book in which
Ms. Hutton found a cathartic outlet for some of her own recurring
experiences with LH  Russell squirnms. Mary has always circunvented the
probl em of young Howel|'s alexithym a by recourse to
insult-confrontation techniques, but, ignorant of these, Russell later
accuses her of attenpting to sabotage his correspondence work by setting
himup with a congenital bore. Wrse, he nust take Tiffany along to the
interviews, and the child is growing increasingly restive sitting on the
fl agstones stacking her plastic doughnuts on their plastic obelisk. Mary
soot hes her husband wi th expl anations and a heartfelt appeal to try
again. Two nights later, while pacing back and forth reciting the
utterly fascinating particulars of his early years in Soho, Anmadeus
begi ns to undergo the startling change qui ntessentially characteristic
of Chaney's Syndrone. Hollywood special effects cannot hold a candle to
t he
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sweat -i nduci ng actuality of this transformation. Tiffany's eyes bul ge
like burn blisters, and Russell hurriedly scribbles notes even as he
attenpts to watch every evanescent flicker of this rare anatom ca
phenonenon. Toni ght the physical as well as the psychic dam has burst,
and Russell believes that The Autobi ography of anadeus Howell is going to
catapult himto the very top of his correspondence cl ass.



"N ce doggy," says Tiffany as Anadeus strides past her stack of plastic
doughnuts. The werewol f is mouthing what Russell assumes to be a
continuation of his life story. Whines and vaguely quizzical grows
must now carry the major burden of this account, however, and these are
pretty much unintelligible ." N ce doggy," Timreiterates, touching the
man- ani mal's silver-gray shoul der. Amadeus does indeed appear to be a
ni ce doggy; the novenents of his syelte but powerful body reassure
rather than threaten, and the caterpillar patches of shocking white fur
above his opal escent eyes give hima | ook of com cal bew | dernent,
rather like a scholarly gentleman with his eyebrows raised.

(His clothes lie in runpled piles about the room How he shed them

wi t hout rending themor revealing a delinquent patch of human skin
Russel | does not know.) As Amadeus playfully nuzzles Tiffany, Russel
shuts off the tape recorder to watch. Apparently the hebephrenic
aspects of the di sease become nore pronounced in its nmanifest |upine
phase, for the man-animal has begun to | eap about |ike a puppy. He
snatches up one of Tiffany's plastic doughnuts and flings it high into
the air. For some unaccountable reason this trick so distresses the
child that when her playmate |unges to seize another of her toys, she
takes two handsful of his luxuriant fur and administers a vicious bite
to his flank. (Even two floors away Mary can hear Anmadeus how .) The
werewol f spins, nips Timon the bottomlip, and rushes toward Russell as
if to knock himto the floor. Instead he bolts down the corridor and
into the concealing bowels of the building, the child s outraged wall
pursuing himlike one of the Eunmenides. Mary, stricken with
contradictory varieties of remorse, puts an end to Russell's visitation
privileges. At least, she consoles herself, their baby's werewolf bite
is nothing much to remark, a mere pal e hickey.

Successi ve events crowd and jostle one another. Russell sequesters

hi nsel f away fromw fe and daughter and conpl etes his nake-orbreak
assignment in an angry forty-eight-hour burst. Then, on Sunday night,
he declares that fromnow on he is going to adopt a nore conventiona
schedul e; to acconmodate it, Timnust begin attending WIlla C anahan's
Lucy van Pelt Day Nursery for Precious Preschool ers, a | ow budget

nei ghborhood institution with an enrollment of (plus or mnus) eight. If
the graders in Baltinore flag the first

two chapters of The Autobi ography of Amadeus Howel |, he intends to
abandon the quest for literary notoriety and to dip into their meager
savings to open a gun shop in Jim Row ey's nori bund Ti nberline Cafd.
Mary, hopi ng agai nst hope that his graders maintain their cynically high
standards, acqui esces. That Russell has threatened to enbark upon a

ni ne-to-five business career, even the operation of a gun shop, cheers
her long-suffering soul. Although she could wite a horror novel about
t he decade over which she has |lent himher enotional or financial
support, Russell probably could not. Postcards ordinarily exhaust his
talent as well as his stam na, his recent creative hinge
notw t hstandi ng. Her own talent and stanmi na, neanwhile, must go toward
rescui ng Amadeus Howel | from the di sastrous setback occasi oned by
Russell and Tiffany's joint presence in his room Since the incident he
has grown snappi sh, renote, and even sillier than usual; indeed, over

t he weekend he has suffered two nore | upi ne netanorphoses, and on her
Monday shift Mary finds himwearing a flea collar along with the

desi gner choke chain that another staff menber gave him for Christnas.
So virulent is the residual frivolity plaguing himthat each tine Mary
qguestions him he responds with a snippet of ungrammatical lyrics froma



m d-1960s hit by Samthe Sham and the Pharaohs. Later, on her coffee
break, she nmust struggle to keep from crying.

Tiffany's first week at Wlla Cd anahan's does not go well, either

She has had no experience playing with other children, and the toddlers
at the Lucy van Pelt Day Nursery conpose an aggressive, headstrong |ot.
Russel I, ensconced before the game shows and soap operas on the

tel evision set, takes a string of tel ephone calls from Ms. d anahan
about his daughter's bossiness, selfishness, and hi ghhanded refusals to
conprom se with her other "babies" whose seniority Tiffany has no
inclination to acknow edge much | ess respect ." Tie her to a chair in
the kitchen," Russell advises Ms. Clanahan ." | wll not," the
put - upon woman decl ares, ringing off. But she calls back late in the
afternoon to report that Timhas inaugurated the vile strategy of going
fromchild to child and biting each one on his or her dinpled thigh or

el bow, whi chever anatomical target is nore accessible. After inflicting
t hese wounds, she throws back her head and how s rather sweetly at the
Tiffany lamp in the den ." | thought 1'd tie her to a chair in the
kitchen," Ms. Canahan adnmits. Russell replies, "Go right ahead." On
Friday, this drastic precautionary neasure carried over, reluctantly,
fromthe previous afternoon, Ms. d anahan tel ephones to discuss Tiff s
anonmal ous behavior at lunch; the child will not drink her mlk or eat
her chi cken sandwi ch, insisting instead on such exotic fare

as Ovaltine-laced sarsaparilla and |leftover three-bean salad ." Is it
okay to give her such things?" Ms. Canahan inquires ." Go right
ahead," Russell replies ." So long as it isn't poi soned coyote bait, |
don't give a damm what you feed her." Ms. C anahan di sapproves of this
crass sentinment, but she generously indulges Tiffany's whim Kids are
her principal kick in life.

On Saturday norning the child is dreadfully ill. Russell inputes
responsibility to Ms. C anahan, but Mary, just hone from anot her bad
ni ght at the hospital, carefully exam nes her daughter and identifies
the trouble as, dear God, norning sickness. For a nmoment both Parents
stand trenul ously aghast before the heartstoppi ng nonstrousness of this
possibility. Wat a perverse, repugnant, thoroughly evil and

unt hi nkabl e contingency ." It's JimRowey's little boy, Sean," Russel
eventually blurts ." 1've never trusted that sneaky kid, but, mark mny

words, I'mgoing to see that he does the honorable thing!" Mry, another
suspicion in mnd, prevents her husband from pursuing this course by
suggesting that they take Till to the hospital for nore concl usive

tests. The rabbit dies. Hone again, they make their daughter as
confortabl e as possible and find thensel ves confronting a bizarre set of
uniformy odious options. (Parenting in the final fifth of the
twentieth century poses chal |l enges altogether uninagi nable to nothers
and fathers of previous generations.) A little over a week |ater
however, the Smithsons have company in their msery, for Ms. C anahan
somet hing of an expert on pregnancy and childbirth, has independently
deduced that four of Tiffany's little classmates undoubtedly share her
delicate condition. 1In Carrion City news of this spectacul ar sort gets
around fast. And when Mary confides in her husband that Anadeus Howel |
may be directly, albeit inadvertently, responsible for Tiff s present
troubles, and therefore indirectly answerable for the epidenmc at the
Lucy van Pelt Day Nursery, Russell gleefully spreads this word, too,
with the result that soon the entire town is ablaze with talk of a
werewol fing attack on the Hel en Hidal go Hutton Hospital for Advanced
Lycant hropi ¢ Hebephrenia. That the daughters of men may suffer no
further indignity, nonsters nust die.



In the lovely April evening that Russell Smithson, JimRaw ey, and their
many nmacho cohorts assenble their front-wheel-drive pickups at Sam
Kelsall's feed store, here to |oad their shotguns, check out their
spotlights, and bol ster one another's fidgety courage, Mary carries
Tiffany to the hospital to warn Anadeus Howel |l and the other inmates to
escape. She also places a long-distance call to the highwaypatro
headquarters in Puebl o, Col orado, three hours away on the

sagebrush-punctuat ed western periphery of the Geat Plains. WII
representatives of the patrol arrive in tine to beard the male townsfol k
at their ill-organized vigilantisn? No. But by the tine of the actua
assault every last one of the bew | dered hebephrenics has already fled

Amadeus, honorary president of their Fenris Society, |eads the other
patients up into the snow nmantl ed peaks of the Sangre de Cristo range.
(Slavering |ike beasts, they |ope along on all fours under a gi bbous
moon.) Meanwhile, Russell and his revengeful henchnen, unaware that
Mary and Tiffany are huddling inside the building, blast away at the
wal s with buckshot and null the various nethods by which they m ght be
able to burn the hospital to the ground. They know in their bones that
at this point in the proceedings a conflagration is obligatory, but no
one has yet determ ned how to set the bleak, inmposing structure afire.
Burnt-out matches litter the roadside, and the aroma of randomy

spl ashed gasohol emanates in waves fromthe building' s foundations. Ms.
Hutton's institution will not catch. Finally, sirens scream ng, four
state patrol cars cone hot-rodding into Carrion City. Al nost

si mul t aneously Mary appears on the battlenents with Tiffany in her arns,
an Ophel i aesque madonna hi gh above the shaneful anarchy of the

t ownsfol k. Abashed by this brave and nel ancholy show, Russell borrows a
bul I horn and begins to talk Mary down by reciting fromlong-repressed
menory the entire first part of Allen G nsberg's "How ." Twenty ni nutes
before he has finished, the state troopers and Russell's

col | eagues-in-arnms have all departed for hone .

The siege is over. The Snmithsons are reunited. But at what cost?

Patientless, the hospital nmust tenporarily close its doors and rel ease
its staff. Mary, nore fortunate than nost, receives an interim

appoi ntnent (salaried) to the board of the Hel en Hidal go Hutton
Benevol ent Foundation. Soon thereafter Russell |earns that on the basis
of his first two chapters an agent of the Wealthy Ghostwiters School
Inc. has negotiated a six-figure advance from a reputabl e New York
publ i shi ng house for The Autobi ography of Amadeus Howel |, which will be
mar keted as a novel. He has eighteen nonths in which to deliver the
fini shed manuscript. Mary disguises her chagrin as best she can. El ated
but cal culating, Russell hires a light aircraft and the services of an
experi enced bush pilot to help himfind the absconded patients, anong
whom resides the only living being who can bring his inconplete
narrative to a fitting and truthful end. During the third week of
Russel | 's absence (his search has not gone well at all), Tiffany is
delivered of three tiny mal anute puppies with endearing creancol ored
eyebrows. Struggling to preserve her optinism Mary reflects that at

| east she and Russell will not have to buy the child a dog. A

week later Tiffany's four playmates from Ms. C anahan's undergo
equal |y unnerving parturitions, and in the best pioneer tradition

nei ghbor rallies around nei ghbor to reassure and console. (There is
some di screet but sangui ne specul ation that perhaps one day these canine
children will repopul ate the hospital.) Russell eventually |inps hone



wi t hout havi ng found Anadeus or any ot her nmenber of the Fenris Society.
Mary can tell that he is going to be a | ousy grandfather

He begi ns tal king about using the pups as sl ed-dogs, once they acquire
sufficient weight and strength to aid himin his pursuit of their absent
sire. Snarling, the bravest of the pups bites Russell on the ankle.
Mary intervenes to save her grandchild' s hide. Later that night she

i es beside her unsuspecting husband thinking of Anmadeus Howel|l and his
lairlike hideaway on the icy steeps. Certain passages in The Wl ves of
West Elk Springs seemto have prefigured this portentous noment

There is a flutter in her stomach. It is terrifyingly difficult not to
gi ggl e.

The Chair

It isn't always necessary (or always right) to use the boundaries of
Dark Fantasy to exercise one's fear; there is certainly enough of it to
go around in the so-called real world-that one there, outside your

door. It's the easy way out, however, to spend tine on a nmass nurderer
or a psychotic sniper, or a suddenly snappe one

war or another; it's much nore difficult to use an ordinary person |ike
you, for exanple-and explore the very real possibility that no

one, not any one, is permanently rational. Think about it-there are
a lot of people out there, smling.

Denni s Etchison is the premer short story witer in Dark Fan tasy, and
t he author of the acclaimed novel, Shadow Man. He lives in

California, and was the wi nner of the 1982 British Fantasy Award.
Marty," she said, "I need you."

He studied the lips. The air was opal escent with cigarette snoke, the
lights too far away to make it easy. Her conpl exi on was snoot h and
taut; a faint bl oomof perspiration glittered in the shadows bel ow her
cheekbones. It was inpossible, of course. And yet

"Christy?" he said, incredul ous.

He wanted to reach out and touch her to be sure. At the sane tinme he
was seized by a desperate inpulse to |l eave his chair and run: between
tables to the bar, even to the dance floor where faces he seemed to know
had been grafted onto bodi es he woul d never recognize, bodies that now
gyrated feverishly to nmusic he thought he had forgotten | ong ago.

"I'"ve been |l ooking for you all night," she said ." Hwas afraid you
woul dn't cone." He heard her voice masked by the noi se, as though
through a wind tunnel ." Can we go sonmewhere? W can't talk here.™

Martin rose uncertainly and foll owed. The crowd surgpd. Her form grew
smal ler and was lost to him He threaded a path between abandoned
chairs, his armbrushing a table, upsetting a half-finished gl ass of
wine. A red blot spread across the white linen. He righted the enpty



glass and tried to nove on

A powerful hand stopped his wrist.

Didn't think you' d get away that easy, did you?"

Martin | ooked up. A snudged copy of a face from his chil dhood t owered
over him Around the eyes grainy skin crinkled in anmusenent,
enphasi zi ng preternaturally blue contact |enses.

"Bill Crabbe," said the tall nan expectantly.

Martin gaped. It was true. Crabbe, the baseball star from high scho
ol. Martin shook his hand.

'How ya doin', buddy?" Crabbe punped his arm." My gosh, Jerry Marber
You' re sure | ookin' good. Wat you been doin' with yourself all these
year s?"

Martin realized he had been m staken for someone el se.

He considered correcting the tall man. At that nmoment there was a pause
in the nmusic and hyperventil ating coupl es pressed back between the
wooden pillars to their banquet tables. An intoxicating cloud of hair
spray and col ogne bl ew over him He gazed through the crowd to the
pol i shed walls and round wi ndows, searching for Christy's face. He
cleared his throat.

"Excuse me, Jer," said Crabbe abruptly, "but there's Wayne Fuller. |
gotta say hi. M gosh, ook at him He hasn't changed a bit, has he?
ad Wayne. Hey, over here!"

Crabbe noved on, paddling against the throng with his big pitcher's hand
out st r et ched.

Martin spotted an exit. Christy or soneone very nuch |ike her was
| eani ng agai nst the lacquered door, trying to light a cigarette while
her eyes grew whiter, sweeping the ballroom

For me, he thought. She's waiting for nme, even after so many years.
shoul d have known. | should have kept the faith. Wll, maybe | have
wi thout realizing it.

W'll find out now, won't we?

Coupl es swept past in a frenzied rush. The roomseened to tilt as
bodi es hurried to one side. The backs of nen with polyester suits and
i ndet erm nate wai stlines bobbled six deep in front of the cash bar

Martin took a deep breath. He felt drunk. He steadi ed hinsel f against
a chair and ainmed for the other side.

Jimy!" called a boom ng voice
He pressed on through | ouvers of crepe paper strung fromthe
bandstand, a wall of voices closing in. Heads streaked with graying

si deburns and pernmanent wave curls bl ocked his way. Wen they noved
aside, he noticed that Christy was gone fromthe doorway.



"Ji my Madden! Knew it was you!"
The gravel voice of a bull-necked football coach booned again
This time it jarred himto a standstill.

Martin turned and was confronted by a short-sleeved sport shi rt, the
same print he remenbered from school. He scrutinized the face above and
nodded, smiling inpatiently.

What was the coach's nane?

Then he realized it was not the coach's face, after all. |t was
Warrick. Mark Warrick, once star lineman for the G eenworth Buckskins.
He had nmade it to the state play-offs, if Martin renmenbered

correctly.

"Nice to see you, Mark," said Martin reflexively ." Only |I'm not
A sweet-smelling wonan di sengaged fromthe pack and took possession of
Martin's left arm He felt her breast push into his side.

"Gail!" said Warrick. Hi s lantern jaw dropped open and uneven teeth
shone there wetly ." Are you still with Bob? | nean-"
' announced Gail. She kneaded Martin's
And how are you, Joe?"

"Not for a year and a half,’
forearmas if neasuring it ."
The man in the sport shirt plowed ahead ." CGuess what, Gail? |'m Head
Coach at GHS now. Did you hear? Uh, are you, | mean, did you cone

al one?"

She said, "Don't | see your wife, Mark? That sweet little thing over
there in the corner, waiting for someone to ask her to dance?

What was her name?"

Martin was aware of the underwiring of her bra prying his ribs apart.
She turned on him again, inches away, and blinked into his eyes from
beneath |ids heavy with raccoon mascara.

"Joe lvy. Did you know that | used to have the nmpbst hunongous crush on
you?"

"Yes," said Martin hurriedly ." No. | didn't. | don't. That is, it
isn"t me. I1'mnot really here.”

He di senbraced and tripped forward, winkling someone's satin .

The exit still appeared the Iength of a football field away, as if seen
through the small end of a telescope. He jostled wists and left ice
cubes clinking thickly in plastic cocktail tunblers, and made a fina
run for the deck and the night outside.

He was chilled by the sudden touch of a harbor breeze on his neck
He did not slow until he had gone all the way astern on the Pronenade

Deck, where he | eaned back on his el bows and allowed the inmage of the
W ndsor Roomto recede into a frane of brass portholes and freshly



pai nted guardrails.

The doorway to the ballroomrenmai ned open, throwing a rectangle of
yellow light onto the boards bel ow the main mast. Through the doorway
he made out a hand-lettered streamer of hunting on the aft wall, above
the bar. WELCOVE GREENWORTH HI GH SCHOCOL CLASS OF '62, it read, 20 YEAR
REUNI ON.

She stepped in front of him eyeing himin the old way. Behind her head
a warm gl ow caught her hair. He tried to read her expression, but in

t he backlight there was no clue. He sought for the right way to begin
again. He straightened, his body inching involuntarily closer to her
and the spill of warnth dininished to a sliver and faded as the exit
door whispered shut. A round of whooping appl ause rose up inside as a
toast was made on stage, and then the door seal ed and there was only the
rhythmof a drumroll to blend with. the |apping of dark waters that
rocked the bul khead al nost inperceptibly beneath his feet.

He wanted to make up for so much lost time, to force her to a
confrontation so long in the comng, to send bolts of blue fire
shi meri ng over her and down her throat. Instead he said, "Christy."

She dropped her cigarette, and a wind swirled it away in a vortex of
sparks.

"I want to know," he said, "howit's been for you. | want to know it
all. O whatever you want to tell. |If you can tell nme. You know you
can. Christy." He held out his hand.

She | owered her eyes and fumbl ed for another cigarette.

"I"m gl ad everything worked out for you and Sherman," he lied.

He al nost gagged on the name. It was the first time he had said it or
even allowed hinself to think it for perhaps fifteen years. Sherman the

| oser, the guy who never had any friends. Till Martin came al ong and
tried to help. In the end, Martin | earned about hel ping too mnuch.

Your move, he thought, afraid to think any further. Tell ne that it's
dead between you, that it always was. Tell ne that you haven't changed,
and nake ne believe that | haven't, either. Do it. Do it now, or stay
out of the rest of ny life.

She was suddenly shy, unable to look at him." | don't know how to-',
"Begi n anywhere."

He wait ed.

A solitary pleasure craft passed in the bay, its running |ights obscured
for seconds at a time by the massive rigging of the deck upon which he

and Christy stood.

"You always hated him didn't you." She said it oddly, as if to reassure
hersell As if the idea gave her sone kind of satisfaction

"What does it matter?"

"I think it does. That's why | cane."



That's why? he thought, growi ng nore disoriented by the mnute

Vll, if she wants to explain, she's certainly taken her time about it.
As if | care. As if it makes any difference now

| was never angry at her. Hurt, yes. And confused. | would have

married you nyself, did you know that? But angry? | could never |et
nmysel f feel that, and nowit's part of another life, what happened then

One thing is certain: she can't speak for him lago in a crewneck
sweater. She couldn't then and she can't now. He had a chance, once,
to face ne. He didn't. And nowit's too |ate.

"Forget it," he said ." Things happen. Even anong friends. Especially
anmong the best of friends."

Her eyes lifted and gl ared, pinwheels in the centers.
dammed forgiving. Do me a favor, Marty.
"You were always soyou hate him Admit it."

St op being so understanding! You know

Was she daring hin? He could not imagi ne why. Wat would be the point?
"Christy, | neant what | said. | want to know that you're happy .
That's all. |If you don't believe that, then you never really knew ne."
"But | do know you. That's why, Marty. That's why | need you now. "

Her voice softened and the years di sappeared like wldfl owers over the
hills. He renenbered or inmagined her, he did not know which, spraw ed
across his lap, curled against his chest. So many

ni ghts .

"Marty."

Then, just as unexpectedly, he was snapped back to the present as her
tone tightened again in a rising glissando of barely suppressed enotion

He began to doubt hinmsell Had it been his fault, then? Some incident he
had conveniently forgotten all this time which had sent her packing and
into Sherman's arns? Had he sonmehow m srenenbered for so | ong what
happened that night? Was that possible?

Marty. Only she had ever called himthat. Perhaps no one el se ever
woul d, no matter how many nore years were left to him

She noved her body until they were close enough to touch, and yet they
were not touching. He was aware of the heat radiating fromher skin,
trenbling the taut menbrane of his clothing. The scent of her burned
his nostrils. He forced hinself to breathe.

"Marty," she said. A single strand of hair, invisible as a spider's



web, touched his cheek ." Do | have to beg? | need you."

She told himit was five mnutes away. Wether it was nore or |ess than
that he did not notice.

Behi nd them the Queen Mary's raked funnels, piped in red and bl ack and
towering like the truncated stacks of a nucl ear power plant, gave the
converted liner an illusion of novenent, as if the ship had docked there
only tenporarily and was even now pulling up anchor to pace the car out
of the old Naval Yard and around the mi sty intersections of the
coastline.

She | ooked at himonce as a blurred refinery passed outside, but she was
not seeing him The plune of an endless fire licked the sky, the
natural gas burnoff of a pipeline to the center of the earth. She was
seeing through him a translucent X-ray of his flesh and bones in
position there against the glass where she had arranged for it to be.

A sign with the words DELUXE APARr mENTS swaminto view.

She turned past it, again, then fine-tuned the wheel at the end of a
cul -de-sac behind the building and parked beneath power |ines that
crackled as if underwater

It was one of those courtyard bl ocks that dead-end at the ocean, where
accel erated disrepair is rationalized as quaint because there is nowhere
left to nove once one has reached the edge of the continent.

The headlights clicked off and the fog stopped swirling. A steady
corona encircled a streetianp |like a halo around the noon. The pul se of
the notor was replaced by the breathing of an unseen tide.

She | eaned across him Against his will his fingers curved to receive
her .
"Wait," she said ." W're alnost there. CGod, |'ve waited so |ong for

this. You don't know "

She retrieved her purse from behind the seat, put away her keys and
swung out of the car.

Their footsteps clacked on the sidewal k. A rusty tricycle like a
twisted spider littered a shadow yard. Somewhere television voices
were muffled by flickering blue wi ndow shades. A cat cried froma
hi dden place with the voice of a human baby. They clinbed steps to

the second floor. The corroded screen door creaked with the sound of a
fingernail on a blackboard. A deadbolt |ock glistened under the
scrat chi ngs of her key.

"Here. We won't need the lights."

She led himinto darkness. A soft cushion nmet the backs of his |egs.

The roomtook on dimform Gadually black oblongs of furniture
appeared around him only to dissolve when | ooked at too closely .

Through a doorway, in the cavern of another room the constant eye of a
pilot flame burned coolly beneath a gas appliance of unknown shape.



Seconds passed.

Stray light began to creep in fromthe courtyard outside, so that the

i ndi stinct plane of slatted w ndow blinds cast the suggestions of bars
over his hands.

He smelled an old perfume, and then she was glidi ng down and down next
to himin the overstuffed chair. He heard the whisper of her stockings,
her body as it nmoved in her clothing.

"Christy . . ."

She stopped his mouth with cold fingers. He saw the glint of her eyes
as they focused past him

"What ?" he asked.

"Shh. "

He fol |l owed her gaze across the room

A thin strip of light gl owed beneath a door at the end of a hallway.
Was soneone el se here?

Not him Surely she wouldn't have A child, then. Wy not?

O course there would have been a child for them It was only natural
Why hadn't he expected it?

Still the thought took him by surprise, even unnerved him How ol d? he
wondered. How |long after she | eft him had-?

But no. He put that possibility fromhis nind

He touched her awkwardly, unsure of the noment.

She noved her head fromside to side, and her |ips brushed his.
They were, he thought, as cool and dry as desert fl owers.

"No," she said hoarsely .
somet hi ng you have to do."

Later. | promise. But first there's

"Wait," he said, realizing where he was and what he was doi ng.
"You've got ne wong. | didn't cone here to

"Didn't you?" She blinked at him Ws she nocking hin? She was, he
deci ded. She was.

She rose, pulling himout of the chair. |In spite of hinself his body
strained after her.

An afterimge of her crossed the room
He heard a knocki ng.

She was standing at the end of the hall, in front of the cl osed door



He foll owed as, on the other side, a shadow passed across the crack of
light.

Sonet hi ng noved. Sonet hi ng heavy.
There was a jangling of keys, and the door opened.

Martin was nonentarily blinded by a flood of light. Wen his eyes were
able to adjust, he saw the figure of a man before him

"Honey," she said, "I- |I've brought sonmeone honme for you."

The figure stood so stiffly for so long that Martin began to wonder if
it mght be a mnikin. Finally he detected novenent in the eyes, tiny
dots peering out of tunneled sockets. Then the shoul ders slunped, the

| ow bul k shuffling aside, the thinning spikes of unconbed hair vibrating
inthe flare of a dozen or nmore high-intensity |ight bul bs which were

pl ugged into every corner of the small room

She fidgeted, her tone winding up like a violin string again.
"You renenber Jack, don't you?"

Her eyes darted nervously between them The irises were closed down to
pi npoints. He could not help but notice now a fine webbing of lines
etched around her eyes, radiating outward, inprinted there as if by
years of squinting under a nerciless sun. The pupils were washed out
like a faded phot ograph

"Don't you, Shern®?" she said.
Martin stared at her.

What the hell is she doing? he thought. Wat kind of sick gane is
t hi s?

The man in the bedroom snoot hed his hair and rubbed his soft hands over
his white face, and straightened.

Martin had no choice. He stepped over the threshold.

There was a closeness in the air, a sickly-sweet incense that was a

m xture of old clothes and unchanged beddi ng and sl ow currents of

exhal ed air circulating and recircul ati ng above overheated | anps. The
man made an effort to draw hinself up to his full height, and Martin was
overconme w th disbelief.

He renmenbered Sherman as several inches taller, his own height exactly,
in fact. But it was as if the frame had contracted with tine, the

spine settling, the posture folding in on itself to support so nuch
sagging flesh. Martin tried to believe his eyes.

Oten lately he had found hinself wondering what a . man his own age
was supposed to look like. As a point of reference he had hoped to
identify at |east one passing on the streets. But he had never been
sure.

Now he knew.



A shudder crept up his spine and over his scalp.

And then sonet hing which had once seenmed so inportant left himwth an
i nner shrugging that was |like a sea change, a great burden lifting and
departing in a flash. Hi s eyes stung.

He gl anced back and saw that Christy was no | onger there.

"Jack," said Sherman tightly. It was Sherman, all right ." Jack Martin.
W have a lot to talk about. W nust have. Sit down. Won't you.
Jack. "

The son of a bitch, thought Martin. The poor, tired, worn-out, sorry
son of a bitch. The years with her, years that were supposed to have
been m ne, and | ook, just |ook what they' ve done for him

And, thinking that, so rmuch hate went-sonewhere. Anywhere .

Receding into the white |light, going, and gone. All at once he felt
hi nsel f very old, |like everyone else a victimof unforeseeable
circunstance. Like the ones back on the hotel liner, the rest of his
cl assmates. They were no | onger so very strange, were they? And
neither was this man. This old friend. It was true, wasn't it?

It was. And there was nothing he could do about it.

He sat.

"I reckon you heard. About ne and Chris getting married."
"Yes," said Martin.

Sherman | owered hinself gingerly into a straight-backed chair.

Martin noted that the roomwas nearly bare, with no concessions to
confort. Everything in sight had been painted in blacks and whites .

There was a collection of FBI "wanted" posters framed plainly on the
wal I s; he recogni zed the faces of a kidnapped heiress and a fanous Bl ack
radi cal teacher; another, that of a square-jawed young man with rinl ess
gl asses and a dooned, defiant expression, eluded him Somewhere a
sinmple electric clock ground through its endl ess cycle.

"So. How the hell are you, Jack?"

Spare me, he thought. Spare us both. And yet how el se to get through
this conversation?

"Can't conplain." Quckly Martin acted to forestall the inevitable
personal histories ." Say, what's with all the lights?" It was a
reasonabl e enough question. He really did want to know ." Not running
scared of the dark in your old age, are you, nman?"

It was also at least half a joke, but that part of it didn't work.

Sherman regarded himw th detachment, jingling an oversized keyring. On
a shelf behind himtwo miniature armes of historical foot-soldiers

coll ected dust on a board, eternally poised to relive sone

| ong-forgotten battle.



"Yeah, well. CGuess you could say | got my fill of dark places in the
Cor ps, know what | nean?"

At sone point down the years Martin had allowed a single bit of
i nformati on about Sherman to enter his consci ousness; that he had served
in some branch of the arned forces. Enlisted, he seened to recall.

" Marines?" he asked.

"Army Corps of Engineers. They had ne doing field work in New Mexi co.
You know what a spelunker is, Jack?" He said it with a trace of pride.

"I think so." Martin racked his brain ." You nean you made maps of
caves, that sort of thing?"

Sherman nodded ." Carl sbad was bl acker' n the place where the Devil
throws his old razor blades."

"Ah." That explained it, then. After a fashion. He guessed ." So
What have you been up to since?"

"Well, there was Chris to consider, of course." O course ." | needed
somet hing with, you know, nmore of an opportunity for advancenent."

" Right."

What's a forner spelunker to do? wondered Martin. It seened absurd.
But then what did not? For the life of himhe could not think of an
appropriate foll owup occupation. |ndeed he could not even inagine

making a living by crawing around caves with a flashlight and a
not ebook.

It takes all kinds, he thought. And, really, was it any nore ridicul ous
than the way he hinmself had found? Yes, he thought, it takes all kinds.
Any way is good enough to make what peopl e nean when they point at
something and call it alife. Wo aml to judge?

"So," Sherman was saying, "l went into a career in |aw enforcenent."
What el se? thought Martin. Wy not? For those who like that sort of
thing, well, 1'd have to say that's nore or less just the sort of thing

they would like. Right?

"After | graduated from Texas A & M a buddy of nine got me an

inwith the Departnent of Corrections. | had it all planned out. | was
going to work nmy way up through the systemthey start you out as a
jailer no matter where you train-and then transfer back here. It was as

good a place as any to start."

"Beats Terninal Island, eh?" He didn't know what el se to say.

"Yeah. That was what | thought. Till those bastards got hold of ne."
Martin drew a bl ank.

Sherman sat forward on his chair, his eyes bul ging
host ages. "

They took thirteen



"They di d?"
"Yeah. Wen it was over, two of us got out alive."

Martin shook his head ." I"'msorry,"” was all he could come up with ." |
didn't know. '

| still don't, he thought. Sone kind of prison riot, was that what
Sherman was tal king about? There had been the one at Attica, others .

Quite a few others. He couldn't remenber the nanes of the institutions.
He didn't want to ask.

"You know what those bastards did?"

Martin held up his hand ." No, | don't, but
"They did things to us." Sherman was shaking with rage ." Things that
shoul dn't happen to any man."

He was not talking it out. He was reliving it.

Martin wondered if it would ever be over for him The answer was cl ear
enough. It was witten there in the man's twi sted face.

Martin wanted to hel p but for sone reason resisted the inmpul se
Besi des, he asked hinself, what was there to do?

"I"'mnot the man | was, Jack. Not the nman she nmarried. |'mjust not
the sane. You know?"

Martin nodded, enbarrassed.

"I wanted to go back in and get every one of them Wth ny bare hands.
The State swore they'd do it for ne. But they didn't do the job right."

Martin squirmed. The heavy wooden chair was begi nning to wear through
the seat of his pants. It certainly had not been designed for extended
use.

"Thi ngs have changed a | ot since then," Sherman was sayi ng.

Martin was developing a splitting headache. The small, severe roomw th
its pounding |ights was becom ng oppressive. He wi shed for Christy to
return and | ead himout. He had done what she asked. He had faced
Sherman, or had all owed Sherman to face him for whatever it was worth.

"Il make it right again, Jack. Wat we're going to have is another
kind of revolution in this country. And it starts right here."

"Let it go, man," said Martin gently. H's throat was dry. He swall owed
with pain ." Life's too short."

"Yeah." Sherman jerked his pale hand to indicate a neat stack of books
next to the toy soldiers ." That's why |I'mready."

Martin sat forward, eager for an excuse to shift his weight fromthe
puni shing seat. He shielded his eyes. The titles on the nearest spines
shimered into legibility. Crime and Punishnent in America. A New



Handbook of Hanging. History of the Guillotine. Executions USA

"They'll be out in a few years," said Sherman, "if they aren't already.
| know they'll find me. They always have. And when they conme for ne
this time, 1'll be waiting."

The nearest light bulb sang with current, electrifying the air.

Martin becane aware of a feeling he had suppressed all night. It was
that tingling you begin to regi ster when you know sonething is terribly
wrong but you don't quite know what it is yet. It was here, not only
inside himbut all around him prickling his legs like pins and needl es.
That he could not nane it made it no less real. He could ignore it no

| onger.

He saw the other man as if for the first tine.
Martin flexed his legs and started out of the chair.

The pale nman was on his feet. |In one quickstep he was standing over
Martin.

He reached around the chair.
Martin | ooked down.

A strap dropped fromunder the arnrest and buckl ed over his wist,
cinching it to the chair. First one wist, then the other. He watched.
It m ght have been happening to soneone el se.

Sherman swayed over him his breath sour, Iight coruscating through the
filaments of his hair. Then he doubled over in a bowing notion. Martin
heard the ringing of another buckle, another as straps closed over his
ankl es.

"What . . . ?" he began

You want to know what this is, Jack? Look over there."

The framed face of the sullen young nan wavered on the wall al ongside
the other posters. The thick bifocals, the defiant sneer, the 'fifties
hai r cut

"That," said Sherman, "is the Bantam Red Head hinself. O d Dead Eye
they called him One of the worst bastards who ever |&M.

He bl ew away el even people before they got him But they got hi m good,
didn't they? June 25th, 1959, the basenent of the Nebraska

State Penitentiary. It was painted white. Just for him Charlie
St ar kweat her. You' ve heard the nane?"

Martin listened to Sherman's flat, expressionless voice as the bl ood
pounded in his ears.

"And this is what they used. That buddy of mne, he Iet me know when
they retired it. Had it shipped out piece by piece, just for ne."

Sherman patted the high backrest proudly ." Charlie Starkweather's
chair. The same one, by God. And nowit's mne."



Martin felt hinself trapped in a nightmare from which he could not
awaken.

" Why?7?)

Sherman's face split in a tortured smle ." Twenty-two hundred volts,
that's why. | had to wire this roomspecial. Still, if I don't turn
off these lights, every fuse in the building will blow"

He wagged his head with satisfaction

"I read everything there is to know about it. First the body turns red,
then black. |If you leave it on |long enough. The brain cooks hard as an
egg and the bl ood burns down to charcoal. Never fails. It never has
yet, and they used it twelve tinmes. Fast and clean, you know It does
the job right-takes care of a |lot of paying back. |In less than sixty
seconds. "

Wth a casual notion Sherman turned off the first |ight.

"But why?" said Martin ." Wy are you doing this?"

Sherman shuffled to the next |ight.

"Who knows why anything ends up the way it does, Jack? If 1'd never net
you. If 1'd never net Chris. |If |I'd never gone to work where | did. A
whole lot of it's. If you hadn't treated her like you did."

He swi tched off another |anp.

"I'f you hadn't let me marry her."

aick.

Martin strained against the straps. The leather cut into his wists.

dick.

"You m ght say those are the nystery parts, | guess. But | know one
thing. I'mgoing to start living in my own house justified. And that's
a fact."

dick.

A growi ng darkness spread as Sherman spoke fromthe shrinking,

i npenetrabl e depths of the room Martin was nearly blind, the ghosts of
the I anps burned into the backs of his eyes. He arched his body and
slamed his head into the backboard. But the straps held.

Sherman hesitated by the last lamp. His silhouette blazed in hasrelief.
Then he reached into a fuse box by the door

Martin's heart was ready to burst out of his chest.

Sherman | owered his head. He rel axed and sl unped against the white
wall. His eyes tw nkled out of the shadows.

"Anyway. You get the picture. That's the way it'll happen. Wen it



happens. "
He wheezed, his body rocking with conpressed | aughter

"See how easy it is? No matter what tine of the day or night they cone
for me, I won't have anything to worry about. WII I, Jack?"

He | unbered back toward Martin.

Wth a flick of his fingers he released Martin's arnms. As he knelt
before the chair and unstrapped the |l egs, he raised his chal ky face.

"Well," he asked, "what do you think of my little denonstration?"

Slowy, very slowmy Martin raised hinself. Though his | egs woul d not
wor k properly, he dragged himself to the door. He said nothing

There was nothing to say.

One by one Shernman switched the lights back on. The bul bs shivered to
life with a faint high-frequency whine.

Martin swung one foot over the threshold behind him into the waiting
bl ackness of the hal |l way.

Sherman col | apsed wearily into the big chair. It was larger than Martin
had realized, made of heavy boards bolted together in a grotesque,

i nhuman design. The weight of it, the edges and the extreme angl es gave
it the appearance of a mal evol ent throne.

Sherman rested easily init. As if his body had nolded itself to the
rigid contours, the unyielding angles with years of practice. As if he
bel onged t here.

"Anyway," he said ." It was nice to see you. Jack."

Al ready his voice was w thdraw ng, slipping away.

"Stop by again. Anytime. Bring a friend. | don't go out much anynore.
Inside, outside. What's the difference? It's all the sane. Isn't it."

He si ghed, his cracking voice barely audible.

"They shoul d have finished me off," he added, "when they had the
chance. "

On the wall, close to the door janmb, was the power box. The cover was
open, a gleamng switch inside waiting to be thrown. Martin neasured
its proximty to his hand.

Maybe 1'd be doing hima favor, he thought. Maybe I'd be doing us all a
favor. | couldn't have known that until | saw. For one shining noment

| actually thought that | could forgive himand everything woul d be al
right. But nowthat's asking too much. How can there be

forgiveness for the unforgiving? H's judgnent will have to conme from
someone stronger than myself.

There was a novenment behind him.



"You can do it."

The words were whispered directly into his ear by a voice at |east as
det ached and bl oodl ess as Sherman's.

"You know you can!" she hissed ." You've always hated him Admit it! It
will make you free. It will make us both free. You'll see! It wll

Her tone was seductive, excessively reasonable. The sound of it was
al nost cruel. The words were al nost Kind.

Martin met her eyes.

Her face was no nore than an inch away. It glimered there, half in
darkness and half in the synthetic light, a filmof excitation giving
of f an unnatural redolence. Her breath was hot, passionate at last. A
rising pulse raced through the vein at her throat.

It was, he decided, a face he no | onger knew.

"I- I can't do it nyself. |'mnot strong enough. But you! You can
You know you can. And then-"

He lurched past her and plunged into total darkness.

As Martin stepped out of the cab, an encl osed boardi ng ranp pointed the
way up to the Queen Mary Hilton's foredecks and tiered roons like a
tunnel | eading himback into the heart of a sleeping juggernaut.

Despite the hour, the parking | ot contained the cars of several hundred
late visitors, scattered in irregular rows beneath the mercury vapor
security lanps. Surely at |east some of the cars bel onged to diehard
menbers of the reunion party.

He nounted the ranp and headed for the escal ators.

The W ndsor Room was deserted, the celebration's tattered paper
decorations fluttering in the updraft of an unseen air conditioner. The
foyer was still furnished with a nmakeshift horseshoe of card tables
draped in white linen and marked by hand-drawn arrows and directions for
registration. On the table labeled "J thru N," a stack of uncl ai ned
nane badges reclined anong pencils and straight pins, already gathering
dust.

A reflection of the bay outside rippled across the ornate ceiling,
creating an inpression that the entire deck |ay subnmerged beneath the
waters of the harbor. At the end of one of the connecting corridors an
electric floor polisher whirred on through the night; the sound seened
to be coming fromnore than one direction at once.

Martin wal ked through the hall to the danp Pronenade Deck, but there was
no one in sight.

He turned up his collar and left the area.
He searched | ong passageways of | ocked stateroons from which no sound
could be heard. An occasional room service tray bl ocked his path,

littered with hal f-eaten snacks or the remmins of party set-ups .

Once he saw a cart loaded with dirty glasses and buckets of drained



chanpagne bottles. He hesitated by the door. There was a DO NOT
DI STURB war ni ng hung on the knob and no light or novenment was detectable
within, only the I ow drone of a fitful snoring.

He noved on.

As he approached the | ounge at the end of the ship, he heard the
cacophony of cheap disco nmusic overlaid with raucous voi ces and the
chimng of glasses raised in desperate cel ebration.

He rounded the last corner and stood watching. |Inside, men in

wri nkl e- proof suits and wonmen in stiff gowns and unconfortabl e shoes
lifted a last round under the patient eyes of a hal f-dozen weary
cocktail waitresses.

He canme to the carpeted entrance.

"I"'msorry, sir," said a young worman, "but we've already had last call.
The coffee shop is still open if you'd care to "Hey, Macklin!"

"That's fine," said Martin ." It's all right. |I'm]looking for someone."

"Jim Macklinl™ A man with a loose tie tipped his glass froma table by
t he wi ndow.

"Excuse nme," Martin told the waitress ." | think | see himnow "

He dodged barstools. As he neared the wi ndow, a hand from an adj oi ni ng
tabl e cl anped over his wist.

"\Where you going', Jer?" It was Crabbe, the baseball star ." Take a | oad
off and pull up a chair."

"Thanks, |

"Bill, I think you've had one too nany," said a wonan with a beehive
hairdo ." This here's Dave MO ay. |'d know hi m anywhere."

The man at the wi ndow table | eaned close ." Aren't you Jim Macklin? |

coul d' ve sworn

"What are you tal king about?" said a man with thinning hair I'd know
my old friend Marston anywhere! Renenber how we used to go toolin'
around at night, up by the graveyard where-"

"Hello," said Martin ." | don't nmean to intrude on your party."

A wai tress appeared carrying the bar tab on a platter.

"What you drinkin' ?" asked Crabbe.

"Sorry, folks, the bar's closed."

" Boo! "

" VWhat tine is it? It can't be that-"

"Come up to ny room" said the nan at the window table ." | got a suite
for the weekend. Had to fly all the way from Salt Lake City and-"



"And boy are your arns tired!" said the woman with the beehive hairdo.
They all had a good | augh over that.

On the way out, Martin said to the baseball player, "Do you remenber a
guy in our class nanmed Sherman?"

"Sherman," said Crabbe. He navigated the barstools uncertainly .

"Ch, sure! That ja k-off.? Everybody on the team hated his guts. Aw,
is he here tonight?"

"Not exactly," said Martin.
They arrived at the el evator.

"Let's have a real party," said one of ted to punch the call button and
m ssed.

"dd Sherman," said Crabbe thoughtfully ." Christ, the only party he
ever got invited to was on April Fool's Day." He shobk his head .

")"at a dork!"
"Where?" said the wonan.
"He couldn't make it tonight," said Martin.

The el evator opened and the others maneuvered to find places inside.
Martin took Crabbe's arm and held hi m aside.

"He wanted to come,"” said Martin, "but he's got a bit of a problem At
hone. You know? | was thinking. You might be able to do sonething for
him Kind of lend hima hand, so to speak."

"That creep." Crabbe spat on the floor ." | always wanted to kick that
son of a bitch's ass around the corner."

"Believe ne," said Martin, "I know what you mean."

The el evator door was cl osing.

"Are you guys coming with us or not?" asked the drunken wonan.
"We' || be up later," said Martin, "to celebrate.”

"Don't start without ne!" yelled Crabbe.

He was too far gone to resist. Martin toward the |obby, nmeasuring his
wor ds.

"It's not far," he said ." | stopped by nmyself a little while ago."

They were conming up on the main exit, the ranp to the parking | ot and
t he profound dar kness out si de.

"He's just the sane as he used to be," Martin was saying, "only worse.
If you know what | nean."

They stood together on the doormat and the panels slid away before them



onto the waiting night.

"Say, listen, Bill. | really think you mght be able to do hima big
favor. Not to mention nme. And yoursell If you' ve got a few m nutes.
can show you the way."

A line of cabs hovered at the curb.

"I was wondering. Do you feel like driving? O ," suggested Martin,
"would it be quicker to take a cab?"

Crabbe regained his footing and weaved forward, allowi ng Martin to |et
hi m conti nue.

A moment | ater they were speeding away, red taillights di sappearing in
the mst, and the fog settled like rain all around where they had been
closing over the lot and the ship and the rest of the world.

The Typewriter

There have been lots of stories about the nmachine, and there wll
probably be lots nore as witers try to figure out why and how t hey do
what they do. A touch of hunor is added to this one, but it's only a
canoufl age for what |ies beneath-nmuch |ike wal king across a room whose
floor is covered with balloons, but balloons filled with rusty razors.

It might also be said that the profession involved here does not have to
be writing.

David Moffell, a professor at the University of lowa, is the author of
77ze Totem First Blood, and, nore recently Desperate Measures. He is
known not only for his perceptions of fear, but also for his admirable
ability to suit style to story.

Eric tingled as if he'd touched a faulty lightswitch or stepped on a
snake. His spine felt cold. He shuddered.

He' d been | ooking for a kitchen chair. Hs old one-and the adjective
was accurate-in fact, his only kitchen chair had been destrayed | ast

ni ght, crushed to splinters by a drunken hefty poetess who'd | ost her
bal ance and col |l apsed. In candor, "poetess" was far too kind a word for
her. Disgustingly conmercial, she'd insulted Eric's G eenwi ch Village
party guests with verses about cats and rain and harbor lights-"1 hear
your sights. | see your sounds."-a fenale Rod McKuen. Dreadful, Eric
had concl uded, cringing with enbarrassnent.

Hs literary parties set a standard, after all; he had his reputation to
protect. The Subway Press had just released his |atest book of stories,
After Birth. The title's punning resonance had seened pure genius to
him Then too, he wote his nonthly colum for the Village M nd,
review ng netafiction and post-nodern surreal prose. So when this
poetaster had arrived without an invitation to his party, Eric al nost
had instructed her to | eave. The obese editor fromVillage M nd

had brought her, though, and Eric sacrificed his standards for the sake
of tact and the continuation of his colum. 1In the strained dry
coughing that resulted fromher reading, Eric had majestically arisen
fromhis tattered cushion on the fl oor and sal vaged t he occasi on by
reciting his story, "Bird Dung." But when he | ater gaped in horror at

t he wreckage of his only kitchen chair, he realized how wong he'd been
to go agai nst his principles.



The junk shop was a bl ock away, bel ow the Square and near the Coll ege
Junk" described it perfectly. The students bought their beds and tables
fromthe wi zened nman who owned the place. But sonetinmes, |ost anong the
junk, there were sonme bargains, and, nore crucial, he didn't have nmuch
choice. In truth, his stories earned himnext to nothing. He survived
by selling T-shirts outside novies and by handouts from his not her

Fromthe glaring humid sunlight, Eric stepped inside the junk shop
"Somet hing for you?" the winkled owner asked.
Sweating, he said aloofly, "Maybe. |'m just browsing."

"Suit yourself, my friend." The old man sucked a quarter-inch of
cigarette. Hi s yellow fingernails needed clipping. He squinted at a
race-track form

The roomwas |long and narrow, cluttered maze-like with the detritus of
poor sad people's failure. Here, a shattered mrror on a bureau. There,
a musty mattress. Wiile the sunlight fought to reach the room s back
reaches, Eric groped to find his way.

He touched a griny coffee table with its legs splayed. It sat on a sofa
split obscenely down the mddle. Dirty foam bul ged, powdery,
di sintegrating. Pungent odors flared his nostrils.

Ki tchen tabl es. Even one stained kitchen sink. But he found no kitchen
chair.

He braved the farthest corners of the naze. Tripping over a |lanp cord,
he fell hard against a listing dresser. As he rubbed his aching side
and felt the shroud-1like cobwebs tickling his cheeks, he faced a noul dy
pile of Liberty, Collier's, and Post and saw a | ow squat bul ky obj ect

al nost hidden in the shadows. That was when he shuddered, as if he'd
touched a spider's nest or heard a skeleton's rattle.

The thing was worse than ugly. It revolted him Al those knobs and
ridges, curlicues and |l evers. What use could they serve? They were a
grot esque denonstration of bad taste, as if its owner had deci ded that

t he basi ¢ nbpdel needed decoration and had welded all this extra netal
onto it. The crazed machinist's imtation of kinetic art.

Abysmal, he thought. The thing nust wei gh two hundred pounds .

Who' d ever want to type on such a nonster?

But his m nd began associating. Baudelaire. Les Fleurs du Mal

And Oscar W1 de, and Aubrey Beardsley. Yes, The Yell ow Book

He suddenly felt inspired. An ugly typewiter. He grinned despite the
icy shiver down his spine. Deliciously, he savored what his friends
would say if he displayed it. He'd tell themhe'd decided to continue
Baudel aire's tradition. He'd be decadent. He'd be outrageous. FEvi
stories froman evil typewiter. He'd maybe even start a trend.

"How much for this nonstrosity?" he asked casually.

"Eh? What?" the junk man said.



"This clunker here. This nutilated typewiter."

"Ch, that,"” the old man said. His skin was sallow, his hair |ooked |ike
t he cobwebs Eric stood anong ." You nean that priceless irreplaceable
antique."

"No. | mean this contorted piece of garbage.”

The old man considered him then nodded grimy ." Forty bucks."

"But that's outrageous! Ten at nost!"

"No, forty. And it's not outrageous, pal. |It's business. That foo
thing's been on ny hands for over twenty years. | never should have
bought it, but it came with lots of good stuff, and the owners woul dn't

split the package. Twenty bucks. Two bucks a year for taking space

' m being generous. | ought to charge a hundred. Lord, | hate that
damm fool thing."

"Then you should pay ne just to get it out of here.™

"And | should go on welfare. But | don't. The price is forty. Just
today. For you. A steal. Tonorrow it goes up to fifty."

Pulling out a creaky battered drawer, the old nan reached in his desk
and lit another quarter-inch of cigarette.

Though Eric was tall and good-|ooking, he was also quite thin. An
artist ought to | ook ascetic, he told hinmself, though in truth he didn't

have nuch choice. H's enmaciation wasn't only for effect. It was also
hi s penance, the result of starvation. Art paid little, he'd
di scovered. If you told the truth, you weren't rewarded. How could he

expect the Systemto encourage devi ant opi ni ons?

H s apartment was only a block away, but it seemed a mile. He struggled
with his purchase. H's thin body ached as he zi g-zagged, gasping. Knobs
jabbed his ribs, and | evers poked his arnpits. H's knees bent. His
wists strained at their sockets. God Al nmighty, he thought, why did

buy this thing? It doesn't weigh two hundred pounds. It weighs a ton

And ugly! Ch, good Lord, the thing was ugly! |In the harsh cruel glare

of day, it |ooked even worse than he'd imagined. |If that junk man
turned his lights on for a change, his custoners could see what they
were buying. What a fool |'ve been, he thought. | ought to go back and

make himrefund ny nmoney. But behind the old man's counter, there'd
been a sign. The old man had enphatically read it:

ALL SALES FI NAL.

He sweated up the bird-dunged steps to his apartnment building
"Tenement" was nore accurate. The cracked front door had a broken | ock
I nside, plaster dangled fromthe ceiling; paint peeled fromthe walls.

The fl oor heaved; the stairway sagged; the bannister listed

What a dunp, he thought. The cabbage snell overwhel ned him onions, and
a nore pervasive odor that ren nded himof urine.



He trudged up the stairs. The old boards creaked and bent. He feared
they'd snap fromthe weight he carried. He'd fall through. The whole
debilitated building night topple on him Three flights. Four

Mount Everest was probably easier. Four juvenile delinquents-rapists,
car thieves, muggers, he suspected-snickered at himas they left an
apartment. One of the old winos on the stairs shook his head at him
di smayed.

At last he lurched up to the seventh floor but nearly fell back down. He
fought for balance as he struggled down the hall, his thin |egs

wobbl ing. He groaned, not just fromhis painful burden but as well from
what he saw.

A man was pounding angrily on Eric's door: the |andlord, "Hardass"

Si mmons, though the nicknane wasn't apt because his rear |ooked Iike two
massi ve gl obs of Jello quivering when he wal ked. He had a beer gut and
a whi sker-stubbled face. His lips |ooked |ike two wornmns.

As Eric stopped, surprised, he nearly lost his grip on the ugly awkward
typewriter. He cringed and turned to go back down the stairs.

But Si nmons pounded on the door again. Pivoting his beefy hips

di sgustedly, he saw his quarry in the hall ." So there you are." He
aimed a finger, gunlike.

"M. Simmons. Wy, how nice to see you."

"Crap. Believe nme, it's not mutual. | want to see your noney."

Eric mouthed the word as if he didn't know what "nobney" meant.

"The rent," the landlord said ." What you forget to pay me every nonth.
The dough. The cash. The bucks."

"Ch, that. But | already gave it to you."

Simmons glowered ." In the Stone Age. | don't run a charity. You owe
me three nonths rent."

"My nother's awfully sick. | had to give her noney for the doctor
bills."

"Don't hand ne that. The only tinme you see your nother is when you go
crawing to beg her for aloan. |If |I was you, I'd find a way to nmake a
[iving."

"M. Simons, please, I'll get the noney."

"Waen?"

"Two weeks. | only need two weeks. |'ve got some Star Wars Tshirts
can sell."

"You'd better, or you'll know what outer space is. |It's the street

"Il sacrifice the three nmonths rent you owe nme for the pleasure of
evicting you."

"I promise. 1've got a paycheck conming for the colum I wite."



Si nmons snorted ." Witer. That's a laugh. |If you're so hot a witer
explain to me why you're not rich. And what's that ugly thing you're
hol di ng? Jesus, | hate to look at it. You nmust've found it in the
gar bage. "

"No, | bought it." He straightened, proud, indignant. Then the thing
seened twi ce as heavy, and he stopped ." | needed a new typewiter."

"You' re dunber than | thought. You nean you bought that piece of junk
i nstead of paying ne the rent? | ought to kick you out of here right
now. Two weeks. You'd better have the noney, or you'll do your typing
inthe gutter.”

Si nmons waddl ed past. He lunbered down the creaky stairs ." A witer

What a joke. And I'mthe King of England. Arthur Hailey .

He's a witer. Harold Robbins. He's a witer. Judith Krantz and
Sidney ----- don. You, ny friend, you're just a bum™

As Eric listened to the boom ng | aughter gradually go di mer down the
creaky stairs, he chose between a clever answer and the need to set his
burden down. His aching arns were nore persuasive

Angry, he unl ocked the door. Enbarrassed, he stared at his purchase

Wll, | can't just leave it in the hall, he thought. He nearly sprained
his back to lift the thing. He trundled in and ki cked the door shut. He
surveyed his living room The dingy furniture rem nded hi mof where
he' d bought the stuff-that junk shop. What a ness I'min, he told
hinsell He didn't know where he could get the rent. He doubted his

nmot her would | end himfurther nmoney. Last tine, at her penthouse on
Fifth Avenue, she'd been angry with him

"Your inpractical romantic inmage of the struggling starving artist....
Eric, howdid | go wong?" she'd asked ." | spoiled you. That mnust be
it. | gave you everything. You're not a youngster now. You're
thirty-five. You' ve got to be responsible. You' ve got to find a job."

"And be exploited?" he had replied, aghast ." Debased? The capitalistic
systemis degenerate.”

She' d shaken her head and tisk-tisk-tisked in disappointnent

"But that systemis the source of what |I lend you. |If your father cane
back fromthat boardroomin the sky and saw how you've turned out, he'd
drop dead from anot her heart attack. |'ve not been fair. M/ anal yst
says |'mrestricting your devel opnent. The fledgling has to learn to
fly, he says. 1've got to force you fromthe nest. You'll get no
further noney."

He sighed now as he lugged the grotesque massive typewiter across the
living roomand set it on the chipped discolored kitch encounter. He'd
have set it on the table, but he knew the table would coll apse from al
the weight. Even so, the counter groaned, and he held his breath. Wen
the counter stopped protesting, he exhal ed.

He watched the drip-drip-drip of water fromthe rusty kitchen tap .

He gl anced up at the noisy kitchen cl ock which, though he frequently



reset it, always was half an hour fast. Subtracting fromthe tine on
the cl ock, he guessed at half past one. A little early for a drink, but
|'ve got a good excuse, he told hinself. A lot of good excuses.

Bour bon, ice, and water. Fattening, but better than beer. He drank it
in three swall ows, gasping fromthe warmh that surged toward his
conpl ai ni ng enpty stonmach

Wll, there's nothing here to eat, he told hinmself and poured anot her
drink. This albatross took all the nmoney I'd saved for food

He felt like kicking it, but since it wasn't on the floor, instead he
slamed it with his hand. And nearly broke his fingers. Dancing around
the room clutching his hand, he wi nced and cursed. To calmhinself, he
pour ed nore bourbon

Christ, my colum's due tonorrow, and | haven't even started it
If I don't neet ny deadline, I'Il lose the only steady job I've got.

Exasperated, he hurried toward the living roomwhere his old, faithful
manual A ynpia waited on its desk-like altar opposite the door, the
first thing people saw when they came in. This norning he'd tried to
start the colum, but distracted by his broken kitchen chair, he hadn't
been able to find the words. |Indeed, distraction fromhis work was
common with him

Now agai n he faced the bl ank page staring up at him Again his mnd
bl ocked, and no words cane. He sweated nore profusely, straining to
think. Another drink would help. He went back to the kitchen

DAV | for his glass. He tensely lit a cigarette. No words. That's

al ways been ny problem Desperately he gul ped the bourbon. Art was
painful. if he didn't suffer, then his work would have no value. Joyce
had suffered. Kafka. Mann. The agony of greatness.

In the kitchen, he felt the liquor start to work on him The |ight

di ned, and the room appeared to tilt. H's cheeks felt nunb. He rubbed
his awkward fingers through his thick blond neck-1ong hair and peered

di sgustedly at the thing on the kitchen counter ." You," he said

"I"ll bet your keys don't even work." He grabbed a sheet of paper

"There." He turned the roller, and surprisingly it fed the paper
snoothly ." Well, at least you' re not an absolute disaster." He drank
nore bourbon, it another cigarette.

| FEs columm didn't interest him No matter how he tried, he couldn't
thi nk of any theories about nodern fiction. He could think only about
his situation, what woul d happen in two weeks when Simmons cane to get
the rent ." It isn't fair. The System s against ne."

Suddenly he felt inspired. He'd wite a story. He'd tell the world
exactly what he thought about it. He already knew the title. Just four
letters. And he typed them Scum

The keys noved easier than he'd expected. Snoothly. Slickly. But as
gratified as he felt, he was also distinctly puzzled-for the keys typed
| onger than was necessary.

Hs lips felt thick. His tongue felt sluggish fromthe bourbon as he



| eaned down to see what kind of inprint the old ribbon had made. He
bli nked. He | eaned much closer. He'd typed Scum but what he read was
Fl etcher's Cove.

He frowned, astonished. Had he drunk so nuch that he couldn't contro
his typing? Wre his bourbon-awkward fingers hitting keys nerely at
randon? No, for if he typed at random he ought to be reading

gi bberish, and Fl etcher's Cove, though the words weren't what he'd

i ntended, wasn't gibberish.

My mind, he told hinself, it's playing tricks. | think I'mtyping one
t hi ng, but unconsciously I'mtyping sonmething else. The bourbon's
confusi ng me.

To test his theory, he concentrated to uncloud his mnd and nake his
fingers nore alert. Certain he'd be typing what he wanted, he hit
several keys. The letters clattered toward the paper, taking the exact
amount of tine they should have. He'd neant to type a story, but as he
breat hed qui ckly, frowning toward the paper, what he read was sonething
el se: a nove

He gaped. He knew he hadn't witten that. Besides, he'd always witten
stories. He'd never tried-he didn't have the discipline-to

wite a novel. What the hell was going on? |In frustration, he quickly
typed, The quick brown fox junped over the | a2y dog.

But this is what he read: The town of Fletcher's Cove had managed to
survive, as it had al ways managed to survive, the fierce Atlantic
winter. 7!

He felt that awful tingle again. Like ice against his spine, it nade
himshiver. This is crazy, he thought. |'ve never heard of Fletcher's
Cove, and that redundant clause, it's horrible. |It's decoration

gi nger br ead.

Appal | ed, he struck the keys -repeatedly, at frenzied random hoping to
read nonsense, praying he hadn't lost his nind

I nstead of nonsense, though, he saw these words: The townsfol k were as
rugged as the harsh New Engl and coastline. They had characters of
granite, able to withstand the punishnent of nature, as if they had

| earned the techni ques of survival fromthe sturdy rocks along the
shore, inpervious to tidal onslaughts.

He flinched. He knew he hadn't typed those words. Wat's nore, he
never could have forced hinself to type them They were terrible

Redundancy was everywhere, and Lord, those strai ned conmmrercial images.
The sentences were hack words, typical of gushy hideous bestsellers.

Anger seized him He typed frantically, deternmined to di scover what was
happening. His witer's block had di sappeared. The notion of
bestsellers had inspired himto wite a colum, scorning the outrageous
decadence of fiction that was cynically designed to pander to the basest
common taste.

But what he read was sonmething different. Deep Decenber snows
enshrouded Fl etcher's Cove. The land lay dormant, fiozen. January.
February. The townsfol k huddl ed, inprisoned near the stove and hearth



i nside their homes. They scanned the too-fanmiliar faces of their forced
conpanions. fl%le the savage wi nd how ed past their bedroom w ndows,

wi ves and husbands soon grew bored with one another. March cane with
its early thaws. Then April, and the | and becane alive again. But as
the warm spring air rekindled nature, so within the citizens of

Fl etcher's Cove, strongpassions snol dered.

Eric stunbled toward the bourbon. This time he ignored the glass and
drank straight fromthe bottle. He shook, feeling nauseous. He felt
scared to death.

The tastel ess bourbon dribbled fromhis nunb dense lips. H's mnd spun
He clutched the kitchen counter for support. In his delirium he
t hought of only three conclusions. One, he'd gone insane

Two, he was so drunk that, like the wino on the stairs, he was
hal | uci nating. Three, the hardest to accept, this wasn't an ordinary
typewiter.

The way it |ooks should tell you that
Good God.

The tel ephone's harsh ring jolted him He nearly slipped fromthe
counter. Fighting for balance, he teetered toward the living room The
phone was one nore thing he would soon | ose, he thought. For two
nmonths, he'd failed to pay the phone bill. The way his |life was going,
he suspected that this call was fromthe conpany, telling himit was
cancel ing his service

Eric funbled to pick up the phone. He hesitantly said, "Hello," but
those two syllables slurred, conmbining as one. Lo," he said and then
repeated in confusion ." . . Lo?"

"I's that you, Eric?" a man's |loud nasal voice told him." You sound
different. Are you sick? You ve got a cold?" The editor of Village
M nd

"No, I was working on nmy colum,"” Eric said, attenpting to control the
drunken thickness in his voice ." The phone surprised ne."

"On your colum? FEric, | could break this to you gently, but | know
you' re strong enough to take it on the chin. Forget about your col um.
| won't need it."

"What? You're canceling ny-" Startled, Eric felt his heart skip. He
abruptly turned cold sober

"Hey, not just your colum. Everything. The Village Mnd is folding.
It's kaput. It's bankrupt. Hell, why beat around the bush? It's
br oke. "

Hs editor's clichds had al ways bothered Eric, but now he felt too
stunned to be offended ." Broke?" Stark terror flooded through him

"Absolutely busted. See, the RS won't let ne wite the magazi ne off.
They insist it's a tax dodge, not a business."

"Fasci sts!"



"To be honest, Eric, they're right. It is a tax dodge. You should see
the way | juggle ny accounts.”

Now he was conpletely certain he'd gone insane. He couldn't actually be
hearing this. The Village Mnd a fraud, a con ganme? "You can't be
serious?"

"Hey, Eric, look, don't take this hard, huh? Nothing personal. It's
busi ness. You can find another nagazine. 1've got to Jrun, pal. See
you sonetime. "

He heard the sudden drone of the dial tone. Its dull nonotony anplified
i nside his head. Hi s stomach churned. The System Once

again, the System had attacked him Was there nothing sacred, even Art?

He dropped the phone back on its cradle. Hopelessly, he rubbed his
t hrobbing forehead. |If he didn't get his check tomorrow, he coul dn't
even buy a loaf of bread. H s phone woul d be di sconnected

He' d be dragged fromhis apartnent. The police would find his starved
emaci ated body in the gutter. Either that or-he cringedhe'd have to
find a steady-here he swallowed with great difficultyjob.

He pani cked. Could he borrow noney fromhis friends? He heard their
scornful laughter. Could he beg nore noney from his nother?

He i magi ned her di sowni ng hi m

It wasn't fair! He'd pledged his life to Art, and he was starving while
t hose hacks churned out their trashy popul ar bestsellers and were
mllionaires! There wasn't any justice!

He felt a gleamlight in his eyes. He heard a click. A trashy popul ar
bestsell er? Sonething those hacks churned out? Well, in his kitchen
waiting on the counter, was a hideous contraption that a while ago had
churned |ike crazy.

That horrific word again. Like crazy? Yes, and he was crazy. To
bel i eve that what had happened in his drunken fit was nore than an
i I1usion.

Better see a shrink, he told hinself.
And how am | supposed to pay hinP

Total ly discouraged, Eric tottered toward the bourbon in the kitchen
M ght as well get blotto. Nothing else will help.

He si pped the | ukewarm bourbon, staring at the grotesque typewiter and
the words on the paper. Though the letters were now blurred by al cohol

t hey nonet hel ess were readable, and nore inportant, they seened actual
He sw gged nore bourbon, tapping at keys in stupefaction, randomy, no

| onger startled when the gushy words nade sense. It was a sign of his
insanity, he told hinself, that he could stand here at this kitchen
counter, hitting any keys he wanted, and not be surprised by the result.
No matter what the cause or explanation, he apparently was automatically
conposi ng the outrageous saga of the passions and perversions of the
folks in Fletcher's Cove



"Yes, Johnny,"'
hunbl e candor

Eric told the tel evision personality and snmiled with
" Fletcher's Cove burst out of nme in one enornpus fl ash

of inspiration. Frankly the experience was scary. |'d been waiting al
my life to tell that story, but | wasn't sure | had the talent. Then
one day | took a chance. | sat down at mny faithful battered typewiter

| bought it in a junk shop, Johnny. That's how poor | was. And Fate or
Luck or something was on ny side for a change. M fingers seened to

dance across the keys. The story leapt out fromme toward the page. A
day doesn't go by that | don't thank the Lord for how he's bl essed ne."

Johnny tapped a pencil on his desk with practiced ease. The studio
lights blazed. FEric sweated underneath his thousand-dollar sharkskin
suit. H's hundred-dollar designer haircut felt stiff from hairspray .

In the glare, he squinted fromthe set but couldn't see the audience,

t hough he sensed their firm approval of his rags-to-riches wonderfu
success. Anerica was validated. One day, there'd be a shrine to honor
its nmost cherished saint: Horatio Al ger

"Eric, you're too nodest. |I'mtold you' re not just our country's npst
admred novelist. You're also a respected critic, and a short story of
yours won a prestigious literary prize."

Prestigious? FEric thought, inwardly frowning. Hey, be careful, Johnny.

Wth a word that big, you'll |ose our audience. |'ve got a book to
sel | .
"Yes," Eric said, admiring his host's sophisticated light gray hair

"The heyday of the Village M nd The good old days in G eenw ch Village.
That's a di sadvant age of success. | miss the gang down at the Square.

m ss the coffee houses and the nights when we'd get together, reading

stories to each other, testing new ideas, talking till after dawn."

Li ke hell | miss them he thought. That dunp | lived in. And that
fat-assed Simons. He can have his cockroach col ony and those wi nos on
the stairs. The Village M nd? A nore descriptive title would have been
the Village Idiot. And literary prize? The Subway Press awarded prizes
every month. Sure, with the prizes and a quarter, you could buy a cup
of coffee.

" You'll admit success has its advantages, however," Johnny said

Eric shrugged disarmingly ." A few nore creature conforts."

"You're a wealthy man."

You bet |I'mwealthy, he thought. A million bucks for the hardback

Three mllion for the paperback. Two million for the novie, and a
quarter mllion fromthe book club. Then the British rights, the other
foreign rights in twenty countries. Thirteen mllion was the tota

Ten percent went to his agent. Ten percent went to his business
manager. Another five percent to his publicity director. After that,
the IRS held out its hand for halt But Eric had been clever. Q1 and
cattle, real estate-he coveted tax shelters. Hi s three trips to Europe
he wote off as research. He'd incorporated. His estate, his jet, his
yacht,



he wote off as expenses. After all, a nman in his position needed
privacy to wite, to earn nore noney for the governnent. \Wen

everything was said and done, he pocketed five mllion dollars. Not bad
for a forty-buck investnent, though to hedge against inflation Eric

wi shed he'd found a way to keep a fewnore mllion. Well, | can't
conpl ai n.

"But Johnny, money isn't everything. Oh, sure, if soneone wants to give

it tome, | won't throw the nmoney in the Hudson River," Eric said and
| aughed and heard the audi ence respond in kind. Their |aughter was
good-natured. You can bet they wouldn't turn down noney either ." No,

the thing is, Johnny, the reward | nost enjoy comes when | read the
letters fromny fans. The pleasure they've received fromFletcher's
Cove is nmore inportant than material success

It's what this business is about. The reading public.”

Eric paused. The interview had gone too snoothly. Snoothness didn't
sell his book. What people wanted was a controversy.

Beneath the blazing lights, his underarnms sweated in profusion .

He feared he'd stain his sharkskin suit and ruin it, but then he
realized he could al ways buy another one.

"I know what Truman Capote says, that Fletcher's Cove is hardly
witing-it's mere typing. But he's used that coment several tinmes
before, and if you want to know what | think, he's done several other
things too many tines before.”

The audi ence began to |augh, but this time cruelly.

"Johnny, I'mstill waiting for that novel he keeps promising. |'mglad
| didn't hold ny breath."

The audi ence | aughed nore derisively. |If Truman had been present,
t hey' d have stoned him

"To be honest, Johnny, | think Truman's |l ost his touch with that great
readership out there. The nmiddle of Arerica. |'ve tasted nodern
fiction, and it makes ne gag. What people want are bul ging stories
filled with glanmor, romance, action, and suspense. The kind of thing
Di ckens wote."

The audi ence expl oded with approval .

"Eric," Johnny said, "you nentioned Dickens. But a different witer
cones to mind. A man whose work was popul ar back in the fifties.
Wnston Davis. |If | hadn't known that you wote Fletcher's Cove, 1'd
have sworn it was something new by Davis. But of course, that isn't
possi ble. The man is dead-a tragic boating acci dent when he was only
forty-eight. Just off Long Island, |I believe."

"I"'mflattered you thought of him" Eric said ." In fact, you' re not the
only reader who's noticed the comparison. He's an exanple of the

kind of author | admire. Hi s enormous |ove of character and pl ot

Those small towns in New England he imortalized. The richness of his
prose. 1've studied everything Davis wote. |'mtrying to continue his



tradition. People want true, honest, human stories.”
Eric thought what Wnston Davis wote was dreadful. Wetched .

He hadn't even heard of Wnston Davis till fans began conparing his book
with Davis's. Puzzled, he'd gone to the New York Public Library and
squirmed with keen disconfort as he'd tried to struggle through a half
dozen books by Davis. He couldn't finish any of them Tasteless dreck
M nd- nunbi ng trash. The prose was deadeni ng, but Eric recognized it.
The conparison was valid. Fletcher's Cove was |ike a book by Wnston
Davis. FEric had been frowning as he'd left the Public Library .

He'd felt that apprehensive tingle again. Despite their nanifold
appear ance t hroughout Fletcher's Cove, he'd never |ike coincidences.

"One | ast question,"” Johnny said ." Your fans are anxious for another
novel . Can you tell us what the new one's about?"

"I"d like to, but |I'msuperstitious, Johnny. |I'mafraid to talk about a
work while it's in progress. | can tell you this, though." Eric glanced
around suspiciously as if he feared that spies fromrival publishers
were lurking in the studio. He shrugged and |l aughed ." | guess | can
say it. After all who' d steal a title after several mllion people

heard me stake a claimto it. The new book is called Parson's G ove."
He heard a sigh of rapture fromthe audience ." It takes place in a
small town in Vernont, and-well, |'d better not go any further. \When

t he book is published, everyone can read it."

"Totally fantastic," his agent said. H s nane was Jason Epstein

He was in his thirties, but his hair was gray and thin fromworry. He
frowned constantly. H s stomach gave himtrouble, and his notions were
so hurried that he seened to be on speed ." Fantastic. Wat you said
about Capote-guaranteed to sell another hundred thousand copies of your
book. "

"I figured," he said. Qutside the studio, he clinmbed in the Iinbusine
and waited for his agent ." Jason, you're not happy, though."

The chauffeur drove themthrough the evening fog in Burbank

"We've got problens," Jason agreed.
"I don't see what. Here, have a drink to cal myour nerves."

"And wreck ny stomach? Thanks, but no thanks. FEric, listen to nme. |'ve
been tal king to your business nanager."

"I hear it com ng. You both worry too damm much."

"But Eric, you've been spending nmoney like you're printing it
That jet, that yacht, that big estate. You can't afford them"
"Hey, |'ve got five mllion bucks. Let me live alittle."

"No, you don't."

Eric stared ." | beg your pardon.”



"No, you haven't got five million dollars. Al those trips to Europe.
And that beach house here in Malibu, the place in Binini."

"I"ve got investnments. Q1 and cattle."

"But the wells went dry. The cattle died from hoof-and-nmouth di sease."

You' re kidding ne."

"My stomach isn't kidding. FEric, you' ve got nortgages on those estates.
That fifty-thousand-buck Ferrari-it's not paid for. And the Learjet
isn'"t paid for either. You're flat broke."

"Al'l right, I've been extravagant, 1'll grant you."

Jason gaped ." Extravagant?" he said
mnd i s what you' ve done."

Extravagant? You've | ost your

Hey, you're ny agent. Make another deal for ne.

"I did already. What's the matter with you? Have you |ost your menory
with your mind? A week fromnow, your publisher expects a brand new
book fromyou. He's got two mllion dollars for the hardback rights.

| et him have the book. He lets ne have the noney .

That's the way the contract was arranged. Have you forgotten?"
"What's the matter then? Two million bucks will pay ny bills."

"But Eric, where's the book? You don't get any 'noney if you don't
del i ver that new book."

["'mworking onit."
Jason noaned ." Dear CGod, you nean it isn't finished yet? | asked you,
Eric. No, | pleaded with you. Please stop partying. Get busy .

Wite the book, and then have all the parties you want. What is it,
Eric? Al those wonen, did they sap your strength, your brains, or
what ?"

" You'll have the book a week from now. "

"Ch, Eric, | wish | had your confidence. You think witing s |like
turning on a tap? Hey, it's work. Suppose you get a block. Suppose
you get the flu or something. How can anybody wite a novel in a week?"
"You'll have the book. | promse, Jason. Anyway, if I'malittle late,
it doesn't matter. |I'mworth nmoney to the publisher. He'll just extend

t he deadline."

"Eric, you don't listen. Everything depends on tinming. The publicity

is set to start. The printer's ready, waiting. |If you don't deliver,

the publisher will think you' ve made a fool of him The novie tie-in

will collapse. The book club will get angry. They're dependi ng on you,
...... 4.4. . 4..

Eric, you don't understand. Big business. You don't disappoint big
busi ness. "



"Not to worry, Jason." Eric smled to reassure him." Everything' s taken

care of. | intend to start tonight."
" God help you, Eric. |I-lit those keys, man. Hit those keys."
The Lear soared away fromL.A International. Above the city, FEric

peered down toward the grids of streetlights and gl eam ng freeways in
t he darkness. @ ancing west toward the ocean's rimthat he was | eaving,
he saw a hint of crinmson on the far horizon

M ght as well get started, he decided with rel uctance.

As the engine's nuffled roar canme through the fusel age, he reached
inside a cabinet and lifted the enornous grotesque typewiter. He took
it everywhere with him afraid of fire or theft if it was unattended.

Struggling, Eric set it on a table. He'd given orders to the pilot not
to come back to the passenger conpartment. A thick bul khead separated
Eric fromthe pilot. Here, as at his nmansion up the Hudson, Eric did
his typing in strict secrecy.

The work was boring, really. Toward the end of Fletcher's Cove, he
hadn't even faced the keyboard. He'd watched a week of television while
he let his fingers tap whatever letters they by chance sel ected

After all, it didn't make a difference what he typed. The strange
machi ne did the conposing. At the very end of every television program
he'd read the | ast page the machine had typed, hoping to see The End And
one day, finally, those closing words appeared before him

After the success of Fletcher's Cove, he'd started typing again

He'd read the title Parson's G ove and worked patiently for twenty
pages. Unenthusiastically. Wat he'd |l earned fromhis experience was
that he'd never liked witing, that instead he liked to talk about it
and be called a witer, but the pain of work did not appeal to him And
this way, when his mnd was not engaged, the work was even |ess
appealing. To be absolutely honest, he thought, | should have been a
pri nce.

He'd put off typing Parson's Grove as |ong as possible. The noney cane
so easily Eric didn't want to suffer even the one week he'd cal cul ated
woul d be necessary to conplete the manuscript.

But Jason had alarmed him There's no noney? Then |I'd better go back
to the gold nmine for some nore. The goose that laid the golden egg. O
what was it a witer's hel per once was cal |l ed?

Amaneunsis. Sure, that's what 1'lIl call you, Eric told his weird
machi ne. From now on, you'll be ny anmanuensis. He couldn't believe he
was actually a mllionaire-at |east on paper-flying in his own

Learjet, enroute to New York, the Today show, the Tomorrow show, and
then Good Moning, America. This can't be really happening.

It was, though. And if he wanted to continue his fine life, he'd better
type like hell for one week to produce his second book

The jet streaked through the night. He shoved a sheet of paper into his



amanuensi s. Bored, he sipped a glass of bourbon. He selected a
cassette of Halloween and put it in his Beta player. Watching
tel evisi on where sonme kid stabbed his big sister, Eric started typing.

Chapter Three. . . . Rampna felt a rapture. She had never known
such pleasure. Not her husband, not her |over, had produced such
ecstasy within her. Yes, the mlkman .

Eric yawmned. He watched a nut escape froman asylum He watched sone
crazy doctor try to find the nut. A babysitter screaned a lot. The nut
got killed a half dozen tines but still survived because apparently he
was the boogey man.

W thout once |ooking at the keyboard, Eric typed. The stack of pages
grew beside him He finished drinking his fifth glass of bourbon .

Hal | oneen ended. He watched Alien and an arousi ng worran in her
underwear who'd trapped herself inside a shuttle with a nonster

Sonewhere over Col orado-Eric |ater cal cul ated where and when it
happened- he gl anced at a sheet of paper he'd just typed and gasped when
he di scovered the prose was totally nonsensi cal

He funbl ed through the stack of paper, realizing that for half an hour
he'd been typi ng gi bberish

He pal ed. He gaped. He nearly vonited.

"Good God, what's happened?”

He typed madly, Little Bo Peep has |ost her sheep

Those words were what he read.

He typed, The qui ck brown fox.

And that was what he read.

He scranbl ed at the keyboard, and the scranble faced himon the paper

By the time he reached New York's La Guardia, he had a two-inch stack of
frantic gibberish beside him and, to make things worse, the typewiter
abruptly jamed. He heard a nauseating crunch inside it, and the keys
froze solidly. He couldn't nake them manufacture even gibberish. It's
got a block, he thought and npaned. Dear God, it's broken, busted,

wr ecked.

We both are.

He tried slamming it to free the keys, but all he did was hurt his
hands. He suddenly feared he'd break nmore parts inside it. Drunkenly,

he set a bl anket over it and struggled fromthe jet to put it in the
limousine that waited for him He wasn't due at the tel evision
interviews till tonorrow. As the sun glared blindingly on New York, he
rubbed his haggard whi sker-stubbled face and in panic told the

chauf feur, "Take ne to Manhattan. Find a shop that fixes typewiters."
The errand took two hours through stalled trucks, accidents, ' and
detours. Finally, the |inmousine doubl e-parked on Fifty-Second Street,



and he stunbled with his burden toward a store with Aivettis in the
w ndow.

"I can't fix this," the young servicenman informed him

Eric nmoaned ." You've got to
"See this brace inside. It's cracked. | don't have any parts for

somet hing strange like this." The serviceman was horrified by the sheer
ugliness of the machine ." 1'd have to weld the brace. But buddy, |ook
a piece of junk this old, it's like a worn-out shirt. You patch an

el bow, and the shirt tears at the patch. You patch the new hole, and
the shirt tears at the new patch. When you're through, you haven't got
a shirt. You've just got patches. |If |I weld this brace, the heat'l
weaken this old netal, and the brace'll crack in other places. You'l
keep comi ng back till you've got nmore welds than nmetal. Anyway, a weird
design like this, I wouldn't want to fool with it. Believe ne, buddy, |
don't understand this thing. You'd better find the guy who built it.
Maybe he can fix it. Maybe he's got extra parts. Say, don't | know
you?"

Eric frowned ." | beg your pardon?"
" Aren't you fanpbus? Wren't you on the Carson show?"

"No, you're mstaken," Eric told himfurtively. He glanced down at his
ei ght een-karat Rol ex watch and saw it was al nost noon. Good God, he'd
lost the nmorning ." 1've got to hurry.”

Eric grabbed the broken typewiter and tottered fromthe building toward
the linousine. The traffic's blare unnerved him

"Greenwi ch Village,"
can get there."

he blurted to the bored chauffeur ." As fast as you

" Inthis traffic? Sir, it's noon. The rush hour."

H s stomach burned. He trenbled, sweating. Wen the driver reached the
Village, Eric gave directions in a frenzy. He kept glancing at his
watch. At alnost twenty after one, he had a sudden fearful thought. Oh,
God, suppose the place is closed. Suppose the old guy's dead or out of
busi ness.

He cringed. But then he squinted through the w ndshield, seeing the
dusty wi ndows of the junk shop down the street. He scrambled fromthe
i nobusi ne before it conmpletely stopped. He grabbed the nassive
typewiter, and though adrenaline spurred him his knees wobbl ed as he
fumbl ed at the creaky junk shop door and |urched inside the dingy nusty
narrow shadowed room

The ol d guy stood exactly where he'd been the last time Eric wal ked

i nside here: hunched across a battered desk, a quarter-inch of cigarette
between his yellowed fingers, scowming at a racing form He even wore
the sane frayed sweater with the buttons m ssing. Cobweb hair, and
sal l ow face

The old man peered up fromthe racing form." Al sales are fina

Can't you read the sign?"



O f bal ance from his burden, he gaped in disbeliel "You still remenber
ne?"

"You bet | do. | can't forget that piece of trash. | told you | don't
take returns.”

"But that's not why |I'm here."

"Then why'd you bring that damm thing back? Good God, it's ugly.
can't stand to look at it."

"It's broken."
"Yeah, it figures."

"I can't get it fixed. The serviceman won't touch it. He's afraid
he'll break it even nore."

"So throwit in the garbage. Sell it as scrap netal. Sure, it weighs
enough. You'll maybe get a couple of dollars.™
"But | like it!"

"I don't know." The old man shook his head ." Some people's taste. |

"The servi ceman suggested the guy who built it m ght know how to fix
it."

"And if cows had w ngs

"Look, tell me where you got it!"

"How much is the information worth to you?"

"A hundred bucks!"

The old man straightened ." | won't take a check."

"I'n cash! For God's sake, hurry!"

"Where's the noney?"

The old man took several hours. FEric paced and snoked and sweat ed.

Finally the old man groaned up fromhis basenment with some scribbles on
a scrap of paper.

"An estate," the old man said ." Qut on Long Island. Some guy died. He

drowned, | think. Let's see." The old nan struggled to deci pher what
he'd scrawl ed across the scrap of paper ." Yeah, his name was W nston
Davis."

Eric clutched the battered desk; his stomach dropped; his heart skipped
several beats ." No, that can't be."

"You mean you know this guy?" the old man said ." This Wnston Davis."

Eric tasted dust I've heard of him He was a novelist." His voice

sounded hoar se.

"I hope he didn't try to wite his novels on that thing. It's like



told you when you bought it. | tried every way | knew to make t hem keep
it. But the owners sold the dead guy's stuff in one big lunp. They
woul dn't split the package. Everything or nothing."

"On Long Island?"
"The address is on this paper."

Eric grabbed it, frantically picked up the heavy broken typewiter, and
stunmbl ed toward the door.

"Say, don't | know your face?" the old man asked behind him.
"Weren't you on the Carson show | ast ni ght?"

The sun had al nost set as Eric found his destination. Al the way
across Long Island, he'd trenbled fearfully. He realized now why so
many readers had conpared his work with that of Wnston Davis .

Davi s once had owned this same machine. He'd typed his novels on it

The machi ne had done the actual composing. That's why Eric's work and
Davis's were similar. Their novels had the sane creator

Just as Eric kept the secret, so had Davis, evidently never even telling
his close friends or his fanmly. When Davis died, the fam |y had
guessed that this old typewiter was nothing nore than junk, and they'd
sold it with some other junk around the house. |If they'd known about
the secret, surely they'd have kept this golden goose, this gold mne

But it wasn't any gold mine now It was a hunk of junk, a broken hul k
of bolts and |evers.

"Here's the mansion, sir," the totally confused chauffeur told Eric.
Frightened, he studied the big open gates, the wi de snmooth | awn, the
huge bl ack road that curved up to the massive house. It's like a
castle, Eric thought. Apprehensively he told the driver, "Go up to the
front."

Suppose there's no one hone, he thought. Suppose they don't renenber.
What if someone else is living there?

He left his burden in the car. At once both hesitant and frantic, he
wal ked up the marble front steps toward the | arge oak door. His fingers
shook. He pressed a button, heard the echo of a bell inside, and was
surprised when soneone soon opened the door

A gray-haired wonman in her sixties. Kindly, well-dressed,
pl easant -1 ooki ng t hough wi nkl ed.

Smiling, with a feeble voice, she asked how she could hel p him

He stammered, but the wonman's gentle gaze encouraged him and soon he
spoke to her with ease, explaining he knew her husband's work and
admired it.

"How good of you to remenber," she said.

"I was in the neighborhood. | hoped you wouldn't nmind if | stopped by.



To tell you how ! felt about his novels."

"Wwuldn't mind? No, I'mdelighted. So few readers take the tine to
care. Whn't you cone in?"

The mansi on seened |i ke a mausol eumcold and brittle. Sounds
rever ber at ed.

"Wwul d you care to see ny husband's study? Where he worked?"
t he agi ng woman asked.

They went along a chilly marble hall. The old woman pushed an ornate
door and gestured toward the sacristy, the sanctum

It was wonderful. A high w de spacious roomw th pricel ess paintings on
t he wal | s-and bookshel ves, thick soft carpeting, big w ndows that faced
toward the white-capped ocean where three sunset-tinted sailboats listed
in the evening breeze.

But the attraction of the roomwas in its middle-a |large gl ean ng

t eakwood desk, and, like a chalice on its center, an old Smth-Corona
fromthe fifties.

"This is where ny husband wote his books," the old woman told him
proudly ." Every norning-eight till noon. Then we'd have |unch, and
we' d go shopping for our supper, or we'd swimand use the sailboat. In
the winter, we took Iong wal ks by the water. Wnston |oved the ocean in
the winter. He-1'm babbling. Please forgive ne."

"No, it's quite all right. | understand the way you feel. He used this
Smi t h- Cor ona?"

Every day."

"I ask, because | bought a clunky typewiter the other day. It |ooked
so strange it appealed to me. The man who sold it told me your husband
used to own it."

"No, |-
H's throat constricted him H s heart sank in despair.

"Wait, | remenber now,’
br eat h.

t he gray-haired woman said, and he held his

"That awful ugly one," she said.
"Yes, that describes it," he blurted.

"Wnston kept it in a closet. | kept telling himto throw it out, but
Wnston said his friend wodl d never forgive him"

" Friend?" The word stuck like fishbone in Eric's throat.
"Yes, Stuart Donovan. He owns a typewiter store in the village
Wnston spent a lot of tine with Donovan. They often sail ed together

One day Wnston brought that strange machine hone. 'It's antique,' he



said. '"A present. Stuart gave it to ne." Well, it looked like junk to
me. But friends are friends, and Wnston kept it. Wen he died,

t hough-" The ol d woman's voi ce changed pitch, sank deeper, seened to
crack ." Well, anyway, | sold it with some other things |I didn't need."
He left the car. The sun had set. The dusk | ooned thickly around him
He snmelled salty sea-air in this quaint Long Island village. He stared
at the sign above the shop's door: DONOVAN S TYPEWRI TERS- NEW AND

USED- REBUI LT, RESTORED. His plan had been to find the shop and then to
cone back in the norning when it opened. But anmazingly a |ight gl owed
faintly through the drawn blind of the window Though a card on the
door said CLOSED, a shadow noved behind the shiel ded w ndow.

Eric knocked. A figure shuffled close. An ancient gentleman pulled up
the blind and squinted out toward Eric.

"Closed,"” the old man told himfaintly through the w ndow.
"No, | have to see you. It's inmportant."”

"Cl osed," the man repeat ed.

"Wnston Davis."

Though the shadow had begun to turn, it stopped. Again pulling the
blind, the ancient gentleman peered out.

"Did you say Wnston Davis?"

"Please, | have to talk to you about him™"

Eric heard the | ock snick open. The door swung slowy inward
The old man frowned at him

"I's your nanme Stuart Donovan?"

The old man nodded ." You knew Wnston? W were friends for many
years."

" That's why | have to see you."

"Then come in," the old man told him puzzled. Short and frail, he

| eaned on a wooden cane. He wore a doubl e-breasted suit, a thin silk
tie. The collar of his shirt was too large for his shrunken neck. He
snel | ed of peppermnt.

"I have to show you sonething," Eric said. Hurrying back fromthe
i nousi ne, he lugged his ugly typewiter toward the shop

"Why, that's-" the old nan said, his eyes w de, surprised.
"I know. It wasvour gift to Wnston."

"Were-?"

"I bought it in a junk shop."

Wearied by his grief, the old man groaned.



"It's broken," Eric said ." |I've brought it here for you to fix."

"Then you know about - ?"

"Its secret. Absolutely. Look, | needit. I'min trouble if it isn't
fixed."

"You sound like Wnston." The old man's eyes blurred with nenories of
long ago ." A few times, when it broke, he cane to ne in total panic.
"Contracts. Royalties. I'mruined if you can't repair it," he'd say to
me. | always fixed it, though." The old man | aughed nostal gi cally.

" And will you do the same for ne? |['Il pay you anything."

"Ch, no, ny rate's the same for everyone. | was about to | eave .

My wi fe has supper waiting. But this nodel was nmy masterpiece. |'lI
ook at it. For Wnston. Bring it over to the counter.”

Eric set it down and rubbed his aching arnms ." Wat | don't understand
is why you didn't keep this thing. It's worth a fortune."

"l had others."

Eric stiffened with surprise.

"Then too," the old man said, "I've always had sufficient noney .

Rich fol ks have too many worries. Wnston, for exanple. Toward the
end, he was a nervous weck, afraid it'd be stolen or woul d break beyond
repair. It ruined him | wish | hadn't given it to him But he was
good to me. He always gave ne ten percent of everything he

earned. "
"I'"ll do the sane for you. Please fix it. Help ne."
"I"ll see what the problemis."

The old man tinkered, hummed and hawed, and poked. He took off bolts
and tested | evers.

Eric bit his lips. He chewed his fingernails.

"I know what's wong," the old man said.

"That brace is cracked."

"Ch, that's a minor problem | have other braces. | can easily replace
it."

Eric sighed with absolute relief ." Then if you wouldn't mind.........

The keys are stuck because the brace is cracked,"” the old man

said ." Before the keys stuck, though, this nodel wasn't typing what you
wanted. It wasn't composing."

Eric feared he'd throw up. He nodded palely.



"See, the trouble is," the old man said, "this typewiter ran out of
words. It used up every word it had inside it."

Eric fought the urge to scream This can't be happening, he told

hinself ." Then put nore words inside it."

"Don't | wish | could. But once the words are gone, | can't put new
ones in. | don't know why that happens, but |'ve tried repeatedly, and
every time |'ve failed. | have to build a brand new nodel ."

" Do it then, I'll pay you anything."

"I"'msorry, but I can't. 1've lost the knack. | nade five successful

nodel s. The sixth and seventh failed. The eighth was a conplete
di saster. | stopped trying."

"Try again."

"I can't. You don't know how it weakens me. The effort. Afterward, ny
brain feels enpty. | need every word |I've got."

"God danmit, try!"

The old man shook his head ." You have ny synpathy."

Beyond the ol d man, past the counter, in the workshop, Eric saw anot her
nodel . Knobs and | evers, bolts.

" 1'"ll pay a nmillion dollars for that other one."
The old man slowy turned to look ." Ch, that one. No, |I'msorry .
That's my own. | built it for my children. Now they're nmarried. They

have children of their own, and when they visit, my grandchildren |ike
to play withit."

" 1"l double what | offered."”

Eri c thought about his mansion on the Hudson, his estates in Bimni and
Mal i bu, his yacht, his jet, his European trips, and his Ferrari

"Hell, I'"Il triple what | offered."
Si x nore days, he thought. |[|'ve got to finish that new book by then
["lIl just have time to do it. |If | type every day and night.

"You' ve got to let nme have it."

"I don't need the noney. I1'man old man. What does nobney nean to ne?
I"msorry."

Eric lost control. He scranbled past the counter, racing toward the
wor kshop. He grabbed the other nodel. When the old man tried to take
it fromhim Eric pushed. The old man fell, clutching Eric's |egs.
"It's mine!" the old man wailed ." | built it for ny children! You

can't have it."

"Four! Four mllion dollars!" Eric shouted.



"Not for all the noney in the world!"
The old man clung to Eric's legs, constricting, suffocating.

"Dammit!" Eric said. He set the nodel on the counter, grabbed the old
man's cane, and struck himon the head ." | need it! Don't you
under st and! "

He struck again and agai n and agai n.

The old man shuddered. Bl ood dripped fromhis nangl ed forehead; blood
dri pped fromthe cane.

The shop was silent.

Eric stared at what he'd done. Stunbling back, he dropped the cane and
put his hands up to his nouth.

And then he realized ." It's mne."

He wi ped his fingerprints fromeverything he'd touched. He exchanged
the nodels so his broken one sat on the workshop table. Hi s chauffeur
woul dn't know what had happened. It was likely he'd never learn. The
murder of an old man in a tiny village on Long Islandthere was little
reason for publicity. True, Ms. Davis mght recall her evening
visitor, but would she link this nmurder with her visitor? And anyway,
she didn't know who Eric was.

He took his chance. He grabbed his prize, and, despite its weight, he
ran.

Hs IBM Selectric sat on the desk in his study. For pure show He
never used it, but he needed it to fool his guests, to hide the way he
actually conposed. He dimy heard the |inmousine drive fromthe mansi on
toward the city. He turned on the lights. Hurrying toward his desk, he
shoved the | BM away and set down his salvation. Six nore days. Yes, he
could do the job. A lot of bourbon and television. Stiff joints in his
aching fingers after all the automatic typing. He could do it, though

He poured a brimm ng glass of bourbon, needing it. He turned the Late
Show on. He lit a cigarette, and as The Body Shatcher's credits began
he desperately started typing.

He felt shaky, scared, and shocked by what had happened. But he had
anot her nmodel. He could keep his yacht, his jet, his three estates .

The parties could continue. Now that Eric thought about it, he'd even
saved the four mllion dollars he would have paid the old man for this
nodel

Curious, on inpulse he glanced at what he'd typed so far

And began to scream

Because The quick brown fox was sonething different, as he'd

expected. But not the gushy prose of Parson's G ove. Sonething far
nore different.

See Jane run. See Dick run. See Spot chase the ball.



("I built it for nmy children. Now they're married. They have children
of their own, and when they visit, ny grandchildren like to play with
it.")

He screaned so loudly he couldn't hear the clatter as he typed.

See Spot run up the hill. See Jane run after Spot. See Dick run after
Jane.

The nei ghbors half a nmile away were wakened by his shrieks. They feared
he was being nurdered, so they called Enmergency, and when the State
Pol i ce broke in the house, they found himtyping, screaning

They weren't sure which sight was worse-the nan or the nachine. But
when they dragged himfromthe nonstrous typewiter, one state policeman
gl anced down at the page.

See Jane clinb up the tree. See Dick climb up the tree. See Spot bark
at the cat.

Then further down-they soon di scovered what it neant-See Eric nurder M.
Donovan. See Euc club the old man with the cane. See Eric steal ne.
Now see Euc go to jail

Perhaps it was a trick of light, or maybe it was the consequence of the
machi ne' s peculiar keyboard. For whatever reason, the state policenan
| ater swore-he only told his wife-the dammed typewiter seened to grin.

Nune Dinmittis

Tanith Lee is renowned for the gentleness of her prose, the care she
takes with her characters and her settings; she is also known for her
skill in taking the not-so-normal and rendering it seem ngly nornmal,

t hereby heightening the chills she delivers when her readers realize
what's been done to themw thout their knowing it. She is uncannily
aware that all enotions-fromlove to hate-are doubl e-edged, and

nore frightening than a well-ainmed ax.

Te vanpire was old, and no | onger beautiful. In comon with all |iving
t hi ngs, she had aged, though very slowy, like the tall trees in the
park. Slender and gaunt and | eafl ess, they stood out there, beyond the
| ong wi ndows, rain-dashed in the grey norning. While she sat in her

hi gh- backed chair in that corner of the roomwhere the curtains of thick
yel l ow | ace and the w ne-col oured blinds kept every drop of daylight

out. In the glimer of the ornate oil |anp, she had been reading. The
| anp cane from a Russian pal ace. The book had once graced the library
of a corrupt pope naned, in his tenporal existence, Roderigo Borgia. Now
the Vanpire's dry hands had fallen upon the page. She sat in her black
| ace dress that was one hundred and eighty years of age, far younger
than she hersel f, and | ooked at the ol d man, streaked by the shine of

di stant w ndows.

"You say you are tired, Vassu. | know how it is. To be so tired, and



unable to rest. It is aterrible thing."

"But, Princess," said the old man quietly, "it is nore than this. | am
dyi ng. "

The Vanpire stirred a little. The pale |eaves of her hands rustled on
the page. She stared, with an al nost childlike wonder.

"Dying? Can this be? You are sure?"

The old man, very clean and neat in his dark clothing, nodded hunbly.
"Yes, Princess."

"Ch, Vassu," she said, "are you gl ad?"

He seened a little enbarrassed. Finally he said:

"Forgive me, Princess, but | amvery glad. Yes, very glad."
"understand. "

"Only," he said, "I amtroubled for your sake."

"No, no," said the Vanpire, with the fragile perfect courtesy of her

class and kind ." No, it must not concern you. You have been a good
servant. Far better than | might ever have hoped for. | amthankful
Vassu, for all your care of ne. | shall mss you. But you have

earned," she hesitated. She said, "You have nore than earned your
peace. "

But you," he said.
"I shall do very well. M requirenents are small, now. The days when
was a huntress are gone, and the nights. Do you renmenber, Vassu?"

" 1 renmenber, Princess."

"When | was so hungry, and so relentless. And so lovely. M white face
in a thousand ballroommrrors. M silk slippers stained with dew. And
nmy | overs waking in the cold norning, where | had left them But now, I
do not sleep, | amseldom hungry. | never lust. | never love. These
are the conforts of old age. There is only one confort that is denied
to ne. And who knows. One day, | too . . ."

She smiled at him Her teeth were beautiful, but alnpbst even now, the
exqui site points of the canines quite worn away ." Leave me when you
must," she gaid ." | shall nmourn you. | shall envy you. But | ask
not hi ng nore, my good noble friend."

The old man bowed hi s head.

"I have," he said, "a few days, a handful of nights. There is sonething
| wish totry todointhis tine. | will try to find one who nay take
ny place."

The Vanpire stared at hi magai n, now astoni shed
irreplaceable help-it is no |onger possible."

But Vassu, ny

"Yes. If I amswft."



"The world is not as it was,'
w sdom

she said, with a grave and dreadfu

He Iifted his head. Mre gravely, he answereA "The world is as it has
al ways been, Princess. Only our perceptions of it have grown nore
acute. Qur know edge | ess bearable."

She nodded.

"Yes, this nmust be so. How could the world have changed so terribly? It
must be we who have changed. "

He trinmed the | anp before he left her
Qutside, the rain dripped steadily fromthe trees.

The city, in the rain, was not unlike a forest. But the old man, who
had been in many forests and nany cities, had no special feeling for it

Hs feelings, his senses, were prinmed to other things.

Nevert hel ess, he was conscious of his bizarre and anachronistic effect,
like that of a figure in sone surrealist painting, wal king the streets
in clothes of a bygone era, aware he did not blend with his
surroundi ngs, nor render them homage of any kind. Yet even when, as
somet i nmes happened, a gang of children or youths jeered and called after
himthe foul names he was famliar with in twenty | anguages, he neither
cringed nor cared. He had no concern for such things. He had been so
many pl aces, seen so nany sights; cities which burned or fell in ruin,
t he young who grew old, as he had, and who died, as now, at last, he too
woul d die. This thought of death soothed him conforted him and
brought with it a great sadness, a strange jealousy. He did not want to
| eave her. O course he did not. The idea of her vulnerability in this
harsh world, not newin its cruelty but ancient, though freshly
recogni sed-it horrified him This was the sadness. And the jeal ousy .
that, because he nust try to find another to take his place. And
that other would cone to be for her, as he had been

The nmenories rose and sank in his brain like waking dreans all the tine
he nmoved about the streets. As he clinbed the steps of nuseuns and
under passes, he renenbered other steps in other |ands, of marble and
fine stone. And |ooking out from high balconies, the city reduced to a
map, he recollected the towers of cathedrals, the starswept points of
mountains. And then at last, as if turning over the pages of a book
backwar ds, he reached the begi nni ng.

There she stood, between two tall white graves, the chateau grounds
behi nd her, everything silvered in the dusk before the dawn .

She wore a ball dress, and a long white cloak. And even then, her hair
was dressed in the fashion of a century ago; dark hair, l|ike black
fl owers.

He had known for a year before that he would serve her. The noment he
had heard themtalk of her in the towmn. They were not afraid of her
but in awe. She did not prey upon her own people, as sone of her line
had done.



When he could get up, he went to her. He had kneel ed, and stammered
somet hi ng; he was only sixteen, and she not nuch ol der

But she had sinply | ooked at himquietly and said: "I know. You are
wel cone. " The words had been in a | anguage they sel dom spoke toget her
now. Yet always, when he recalled that neeting, she said themin that
tongue, and with the sane gentle inflexion

Al'l about, in the small cafewhere he had paused to sit and drink coffee,
vague shapes cane and went. O no interest to him no use to her
Thr oughout the norning, there had been nothing to alert him.

He woul d know. He would know, as he had known it of hinself.
He rose, and left the cafd, and the waki ng dream wal ked with him .

A lean black car slid by, and he recaptured a carriage carving through
white snow A step brushed the pavenment, perhaps twenty feet behind him.

The old man did not hesitate. He stepped on, and into an alleyway that
ran between the high buildings. The steps followed him he could not
hear themall, only one in seven, or eight. Alittle wire of tension
began to draw taut within him but he gave no sign. Water trickled

al ong the brickwork beside him and the noise of the city was |ost.

Abruptly, a hand was on the back of his neck, a capable hand, warm and
sure, not harming himyet, alnpost the touch of a | over.

"That's right, old man. Keep still. [I'mnot going to hurt you, not if
you do what | say."

He stood, the warm and vital hand on his neck, and waited.

"Al'l right," said the voice, which was nascul i ne and young and wi th sone
other elusive quality toit ." Now let ne have your wallet."

The old man spoke in a faltering tone, very foreign, very fearfu
"l have-no wallet."
The hand changed its nature, gripped him bit.

"Don't lie. | can hurt you. | don't want to, but I can. Gve ne
what ever noney you have."

"Yes," he faltered, "yes-yes-"
And slipped fromthe sure and nerciless grip |like water, spinning,
gripping in turn, flinging away-there was a whirl of novenent.

The old man's attacker slamed against the wet grey wall and rolled down
it. He lay on the rainy debris of the alley floor, and stared up, too
surprised to | ook surprised.

Thi s had happened many tines before. Several had supposed the old man
an easy mark, but he had all the steely power of what he was .

Even now, even dying, he was terrible in his strength. And yet, though
it had happened often, now it was different. The tension had not gone
away.



Swiftly, deliberately, the old man studi ed the young one

Sonet hi ng struck home instantly. Even sprawl ed, the adversary

was peculiarly graceful, the grace of enornous physical coordination
The touch of the hand, also, inpervious and certain-there was strength
here, too. And now the eyes. Yes, the eyes were steady, intelligent,

and with a curious |anbency, an innocence-

"CGet up,"” the old man said. He had waited upon an aristocrat. He had
becorme one hinself, and sounded it ." Up. | will not hit you again."

The young man grinned, aware of the irony. The hunmour flitted through

his eyes. 1In the dull light of the alley, they were the col our of
| eopards-not the eyes of |eopards, but their pelts.

Yes, and you could, couldn't you, granddad."

"My nanme," said the old man, "is Vasyelu Gorin. | amthe father to
none, and ny nonexi stent sons and daughters have no children .

And you?"
"My nane," said the young man, "is Snake."
The old man nodded. He did not really care about nanes, either

"CGet up, Snake. You attenpted to rob nme, because you are poor, having
no work and no wish for work. | wll buy you food, now "

The young man continued to lie, as if at ease, on the ground.
n W]y?ll
"BeCauSe | want sonething fromyou."

"What? You're right. 1'll do alnmost anything, if you pay me enough. So
you can tell me."

The old man | ooked at the young man call ed Snake, and knew that all he
said was a fact. Knew that here was one who had stol en and whored, and
stol en agai n when the slack bodies slept, both nale and fenal e,
exhausted by the sexual vanpirismhe had practised on them draw ng
their m sguided souls out through their pores as |later he would draw the
notes from purse and pocket. Yes, a vanpire. Maybe a nurderer, too.
Very probably a mnurderer

"I'f you will do anything," said the old man, "I need not tell you
bef orehand. You will do it anyway."

"Al nost anything, is what | said."”
is

"Adv' e me then," said Vasyelu Gorin, the servant of the Vampire, "what
you will not do. | shall then refrain fromasking it of you."

The young man | aughed. In one fluid novenent he came to his feet. Wen



the old man wal ked on, he foll owned.

Testing him the old man took Snake to an expensive restaurant, far up
on the white hills of the city, where the gl ass geography nearly
cratched the sky. Ignoring the mud on his dil api dated | eat her jacket,
Snake becane a flawl ess i mage of decorum became what is al ways

ultimately respected, one who does not care. The old man, who also did
not care, appreciated this act, but knew it was nothing nore

Snake had | earned how to be a prince. But he was a gigolo with a cl oset
full of skins to put on. Now and then the speckl ed | eopard eyes,
searching, wary, would give himaway.

After the good food and the excellent w ne, the cognhac, the cigarettes
taken fromthe silver box-Snake had stolen three, but, stylishly overt,
had left them sticking like porcupine quills fromhis breast pocket-they
went out again into the rain.

The dark was gathering, and Snake solicitously took the old nman's arm
Vasyel u CGorin dislodged him offended by the cheapness of the gesture
after the acceptable one with the cigarettes.

"Don't you like me any nore?" said Snake ." | can go now, if you want.
But you might pay for ny wasted tine."

Stop that," said Vasyelu Gorin ." Come along."
Smi ling, Snake came with him They wal ked, between the gl owi ng pyram ds
of stores, through shadowy tunnels, over the wet paving

When the thoroughfares fol ded away and the nmeadows of the great gardens
began, Snake grew tense. The | andscape was less faniliar to him
obviously. This part of the forest was unknown.

Trees hung down fromthe air to the sides of the road.

"I could kill you here," said Snake ." Take your noney, and run."

"You could try," said the old man, but he was beconing weary .

He was no longer certain, and yet, he was sufficiently certain that his
j eal ousy had assuned a tinge of hatred. |If the young man were stupid
enough to set on him how sinple it would be to break the col umar neck
i ke pal e anber, between his fleshless hands. But then, she would know.
She woul d know he had found for her, and destroyed the finding. And she
woul d be generous, and he woul d | eave her, aware he had failed her, too.

When t he huge gates appeared, Snake nade no coment. He seened, by
then, to anticipate them The old man went into the park, moving

qui ckly now, in order to outdistance his own feelings. Snake |oped at
hi s si de.

Three wi ndows were alight, high in the house. Her wi ndows. And as they
cane to the stair that led up, under its skeins of ivy, into the porch
her pencil-thin shadow passed over the lights above, |ike snoke, or a
ghost.

"I thought you lived alone," said Snake ." | thought you were lonely."



The old man did not answer any nore. He went up the stair and opened
the door. Snake canme in behind him and stood quite still,

until Vasyelu Gorin had found the lanp in the niche by the door, and it
it. Unnatural stained glass flared in the door panels, and the

wi ndow- ni ches either side, ows and | otuses and far-off tenples,
scrolled and | um nous, oddly al oof.

Vasyel u began to wal k toward the inner stair.

"Just a minute," said Snake. Vasyelu halted, saying nothing ." I'dust
like to know," said Snake, "how many of your friends are here, and just
what your friends are figuring to do, and how !l fit into their plans."

The ol d man si ghed.

"There is one woman in the roomabove. | amtaking you to see her. She
is a Princess. Her name is Darejan Draculas." He began to ascend the
stair.

Left in the dark, the visitor said softly:
"What ?"

"You think you have heard the name. You are correct. But it is another
branch. "

He heard only the first step as it touched the carpeted stair. Wth a
bound, the creature was upon him the lanp was lifted fromhis hand.
Snake danced behind it, glittering and unreal

"Dracul a," he said.

"Dracul as. Another branch.”
"A vanpire.'

"Do you believe in such things?" said the old man
as you do, preying as you do."

You shoul d, living

" 1 never," said Snake, "pray."

"Prey," said the old man ." Prey upon. You cannot even speak your own

| anguage. G ve ne the lanp, or shall | take it? The stair is steep
You may be damaged, this time. Wich will not be good for any of your
trades."

Snake made a little bow, and returned the |anp.

They continued up the carpeted hill of stair, and reached a | andi ng and
so a passage, and so her door

The appurtenances of the house, even glinpsed in the erratic fleeting of
the I anp, were very gracious. The old man was used to them but Snake,
per haps, took note. Then again, like the size and inportance of the
park gates, the young thief mght well have anticipated such el egance.

And there was no neglect, no dust, no air of decay, or, nore tritely, of
the grave. Wonen arrived regularly fromthe city to clean, under
Vasyelu CGorin's stern command; flowers were even arranged in the salon



for those occasi ons when the Princess cane downstairs.

Whi ch was rarely, now Howtired she had grown. Not aged, but bored by
life. The old man sighed again, and knocked upon her door

Her response was given softly. Vasyelu Gorin saw, fromthe tail of his
eye, the young man's reaction, his ears alnost pricked, like a cat's.

"Wait here," Vasyelu said, and went into the room shutting the door
| eaving the other outside it in the dark

The wi ndows whi ch had shone bright outside were black within
The candl es burned, red and white as carnati ons.

The Vanpire was seated before her little harpsichord. She had probably
been playing it, its song so quiet it was sel dom audi bl e beyond her
door. Long ago, nonethel ess, he would have heard it. Long ago

Princess," he said, "I have brought soneone with ne."

He had not been sure what she would do, or say, confronted by the
actuality. She might even renonstrate, grow angry, though he had not
often seen her angry. But he saw now she had guessed, in sone tangible
way, that he would not return alone, and she had been preparing herself.
As she rose to her feet, he beheld the red satin dress, the jewelled
silver crucifix at her throat, the trickle of silver fromher ears. On
the thin hands, the great rings throbbed their sable colours .

Her hair, which had never lost its blackness, abbreviated at her

shoul ders and waved in a fashion of only twenty years before, franed the
starved bones of her face with a savage |uxuriance. She was
magni fi cent. Gaunt, elderly, her beauty |ost, her heart dulled,

yet -magni fi cent, wondrous.

He stared at her hunbly, ready to weep because, for the half of one half
nonment, he had doubt ed.

"Yes," she said. She gave himthe briefest snile, like a swift caress
." Then | will see him Vassu."

Snake was seated cross-legged a short distance al ong the passage

He had di scovered, in the dark, a slender Chinese vase of the yang tsa
palette, and held it between his hands, his chin resting on the brim

"Shall | break this?" he asked.

Vasyelu ignored the remark. He indicated the opened door

"You may go in now "

" May |? How excited you' re naking ne."

Snake flowed upright. Still holding the vase, he went th into the
Vanmpire's apartment. The old nan cane into the roomafter him placing
hi s bl ack-garbed body, |ike a shadow, by the door, which he left now

standing wide. The old man watched Snake.

Crcling slightly, perhaps unconsciously, he had approached a third of



the chamber's length towards the woman. Seeing himfromthe back
Vasyelu CGorin was able to observe all the play of tautening nuscles

al ong the spine, like those of sonething readying itself to spring, or
to escape. Yet, not seeing the face, the eyes, was unsatisfactory. The
old man shifted his position, edged shadowI|ike along the roonm s
perimeter, until he had gained a better vantage.

"Good evening," the Vanpire said to Snake ." Wuld you care to put down
the vase? O, if you prefer, smash it. Indecision can be distressing."

Perhaps 1'd prefer to keep the vase.™

"Ch, then do so, by all means. But | suggest you allow Vasyelu to wap
it up for you, before you go. O soneone nmay rob you on the street."

Snake pivoted, lightly, |ike a dancer, and put the vase on a sidetable.
Turning again, he smled at her

"There are so many val uable things here. What shall | take? Wat about
the silver cross you're wearing?"

The Vanpire also smled

"An heirloom | amrather fond of it. | do not recomrend you shoul d
try to take that."

Snake's eyes enlarged. He was naive, amazed.

"But | thought, if | did what you wanted, if | nade you happy-l could
have whatever | |iked. Wasn't that the bargai n?"

" And how woul d you propose to make me happy?"

Snake went close to her; he prowl ed about her, very slowy. Disgusted
fascinated, the old man watched him Snake stood behi nd her, |eaning
agai nst her, his breath stirring the filaments of her hair. He slipped
his left hand al ong her shoulder, sliding fromthe red satin to the dry
uncol oured skin of her throat. Vasyelu remenbered the touch of the
hand, electric, and so sensitive, the fingers of an artist or a surgeon

The Vanpire never changed. She said:

"No. You will not make nme happy, ny child."

"Ch," Shake said into her ear ." You can't be certain. |If you like, if
you really like, 1'"lIl let you drink ny blood."

The Vanpire laughed. It was frightening. Something dormant yet

i ntensely powerful seemed to come alive in her as she did so, like flane
froma finished coal. The sound, the appalling life, shook the young

man away fromher. And for an instant, the old nan saw fear in the
| eopard-yell ow eyes, a fear as intrinsic to the being of Snake as to
cause fear was intrinsic to the being of the Vanpire.

And, still blazing with her power, she turned on him

"What do you think | anP" she said, "sone senile hag greedy to rub her
scaly fl esh agai nst your smpothness; sone hag you can, being yourself
wi t hout sanity or fastidiousness, corrupt with the phantons, the

| eft-overs of pleasure, and then nmurder, tearing the gens from her



fingers with your teeth? O | ama perverted hag, wanting to lick up
your youth with your juices. Am1l that? Conme now," she said, her fire
lowering itself, crackling with its anusenment, with everything she held
in check, her voice a long, long pin, skewering what she spoke to
against the farther wall ." Come now. How can | be such a fiend, and
wear the crucifix on ny breast? M/ ancient, withered, fallen, enpty
breast. Conme now \What's in a nane?"

As the pin of her voice came out of him the young man pushed hi nsel f
away fromthe wall. For an instant there was an air of panic about him
He was accustoned to the characteristics of the world. dd nen creeping
t hrough rainy alleys could not strike mghty blows with their iron
hands. Wonen were noths that burnt, but did not burn, tones of tinse
and pl eadi ng, not razor bl ades.

Snake shuddered all over. And then his panic went away. Instingtively,
he told sonething fromthe aura of the roomitself. Living as he did,
generally he had come to trust his instincts.

He sl unk back to the woman, not close, this tine, no nearer than two
yar ds.

"Your man over there," he said, "he took nme to a fancy restaurant. He

got ne drunk. | say things when |I'mdrunk | shouldn't say .

You see? |I'ma lout. | shouldn't be here in your nice house. | don't
know how to talk to people like you. To a lady. You see? But I
haven't any noney. None. Ask him | explained it all. [1'Il do

anything for money. And the way | talk. Sone of themlike it. You
see? It nakes me sound dangerous. They like that. But it's just an
act." Fawni ng on her, bending on her the groundl ess glory of his eyes,
he had al so retreated, was al nost at the door

The Vanpire made no nove. Like a marvel ous waxwork she doni nated the
room red and white and bl ack, and the old man was only a shadow in a
corner.

Snake darted about and bolted. |In the blind Iightlessness, he skinmed

t he passage, |leapt out in space upon the stairs, touched, |eapt,

touched, reached the open area beyond. Some glint of starshine reveal ed
the stained glass panes in the door. As it crashed open, he knew quite
wel | that he had been let go. Then it slammed behi nd hi mand he pelted
t hrough ivy and down the outer steps, and across the holl ow pl ain of

tall wet trees.

So much, infallibly, his instincts had told him Strangely, even as he
cane out of the gates upon the vacant road, and raced towards the heart
of the city, they did not tell himhe was free.

"Do you recollect,"” said the Vanpire, "you asked me, at the very
begi nni ng, about the crucifix."

"l do recollect, Princess. It seened odd to ne, then. | did not
under st and, of course."
"And you," she said ." How would you have it, after-" She waited. She
said, "After you | eave ne."

He rejoiced that his death woul d cause her a nmonmentary pain. He could
not help that, now. He had seen the fire wake in her, flash and scald



in her, as it had not done for half a century, ignited by the presence
of the thief, the gigolo, the parasite.

"He," said the old man, "is young and strong, and can dig sone pit for
ne."

"And no cerenony?" She had overl ooked his petul ance, of course, and her
tact made hi m ashaned.

"Just to lie quiet will be enough," he said, "but thank you, Princess,
for your care. | do not suppose it will matter. Either there is
nothing, or there is sonething so different | shall be astonished by
it."

"Ah, my friend. Then you do not inagine yourself damed?"

"No," he said ." No, no." And all at once there was passion in his
voice, one last fire of his own to offer her ." In the life you gave ne,
| was bl essed.”

She cl osed her eyes, and Vasyelu CGorin perceived he had wounded her with
his love. And, no |onger peevishly, but in the way of a | over, he was
gl ad.

Next day, a little before three in the afternoon, Snake returned.

A wind was bl owi ng, and seened to have blown himto the door in a scurry
of old brown | eaves. His hair wag al so blown, and bright, his face

wi nd-sl apped to a ridicul ous freshness. His eyes, however, were heavy,
encircled, dulled. The eyes showed, as did nothing el se about him that
he had spent the night, the forenoon, engaged in his second line of
commerce. They might have drawn thick curtains and bl own out the
lights, but that would not have hel ped him The senses of Snake were
doubly acute in the dark, and he could see in the dark, like a |ynx.

"Yes?" said the old man, |looking at himblankly, as if at a tradesnan.

"Yes," said Snake, and came by himinto the house.

Vasyelu did not stop him O course not. He allowed the young man, and
all his blown gl eani ngness and his wetched rofie eyes, to stroll across
to the doors of the salon, and wal k through. Vasyelu foll owed.

The blinds, a sonbre ivory col our, were down, and the |anps had been
lit; on a polished table hothouse flowers foaned froma jade bow. A
second door stood open on the small library, the soft glow of the Ianps
trenbling over gol d-worked spines, up and up, a torrent of static,
pricel ess books.

Snake went into and around the library, and came out.
"I didn't take anything."

"Can you even read?" snapped Vasyelu Gorin, remenbering when he could
not, a wood-cutter's fifth son, an oaf and a sot, drinking his way or

sl eeping his way through a life w thout wi ndows or vistas, a nere

bl ackness of error and unrecogni sed boredom Long ago. In that little
town cobbl ed together under the forest. And the chateau with its starry
lights, the carriages on the road, shining, the dark trees either side.
And bowing in answer to a question, lifting a silver confit box froma



pocket as easily as he had lifted a coin the day before .

Snake sat down, |eaning back relaxedly in the chair. He was not

rel axed, the old man knew. What was he telling hinself? That there was
noney here, eccentricity to be battened upon. That he could take her
the old woman, one way or another. There were always excuses that one
coul d make to oneself.

When the Vanpire entered the room Snake, practised, a gigolo, canme to
his feet. And the Vanpire was anused by him gently now

She wore a bone-white frock that had been sent from Paris | ast year

She had never worn it before. Pinned at the neck was a bl ack vel vet
rose with a single drop of dew shivering on a single petal: a pearl that
had come fromthe crown jewels of a czar. Her tact, her peerless tact

Natural ly, the pearl was saying, this is why you have conme back
Naturally. There is nothing to fear

Vasyelu Corin left them He returned later with the decanters and

gl asses. The cold supper had been laid out by people fromthe city who
handl ed such things, pats and | obster and chicken, [ enon slices cut |ike
flowers, orange slices |like suns, tomatoes that were anenones, and
oceans of green lettuce, and cold, glittering ice. He decanted the

wi nes. He arranged the silver coffee service, the boxes of different
cigarettes. The winter night had settled by then against the house,

and, roused by the brilliantly lighted roons, a moth was dashing itself
bet ween the candles and the coloured fruits. The old man caught it in a

crystal goblet, took it away, let it go into the darkness. For a
hundred years and nore, he had never killed anything.

Sonetimes, he heard them |l augh. The young man's |aughter was at first
too el oquent, too beautiful, too unreal. But then, it becane ragged,
boi sterous; it becane genui ne.

The wind blew stonily. Vasyelu CGorin inmagined the frail noth beating
its wings against the huge wings of the wind, falling spent to the
ground. It would be good to rest.

In the last half hour before dawn, she cane quietly fromthe sal on, and
up the stair. The old man knew she had seen himas he waited in the
shadows. That she did not look at himor call to himwas her attenpt to
spare himthis sudden sheen that was upon her, its direct and pitiless
glare. So he glinpsed it obliquely, no nore. Her straight pale figure
ascending, slimand linpid as a girl's. Her eyes were young, full of a
primal refinding, full of utter newness.

In the sal on, Snake slept under his jacket on the long white couch, its
brocaded cushi ons beneath his cheek. Wuld he, on waking, carefully
examne his throat in a mrror?

The old man watched the young man sl eeping. She had taught Vasyelu
Gorin how to speak five |anguages, and how to read three others. She
had all owed himto discover nmusic, and art, history and the stars;
profundity, mercy. He had found the closed tonb of |ife opened out on
every side into unbelievable, inexpressible |andscapes

And yet, and yet. The journey must have its end. Wrn out with ecstasy



and experience, too tired any nore to laugh with joy. To rest was
everything. To be still. Only she could continue, for only she could
be eternally reborn. For Vasyelu, once had been enough

He | eft the young man sl eeping. Five hours later, Snake was noisel essly
gone. He had taken all the cigarettes, but nothing else.

Snake sold the cigarettes quickly. At one of the cafds he sonetinmes
frequented, he met with those who, sensing sonme change in his fortunes,
urged himto boast. Snake did not, remaining irritatingly reticent,
vague. It was another patron. An old man who liked to give himthings.
Where did the old man live? Oh, a fine apartnment, the north side of the
city.

Sone of the day, he wal ked.

A hunter, he distrusted the open veldt of daylight. There was too
little cover, and equally too great cover for the things he stalked. In
the afternoon, he sat in the gardens of a museum Students canme and
went, seriously alone, or in groups riotously. Snake observed them .

They were scarcely younger than he hinself, yet to him another species.
Now and then a girl, catching his eye, mght smle, or make an attenpt
to linger, to interest him Snake did not respond. Wth the economc
contenmpt of what he had becone, he dismi ssed all such sexual encounters.
Their allure, their youth, these were commodities val uel ess in others.
They woul d not pay him

The ol d wonan, however, he did not dismss. How old was she?

Si xty, perhaps-no, nmuch older. N nety was nore likely. And yet, her
face, her neck, her hands were curiously smooth, unlined. At tines, she
m ght only have been fifty. And the dyed hair, which should have made
her seem raddl ed, sonehow enhanced the illusion of a young woman.

Yes, she fascinated him Probably she had been an actress. Foreign
theatrical-rich. |f she was prepared to keep him thinking him

m st akenly her pet cat, then he was willing, for a while. He could
steal from her when she began to cloy and he deci ded to | eave.

Yet, sonething in the unconplexity of these thoughts disturbed him The
first time he had run away, he was unsure now from what

Not the vanpire nane, certainly, a stage nane-Dracul as-what el se?

But from sonet hi ng- some awar eness of fate for which idea his vocabul ary
had no word, and no explanation. Driven once away, driven thereafter to
return, since it was foolish not to. And she had known how to treat

him Gacefully, graciously. She would be honourable, for her kind

al ways were. Used to spending noney for what they wanted, they did not
baul k at buying people, too. They had never forgotten flesh, also, had
a price, since their roots were firmy locked in an era when there had
been sl aves.

But. But he would not, he told hinself, go there tonight. No. It
woul d be good she should not be able to rely on him He nmight go
tomorrow, or the next day, but not tonight.

The turning world lifted away fromthe sun, through a wi nter sunset,
i nto darkness. Snake was glad to see the ending of the light, and fal se



light instead spring up fromthe apartment bl ocks, the cafds.

He noved out on to the wi de pavenent of a street, and a man cane and
took his armon the right side, another starting to walk by himon the
left.

:'Yes, this is the one, the one calls hinself Snake."
"Are you?" the man who wal ked besi de hi m asked.

"OfF course it is," said the first man, squeezing his arm." Didn't we
have an exact description? 1Isn't he just the way he was described?"
"And the right place, too,"
" The right area."

agreed the other man, who did not hold him

The nmen wore neat nondescript clothing. Their faces were sall ow

and smling, and fixed. This was a routine with which both were
famliar. Snake did not know them but he knew the touch, the accent,
the smling fixture of their masks. He had tensed. Now he let the
tension nmelt away, so they should see and feel it had gone.

"What do you want ?"

The man who held his armonly sniled.

The other man said, "Just to earnour living."

"Doi ng what ?"

On either side the lighted street went by. Ahead, at the street's
corner, a vacant |ot opened where a broken wall [unged away into the
shadows.

"It seens you upset soneone,” said the man who only wal ked
"Upset them badly."

"I upset a lot of people," Snake said.

"I"msure you do. But sonme of themwon't stand for it."

"Who was this? Perhaps | should see them"

"No. They don't want that. They don't want you to see anybody."
The black turn was a few feet away.

"Perhaps | can put it right."

"No. That's what we've been paid to do."

"But if | don't know -" said Snake, and |urched agai nst the man who held
his arm ramrming his fist into the soft belly. The man let go of him
and fell. Snake ran. He ran past the lot, into the brilliant glare of

anot her street beyond, and was al nost |aughi ng when the thrown knife
caught himin the back.

The lights turned over. Something hard and cold struck his chest, his



face. Snake realised it was the pavenment. There was a dimblurred
noi se, comng and goi ng, perhaps a crowd gathering. Someone stood on
his ribs and pulled the knife out of himand the pain began

"I's that it?" a choked voi ce asked some way above him the man he had
punched in the stomach.

"I't"l1l do nicely-

A new voi ce shouted. A car swamto the kerb and pulled up raucously.
The car door slammed, and footsteps went over the cenent. Behind him
Snake heard the two nmen wal ki ng briskly away.

Snake began to get up, and was surprised to find he was unable to.
"What happened?" someone asked, high, high above.

"I don't know. "

A woman said softly, "Look, there's blood-"

Snake took no notice. After a noment he tried again to get up, and
succeeded in getting to his knees. He had been hurt, that was al

He could feel the pain, no |onger sharp, blurred, like the noise he

could hear, coming and going. He opened his eyes. The light had faded,
then came back in a long wave, then faded again. There seened to be
only five or six people standing around him As he rose, the nearer
shapes backed away.

"He shoul dn't nove," soneone said urgently.
A hand touched his shoulder, fluttered off, |like an insect.

The light faded into black, and the noise swept in like a tide, filling
his ears, dazing him Sonething supported him and he shook it from
hima wall "Come back, son," a man called. The |ights burned up again,
rem ni scent of a cinena. He would be all right in a noment. He wal ked
away fromthe small crowd, not |ooking at them Respectfully, in awe,
they let himgo, and noted his blood trailing behind himalong the
pavenent .

The French clock chinmed sweetly in the salon; it was seven. Beyond the
wi ndow, the park was black. It had begun to rain again.

The old man had been watching fromthe downstairs wi ndow for rather nore
than an hour. Sonetinmes, he would step restlessly away, circle the
room straighten a picture, pick up a petal discarded by the dying
flowers. Then go back to the wi ndow, |ooking out at the trees, the rain
and t he night.

Less than a minute after the chimng of the clock, a piece of the static
dar kness canme away and began to nmove, very slowy, towards the house.

Vasyelu CGorin went out into the hall. As he did so, he glanced towards
the stairway. The lanp at the stairhead was alight, and she stood there
inits rays, her hands lying | oosely at her sides, elegant as if

wei ghtl ess, her head rai sed.



"Pri ncess?"

"Yes, | know. Please hurry, Vassu. | think there is scarcely any
margin left."

The ol d man opened the door quickly. He sprang down the steps as
lightly as a boy of eighteen. The black rain swept against his face,
redol ent of a thousand menories, and he ran through an orchard in
Burgundy, across a hillside in Tuscany, along the path of a wild garden
near St. Petersburg that was St. Petersburg no nore, until he reached
t he body of a young man lying over the roots of a tree.

The old man bent down, and an eye opened palely in the dark and | ooked
at him

Knifed me," said Snake ." Crawed all this way."
Vasyelu CGorin leaned in the rain to the grass of France, Italy and

Russia, and lifted Snake in his arnms. The body |olled, heavy, not

hel ping him But it did not matter. How strong he was, he m ght marvel
at it, as he stood, holding the young man across his breast, and
turning, ran back towards the house.

"l don't know," Snake nuttered, "don't know who sent them.
Plenty would like to How bad is it? | didn't think it was so bad."
The ivy drifted across Snake's face and he closed his eyes.

As Vasyelu entered the hall, the Vanpire was al ready on the | owest
stair. Vasyelu carried the dying man across to her, and laid himat her
feet. Then Vasyelu turned to |eave.

" Wait," she said.

"No, Princess. This is a private thing. Between the two of you, as
once it was between us. | do not want to see it, Princess. | do not
want to see it with another."

She | ooked at him for a nmonment like a child, sorry to have distressed
him unwilling to give in. Then she nodded ." Go then, ny dear."

He went away at once. So he did not witness it as she left the stair,
and knelt beside Snake on the Turkish carpet newly coloured with bl ood.
Yet, it seened to himhe heard the rustle her dress nade, like thin
crisp paper, and the whisper of the tiny dagger parting her flesh, and
then the long still sigh

He wal ked down through the house, into the clean and frigid nodern
kitchen full of electricity. There he sat, and renmenbered the forest
above the town, the torches as the yelling aristocrats hunted himfor
his theft of the confit box, the bl ows when they caught up with him He
renenbered, with a painless unoppressed refinding, what it was like to
begin to die in such a way, the confused anger, the com ng and goi ng of
tangi bl e things, long pul ses of being alternating with deep valleys of
non-bei ng. And then the agonised inpossible crawl, fingers in the earth
itself, pulling himforward, |egs sonetines able to assist, sonetinmes
failing, passengers which nmust be dragged with the rest. 1In the
graveyard at the edge of the estate, he ceased to nobve. He could go no



farther. The soil was cold, and the white tonmbs, curious petrified
vegetation over his head, seemed to suck the black sky into thensel ves,
so they darkened, and the sky grew pale.

But as the sky was drained of its blood, the foretaste of day began to
possess it. In less than an hour, the sun would rise.

He had heard her nane, and known he would eventually come to serve her
The way in which he had known, both for hinmself and for the young nman
cal l ed Snake, had been in a presage of violent death.

Al the while, searching through the city, there had been no one

with that stigma upon them that mark. Until, in the alley, the warm
hand gri pped his neck, until he |ooked into the | eopard-col oured eyes .

Then Vasyelu saw the mark, snelled the scent of it |ike singed bone.

How Snake, crippled by a nortal wound, bl eeding and seni aware, had
brought hinself such a distance, through the long streets hard as nails,
t hrough the nossy garden-land of the rich, through the col ossal gates,
over the watery, night-tuned plain, so far, dying, the old man did not
require to ask, or to be puzzled by. He, too, had done such a thing,
nmore than two centuries ago. And there she had found him between the
tall white graves. Wen he could focus his vision again, he had | ooked
and seen her, the nost beautiful thing he ever set eyes upon. She had
gi ven him her blood. He had drunk the bl ood of Darejan Draculas, a
princess, a vanmpire. Unique elixir, it had saved him Al wounds had
heal ed. Death had dropped fromhimlike a torn skin, and everything he
had been-scavenger, thief, braw er, drunkard, and, for a certain nunber
of coins, whore-each of these things had crunbled away. Standing up, he
had trodden on them left them behind. He had gone to her, and kneel ed
down as, a short while before, she had kneeled by him cradling him
giving himthe life of her silver veins.

And this, all this, was now for the other. Even her blood, it seened,
did not bestow imortality, only longevity, at last coming to a stop for
Vasyelu CGorin. And so, many many decades fromthis night the other

too, would cone to the sanme hiatus. Snake, too, would renenber the
waki ng nmoment, consci ous another now endured the stupefied thrill of it,
and all that would begin thereafter

Finally, with a sort of guiltiness, the old man | eft the hygienic
ki tchen and went back towards the gl ow of the upper floor, stealing out
into the shadow at the light's edge.

He understood that she would sense himthere, untroubled by his
presence- had she not been prepared to | et himrenmain?

It was done.

Her dress was spread |like an open rose, the young man |ying agai nst her
his eyes wide, gazing up at her. And she would be the nost beautiful
thing that he had ever seen. Al about, invisible, the shed skins of
his life, husks he would presently scuff uncaringly underfoot. And she?

The Vanpire's head inclined toward Snake. The dark hair fell softly.
Her face, powdered by the |anmpshine, was young, was full of vitality,
serene vivacity, loveliness. Everything had cone back to her



She was reborn

Perhaps it was only an illusion.

The old man bowed his head, there in the shadows. The jeal ousy, the
regret were gone. 1In the end, his life with her had become only anot her
skin that he nust cast. He would have the peace that she night never
have, and be glad of it. The young man woul d serve her, and she woul d
be huntress once nore, and dancer, a bright phantom gliding over the
ball room of the city, this city and others, and all the worlds of |and
and soul between.

Vasyelu Corin stirred on the platformof his existence. He would depart
now, or very soon; already he heard the nurnmur of the approaching train.
It would be sinple, this tine, not like the other time at all. To go
willingly, everything achieved, in order. Knowi ng she was safe.

There was even a faint colour in her cheeks, a blooming. O maybe, that
was just a trick of the |anp.

The old man waited until they had risen to their feet, and wal ked
together quietly into the salon, before he came fromthe shadows and
began to clinmb the stairs, hearing the silence, their silence, like that
of new | overs.

At the end of the stair, beyond the lanp, the dark was gentle, soft as
the Vanpire's hair. Vasyelu wal ked forward into the dark w thout

m sgi vi ng, tenderly.

How he had | oved her.

Derelicts

Every man and wonan has an amnbition, however hunble, however

vaulted. Each of us has an instinctive reaction when we see a
panhandl er on the street, a wino sleeping in a doorway, a beggar |inping

through the rain: we either feel repul sed by such a waste of hunanity,
turn away in enbarrassnent, bleed a little fromthe heart, or

don't give a damm. \What we all seemto forget, though, is that those
men and wonen had anbitions just as we do now, and sonet hing

happened to kill them

Sinply saying it can't happen to nme doesn't change the fact that

it can.

Steve Rasnic Temis a Col orado poet, short story witer, and

editor. Hi s dozens of stories have appeared throughout this country
and abroad, their hallmark being the illumnation of fears we don't
like to admit we even recogni ze.

Tey always seened to find him the derelicts. They always seened to



know just where to look. He'd go into a store to buy cigarettes or

beer, and when he canme out there'd be several of them gathered around,
waiting for him Washed out eyes and dark stubble, frayed collars and
cuffs. Hands al ways outstretched, that | ook of hunger in the face. They
seened convi nced he woul d gi ve them sonet hi ng; they were sure of him
They' d pass by far nmore likely prospects to hit on him It was as if
they had a network, passing the word around that he, the red-haired one,
was the one to ask.

And yet he never gave them anything. He was polite enough about it,
never rude, but still he never went into his pockets for them never
gave them noney or offered to buy themfood. He would walk past them
sel f-consciously holding his head erect. He would not be intimdated by
them they had no right to intinidate him And yet they

continued to approach him individually, in couples, even small groups.

He lived in an old part of Denver, an odd mi xture of housing
devel opnent s, anti que houses, abandoned buil di ngs and vacant lots .

The shopping malls nearby were anong the oldest in the city, every other
store boarded up or rented out for warehouse space. Shops seened to
cone and go, few lasting nore than a couple of nonths

"Comi ng Soon To This Location" signs were nuch in evidence, and were
renoved frequently, often before the nei ghborhood had even been told the
nature of the new business.

Tatters of poster overlaying poster nade ragged murals on nearly half
the buildings. Stripped away with but partial success, each succeeding
| ayer bl ended and weat hered until they made Rorschach arrangenents of
color. He had never seen so many posters and handbills anywhere; where
did they all cone fron? He had never seen anyone actually putting them
up. Circus posters and canpai gn posters, handbills pronoting the
Soci al i st Workers' Party, advertising community meetings, block parties,
year-ol d garage sales. Al ways asking you to join, to belong to

somet hing. They suggested excessive activity, but he knew there had
been little such activity in some tine.

Abandoned stores, boarded-up houses, overgrown |ots (wasn't there sone
sort of ordi nance governing those?), structures crunbling dangerously
into the streets, trash-filled alleys . . . if he really thought
about it the sense of desol ation was nearly overwhel m ng

Like a city in wartime, or a bad dream about the world after a nucl ear
attack. So few people out in the streets, especially this time of year
It was too unpl easant.

And where did all the trash cone from or the wi nd-blown grit that stung
your eyes? Sonetimes he had the fantasy it was manufactured outside the
city, brought in on trucks or dropped from pl anes.

The nunber of derelicts in the area increased, even as the apparent

weal th declined. He couldn't understand it. He theorized enough

per haps the police had driven them out of other areas, perhaps they were
| ocal hotel dwellers with Social Security noney-not wanting handouts so
much as to make contact. Perhaps they were a club. He watched cl osely
for hidden handshakes and meani ngful | ooks. They seemed so well

organi zed; he couldn't believe it had happened by accident.



He' d changed jobs twi ce the past year. Staying too long in one office
had al ways made hi m unconfortable. Both his enployers had been
surprised; they'd insisted he talk out any problens he m ght be having
with them personally. They said he was a val uable man. They

said they couldn't get along without him Their insistence nade him
anxi ous, and in both cases he cleaned out his desk i mediately,
canceling his two weeks' notice.

He hadn't seen his wife and two kids in over three years. Last thing
he'd heard they'd noved to Chicago. He felt sad about that, but not
enough to wite, not enough to nake contact. He knew he should, but he
just couldn't force hinmself. H s attitude nagged him he was aware of
how col d, how i nhuman it nust seemto others. But he didn't have it in
himto tie hinmself to a wife and children. It was sonehow

wong, for him As if he were committing sonme nmoral wong-he felt it
that strongly.

He left the grocery store with bags in the crooks of both arns .

Twi ce as nuch food as he needed, really, and he wasn't sure why he'd
been so extravagant, except sometines since he'd left his famly he'd
had a crazy urge to buy, to consume, to let the food spoil and then
throwit out when it snelled too bad to tolerate. It released sonething
in himto do that; it was rel axi ng.

They were waiting for him a group of five or six, outside the grocery
store. He couldn't get to his car wi thout passing through them.

They had no right. They had no

They woul dn't nove. He strode closer and closer to their little group
and still they wouldn't budge. The tallest one turned slightly as he
approached, the derelict opened his mouth wi de, and expelled a |ong,
slow and rancid breath into his face. A snell of ancient appetites,
things dying in the cavern of the mouth. He veered away fromthem and
two old woren rai sed ragged hands, grease staining themin streaks, or
was it blood, and dirt caked over to seal their wounds? It was a slow,
dirty dance as they noved ever so slightly with his own novenents,
seeming to follow himw th their thoughts, their smells, their dirt, the
sluggish cells of their bodies follow ng in kind.

He couldn't bear the thought of having those filthy, tattered clothes
touch him those torn and griny fingers. And the eyes . . . he
couldn't see them The eyelids so dark and greasy . . . the eyes
seened | ost.

He slid past, and, incredibly, they didn't touch him They slipped by
like oil. Dark and silent. He'd never be able to wash themoff if they
touched him

They followed himto the car, two steps behind the whole way. He got
in, pulled out, and would have run themover if they hadn't suddenly
slid aside like a dark and stai ned curtain.

Driving home he suddenly realized he'd been thinking about his parents.
Their faces had crept into his daydreanm ng, nerely as additional faces
in the crowd, and then they had stepped forward. When was the last tine
he had thought about then? He couldn't renenber.



For a nonent he couldn't renenmber what he had been thinking about them
and al though that kind of |apse happened to himall the tine he found it
di sconcerting. He knew it was sonething inportant

Then with a shock he realized he'd been trying to renenber the day of
their. death, and the funeral that followed. Wat had he been doi ng?
He couldn't remenber. He couldn't even renenber their death-but it did
happen, he was sure it happened-but he suddenly couldn't renenber
anything about it. \Were it occurred, when it occurred . . . it was
all a bl ank.

It was quite remarkable really the way the derelicts worked things .

Each derelict seenmed assigned a specific streetcorner, but was ready to
nmove, to regroup if it seened necessary. There were always a few of

t hem everywhere he went in the nei ghborhood: outside a novie theater, on
the steps of the local branch library, sitting by the trees next to his
bank, congregating in the parking lot of the insurance company where he
worked. And it would always be a mxture of new and old faces. They
must have squad | eaders, he thought. He began noticing definite
patterns. Many of the same faces showed up at his bank that also
appeared at his grocery store, but none of those derelicts ever seened
to make an appearance at the library.

At the library they watched himreturn sone | ong overdue books .

At the grocery store they caught hi m overspendi ng agai n, buying nmuch
nore food than he needed. At the theater he bought a ticket to an
Xrated movi e under their watchful gaze. At the |laundromat he sorted
shirts he'd et go much too | ong wi thout washing, and they were there
just past his left shoulder, on the other side of the w ndow, | ounging
on the sidewal k.

He coul d have done all his shopping outside the neighborhood, but he
didn't want to do that. It wasn't loyalty to |local commerce so nuch as
an interest in watching how things went in the nei ghborhood, how things
occurred. bserving the life of the nei ghborhood had becone a kind of
hobby for him He watched it go downhill; he studied its decay. He
performed a kind of accounting on each building he saw, day after day.
He observed whether there were nore tiles missing, nore chips in the
paint, nore splits in the wod. He knew where all the broken w ndows
were, and when a new one appeared. He saw the merchandi se | eave the
shel ves and noted the failure to reorder. He watched the weeds grow
around the buildings and in the vacant |ots.

On a Saturday he drove around the |ake. There seened nore of the
derelicts than he had ever seen before, hundreds of them mnixed in

t horoughly with the usual Saturday |ake crowd. Loungi ng about,

pi cni cki ng, even pl ayi ng basketball. Al nbpst a convention of them There
were nore of themthan he had i magi ned, and he wondered if perhaps nore
of themwere mgrating here, to his neighborhood, from other parts of
the city, or if it were just that |arge nunbers of his neighbors were
goi ng over-their lives decaying as the nei ghborhood decayed.

He t hought he saw his parents in the crowd, sunning thenselves in
tattered and greasy clothes with the other derelicts, and he spent sone
time driving around in that area, but he couldn't be sure, and he did
not see them again.



On his way home that day he realized he didn't really know if his
parents were alive or dead. He could not remenber at all

When he got hone he sat out on the front porch a while. He realized he
had been paying little attention to his own block of late

The house across the street was boarded up, weeds covering the sidewal k,
the flower beds, nost of a tricycle. The house just north of his had
its shades pulled, several w ndows broken, and a few weeks' worth of mail

spilling out of the mail box. Al up and down the street: dark and gray
houses, enpty driveways, a few cars abandoned on the street, their sides
rusting, lights broken, wi ndshields spiderwebbed with cracks. Trash and

| eaves covered the shal | ow curbs.

He wondered if it were possible. |If he could be the last person |iving
on hi s bl ock.

He couldn't sleep that night. After dark he'd gone inside and sat on
the couch, turning the radio up loud to fill the enptiness. He had
things to do, he knew, but he could not remenber what they were. He
could not renenber the names of his m ssing neighbors. He could not
renenmber what was on TV that night. He could not remenber if the mail
had come. He could not renenber if he had eaten. He repeated his own
nane over and over to hinself, silently, his lips moving slightly. It
made him feel better.

When he | ooked out his front w ndow he thought he could see the tattered
shadows on his porch, looking in on him their eyes but slightly lighter
in color than their soiled clothing. Varied shades of gray. But
perhaps it was an effect of the lighting. He couldn't be sure, and he
woul d not check.

The bright sun through his w ndow woke himup early the next norning. He
sat on the edge of the bed, feeling slightly startled with the norning.
Everyt hi ng seened nmuch too bright somehow . . . full of glare. But

it made himfeel better this norning than he had in some tinme. As if
there were energy in the brightness he could use.

He drove to work and noticed that even the nei ghborhood

seened brighter somehow, full of sun, and full of prom se despite the
condition of the streets and buildings. There were no derelicts in
si ght

They did not stare out at himfromstreetcorners as they usually did.
Thei r absence nmade hi m vaguely uneasy, but he forced a snile
He wasn't going to let themspoil this bright norning.

In the parking |l ot outside the insurance building was a wel com ng
conmittee to greet him Bright and shiny faces, arnms outstretched to
shake his hand, pull himinto the cromd. Hundreds of them He searched
their faces for deceit, but he found none there.

They waved at himwith their torn fingers and tattered clothes, smled
with their unshaven, greasy jowls. The wonen with dark eyes beckoned,
the stoic men with their oily hair and heavy snell gestured invitingly.
He recogni zed the lady who |ived across the street fromhim the man
fromtwo houses down.



He t hought he saw his parents near the center of the crowd and slowy
pushed into the mass of bodies, seeking them wanting to talk to them

It had been a long time. He wanted to tell them how he was doing, share
hi s thoughts, ask for advice. He needed them now.

The mass of bodies noved rhythm cally as he pushed to its center, seeing
his father's face here, the back of his nother's head over there, just
out of reach. He was feeling better now, nore satisfied. He felt
certain he would get his own streetcorner. Surely they owed himthat?

I n Darkness, Angels

Love is an emotion with which witers have a field day because of its
conplexities, its sinplicity, and the joy and anguish it causes in any
gi ven person, on any given day, at any given nonent-nore often than not,
both at the same time. There are, however, darker sides to this
enotion, which cause it to produce nore personal fears, nore darknight
terrors, than any other enotion.

Eric Van Lustbader is the author of many bestselling novels, including
The Ninja and Sirens, and his latest is Second Skin.

if | had known then what | know now.

How t hose words echo on and on inside ny mnd, |like a rubber bal
bounci ng down an endl ess staircase. As if they had a life of their own.
Whi ch, | suppose, they do now.

| cannot sleep but is it any wonder? Qutside, blue-white |ightning

forks like a giant's jagged claw and the thunder is so loud at tines
that | feel | nust be trapped inside an inmense bell, reverberations
i ke menory unspooling in a reckless helix, making a ness at ny feet.

If I had known then what | know now. And yet.

And yet | return again and again to that w ndswept eveni ng when the
ferry deposited me at the east end of the island. It had once been, so
| had been told by the rather garrul ous captain, a swansneck peninsul a.
But over tine, the water had gradually eaten away at the rocky soi

until at last the land had succunbed to the ocean's cool tidal enbrace,
severing itself fromthe mainland a mle away.

O course the captain had an entirely different version of what had
transpired ." It's themfolks up there,"” he had said, jerking his sharp
unshaven chin toward the castle high atop the island's central nmount ."
Didn't want no nore interference fromthe other folks here

abouts." He gave a short barking |l augh and spat over the boat's side
"Just as well, | say," he observed as he squinted heavily into the | ast
of the dying sun's watery light ." Themrocks were awfully sharp." He

shook his head as if weighed down by the nenory ." Kids were always
darin one another t'do their balancin act going across, down that |ong
spit o land." He turned the wheel hard over and spum ng water rushed up
the bow of the ferry ." Many's the night we'd come out with the
searchlights, tryin to rescue sone fool boy'd gone over."

For just a nonent he swung us away fromthe island | oonming up on our
starboard side, getting the nbst out of the crosswinds ." Never found



em though. Not a one." He spat again
here, you're never seen again."

You go over the side around

The undertow, " | offered.

He whi pped his ruddy wi ndburned face around, inpaling ne with one pale
gray eye ." Undertow, you say?" H s |augh was harsh now and unpl easant
" You gotta lot t'learn up there at Fuego del Aire, boyo .

Oh, yes indeed!"

He left ne on the quayside with no one around to mark ny arrival. As
the wi de-beaned ferry tacked away, pushed by the strong sunset w nd,
t hought | saw the captain raise an armin ny direction

| turned away fromthe sea. Geat stands of pine, bristly and dark in
the failing light, marched upward in majestic array toward the castle
hi gh above nme. Their tops whi psawed, sending off an odd nel ancholy

dr one.

| felt utterly, irretrievably alone and for the first time since | had
sent the letter | began to feel the queasy fluttering of reservations.
An odd kind of inner darkness had settled about nmy shoulders like a
,,mMture descendi ng upon the flesh of the dead.

| took a deep breath and shook my head to clear it. The captain's
stories were only words strung one after the other-all the | egends just
words and nothing nore. Now | would see for nyself After all, that was
what | want ed.

The [ ast of the sunset torched the upper spires so that for a nonment
they | ooked |ike bl oody spears. |Imagination, that's all it was. A
witer's imagination. | clutched at ny battered weekender and conti nued
onward, puffing, for the way was steep. But | had arrived at just the
right time of the day when the scorching sun was gone fromthe sky and
night's deep chill had not yet settled over the |and.

The air was rich with the scents of the sea, an aggl oneration so fecund
it took ny breath away. Far off over the water, great gulls tw sted and
turned in lazy circles, skimmng over the shining face of

the ocean only to whirl high aloft, disappearing for |ong nonents into
the fleecy pink and yell ow cl ouds.

From the outside, the castle seemed stupendous. It was inmense,
thrusting upward into the sky as if it were about to take off in flight.
It was constructed-obviously many years ago-from massi ve bl ocks of
granite laced with iridescent chips of nmica that shone |ike di anonds,
rubi es and sapphires in the evening' s |ight.

A fairy tale castle it surely looked with its shooting turrets and
sharply angl ed spires, horned and horrific. However, on closer

i nspection, | saw that it had been put together w th nothing nore
fantastic than nortar.

Bel ow ne, a mist was beginning to form swiftly clinbing the route |I had
taken noments before as if following nme. Already the sight of the quay
had been snuffed out and the cries of the gulls, filtered through the
stuff, were eerie and vaguely disquieting.



| clinbed the basalt steps to the front door of the castle. The span

was fully large enough to drive a sem through. It was conposed of a
bl ack substance that seened to be neither stone nor netal. Cautiously,
I ran ny hand over its textured surface. It was petrified wood .

Inits center was a circular scrollwork knocker of black iron and this |
used.

There was surprisingly little noise but alnost i mediately the door
swung inward. At first | could see nothing. The creeping m st had
curled itself around the tw light, plunging me into a dank and
unconf ortabl e ni ght.

"Yes?" It was a nel odious voice, light and airy. A woman's voi ce.

| told her ny nane.

"I amso sorry," she said ." W tend to | ose track of time at Fuego de
Aire. | am Marissa. O course you were expected. M/ brother will be
extremely angry that you were not net at the quay."

"It's all right," | said ." | thoroughly enjoyed the wal k."
"Wn't you cone in."

| picked up my suitcase and crossed the threshold, felt her slim hand
slip into mine. The hallway was as dark as the night outside. | did
not hear the door swi ng shut but when | | ooked back the sky and the
rolling m st were gone.

| heard the rustling of her just in front of me and | could snell a
scent like a hillside of flowers at dusk. Her skin was as soft as

vel vet but the flesh beneath was firm and supple and | found nyself
suddenly curious to find out what she |ooked like. D d she resenble the
image in ny thoughts? A thin, pale waif-like creature, faint blue
traceries of

veins visible beneath her thin delicate skin, her long hair as black as
a raven's Wi ngs.

After what seened an intermnable tinme, we energed into a dinmy lighted
chanber fromwhich all other roons on this floor seemed to branch
Directly ahead of us, an enornmous staircase wound upward. It was
certainly w de enough for twenty people to ascend abreast.

Torches flickered and the snoky, perfuned air was thick with the scent
of burning tallow and whale oil. Unconfortable-Iooking furniture |ined
the walls: bare, wooden stiff-backed benches and chairs one m ght find
in a Methodi st church. Huge, heavy banners hung linply but they were so
hi gh above nmy head and the light so poor | could not make out their

desi gns.

Mari ssa turned to face me and | saw that she was not at all as | had
i magi ned her.

True, she was beautiful enough. But her cheeks were ruddy, her eyes
cornfl ower blue and her hair was the color of sun-dazzled honey, falling
in thick, gentle waves froma thin tortoise-shell band that held it from
her face, back over her head, across her shoul ders, cascading all the



way down to the small of her back

Her coral lips pursed as if she could not help the snmile that now

bri ghtened her face ." Yes," she said softly, musically, "you are truly
surprised.”

"I"'msorry," | said ." Am | staring?" | gave an unnatural |augh. O
course | was staring. | could not stop

"Perhaps you are weary fromyour clinb. Wuld you |ike sone food now? A
cool drink to refresh you?"

"I would like to neet Morodor," | said, breaking ny eyes away from her
gaze with a concerted effort. She seenmed to possess an ability to draw
enotion out of ne, as if she held the key to channels in nyself | did
not know exi st ed.

"In time," she said ." You nmust be patient. There are many pressing
matters that need attending to. Only he can see to them | amcertain
you under st and. "

Indeed | did not. To have come this far, to have waited so | ong

all | felt was frustration. Like a hurt little boy, | had wanted
Morodor to greet me at the front door by way of apology for the

di scourtesy of the utter stillness at the quay when | arrived. But no

There were nore inportant matters for him

"When | wrote to your brother

Marissa had lifted her long pale palm." Please,” she said, smling
"Be assured that nmy brother wishes to aid you. | suspect that is
because he is a witer hinself. There is nuch time here at Fuego de

Aire and lately his contenplation has found this sonewhat nore physica
outlet."”

I thought of the grisly stories the ferryboat captain had heaped on
nme-and ot hers, over time, that had cone ny way from other | oquacious
nmout hs-and felt a chill creeping through my bones at the idea of

Mor odor' s physical outlets.

"I't nust be fascinating to be able to wite novels,” Marissa said
"I must confess that | was quite selfishly happy when | |earned of your
com ng. Your witing has given me nmuch pl easure."” She touched the back
of my hand as if | might be a scul pture of great artistry ." This

extraordi nary talent that nust nake you very desirable in . . . your
world."

" You mean literary circles . . . entertainment.

"Circles, yes. You are quite special. M brother doubtless divined

this fromyour letter.” She took her fingertips fromme ." But nowit is
late and | amcertain you are tired. My | show you to your roon?

Food and drink are waiting for you there."



That night there was no noon. O rather no noon could be seen

Nor the stars nor even the sky itself. Peering out the w ndow of ny
turret room | could see nothing but the whiteness of the mst. It was
as if the rest of the world had vani shed.

Gipping the edge of the windowsill with nmy fingers, | |eaned out as far
as | dared, peering into the night in an attenpt to pick up any outline,
any shape. But not even the tops of the enornpus pines could poke their
way through the pall.

| strained to hear the conforting hiss and suck of the ocean spending
itself on the rocky shore so far below me. There was nothing of that,
only the odd internmittent whistling of the wind through the
stiff-fingered turrets of the castle.

At length | went back to bed, but for the longest tine | could not fal
asleep. | had waited so long for Morodor's reply to ny letter, had
traveled for so many days just to be here now, it seemed inpossible to
rel ax enough for sleep to overtake ne.

| was itchy with anticipation. ©Ch nore. | was burning. . . . In
the days after | had received his affirmative answer, the thought of
com ng here, of talking to him of learning his secrets had, nore and
nore, cone to stand for ny own salvation

It is perhaps difficult enough for any author to be blocked in his work.
But for me. . . | lived to wite. Wthout it, there seened no
reason at all to live, for | had found during this blocked tine that the

days and nights passed |ike nonths, years, centuries, as ponderous as
ol d el ephants. They had becone ny burden

| had been like a machine, feverishly turning out one book after
anot her-one a year-for . . . how many years now? Fifteen?

Twenty? You see, the enfant terrible has | ost count already.
Mercifully.

Until this year when there was nothing, a desert of paper, and | grew

i ncreasingly desperate, sitting hone like a hermt, traveling

i ncessantly, bringing smling girls home, abstaining, sw nging fromone
extreme to the other Iike a human pendulumin an attenpt to get.the

i nsides in working order again.

Not hi ng

And then one drunken night |I had heard the first of the stories about
Fuego del Aire and, even through the vapors of my stupor, sonething had
penetrated. An idea, perhaps or, nore accurately at that point, the
ghost of an idea. O lost |love, betrayal and the ultimate horror. As
sinmple as that. And as complex. But | knew that imaginati on was no

| onger enough, that | would have to seek out this place nyself. | had
to find Mrodor and sonehow persuade himto see ne.

Sleep. | swear to you it finally cane, although, oddly, it was |like no
slunber | had ever had, for | dreamed that | was awake and trying
desperately to fall asleep. | knewthat | was to see Mdrodor in the
nmorning, that | had to be sharp and that, sleepless, | would fall far

short of that.



In the dream | |ay awake, clutching the bedspread up around ny chest,
staring at the ceiling with such intensity that | suspected at any
mnute | would be able to see right through it.

| opened nmy eyes. O closed them and opened themagain to find the
dawnl i ght stream ng through the tall narrow window. | had forgotten to
cl ose the curtains before going to bed.

For just an instant | had the strangest sensation in ny body. It was as
if my legs had gone dead, all the strength flow ng out of mnmy nuscles and
into the wooden floor of my room But the paralysis had sonehow freed
my upper torso so that | felt an enornous outpouring of energy.

A brief stab of fear rustled through nmy chest and ny heart fluttered.
But as soon as | sat up, the sensation went away. | rose, washed,
dressed and went down to breakfast.

Food was waiting in steam ng array along the length of an i mmense wooden
table. In fact, nowthat | had nmy first good | ook at Fuego del Aire in
the Iight of day, | saw that everything was of wood: the paneled walls,
the floor where you could see it between the series

of dark-patterned carpets, the cathedral ceilings; door handles,

wi ndowsills, even the lighting fixtures. |If | had not seen the outside
of the castle nyself, | would have sworn the place had been built
entirely of wood.

Two formal settings were laid out, one at the head of the table and the
other by its left side. Assumng the first was for Mrodor, | settled
into the side chair and began to hel p nyself.

But it was not Morodor who cane down the wi de staircase; it was Marissa.
She was, that nmorning, a sight to make the heart pound. It was as if
the sun had detached itself fromits prescribed route across the heavens
and had descended to earth. She wore a sky-blue tunic, wapped
criss-cross between her breasts and around her narrow wai st with a deep
green satin sash. On her feet she wore rope sandals. | saw that one of
her toes was girdled by a tiny gold ring.

Her smle as she approached had the warnmth of sumrer itself And her
hair! How can | adequately describe the way her hair shone in the
daylight, sparking and glittering as if each strand were itself sone
nmysterious source of light. Those waves of gol den honey acted as if
they had a life of their own.

"Good norning," she said easily ." Did you sleep well?"

"Yes," | lied ." Perfectly.”" | lifted a bowl of green figs ." Fruit?"

"Yes, please. Just a bit." But even with that she left nore on her
pl ate than she ate.

"I was hoping to find your brother already awake," | said, finishing up
ny neal

She smled sweetly ." Unfortunately, he is not an early riser. Be



patient. Al will be well." She rose ." If you are finished, | imagine
you are quite curious about Fuego del Aire. There is nuch here to see.™

W went out of the main hall, through corridors and chanbers one after
another, so filled, so disparate that | soon becane dizzied with wonder.
The pl ace seemed to go on forever

At length we energed into a roomthat, judging by its accouternents,
must once have been a scullery. W crossed it quickly and went through
a small door | did not see until Marissa pulled it open

The mist of last night had gone conpletely and above was only an
enornous cerul ean sky clear of cloud or bird. | could hear the distant
sea hurling itself with ceasel ess abandon at the jagged base of the
mount. But |lowering ny gaze | saw only foliage.

"The garden," Marissa breathed, slipping her hand into m ne
"Come on." She took ne past a field of tiger lilies, rows of flowering
woodbi ne; through a rose garden of s ny breath away.

Beyond, we cane upon a |long scul ptured hedge half again as tall as |
stand. There was a | ong narrow opening through which she Ied me and

i medi ately we were surrounded by high walls of hedges. They were

[ ushly verdant and i mmacul ately groomed so that it was inpossible to say
where one left off and anot her began, seam ess on and on and " Wat is
this place?" | said.

But Marissa did not answer until, after many tw stings and turnings, we
were deep within. Then she faced nme and said, "This is the | abyrinth.
My brother had it constructed for me when | was just a child. Perhaps
he thought it would keep me out of trouble.”

"There is a way out," | said uneasily, |looking around nme at the
dar k- green screens | ooming up on every side.

"Ch yes." She laughed, a bell-like silvery tone ." It is up here."

And tapped the side of her head with a slender forefinger ." This is
where | come to think, when | amsad or distraught. It is so peaceful
and still and no one can find me here if | choose to remain hidden, not
ev&n Morodor. This is ny domain."

She began to | ead ne onward, through sw tchbacks, past cul-desacs,
nmoving as unerringly as if she were a magnet being drawn toward the
North Pole. And | followed her silently; | was already |ost.

"My brother used to say to nme, 'Marissa, this labyrinth is unique in al
the world for I have nmade it fromthe blueprint of your mnd. Al these
intricate convolutions . . . the pattern corresponds to the eddies
and whorls of your own brain." "

She stared at me with those huge nocking eyes, so blue it seened as if

t he noonday sky were reflected there. The hint of a smle played at the
corners of her lips ." But of course | was only a child then and al ways
trying to do what he did . . . to be like him" She shrugged

"He was nmost likely trying to make ne feel special . . . don't you
t hi nk?"



"He wouldn't need this place to do that," | said ." How on earth do you
find your way out of here?" Nothing she had said had | essened ny
uneasi ness.

The years," she said seriously, "have taken care of that."

She pulled at me and we sat, our torsos in the deep shade of the hedges,
our stretched-out legs in the buttery warmh of the sunlight

Sonmewhere, close at hand, a bunbl ebee buzzed fatly, contentedly.

| put ny head back and wat ched the play of |ight and shadow on the hedge
opposite us. Ten thousand tiny | eaves noved nminutely in the soft breeze
as if | were watching a distant crowd fluttering lifted hand

kerchiefs at the arrival of some visiting enperor. A kind of dreany
warnth stole over me and at once ny uneasi ness was gone.

"Yes," | told her ." It is peaceful here."

"I amglad," she said ." You feel it too. Perhaps this is because you
are a witer. A witer feels things nore deeply, is that not so?"

| smled ." Maybe some, yes. W're always creating characters for our
stories so we have to be adept at pulling apart the people we neet

W have to be able to get beyond the world and, |ike a surgeon, expose
t hei r workings."

"And you're never frightened of such things?"

"Frightened? Wy?"

" OF what you'll find there."

"I"ve discovered many things there over the years. How could all of

t hem be pleasant? Wy should | want themto be? | sonetines think that
many of ny coll eagues live off the unpleasant traits they find beneath

the surface." | shrugged ." In any event, nothing seenms to work well
wi t hout the darkness of conflict. Inlife as well as in witing."
Her eyes opened and she | ooked at nme sideways ." Am| wong to think

t hat know edge is very inportant to you?"

"What could be nore inportant to a witer? | sonetimes think there is a
finite amount of know edge-not to be assimlated-but that can be used."

"And that is why you have conme here."

"Yes."

She | ooked away ." You have never nmarried. Wy is that?"

| shrugged while | thought about that for a nonent ." | inagine it's
because 1've never fallen in |love."

She smled at that ." Never ever. Not in all the tinme-"

| laughed ." Now wait a mnute! |1'mnot that old. Thirty-seven is
hardly ancient."



"Thirty-seven," she nouthed softly, as if she were repeating words alien

to her ." Thirty-seven. Really?"
"Yes." | was puzzled ." How old are you?"
"As old as | look." She tossed her hair ." | told you |last night

Time means very little here."

"Ch yes, day to day. But | nmean you nust-"

"No nore talk now," she said, rising and pulling at my hand
"There is too nuch to see.”

W |left the labyrinth by a sinple enough path, though, left to self, |
undoubt edl y woul d have wandered around in there until MY soneone had the
decency to cone and get ne.

Presently we found ourselves at a stone parapet beyond which the peak
dropped of f so precipitously that it seemed as if we were standing on
the verge of arift in the world.

This was the western face of the island, one that | had not seen on ny
journey here. Far below us-certainly nore than a thousand feetthe sea
creaned and sucked at the jagged rocks, iced at their base by shining
pal e-gray barnacles. Three or four large |avender and white gulls

di pped and wheel ed through the foaning spray as they searched for food.

Beautiful, isn't it?" Marissa said.

But | had already turned fromthe dark face of the sea to watch the
pl anes and holl ows of her own shining face, lit by the soft sunmer
light, all rose and gol den, radiating a warnth.

It took me sone tine to understand the true nature of that heat

It stenmmed fromthe sane spot deep inside me fromwhich had | eaped that
sharp nomentary anger.

"Marissa," | breathed, saying her nane as if it were a prayer.

And she turned to nme, her cornflower blue eyes wide, her full lips
slightly parted, shining. | |eaned over her, coming closer inch by inch
until |1 had to shut nmy eyes or cross them Then | felt the brush of her

i ps against mne, so incredibly soft, at first cool and fragrant, then
qui ckly warm ng to bl ood-heat.

"No," she said, her voice nuffled by our flesh ." Ch, don't." But her
i ps opened under mne and | felt her hot tongue probing into nmy nouth.

My arnms went around her, pulling her to ne as gently as | would handle a
stal k of wheat. | could feel the hard press of her breasts, the round
softness of her stomach, and the heat. The heat ri sing.

And with the lightning comes the rain. That's froman old poem ny
not her used to sing to nme late at night when the storns woke ne up. |
cannot renenber any nore of it. Nowit's just a fragment of truth, an
artifact unearthed fromthe silty riverbed of nmy mind. And | the



archeol ogi st of this region as puzzled as everyone el se at what |
sometines find. But that, after all, is what has kept ne witing, year
after year. An engine of creation

The night is inpenetrable with cloud and the hissing downpour

But still | stand at nmy open wi ndow, high up above the city, at the very
edge of heaven.

| cannot see the streets bel ow me-the one or two hurrying peopl e beneath
their trenbling unbrellas or the lights of the cars, if indeed there are
any out at this ungodly hour-just the spectral geonetric patterns,
charcoal -gray on bl ack, of the buildings' tops closest to mne. But not
as high. None of themis as high

Not hi ng exi sts now but this tenpest and its fury. The night is alive
with it, juddering and crackling. O aml wong? |Is the night alive
with' sonething else? | know | know

| hear the sound of them now.
The days passed like the nost intense of dreanms. The kind where you can

recall every single detail any time you wi sh, producing its enotions
again and again with a conjurer's facility.

Being with Marissa, | forgot about ny obsessive desire to seek out
Morodor. | no |longer asked her where he was or when | would get to see
him |In fact, | hoped I never would, for, if there were any truth to

t he | egends of Fuego del Aire, they nost assuredly must stern fromhis
dark soul and not fromthis creature of air and |ight who never left ny
si de.

In the afternoons we strolled through the endl ess gardens-for she was
ill at ease indoors-and hol ding her hand seenmed infinitely nore joyous
t han | ooki ng upon the castle's illimtable marvels. | fully believe
that if we had chanced upon a griffin during one of those wal ks | would
have taken no nore notice of it than | would an alley cat.

However, no such fabled creature made its appearance, and as the tine
passed | becane nore and nore convinced that there was no basis at al
to the stories that had been told and re-told over the years .

The only nmagi cal power Marissa possessed was the one that enabled her to
cut to the very core of me with but one word or the nerest touch of her
fl esh agai nst m ne

"I lied to you," | told her one day. It was late afternoon. Thick dark
sunl i ght slanted down on our shoul ders and backs, as sl owrunning as
honey. The cicadas wailed |ike beaten brass and butterflies danced |ike
living jewels in and out of the | ow bushes and the blossonms as if they
were a flock of children playing tag.

" About what ?"

"When | said that | had never been in love." | turned over on ny back
staring up at a fleecy cloud piled high, a castle in the sky ." | was .
Once. "

| took her hand, rubbed ny thunb over the delicate bones ribbing the



back ." It was when | was in college. W met in a child psychol ogy
class and fell in |ove without ever knowing it."

For a nonent there was a silence between us and | thought perhaps | had
made a mistake in bringing it up

"But you did not marry her."

"No. "
"Why not ?"

"W were fromdifferent ... Dbackgrounds." | turned to see her face
peering at me, seemng as large as the sun in the sky ." | think it
woul d be difficult to explain it to you, Marissa. It had sonmething to

do with religion.™

"Religion." Again she rolled a word off her tongue as if trying to get
the taste of a new and exotic food ." | amnot certain that |
under st and. "

"W believed in different things-or, nore accurately, she believed and
didn't."

" And there was no roomfor . . . conpronise?"

"In this, no. But the ironic part of all of it is that now | have begun
to believe, if just alittle bit; and she, | think, has begun to

di sbel i eve some of what she had al ways held sacred.™

How sad," Marissa said ." WIIl you go back to her?"

"Qur tine has | ong passed.”

Sonet hi ng curious had come into her eyes .
has a begi nning and an end, al ways."

Then you believe that |ove

| could no | onger bear to have those fantastic eyes riveting ne ." | had
t hought so."

"Why do you | ook away?"

"I-" 1 watched the sky. The cloud-castle had netanorphosed into a great
hunpbacked bird ." | don't know. "

Her eyes were very clear, piercing though the natural |ight was dusky ."
W were explorers,” she said, "at the very precipice of tine."

Sonething in her voice drewne ." Can there really be a | ove wi thout
end?"

Now she began to search ny face in detail as if she were committing it
to nenory, as if she might never see nme again. And that wld thought
brought nme fully out of ny peaceful dozing.

"Do you | ove ne?"

"Yes," | whispered with soneone el se's voice. Like a dry wind through
sere reeds. And pulled her down to ne.



At night we seenmed even closer. It was as if | had taken a bit of the
sun to bed with me: she was as radiant at night as she was during be
held, to be caressed. To be the day, light and supple and so eager to
| oved.

:,Feel how | feel," she whispered, trenbling, "when | amclose to you
She stretched herself over me ." The nouth can lie with words

but the body cannot. This heat is real. Al love flows out through the
body, do you know t hat ?"

I was beyond being able to respond verbally.
She noved her fingertips on ne, then the petal softness of her palns ."
| feel your body. How you respond to ne. |Its depth. As if | Wre the
nmoon and you the sea." Her lips were at ny ear, her esses sibilant ." It
is inmportant. NMore inportant than you know. "

"Why?" | sighed.

"Because only love can nend ny heart."

I wondered at the scar there. | noved agai nst her, opening her |egs.
Darling!"

| met Morodor on the first day of ny second week at Fuego del Aire. And
then it seemed quite by chance.

It was just after breakfast and Marissa had gone back to her roomto
change. | was strolling along the second fl oor bal ustrade when | cane
across a niche in the wall that | had m ssed before.

I went through it and found myself on a parapet along the jutting north
side of the castle. It was like hanging in nidair and I would have been
utterly stunned by the vista had | not alnost imediately run into a
dark towering shape.

Hastily | backed up against the stone wall of the castle, thinking | had
i nadvertently run into another outcropping of this odd structure.

Then, quite literally, it seemed as if a shadow had cone to life. It
detached itself fromthe edge of the parapet and now | could see that it
was the figure of a man.

He nust have been nearly seven feet tall and held about hima great ebon
cape, thick and swirling, that rushed down his slender formso that it
hi ssed agai nst the stone floor when he noved.

He turned toward me and | gasped. Hi s face was |ong and narrow, as bony
as a corpse's, his skin fully as pale. H's eyes, beneath darkly furred
brows, were bits of bitum nous matter as if put there to plug a pair of
holes into his interior. H's nose was long and thin to the point of
severity but his lips were full and rubicund, providing the only bit of
color to his otherwi se deathly pallid face.

Hs |lips opened infinitesimally and he spoke ny name. Involuntarily, |
shuddered and i medi ately saw sonet hing pass across his eyes; not anger



or sorrow but rather a weary kind of resignation.
"How do you do."

The greeting was so formal that it startled ne and | was tongueti ed.

After all this time, he had faded frommy mnd and now | | onged

only to be with Marissa. | found nyself annoyed with him for intruding
upon us.

"Morodor," | said. | bad the oddest inmpulse to tell himthat what he

needed nost was a good dose of sunshine. That al nost made ne giggle.
Al nost .

"Pardon me for saying this but |I thought . . . that is, to see you up
and around, outside in the daylight-" | stopped, ny cheeks burning,
unable to go on. | had done it anyway. | cursed nyself for the foo

that | was.

But Morodor took no offense. He nmerely smiled-a perfectly ghastly

sight-and inclined his head a fraction ." A rather conmon

m sconception,” he said in his disturbing, runbling voice ." It is in
fact direct sunlight that is injurious to nmy health. | amlike a fine
old print."

H s dark hair brushed against his high forehead ." | quite enjoy the

dayti me, otherw se."

But surely you nust sleep sometine.”
He shook his great head ." Sleep is unknown to nme. If | slept, | would
dreamand this is not allowed me." He took a I ong hissing stride al ong
the parapet ." Cone," he said ." Let us walk." | |ooked back the way I
had come and he said, "Marissa knows we are together

Do not fear. She will be waiting for you when we are finished."

Toget her we wal ked al ong the narrow parapet. Apparently, it girdled the
entire castle, for I saw no beginning to it and no end.

"You may wonder," Moyrodor said in his boom ng, vibratory voice, "why I
granted you this interview" H's great cape swept around himlike the
coils of a midnight sea so that it seened as if he kept the night around
hi m wherever he went ." | sensed in your witing a certain desperation."
He turned to me ." And desperation is an enotion with which I can
enpat hi ze. "

"I't was kind of you to see ne."

"Kind, yes."
"But | nust confess that things have . . . changed since | wote that
letter."”

I ndeed. " Was that a vibratory warning?
"Yes," | plunged onward ."
knowi ng how to conti nue
del Aire."

In fact, since | cane here, |I-" | paused, not
The change has cone since | arrived at Fuego



Mor odor said nothing and we continued our peranbul ati on around the
perimeter of the castle. Now | could accurately judge just how high up
we were. Perhaps that mist | had seen the first night had been a cl oud
passing us as if across the face of the moon. And why not? All things
seened possible here. 1t struck nme as ridicul ous that

just fifty mles fromhere there were supertankers and express trains,
Learjets and paved streets lined with shops di spensing sl eekly packaged
products manufactured by multinational corporations. Surely all those
nmodern artifacts were part of a fading dream| once had.

The sea was clear of sails for as far as the horizon. It was a flat and
glittering pool there solely for the pleasure of this man.

"I"'min love with your sister." | had blurted it out and now | stood
stunned, waiting, | suppose, for the brunt of his wrath.

But instead, he stopped and stared at ne. Then he threw his head back
and | aughed, a deep boom ng sound |ike thunder. Far off, a gul
screeched, perhaps in alarm

"My dear sir," he said ." You really are the [imt!"
"And she's in love with nme."
"Ch oh oh. | have no doubt that she is."

"l don't-"

H s brows gathered darkly like stornclouds ." You believe your race to
be run.” He noved away ." But fear, not love, ends it."

Thr ough anot her niche, he slid back inside the castle. It was as if he
had passed through the wall.

"I'f I had known that today was the day," Marissa said, "I would have
prepared you."

" For what?"

W were sitting in a bower on a sw ng-chai se. Above our heads arched
brilliant hyacinth and bougai nvillea, wapped around and around a white
wooden trellis. It was near dusk and the garden was filled with a deep
sapphire light that was al nost | um nescent. A westerly w nd brought us
the rich scent of the sea.

"For him W are not . . . very nuch alike. At |east,
superficially."

"Marissa," | said, taking her hand, "are you certain that you are
Mor odor' s sister?"

"OfF course | am \What do you nean?"

"Well, it's obvious, isn't it?" But when she |ooked at ne blankly, | was
forced to go on ." What | mean is, he's precisely..... what he's
supposed to be. At least the way the | egends describe..... what he

is."



Her eyes grew dark and she jerked her hand away. She gave ne a basilisk
stare ." | should have known." Her voice was filled with bitter contenpt
" You're just like the rest. y u e?" She stood ." You think he's a
nonster. Yes, admit it. A nonster!”

Her eyes welled up with tears ." And that nmakes me a nonster too,
doesn't it. Well, to hell with you!" And she whirl ed away.

"Marissa!" | cried in anguish ." That's not what | meant at all."

And | ran after her knowing that it was a lie, that it was what | had
meant after all. Mrodor was all the | egends had said he should be

And nmore. My God but he was hideous. Pallid and cold as the dead

An engi ne of negative energy, incapable of any real feeling; of crying
or true hurmor. O |ove.

Only love can mend ny heart.

| had neant it. How could this golden girl of air and sunlight bear any
famly ties to that great |oomng figure of darkness? Were was the
sense in it? The rationality? She had feelings. She |aughed and
cried, felt pleasure and pain. And she Ioved. She |oved.

"Marissa!" | called again, running ." Marissa, come back!" But she had
vani shed into the labyrinth and | stood there on the threshold, the
scent of roses strong in ny nostrils, and peered within. | called out

her name over and over again but she did not appear and, unguided, |
could not bring myself to venture farther

Instead, | stormed back to the castle, searching for Mdrrodor. It was
al ready dark and the lights had been Iit. As if by magic. |In just the
same way that the food was prepared, the wi ne bottles uncorked, my bed
turned down in the evening and made in the nmorning, ny soiled clothes
washed, pressed and laid out with the professional's precision

And all done without nmy seeing a soul

| found Morodor in the library. It was a roomas large as a gallery: at
| east three floors of books, rising upward until the neat rows were | ost
in the haze of distance. Narrow wooden wal kways circled the library at
various |evels, connected by a conplex network of w de wooden | adders.
He was crouched on one of these, three or four steps off the floor

It seened an odd position for a man of his size.

He was studying a book as | cane in but he quietly closed it when he
heard ny approach

" What," | said, rather nastily, "no |eather bindings?"
H s hard ebon eyes regarded me w t hout obvi ous enotion

"Leather," he said softly, "would nean the needless killing of aninmals.”

"Ch, | see." My tone had turned acid ." It's only humans who need fear
you. "



He stood up and | backed away, abruptly fearful as he unfol ded upward
and upward until he stood over ne in all his nmonstrous height.

"Humans," he said, "fear me only because they choose to fear ne.

You nean you haven't given them any cause to fear you?"

"Don't be absurd." He was as close to being annoyed as | had seen him."
| cannot hel p being what | am Just as you cannot. W are both

carni vores. "

| closed nmy eyes and shuddered ." But with what a difference!"

"To some | have been a god."

"Such a dark god." My eyes flew open.

"There is a need for that, too.
for that."

He put the book way ." Yet | ama man

"A man who can't sleep, who doesn't dream”
"Who cannot die."

"Not even if | drive a stake through your heart?" | did not know whet her
or not | was serious.

He went across the roomto where a strip of the wooden paneling

i ntervened between two bookshel ves. H's hand emerged fromthe fol ds of
hi s vol unm nous cape and for the first tinme | saw the long talon-Iike
nails exposed. | shivered as | saw themdig into the wood with
ferocious strength. But not in any hot animal way. The novenent was
preci se as a surgeon peeling back a patient's peritoneum

Morodor returned with a shard of wood perhaps ei ghteen inches in | ength.
It was slightly tapered at one end, not needl e sharp but pointed enough
to do its work. He thrust it into ny hands ." Here," he said harshly .
Do it now "

For an instant, | intended to do just that. But then something inside
me cooled. | threw the stake fromnme ." I'Il do no such thing."

He actually seened di sappointed ." No matter. That part of the |egend,
as others, is incorrect." He went back to his perch on the |adder, his
long | egs drawn up tightly beneath the cape, the outline of his bony
knees like a violent set of punctuation marks on a bl ank page.

"Legends," he said, "are like funerals. They both serve the sane
purpose. They give confort w thout which the encroachnment of terrifying
entropy would snuff out man's desire-his absolute hunger-for life."

He | ooked fromhis long nails up into ny face ." Legends are created to
set up their own kind of terror. But it is a terror very carefully
bounded by certain lintations: the werewolf can be killed by a silver
bull et, the medusa by seeing her own reflection in a mrror

"You see? Always there is a way out for the intrepid. It is a
necessary safety valve venting the terror that lurks within al



manki ndat avi sti ¢ darkness, the unconscious. And death."”

He rested his long arms in his lap ." How secure do you inagi ne manki nd
woul d feel if all of themout there knew the reality of it?

That there is no escape for ne. No stake through the heart."

But you said direct sunlight-"

"WAs injurious to ne. Like the flu, nothing nore." He snmled wanly ." A
week or two in bed and | amfit again." He | aughed sardonically.

"Assum ng | believe you, why are you telling ne this? By your own
adm ssi on, mankind could not accept the know edge."

"Then you won't tell them wll you?"
"But | know. "

He took a deep breath and for the first tinme his eyes seened to come to
life, sparkling and dancing within their deep fleshless sockets .

"Way did you wish to cone here, ny friend?"

"Way, | told you in the letter. | was bl ocked, out of ideas."

"And now?"

| stared at himquizzically while it slowy began to wash over ne .
"l can tell them can't |?"

He smiled sphinx-Iike
you wi sh."

You are a witer. You can tell them anything

" When | told you before that | was a man, | neant it.

| was sitting with Morodor high up in one of the castle's peaks, in what
he called the cloud room Like all the other chanbers | had been in
here, it was paneled i n wood.

"I have a hunger to live just like all the rest of the masses." He

| eaned back in his chair, shifting about as if he were unconfortable. To
his left and right, enornpbus wi ndows stood open to the starry field of
the night. There were no shutters, no curtains; they could not be

closed. A sharp, chill wind blewin, ruffling his dark hair but he
seened oblivious to the caress ." But do not mistake nmy words. | speak
not as some plutocrat bloated on wealth. It is only that | am.

speci al . "

VWhat happened?"

H s eyes flashed and he shifted again ." In each case, it is different

In mine well, let us say that ny hunger for |ife outweighed ny caution."”
He smiled bleakly ." But then | have never believed that caution was a
desirable trait."

"Wn't you tell ne nore.”



He | ooked at nme in the nost avuncular fashion ." | entered into a wager
with . . . someone."

"And you won."

"No. | lost. But it was nmeant that | should lose. Qherwise, | would
not be here now." Hi s eyes had turned inward and in so doi ng had becone
al most wistftil ." | threwthe dice one tine, up against a wall of green
bai ze. "

"You crapped out."
"No. | entered into life."

"And becanme EI Amor Brujo. That's what you're sonetines called: the

| ove soreerer.”

"Because of ny . . . hypnotic effect on wonen." He noved mnutely and
his cape rustled all about himlike a copse of trees stirred by a

m dnight wind ." A survival trait. Like seeing in the dark or having
built-in radar."

"Then there's nothing magical -"

"There is," he said, "magic involved. One learns . . . many arts
over the years. | have tine for everything."

| shivered, pulled ny |eather jacket closer about me. He might not nind
the chill, but I did. | pointed to the walls ." Tell ne something

The outside of Fuego del Aire is pure stone. But here, inside, there is
only wood. Wy is that?"

"I prefer wood, nmy friend. | amnot a creature of the earth and so
stone insults ne; its density inhibits me. | feel nore secure with the
wood." His hand lifted, fluttered, dropped back into his lap ." Trees."
He said it alnost as if it were a sacred word.

In the ensuing silence, | began to sweat despite the coldness. | knew
what | at least was leading up to. | rubbed ny pal ns down the fabric of
my trousers. | cleared ny throat.

" Mor odor .

"Yes." H's eyes were half-shut as if he were close to sleep

"I really do | ove Marissa."

"I know that." But there seened no kindness in his voice.

| took a deep breath ." W had a row. She thinks | see you as a
nonster."

He did not nove, his eyes did not open any wi der, for which | was
profoundly grateful ." In a world where so many possibilities exist,
this is true. Yet | amalso a man. And | am Marissa's brother. | am
friend. . . foe; master . . . servant. It is all in the



perception.” Still he did not nmove ." Wat do you see, ny friend?"

| wished he'd stop calling nme that. | said nothing.

"I'f you are not truthful with me, | shall knowit." H's ruby |lips seened
to curve upward at their corners ." Sonething else you may add to the
new legend . . . if you choose to wite about it."

"I"ve no wish to deceive you, Mrxodor. |I'mmerely trying to sort

t hrough nmy own feelings." | thought he nodded slightly.

"I confess ... to finding your appearance . . . startling."

"I appreciate your candor."

"Ch, hell, | thought you were hideous."

"I see.”

"You hate nme now. "

"Why should | hate you? Because you take the world view?"

"But that was at first. Already you' ve changed before ny eyes .

God knows |'ve tried but now |l don't even find your appearance odd."
As if divining ny thoughts, he said, "And this disturbs you."

"It does."

He nodded his head again ." Quite understandable. It wll pass."

He | ooked at me ." But you are afraid of that too."

"Yes," | said softly.
"Soon you shall meet ny sister again.”

| shook ny head ." | don't understand."

O course you don't." Now his voice sounded softer Have patiene"e, ny
friend. You are young enough still to rush headl ong over the precipice
nerely to discover what is beyond it."

" That's why | came here."

"I know. But that time has passed. Now life has you by the throat and
it will be a struggle to the end." H's eyes flew open, seem ng as hot as
burning coals ." And who shall be the victor, nmy friend? When you have
the answer to that, you shall understand it all."

| ate dinner alone that night. | had spent hours searching the castle
for Marissa but it was as if she had vani shed. Wary at |ast, |
returned to the dining hall and availed nyself of vast quantities of the
hot f ood.

| was terrified and I thought that this would act as an inhibitor on ny
appetite. But, strangely, just the opposite was happening. | ate and
ate as if this alone could assuage ny fear



It was Morodor | was terrified of, | knew that. But was it because
feared himor |iked hinf

Afterward, it was all | could do to drag nyself up the staircase.
stunbl ed down the hallway and into bed w thout even renoving ny cl ot hes.

| slept a deep dreanl ess sleep but when | opened ny eyes it was stil
dark out. | turned over, about to return to sleep, when | heard a
sound. | sat bolt upright, the short hairs at the back of my neck stiff
and qui veri ng.

Si |l ence
And out of the silence a weird, thin cry. | got off the bed about to
open the door to the hallway when it cane again and | turned. It was

com ng fromoutside in the blackness of the night.

| threw open the shutters wi de and | eaned out just as | had on ny first
night here. This time there was no mst. Stars shone intermttently

t hrough the gauzy cloud cover with a fierce cold light, blinking on and
off as if they were silently appealing for help.

At first | saw nothing, hearing only the high soughing of the w nd
t hrough the pines. Then, off to ny left, so high up that | nistook it
for another cloud, sonething noved.

| turned my head in that direction and saw a shape a good deal darker
than a cloud. It blossomed with sickening speed, blacker even than the
night. Waith or dream which was it? The noise of the flapping w ngs,
| eat hery, homed and, what?, scabbed, conjured up in my mnd the i mage of
a giant bat.

Precariously, | leaned farther out, saw that it was heading for the open
apertures of the cloud room | hurled nyself across the room (I out the
door, heading up the stairs in giant bounds.

an Consequently, | was somewhat out of breath by the time | |aunched
nmysel f through the open doorway to the aerie and there found only

Mor odor .

He turned quickly fromhis apparent contenpl ation of the sky .

"You shoul d be asleep," he said. But something in his tone told ne that
| had been expect ed.

"Somet hi ng woke ne."

"Not a nightrmare, | trust."

"A sound fromthe night. It was nothing to do with ne."

"It is usually quite still here. Wat kind of sound?"

"It sounded like a scream. . . aterrible cry.”

Morodor only stared at me, unblinking, until | was forced to go on.

"I went to the wi ndow and | ooked out. | . . . saw a shape | could



not clearly identify; | heard the awful sound of bat wings."

"Ch," Morodor said, "that's quite inpossible. W have none here, 1've
seen to that. Bats are boring, really. As with octopi, I"'mafraid
their ferocious reputation has been unjustly thrust upon them"

"Just what the hell did | see then?"

Morodor's hand lifted, fell, the arch of a great avian wing ." Watever

it was, it brought you up here."

"Then there was sonething there!" | said in triunph ." You admit it."

"I admt," said Morodor carefully, "that | wanted to see you. The fact
is you are here."

"You and I," | said ." But what of Marissa? | have been | ooking for her
all evening. | mnust see her."
"Do you think it wise to see her now, to . . . continue what has

begun, knowi ng what you do about ne?"

"But she is nothing like you. You two are the shadow and the light."

Morodor' s gaze was unwaveri ng
sane coin."

Two sides of the coin, ny friend. The

I was fed up with his oblique answers ." Perhaps,” | said sharply, "it's
just that you don't want me to see her. After all, |I'man outsider. |
don't belong at Fuego del Aire. But if that's the case, let ne warn
you, | won't be bal ked!"

"That's the spirit!" H's hand clenched into a fist ." Forget all about
t hat whi ch you saw from your bedroom w ndow. It has nothing to do with
you." Hi s tone was nocki ng.

"Abird," | said uncertainly ." That's all it was."

"My friend," he said calmy, "there is no bird as large as the one you
saw toni ght."

And he reached out for the first time. | felt his chill touch as his
long fingers gripped ny shoulder with a power that nade ne wither inside
." Cone," he commanded ." Over here at the wi ndow edge."

| stood there, dazed with shock as he let go of me and | eaped out into
t he ni ght.

| screamed, reaching out to save him thinking that, after all, his
apparent nelancholy signaled a wish to die. Then | saw his great ebon
cape ball ooning out like a sail, drawn upward by the cross-currents and,
for the first time, | saw what had been hi dden beneath its vol um nous
fol ds.

| had thought he wore the thing as an affectation, because it was part
of the legend. But now | understood. What care had he for |egends? He
wore the cape for practical reasons.

For now fromunder it spread a pair of the npbst extraordi nary w ngs |
had ever seen. They were glossy and pitch black, as far away frombat's



wi ngs as you could get. For one thing, they were feathered or at |east
covered in long silky strips that had the appearance of feathers. For
anot her, they were as supple as a humm ngbird's and quite as beautiful
And made even nore so by the thick, muscular tendons by which they were
attached to his back. It was |like seeing the nost beautifully devel oped
torso: hard nuscle tone conmbined with sleek line. And yet. And yet
there was nore, in the nost literal sense,

because nore nuscul ature was required in order for those massive w ngs
to support the weight of the rest of the body.

Those wi ngs! Sharply angled and hard, delicate as brushstrokes, they

beat at the air like heroic engines. They were a magnificent creation
not hing I ess than a crowni ng achi evenent, an evol utionary pi nnacl e of

the Creator.

But out of the wonder cane terror and | thought: Marissal MW God! M
God! He nmeans to turn her into this. E Amor Brujo.

Wthout a word, | turned and bolted fromthe room Taking the steps
three at atime, | returned to the second floor and there found Marissa
asl eep in her own bed.

My heart beating like a triphanmer, | brought a light close to her face.
But no. An exhalation hissed fromny nouth. There was no change. But
still 1 feared Morodor and what he could do to her

"Marissa!" | whispered urgently ." Marissa! Wake up!" | shook her but
she woul d not waken. Hurling the light aside, | bent and scooped her up
inm arnms. Turning, | kicked the door wi de and hurried down the
stairs. Wuere | thought to go at that nonent remains a mystery to ne
still. Al 1 know was that | had to get Marissa away fromthat place.

The way to the disused scullery | knew and this was the route | took
Qutside, the wind ruffled ny hair but Marissa remained asl eep

| carried her through the field of tiger lilies and the woodbi ne, down
the center aisle of the vast rose garden, to the verge of the |abyrinth.
Wt hout thinking, | took her inside.

It was dark there. Darker than the night with the high ebon walls,
textured |ike stucco, loom ng up on every side. | stunbled down the
narr ow pat hways, turning now |l eft or right at randomuntil | knew that |
was truly lost. But at |east Mirodor could not find us and I had with
me this place's only key.

Panting, my muscles aching, | knelt on the grass and set Marissa down
beside nme. | |ooked around. Al | could hear was the faroer whistle of
the wind as if dimnished by time. Even the boom ng surf was beyond
heari ng now.

| sat back and wi ped ny brow, staring down at that gol den face, so
i nnocent in repose, so shockingly beautiful. | could not allowvarissa's
eyes opened and | hel ped her to sit up

"What has happened?"

"I was awakened by a strange sound,” | told her ." | saw your brother
outside the castle. | thought at first it was a bird but when I went to



find out, | saw him"

She | ooked at me but said not hing.

| gripped her shoulders. | had begun sweating again ." Marissa," | said

hoarsely ." He was flying."

Her eyes brightened and she | eaned toward ne, kissed me hard on the Iips
" Then it's happened! The tine is here.”

"Time," | echoed her stupidly ." Tinme for what?"
"For the change," she said as if talking to a slowwtted child.

"Yes," | said ." | suspected as much. That's why |'ve brought you into
the [ abyrinth. W're safe here.”

Her brows furrowed ." Safe? Safe from what?"

"From Morodor," | said desperately ." He can't touch you here
Now he cannot change you. You'll stay like this forever. You'll never
have to | ook like him"

For the first tine, | saw fright in her eyes ." | don't understand."”
She shivered ." Didn't he tell you?"

"Tell me what?" | hung on to her ." | ran out of there as soon as | saw
him"

Ch no"' she cried ." It's all destroyed now. Al destroyed"' She put
her face in her hands, weeping bitterly.

"Marissa," | said softly, holding her close ." Please don't cry. |
can't bear it. |1've saved you. Wy are you crying?"

She shook ne off and stared wi de-eyed at me. Even tear-streaked she was
exquisitely beautiful. It did not matter that she was filled with pain.
No enption could alter those features. Not even, it seened, tine itsel
Only Morodor, her haunted brother

"He was supposed to tell you. To prepare you," she said between sobs ."
Now it has all gone wrong."

"Marissa," | said, stroking her, "don't you know | |ove you? |'ve said
it and | nmeant it. Nothing can change that. As soon as we get out of
here, we'll-"

"Tell me, how deep is your |love for nme?" She was abruptly icily calm

"How deep can any enotion be? | don't think it cin be neasured.

"Do not be so certain of that," she whispered, "until you've heard ne

out." She put her hands up before her body, steepling themas if they
were a church's spire ." It is not Morodor who will work the change. It
is you."

"M 2"



"And it has al ready begun."

My head was whirling and | put the flat of ny hand agai nst the ground as
if to balance nmyself ." \WWat are you sayi ng?"

"The change conmes only when we are in |love and that love is
returned. Wien we find a mate. The enption and its reflection rel eases

some chem cal catal yst hidden deep inside our DNA helices which has
remai ned dormant until triggered.”

Her fingers twi ned and untw ned anxiously ." This is not a .

state that can be hone alone; it is far too lonely. So this is howit
is handled. An inperative of nature."

"No!" | cried ." No no nol What you're telling me is inpossible
It's madness!”

"It islife, and life only-

"Your life!l Not mne!"

| stood up, stunbled, but | could not escape the gaze of her |anbent

eyes. | stared at her in nounting horror ." Liar!" | cried

"Where is Mrodor's mate if this is true?”

"Away," she said calmy ." Feeding."

"My God!" I whirled away ." My God!" And slamed into the prickly wall
of a hedge.

"Can | ove hold so nuch terror for you?" she.asked. "You have a
responsibility. To yourself as well as to nme. 1Isn't that what |ove
is?"

But | could no longer think clearly. | only knew that | nust get away
fromthem both. The change has al ready begun, she had said. | did not

think that | wanted to see the fruits of that terrible netanorphosis.
Not after having known her a | c is, all air and sunlight.

Two sides of the coin. Wasn't that what | had said to Morodor?

How he nust have | aughed at that. Yes. Two sides. But of the sane
coi n.

"Don't you see?" | heard her voice but could no | onger see her

"You have nothing to fear. It is your destiny-our destiny, together."
Howl i ng, | clawed ny way from her, staggering, tripping as | ran through
the Iabyrinth. M only coherent thought was to somehow get to the sea

and then to hurl nyself into its rocky enbrace.

To swm Toswim And if | were lucky | would at |last be thrown up
onto the soft sand of some beach far, far away.



But the night had come alive with shadows drenched in ny own terror.
And, like a mirror, they threw up to ne the ugly withing apparitions
fromthe very bottomof nmy soul, thrusting themrudely into Iight for ne
to view

And above ne the sound of.

W ngs.

Even through the horrendous tattoo of the storm|l can nake out

that sound. It's the same sound that reached down into ny heavy sl unber
that night in Fuego del Aire and wrenched nme awake. | did not know it

then but | know it now.

But | know many things nowthat | did not then. | have had tine to
think. To think and to wite. Sometinmes they are one and the sane .

Li ke tonight.

Conming to terms. | have never been able to do that. | have never
wanted to do that. My witing kept me fluid, noving in and out as the
spirit took me. New York today, Capri the next. The world was ny
oyster.

But what of ne?

The sound is |ouder now that high keening whistle |like the wind through

the pines. It buzzes through ny brain Iike a downed bottle of vintage
chanpagne. | feel lightheaded but nore than that. Light-bodied.
Because | know. | know.

There is nothing but excitement inside me now Al the fear and the
horror | felt in the labyrinth | eached away fromme. | have had six
nmonths to contenplate my destiny. Mrodor was right: For each one, it
is different. The doorway netanorphoses to suit the nature of the

i ndi vi dual .

For me it is love. | denied that when Marissa confronted ne with the
process of her transnogrification. Such beauty! How could |I |ose that?
| thought. It took me all of this time to understand that it was not
her | feared losing but nyself. Marissa will always be Mrissa.

But what of me? Change is what we fear above all else and I am no
different.

Was no different. | have already forgotten the gol den creature of Fuego
del Aire: she haunts my dreans still but | renmenber only her inner self.
It is sonehow |ike death, this acceptance of life. Perhaps this is
where the | egends began.

Al around ne the city sleeps on, safe and secure, wapped in the arns
of the nyths of its own creation. Shhh! Don't bother to disturb it. No
one woul d |isten anyway.

The beating of the wings is very |loud now, drowning out even the heavy
pul sing of the rain. It reverberates in nmy mind |ike a heartbeat,

di nming sight, taste, touch, snell. It doninates ne in a way | thought
only my witing could.



My shutters are open wide. | amdrenched by the rain, buffeted by the

chill wind. | am buoyed up by themboth. | trenble at the thought
I love. | love. Those words a river of silver turning nmy bones holl ow
And now I lift nmy head to the place where last night the full noon rode

cal mand clear, a ghostly ideogramwitten upon the air, telling

me that it is time for me to let go of all | know, to plunge inward
toward the center of nmy heart. Six nonths have passed and it is time. |
know. For now the enormous thrunm ng emanates fromthat spot

Beat - beat. Beat-beat. Beat-beat.

The heart-sound

At last. There in the night, | see her face as she cones for ne.

The Arrows

It's a common enough (and true enough) belief that an artist (of any
stripe-painter, witer, actor, etc.) is nore than a little different

fromthe average citizen. Yet an artist has the sanme feelings as any
one else, and definitely the sane fears. The basic difference is the

reaction to those fears, the intensity an arti st experiences when those
fears prove to be sonewhat overwhel nmi ng

Chel sea Quinn Yarbro lives in California, is an avid nusic devo tee, and
is the author of a quintology featuring Le Conte St

Germai n, a unique and extremely popul ar vanpire; she has al so
witten science fiction, nonfiction, and nysteries.

Slowy he took aim concentrating on the target. H s hand was steady,
his mind preternaturally clear. This tine, this tine he would be right:
he hel d his breath.

The brush noved, |eaving a snear of raw unber beneath the vermilion

Wtlin stood back, frowning at the canvas ." Shit," he nuttered as he
glared at the results of his work. God, would it never be right? He

wi ped the brush on an ancient rag already stiff with encrustations of
color, then poked it into an old coffee can half filled with turpentine
t hat had absorbed so rmuch paint that it was the col or and consi stency of
wet silt.

Afternoon sun slanted across the untidy roomhe called his studio,
turning it glaringly bright. He rubbed his face with both hands,

wi shing he could afford another place, one with north |light instead of
this western exposure. But such places were expensive and he was al npst
out of noney. Better this than doing charcoal sketches for the tourists
down at the waterfront, he told hinself, as he had every day for the

| ast six weeks. Better this than doing lettering for the adverti sing



agency where he had slaved for three years before getting the courage to
work on his own. And far better this than those wasted senesters at the
conmunity coll ege, where all they taught were better ways to nake nesses
in oils.

He wandered over to the wi ndow and | ooked down on the playground, three
floors below. Children were playing there now that school was over for
the day. They ran and shouted, making a racket that gave hi ma headache
as he listened. He |eaned his forehead agai nst the gl ass and si ghed.
Anot her day shot, and the painting worse than ever. Wen he had asked
for a six-month leave, it had seened to be a |uxurious, a vol uptuous
amount of tine, but now he knew it was conpl etely inadequate.

A basebal | thunked agai nst the side of the building and Wtlin junped at
the sound of it. The world was full of aimed mssiles, he thought.
Basebal ls, I1CBM5, arrows; it made no difference. He turned away from
the wi ndow, cursing the noise that erupted beneath him.

They did not understand what he was doing, how inmportant it was.

When Wtlin had finished cleaning his brushes it was al nbst sunset and
the children were gone fromthe playground. He studied his canvas as he
prepared to go out for the cheapest neal he could find. It wasn't

right, not yet. Sonme ineffable quality of reality and suffering
continued to elude him The canvas itself was bi g enough-al nost eight
feet high-and the figure slightly larger than life. That wasn't the
problem He brought out the sheaf of sketches that had gui ded him

t hrough his work for nmore than five nonths.

Brakes squealed in the street; horns cl anored.

Cursing, he got to his knees to gather up the paper he had dropped. One
of the sketches had torn: it was a study of heads and necks and the
jagged division neatly decapitated the best of the heads he had done.
Consci entiously he pressed the sketch back together though he knew it
was a futile gesture. He would not be able to | ook at the sketch again
wi t hout seeing the damage and feeling it had been conpromised in his
vision as well as ruined on paper

Wiy was it so difficult? That question had plagued himfor weeks,
haunting himas he strove to bring his work to fruition. Wy should the
bound figure of a man transfixed with arrows tornent himin this way? He
had al ready done half a dozen iconographic draw ngs, but that had been
early in his | eave of absence, when his confidence had been high and
not hi ng seemed beyond him That had changed; oh, yes, it had changed.

The snell of frying foods drifted up fromthe floor bel ow and

Wtlin felt his stomach tighten. Hanburgers had become as rich and
exotic as Chateaubriand in forceneat had once been. Now he had to
content hinself with soup and hard rolls at the Iocal cafeteria. On
such a reginen he mght eke out his funds for another two weeks. As it
was, he barely had enough for the extra tube of thalo green that he
needed; food would have to wait until he had the supplies he required.

A television blared, driving rmusic and an announcer's voi ce proclai mng
the superiority of a particular tire over all others.

"Scum" He was disgusted with it all, nostly with hinself. He had been
so sure that he would be able to paint the Saint Sebastian that he had



done only the nost cursory sketches of the subject. Doubt had conme to
hi mt hree nont hs ago, when he had nmade his first attenpt at the work.
The canvas | ay against the wall, the face turned away from himso that
he woul d not have to look at it. That first effort had been small, as
nost of his work had been up to that point. Wen he was | ess than half
finished with the underpainting, he knew that he had not all owed
adequate scope to his anbition, and that a |arger canvas woul d be
needed. That had led to the second attenpt which he had burned nore
than three weeks before. Now he was working on the fifth version, and
knew it, too, had fail ed.

"I't's not possible," he said to the canvas, defying it ." 1'll doit.
swear I'lIl doit." He could not stand the thought that all his efforts
had come to nothing. He scowed at his palette, as if seeking blame in
the colors or the scent of the oils. He was using the highest grade of
pai nt avail abl e, he had stretched, sized, sanded and sized the canvas
again, taking care that the surface was right and the paint would not
crack .

"But the painting nust have worth," he nuttered as he scraped his
pal ette clean, putting the used bits of paint into an old mlk carton
with the top cut off.

When at |ast he had cleaned the dismal attic room he went out, taking
great care to lock the door and pocket the key.

A week later he was in despair. He took his pocket knife and jabbed it
at the painting, seeking those places where he had shown arrows entering
the flesh of the saint ." There! There! Be wounded, damm you!" In his
frenzy he kicked over the table where he kept his supplies; brushes,
pai nt tubes, turpentine, linseed oil, gesso, all went flying and
skittering and spreadi ng over the bare wood floor. Wtlin knelt down,
weepi ng, hardly noticing the new stains on his faded clothing ." Dam
you, damm you, damm you," he crooned in a rapture of defeat.

There was a sharp knock at the door ." Mster Wtlin? Mster Wtlin!"
cane his landlady's voice, querulous and tinid at once.

It was a nmonent before Wtlin cane to hinself enough to answer

Anwkwardly he got to his feet and stunmbled toward the sound ." M sSus
Argent?" he called after a noment of hesitation

"What's going on in there, Mster Wtlin?" the woman asked, trying to
sound demandi ng and achi evi ng only petul ance.

He blinked at the shanbles he had created ." I . . . tripped, Mssus
Argent."

"Are you all right, Mster Wtlin?" It was nore of an accusation than an
expressi on of concern

"I think so," he answered, w shing she would go away and | eave himto
deal with the weckage around him

" What's that snell?"

Wtlin sighed ." | guess it's turpentine," he said, sounding like a
chastised child ." It . . . spilled.” He knew it was the wong thing
to say as soon as he had spoken



"I think you'd better let nme in, Mster Wtlin," his landlady said in
whi ni ng det ermi nation.

Rel uctantly he opened the door and stood aside.

M ssus Argent had a pointy, rodent's face, not endearing |like a rabbit
but pinched and nean, nore like a rat. She held herself like a rat,
too, he realized as he watched her survey the damage: her hands held up
cl ose to her chest, drooping, her head with its receding chin thrust
forward. He could al nost imagi ne her nose twitching. Belatedly he
found something to say ." | was going to clean it up at once. | didn't
know it would disturb you."

"Good gracious," was all she would say, but there was condemation in
every line of her ." Wat have you been doing up here, Mster Wtlin?"

"Painting, as | told you when | rented the He al nbost said attic but
st opped hinsel f, since he knew she disliked having this roomcalled
that, though it was.

"Clean it up? But look at the floor. Does any of that horrible stuff

cone out? What if you've ruined it? WlIl, at least there isn't a
carpet up here, but this . . . Mster Wtlin, | don't know what to
say. Yes, you will clean it up, and if there is any sign of staining or
ot her

problems, we'll have to review your responsibility and rmake sone

financial adjustrment." She fol ded her arnms across her skinny chest.
Wtlin was filled with anxiety. He did not have noney enough to nove,
I et alone pay for a new room Recognition of this spurred himto a
defense that he might not otherw se have used ." Look, M ssus

Argent, if there's any problem any problemat all, 1'll take care of it
If you don't think that the stains are out of the boards, well, | ama
painter, and | can paint a floor as well as a picture. 1'll do a good

job, Mssus Argent. You won't be disappointed. And it would be easier
to take care of a painted surface than bare boards.” He could not tel
what she thought of this offer; her face suddenly puckered cl osed and
she wat ched hi mcl osely.

" Mster Wtlin, I won't have shoddy work in ny house.™
"No," he agreed at once ." O course not." He thought of the bedraggl ed
plants in the front garden, the frayed carpets on the stairs, the |oose
banni ster supports, the cracked and peeling paint on the windowsills ."
It would be a good job, Mssus Argent. And," he added, inspired by his
own fear, "I'd. . . pay for the paint nysell"”

Her face relaxed a bit ."
the paint,"

I'd have to approve the quality and col or of
she said at once

"Ch, yes. Well, yes." He could hear hinself blither in relief, but it
no |l onger mattered to himthat she thought himan irresponsible foo

He was far npbre concerned about the cost of the enanel for the floor



He could manage it if he gave up lunch at the cafeteria and confined

hinsel f to one egg and toast in the norning.

"You cone downstairs to get ne when you've cl eaned up here," M ssus

Argent said with decision ." | want to see what you' ve acconplished."

She | ooked around the room di sdainfully ." Those draw ngs of naked men .
and you call yourself an artist!" She glared at himin triunph,

and then slanmed herself out of the room

Wtlin set to work restoring order to the attic; he could not get the
menory of M ssus Argent's expression of fascinated revul sion out of his
m nd.

Painting the floor took nore than two days, and another day to dry.
During that time Wtlin spent as nmuch tine as he could in the nearby
park, escaping the funes which made himlightheaded. H s eyes stung,
and when he tried to draw, his vision wavered so that all he put down on
paper were vague and awkward |ines, not the sweeping gestures in his
mnd. Tw ce policenen told himto nove on; when he protested that he
lived in the nei ghborhood, they threatened to run himin for vagrancy or
somet hing worse. He had not dared to object, though it galled himto be
m st aken for one of those derelicts who dozed on the park benches and
pestered the nore affluent strollers for quarters. Not, he had to
admt, that he could not use a few quarters. He had not been able to

af ford new razor blades for nore than a week and his face showed scrapes
and stubble in proof of this. Perhaps, he thought, he ought sinply to
grow a beard. So many other artists did. There was nothing wong with
it-in fact, it was al nost expected.

At such noments, he would think of Saint Sebastian, who was al nbst never
shown bearded. Saint Sebastian, the youth, the archer killed by his own
men, his body quilled with arrows. How it haunted him that vision! So
he continued to shave, and each day the results were a bit nore crude.

Once the floor was dry and M ssus Argent had grudgingly approved it,
Wtlin set to work again, this tine choosing the highest grade of canvas
and taking nore time than usual to stretch it on the enormous franme he
had nade for it. H's arnms ached with the work .

Twi ce he ski pped breakfast and bought a chocol ate bar instead, hoping
that the rich candy woul d give himnore energy for his task. When he
was satisfied that the preparation was of archival quality, he took
charcoal and began, once again, to sketch

This time it went better, or so he told hinmself. The enormous scope of
the painting, its sheer physical size prom sed an inpact his previous
efforts had | acked. No matter that the canvas itself had to be canted
and braced in order to fit under the low ceiling, no matter that he had
to stand on a drafting stool to reach the top of it, this tinme the work
woul d be perfect: he woul d achi eve his masterpiece.

Wtlin stood back to | ook at the painting, which was al nost conplete
now. It was better, definitely better, he thought, than any of his
previous efforts. Yet it was not up to the quality of the inmage he had
held in his mnd for all these nonths. Wbrking |arge had hel ped, no
doubt of that. He had been able to show the tornent of the saint, the
arrows | odged deep in his body, his features at once resigned and
agoni zed. That much he believed he could be proud of. But the rest
the rest was another matter. He wanted to show how heavy the body
was, hanging fromits bonds and the arrows, the |anguor of approachi ng



death, the finality of it. That was still not on the canvas, for al
his work and thought. He had been able to find it only in his mnd

The attic was stifling this afternoon in May. The sun pressed at the

wi ndows and made the air hard with heat. He felt lightly ill, but he
was determned to ignore it, to persevere. He had to finish. At the
end of the nmonth he would have run out of nobney and woul d no | onger be
able to pay his rent; he knew better than to suppose M ssus Argent woul d
permit himto remain here if he could not give her the seventy-five
dol l ars she demanded of him So he had to be prepared to nove

t hough where he would go now he could not imagine. He would think of it
| ater, when he was through with Saint Sebastian

He glared at the painting, trying to think of ways to correct the
lifelessness of it that so dissatisfied him

The wounds, that was it, he decided. They were not real. Anyone

| ooki ng at them woul d know t hat what they saw was paint, not blood, and
the hol es made by the painted arrows appeared equally false. This was
not holy flesh rent by metal and wood, it was pigment ." It's hopel ess,"
he muttered, sitting down on the drafting stool and wiping at his eyes
with the | ast conparatively clean corner of the rag he held. He could
not think of what to do. He could not concentrate anynmore, no matter
how he forced hinself to clear his thoughts of everything but the

pai nti ng.

Was it the color? Was that the problen? Wth the light so glaring and
hot, had it changed his perceptions so that he could not see as clearly
as he needed to? Was the glare fromthe wi ndows so strong that he was
no | onger able to weigh the hue and val ue of his paints?

Wul d a stronger shade of red have nore inpact? D d he have to nmake the
fl esh a pastier shade, suggesting Sebastian was in deep shock? Ws that
what was | acking? Had he been misled by the angle at which he had to
paint so that he had unintentionally distorted the work? O was it
somet hi ng deeper, sonething nore profound? Was it a failure not of the
canvas and paint, of the nmedium but of hinself as an artist? D d he
shy away fromthe reality of the saint's suffering, and had that
aversion found its way onto the canvas? He could not bring hinself to
examne his feelings too closely, for fear he woul d di scover how rmuch he
was | acki ng.

He decided he would attenpt to fix the colors first. That he could do
wi th conparative ease. The rest he would have to consider |ater, when
he was nore prepared to exanine the state of his soul

Green for shadows in the skin, then, a nustard shade for where the
direct rays of the setting sun struck it. Acidic orange to make the

bl ood shine nore-was it true that blood was nore the col or of rust than
rubi es?-and five kinds of brown for the shafts of the arrows .

And white, great anmounts of white, for the feathers, for highlights, to
mx with other paint, to lend radiance to the canvas. |If only
oil-paints could be truly transparent, |ike stained glass, and stil
have the force of their opacity. Oher painters had achieved it, that
um nosity; why couldn't he? Wat prevented himfromdoing with his
hand what his mnd conceived so totally?

Sunset cane, and with it the scattering colors that usually irritated



him but now he paid it no heed. He could not be distracted by the

sunset, by alterations in the colors around him by shifts in the Iight

Those were excuses, not valid reasons for his failure. Surely if he had
the right to call hinself an artist, he also had the obligation to put
hi nsel f above those intrusions that had no part in his work.

When the night cane, he continued to work, illunmnating the cranped
studio with two bare bulbs. He felt like an acolyte proving his calling
at | ast.

"I"'msure |'msorry, Mster Wtlin," said Mssus Argent in a tone that
reveal ed she was nothing of the kind ." If | could, 1'd keep you on a

week or two. But there, it isn't as if you have a job. If you were

| ooking for work, Mster Wtlin, it mght be another matter. But you're
a. . . painter."

"And my work is inportant, Mssus Argent," he said in a renote way. He
no | onger worried about how or where or if he would find a place to live
" Saint Sebastian is imortal. That's nore than either you or | can

say."

She gave hima puzzled glare ." Well, 1'll have to ask you to be out by
the end of the week unless you can pay the rent. And | won't have

excuses. "

"OfF course not , he told her, thinking that it would take care of itsellL
"Il tell you what |'ve decided to do by Wdnesday."

Her expression grew sharper and a whine came into her voice

"And you'll have to clean this place proper. No nore nonsense about
painting the floor. The way it smells, | don't know who'd want to rent
it. You'll have to set aside one day at l|least to scrubbing it."

If that's necessary,"” Wtlin agreed.

"It is,"” she insisted with a sniff You' ve been up here for nonths
with those paints of yours. You may be used to it, but there are others
who . . . " Her eyes traveled over the room pausing accusingly at

pai ntings and brushes as if identifying incrimnating bits of evidence

"It's bad enough you wanting to paint things |ike that, but the snell is
nore than | can bear."

He drew breath to protest, then let it out in a sigh. He could not
explain to anyone how he felt about the snmell of paint, that was as rich
as the scent of food to him and in many ways nore necessary. He only

nodded ." I'lIl do ny best, Mssus Argent. And I'Il try to get the nobney
Iowill."

"Well She stared at himdubiously ." You're not quite the sort of tenant
| usually have, Mster Wtlin. |If there is another place you can go, it

m ght be better if you She et the words dangle, as if asking himto
spare her the necessity of saying anything nore.



"M ssus Argent, | don't want to move. | haven't the noney. | haven't
the tine. Don't you see? I|I'mgetting close to the work | want to turn
out. | know it doesn't |ook Iike nmuch yet, with only the underpainting
and just a few of the colors, but this canvas is the best |I've ever
done. It is." He extended his hands toward the surface as if warm ng
themat a fire.

The | andl ady sniffed ." It isn't the sort of picture I'm. . . used
to." She gave it a grudging look ." And your face on it, too," was the
only conment she was able to muster, saying it so condemingly that he
dared not question her, though he did not agree at all with her
observation

"I"ll talk to you tonorrow, Mssus Argent. | . . . | want to work
some nore." He pointed toward the windows ." This isn't the best |ight
for an artist, but | need to make the nost of it. Especially if |I have
to find another place. It won't be as good." It was not an accusation

because he was inwardly certain that would not happen; he would be here
to finish his work.

"Al'l right, Mster Wtlin," she said, nmaking no attenpt to hide her

di sapproval ." | don't want any excuses if you can't find the noney for
this project of yours. Pay or |eave." She stepped back, preparing to

| ose the door ." And | don't want to have you working all night. It

di sturbs the rest of the household to have you do that."

"I don't work on this phase of the painting at night, Mssus Argent," he
told her with an austere glare ." You have to have clear light at this
stage. "

She sniffed once to show her doubt, then left the room

Wtlin hardly noticed her going; his mnd was on the painting again, and
there was nothing in his mnd but the glorious suffering of Saint
Sebasti an.

Fhs head ached, a combination of hunger and funes gnawi ng at him from
the inside. He had risen just after dawn and set to work, and now
sunset was distorting the colors on his canvas. And what col ors!

Finally the gl owi ng, pain-wacked figure was energing fromthe fl at
surface, taking on the kind of reality he had only dreaned of having
until now. Wtlin was dizzy with it, and his pulse raced. He paused to
squeeze out a little nore paint onto his palette, thinking vaguely how

appetizing it was, that thick, rich wormof color. It was enough to
make hi m hunger for the taste of it, as if the hue carried a speci al
savor all its own. He touched his brush to it, and felt a thrill go up

his arm as electric as a caress. The first pressure of the brush on
the canvas made himtrenble; he held the wooden shaft in eager
quivering fingers, alnost afraid to nmove for fear of bringing

t hewonderful sensations to an end.

When he had worked for another hour, he drew back, seeing that the sky
was already fading. It astonished himto discover how nmuch he had
acconpl i shed, and how swiftly the day had gone. Hi s thoughts were

di zzi ed by what he saw, for at |ast he perceived some shadow of the
vision he carried. Nothing could ever be as vivid, as overwhel m ng as
the inpressions that drove himto paint, but he saw that an
approxi mati on of that powerful gleamwas within his grasp. He
contenpl ated the twisted, |ean features of the saint, wondering if



M ssus Argent had been right, and that he had sormehow put his own

i keness on that countenance. |t had happened before, he remni nded

hi nsel f: M chel angel o had painted hinself in his "Last Judgenent,"
Gaugui n had included hinself in his tropical groves, the |likenesses of
Rembrandt, Tintoretto, Cdzanne, van Gogh, Botticelli, Gericault, and the
rest of the illustrious roster blazed, frowned, smled, peeked and
stared out of their work. Wtlin dared not nunber hinmself with the
others, but he wished to be their equal in integrity if not inmmortality.
He woul d have to study his face nore closely the next time he attenpted
to shave

Because he knew he had to see his face nore clearly, Wtlin began to
search through trashcans in the night, hoping to find bits of discarded
food and once-used razor bl ades that would tide himthrough his |last few
days. He knew that he was becom ng gaunt from his hunger, but that was
no | onger inportant to himas the bones showed nore distinctly in his
long features he detected a definition of |line he had not found there
before, and it pleased him |If he was indeed using his own face as his
nmodel , it was now nore worthy of that honor than it had been before,
when i ndul gence had bl urred and softened the angles and planes to a
form essness that could never serve Saint Sebastian in his travail.

Satisfied for the first tinme in nmore than a week at his appearance, he
decided to bring a small mrror into the studio. Earlier he had

di sdai ned such nethods, but with his tine so short and the painting so
near to conpletion, he took a chance that this intrusion would not
interfere with what he had acconplished already. It took himthe better
part of an hour-and he begrudged every second-to place the mrror so
that he could see hinself w thout throwi ng unwanted |ight onto the
canvas by reflection. He set to work feverishly when he had
acconplished this, for he did not want to waste another instant on such
consi derations. The odors of paint and turpentine were |ike

drugs to himnow, the times filling his senses nore intensely than w ne
ever had.

He was so caught up in his work that he was not aware of the knocking on
his door until it became a pounding. He stepped back, one hand to his
forehead to clear his mnd enough to respond.

"Mster Wtlin!" Mssus Argent shouted, using both fists now

He reel ed back fromthe canvas, reaching out for a sloping beamto
steady hinself ." Yes, Mssus Argent!" he called back ." | was .

nappi ng. "

"Open this door at once!" There was nothing tentative about her, none of
t he whini ng hesitancy he had come to expect, and it jarred hima bit to
realize that she was truly angry with him

“I"ll be there in a nonent," he told her, funbling toward the door ."
Just a nonent."

"Now, Mster Wtlin," she ordered him and poked her flushed, pinched
face at himthe instant he had the door w de enough to permit her to do
so ." | have to speak with you, Mster Wtlin."

"Come in," he munbled, setting his brush aside

|'ve been working and



"I know you' ve been up here," she said, refusing to use the word work
for what he did ." W can hear you all over the house, with your
nmuttering and clinbing and noving."

"It's necessary,"” he said, trying to find a way to get rid of her. She
distracted him wth her greedy eyes and rapacious little hands ." |
don't mean to disturb you when | "

"That's all very well," she interrupted, her hands going to her hips
But there are conplaints. Do you understand that? | can't run this
house if everyone is conplaining to me about ny tenant in the attic."

"M ssus Argent he began, but could think of nothing to say to her that
she woul d understand or accept.

"oVl ?"

"I have work to do. |I'malnost finished." He could hardly hear his own
voi ce, and knew fromthe way she | ooked at himthat she was not payi ng
any attention to what he said.

"This place stinks!" she announced with nore irritation than she had
shown so far ." What have you been doing up here, Mster Wtlin?" She
cast an eye around the room." You haven't cleaned the floor, have you?
You told nme that you'd attend to cleaning up this place before you nove
"M ssus Argent," he cut in, goaded to protest by her behavior, "I wll
clean the room such as it is, the nmoment I'mfinished with this

painting. To do so before then would be a fruitless waste of tine .
Don't you see? | have only a little bit of work to do, and it will be

He indicated the canvas ." Look at it, Mssus Argent. | want you ifi to
see what |'mdoing. You' ve got to understand what it neans to ne."

Once again the | andl ady gl ared around the attic ." | see the painting.
But daubs and snears of paint . . . Wll, | don't know anythi ng about
art. |I'mtoo busy taking care of the people in this house, Mster
Wtlin. | haven't time for art. O whatever that thing is.”

He did not hear nost of this; his mnd had caught on one particul ar
phrase ." Daubs of paint!" he demanded of her ." You think this is
not hi ng but daubs of paint? Don't you see . . . no, of course you
don't. People like you throw eggs at the 'Mna Lisa." You tear down a
Rivera mural to nake way for a glass box full of offices. You think you
have a right to ignore me because | don't go off to a regular job. You
t hi nk that makes ne nothing but a bumand a sponger! But that's not
true." He turned away from her, convinced that she woul d never
conprehend him no matter what he said or how he strove to explain

hi msel f and his work to her

"You're crazy," M ssus Argent whispered, drawi ng back fromWtlin, one
armup as if to brace herself against him." You're just crazy."

Wtlin sighed ." | suppose | am to you."

You' re dangerous," she went on, not hearing him



M ssus Argent, don't talk

"I want you out of here. Never mnd the rent. | want you out of ny
house tonorrow night." Her eyes had turned gl assy, her face was fixed in
a ghastly smile ." You' ve got to | eave."

He scomed ." | have a few days nore, and |'ve already promised |'ll pay
my rent." He could feel a headache formng in his skull, driving out the
sense and the confort he had felt only a few mnutes before ." | have to

finish the painting, Mssus Argent."

"Sure. You finish it then. But not in my house." It was her fina
word, every detail of her posture, expression and tone of voice
enphasi zed it. She stalked to the door, angular and cautious as an
i nsect

Wtlin was rem nded of a mantis or other delicate and predatory creature
wai ting to devour hapless victins.

"You'll get your rent," he said in what he wanted to be a reasonabl e
t one.
"I don't want it. | want you out of here." If anything, she was nore

determ ned as she sl ammed the door

Wtlin stared at the knob, wi shing he could think of the whole encounter
as a dream He resisted the urge to foll ow her down onto the | ower
floors where she undoubtedly was regaling the others with

lurid tales of what he was doing in the attic. H's work was nore
i nportant than her petty lies, nore inportant than noney or tine or
anyt hi ng el se.

He waited in silence for hours, watching the |ight disappear and the
eerie shadows of night claimthe attic, bleaching first and then
covering Saint Sebastian with an indigo gauze. The air was very still,
so that he thought that the notes were endl essly suspended like little
pl anets in the heavy air. N ght engulfed him leaving himfeeling enpty
and without form He could not say what he was anynore, with the col or

gone fromhimand his world sunk into darkness. |Idly he felt for his
pul se, and was mldly surprised to feel it beat. Under his hand his
chest rose for breath; he was still alive, but he no | onger believed it,

not when there was so nmuch ni ght around him

Around mdnight he left the attic, stealing softly down the stairs,
freezing at the faintest noise. He let hinmself out of the house and
trudged of f through the streets toward the |iquor store where he could
get day-old sandwi ches at half price. Testing the bristles on his face,
he wondered if he had nerve enough to steal a packet of razor blades. He
wanted to be neat when he finished the painting.

In the end he barricaded hinmself in the attic, all his old,

unsati sfactory work serving now as a janb agai nst the doorknob. He had
no intention of |eaving now, when Saint Sebastian hovered so
tantalizingly near fruition. Tw ce he had heard a voice, |oud and

bl ustering, on the other side of the door, but now he had been left in
peace to do the work he had to do.

He was al nost out of paints, and that should have troubled him vyet it
did not. There would be enough. Saint Sebastian would not let him



down. Only the reds were precariously low, the tubes giving u nere
dol l ops of color. He touched his finger to the rosy nipple of pignent
he had put on the palette. The act consumed himw th a pure sensuality
that left himbreathless. |If he had dared to waste the paint, he would
have pressed the paint flat and felt it squidge out around his finger
nore yielding than flesh ever was..

Wtlin hesitated. That was the trouble with paint, he realized, and the
recogni tion shot throu hid himhideously. 1t was soft and pliant,
mal | eabl e, a substance without strength beyond the power of chrona and
hue. Wth a cry he dropped his brush and brought his hands to his face
to shut out the enornmity of his failure. Saint Sebastian was not real
woul d never be real. He could not finish it. Anything he put on that
canvas, though each work was bigger and of brighter col ors and

nore enphati c shades, would al ways be nothing nore than a pale, timd
reflection of the mght of his vision.

H s hand sl amred down into the paint, smearing all the colors into a
blur as he deliberately twisted his hand. The paint had failed him
woul d al ways fail himand would betray his talent in every conceivabl e
way. He had sold hinself to a fraud!

He nade an effort to stop sobbing, but there was no way to keep from
that anguish and after a little time he no longer tried. H s body shook
and trenbl ed, his hands turned to talons, weapons to eradicate the
travesty he had seduced hinmself into creating. He went frompalette to
the painting itself, clawing at the paint, snudging the surface with

ot her pignments now the color and texture of mud. It was a Pyrrhic

sati sfaction, but the only one left to him There was no way he could
avenge hinsel f adequately. He had brought hinself and Saint Sebastian
to ruin because of the bright prom se of chem cals suspended in oils.
How many ot hers had been simlarly undone! The idea staggered hi mand
he howl ed with the pain of it. And how nmany of those realized before

t hey di ed how they had been conproni sed?

Suddenly he stood upright, the grief stilled in him There was a way,
there was still a way. He would show what art was, not this
insignificant imtation that had masqueraded as art for so long. Yes,
there was one way, and what was needed was a little resolution. Surely
that was easier to face than this ultimte despair. He w ped his face
with the edge of his paint-foul ed sl eeve, paying no heed to the reds and
yellows that were left behind on his skin. That was nothing, |ess than
not hi ng.

He had to search for the better part of an hour, but at last he found
hi s pocket knife under some discarded rags. He seized upon it with
urgency, then went to find his brushes, his eyes filled with
anticipation. Those who never tested thensel ves never |earned the
terrible JOY of dedication, and over the lonely nonths he had felt his
devotion grow fromill-defined hope to profound certainty. Only his
focus had been m sgui ded, and he would now renmedy that and vindicate
hi nsel | He began to carve the ends of the handl es of his brushes, taking
great care to make them synmetrical and sharp before going for the
packet of razor blades he had taken fromthe |iquor store, renenbering
to reserve one or two for cutting the lying, deceitful canvas into
strips.

When the door was finally broken in, Wtlin could barely lift his head.
It was not possible for himto see who was there, for the room had



al ready faded into dusk. He heard a shocked exclamation and

appal | ed swearing, which disturbed him He had not done this to disgust
them but for art.

"Ch, my God," M ssus Argent burst out before stumbling out of the room
to keep fromretching at what she saw.

"No," Wtlin protested, but he had not enough voice left to be heard.
Besi des, when he breathed, the arrows sunk deep in his flesh hurt him
They had been excruciating at first, when he had thrust them like the
arrows of Saint Sebastian, into his thigh, his shoulder, his arm his
side, his abdonen while he hung in the hastily constructed canvas bonds.
Then he spasned once, twice, pulling his canvas restraints fromthe
beam But no matter; he had used only his | ongest and best brushes for
his arrows and it pleased himto think that he had achi eved sonethi ng of
nerit at |ast.

Tal ent

It's a given that children are not nornmal human bei ngs. They haven't
been taught the niceties of living, such as norals and honesty and
truth and the shades of gray that wi nd about themall; nor have they
been tainted with adulthood, so we blithely call theminnocent and

wi sh we were young again. But kids aren't always nice, especially to
each other, and when they aren't normal in any respectable sense of

the word, there isn't nuch one can do but | ook for a place to hide.
Theodore Sturgeon wote nostly, and beautifully, about love in

all its fornms, and though he generally confined hinself to the genre

of science fiction, he occasionally broke out into Dark Fantasy to
prove to his readers that he wasn't always the kind and gentle man

they liked to think he was.

Ms. Brent and Precious were sitting on the farmhouse porch when little
Jokey sidled out from behind the barn and cane catfooting up to them
Preci ous, who had ringlets and was seven years old and very cl ean,
stopped swinging on the glider and watched him Ms. Brent was reading
a magazine. Jokey stopped at the foot of the steps.

"MOM " he rasped.

Ms. Brent started violently, rocked too far back, bunped her knobby
hai rdo agai nst the cl apboards, and said, "Good heavens, you little
brarling, you frightened ne!l"

Jokey smi | ed.

Preci ous said, "Snaggletooth."



"I'f you want your nother," said Ms. Brent reasonably, why don't you go
i nside and speak to her?"

Di sgustedly, Jokey vetoed the suggestion with "Ah-hid-hid He faced the
house ." MOM" he shrieked, in a tone that spoke of death and disaster.

There was a crash fromthe kitchen, and light footsteps. Jokey's
not her, whose nanme was Ms. Purney, came out, pushing back a wi sp of
hair fromfrightened eyes.

" Ch, the sweet," she cooed. She flew out and fell on her knees beside
Jokey ." Did it hurt its little, then? Aw, did it was Jokey said,
"G nme a nickel!"

Pl ease, " suggested Precious.

"Of course, darling,"” fluttered Ms. Purney ." My word, yes. Just as
soon as ever we go into town, you shall have a nickel. Two, if you're
good. "

"G me a nickel," said Jokey om nously.

"But, darling, what for? Wat will you do with a nickel out here?"
Jokey thrust out his hand ." 1'll hold ny breath."
Ms. Purney rose, panicked ." Oh, dear, don't. Oh, please don't

VWhere's nmy reticul e?"

"On top of the bookcase, out of my reach," said Precious, wthout
rancor.

"Ch, yes, so it is. Now Jokey, you wait right here and I'll just
" and her twittering faded into the house.

Ms. Brent cast her eyes upward and sai d not hi ng.

"You're a little stinker," said Precious.
Jokey | ooked at her with dignity ." Mom" he called inperiously.
Ms. Purney cane to heel on the instant, bearing a nickel.

Jokey, pointing with the same novenment with which he acquired the coin,
reported, "She called me a little stinker."

"Real ly!" breathed Ms. Purney, bridling ." | think, Ms. Brent, that
your child could have better manners."

"She has, Ms. Purney, and uses them when they seemcalled for."

Ms. Purney |ooked at her curiously, decided, apparently, that Ms.
Brent neant nothing by the statenment (in which she was wong) and turned
to her son, who was wal king briskly back to the barn.

"Don't hurt yourself, Puddles,"” she called.

She elicited no response whatever, and, smling vaguely at Ms. Brent



and daughter, went back to her kitchen

"Puddl es,” said Precious rumnatively ." | bet I know why she calls him
that. Renenber d adys's puppy that-"

"Precious," said Ms. Brent, "you shouldn't have called Joachima word
like that."

"I s'pose not," Precious agreed thoughtfully ." He's really a-"

Ms. Brent, watching the carven pink Ii . ps, said warningly,
"Precious!" She shook her head ." |'ve asked you not to say that."
" Daddy- ',

"Daddy caught his thunb in the hinge of the car-trunk. That was
different.”

"Ch, no," corrected Precious ." You're thinking of the tinme he opened
on'y the bottomhalf of the Dutch door in the dark. Wen he pinched his
t hunb, he said-"

" Wuld you like to see ny magazi ne?"

Preci ous rose and stretched delicately ." No, thank you, Mumy .

I'"mgoing out to the barn to see what Jokey's going to do with that
ni ckel . "

"Pr eci ous
"Yes, Mummy."

"Ch-nothing. | suppose it's all right. Don't quarrel with Jokey,
now. ),

"Not 'less he quarrels with ne," she replied, smling charm ngly.

Preci ous had new patent-|eather shoes with hard heel s and broad

ankl e-straps. They | ooked neat and very shiny against her yell ow socks.
She wal ked carefully in the path, avoiding the noist grasses that nodded

over the edges, stepping sedately over a snmall nuddy patch

Jokey was not in the barn. Precious wal ked through, snelling with
pl easure the m xed, warmsnells of chaffdust, dry hay and manure

Just outside, by the wagondoor, was the pigpen. Jokey was standi ng by
the rail fence. At his feet was a small pile of green apples. He

pi cked one up and hurled it with all his mght at the browm sow It
went pul |

on her withers, and she went ergh

"Hey!" said Precious.

Putt-ergh! Then he | ooked up at Precious, snarled silently, and picked
up another apple. Putt-elgh

"Why are you doing that for?"



Puu- er gh!
"Hear that? My nmom done just like that when | hit her in the stummck."
" She did?"

"Now this," said Jokey, holding up an apple, "is a stone. Listen."

He hurled it. Thunk-e-e-e-ergh

Preci ous was inpressed. Her eyes w dened, and she stepped back a pace.
" Hey, |ook out where you're going', stoopid!"

He ran to her and grasped her left biceps roughly, throw ng her up
against the railings. She yel ped and stood rubbi ng her armrubbing off
grime, and far deeper in indignation than she was in fright.

Jokey paid her no attention ." You an' your shiny feet," he

grow ed. He was down on one knee, feeling for two twigs stuck in the
ground about eight inches apart "Y' might've squashed 'em"

Preci ous, her attention brought to her new shoes, stood turning one of
them glancing Iight fromthe toecaps, fromthe burnished sides, while
conpl acency fl owed back into her

n \Mat ?u

Wth the sticks, Jokey scratched aside the | oose earth and, one by one,
uncovered the five tiny, naked, blind creatures which lay buried there.
They were only about three-quarters of an inch long, with little

wi thered |inbs and tw tching noses. They withed. There were ants,
too. Very busy ants.

"What are they?"

"Mce, stoopid," said Jokey ." Baby mice. | found "emin the barn."

"How did they get there?"
"I put '"emthere."”

"How | ong have they been there?"

'Bout four days," said Jokey, covering them up again
long tinme."

They last a

"Does your nother know those nmice are out here?"
"No, and you better not say nothin', ya hear?"
"Woul d your nother whip you?"

"Her?" The syllable came out as an incredul ous jeer.
"\What about your father?"

"Aw, | guess he'd like to lick ne. But he ain't got a chance.



Momi d have a fit."
"You mean she'd get mad at hinP"

"No, stoopid. A fit. You know, scrabbles at the air and get suds on

her nouth, and all. Falls down and twitches." He chuckl ed.

" But - why ?"

"Well, it's about the on'y way she can handl e Pop, | guess. He's always
wanting to do sonething about ne. She won't let "Ilm so |l c¢'n do

anything I want."

"What do you do?"

"You're sorta nosy."

"don't believe you can do anything, stinky."

"Ch, | can't?" Jokey's face was reddeni ng.

No, you can't! You talk a lot, but you can't really do anything."

Jokey wal ked up close to her and breathed in her face the way the nman
with the grizzly beard does to the clean-cut cowboy who is tied up to
the dynamite kegs in the novies on Saturday.

"l can't, huh?"

?
I

She stood her ground ." Al right, if you' re so smart, let's see what
you were going to do with that nickel!"

Surprisingly, he | ooked abashed ." You'd |augh," he said.

"No, | wouldn't,"” she said guilelessly. She stepped forward, opened her
eyes very w de, shook her head so that her gold ringlets swayed, and
said very gently, "Truly |I wouldn't, Jokey . "

"Well-" he said, and turned to the pigpen. The brindled sow was rubbing
her shoul der against the railing, grunting softly to hersell She
vouchsafed them one small red-ri med gl ance, and returned to her

t hought s.

Jokey and Precious stood up on the lower rail and | ooked down on the
pi g's broad back

"You're not going' to tell anybody?" he asked.
"' Course not."
"Well, awmight. Now lookit. You ever see a china piggy bank?"

"Sure | have," said Precious.

" How bi g?"



"Well, | got one about this big."
"Aw, that's nothin'."

"And nmy girl-friend dadys has one this big."
"Phooey. "

"Well," said Precious, "in town, in a big drugstore, | saw one TH S
big," and she put out her hands about thirty inches apart.

"That's pretty big," admtted Jokey ." Now I'Il show you sonething." To
the brindled sow, he said sternly, "You are a piggy bank."

The sow stopped rubbing herself against the rails. She stood quite

still. Her bristles nmerged into her hide. She was hard and shiny-as
shiny as the little girl's hard shoes. |In the mddle of the broad back,
a sl ot appeared-or had been there all along, as far as Precious could
tell. Jokey produced a warm sweaty nickel and dropped it into the slot.

There was a distant, vitreous, holl ow bouncing click frominside the
SOW.

Ms. Purney canme out on the porch and creaked into a wi cker chair with
atired sigh.

"They area handful, aren't they?" said Ms. Brent.

"You just don't know, " noaned Ms. Purney.

Ms. Brent's eyebrows went up ." Precious is a nodel. Her teacher says
so. That wasn't too easy to do."
"Yes, she's a very good little girl. But ny Joachimis-talented, you

know. That maekes it very hard."

"How i s he tal ented? Wat can he do?"

He can do anything," said Ms. Purney after a slight hesitation.

Ms. Brent glanced at her, saw that her tired eyes were cl osed, and
shrugged. It nade her feel better. Wy nust nothers always insist that
their children are better than all others?

"Now, my Precious," she said, "-and mind you, |I'mnot saying this
because she's my child-ny Precious plays the piano very well for a child
her age. Wy, she's already in her third book and she's not eight yet."
Ms. Purney said, w thout opening her eyes, "Jokey doesn't play .
I"msure he could if he wanted to."

Ms. Brent saw what an inclusive boast this mght be, and wisely
refrained fromfurther item zation. She took another tack ." Don't you
find, Ms. Purney, that it is easy to make a child obedient and polite

by being firn"

Ms. Purney opened her eyes at |ast, and | ooked troubledly at Ms.



Brent ." A child should love its parents.”

"Ch, of course!" smiled Ms. Brent ." But these nodern ideas of
surrounding a child with love and freedomto an extent where it becones
atyrant-well! | just can't see that! O course | don't nean Joachim"
she added quickly, sweetly ." He's a dear child, really . "

"He's got to be given everything he wants," murnured Ms. Purney in a
strange tone. It was fierce and it was by rote ." He's got to be kept

happy. "

"You must |ove himvery much," snapped Ms. Brent viciously, suddenly
determ ned to get sone reaction out of this weak, indulgent creature.
She got it.

"1 hate him" said Ms. Purney.

Her eyes were cl osed again, and now she alnost smiled, as if the rel ease
of those words had been a yearned-for thing. Then she sat abruptly
erect, her pale eyes round, and she grasped her lower lip and pulled it
absurdly down and to the side.

"I didn't nmean that," she gasped. She flung herself down before Ms.
Brent, and gabbled, "I didn't nean it! Don't tell him He'll do things
to us. He'll |loosen the housebeans while we're sleeping. He'll turn

t he breakfast to snakes and frogs, and make that big toothy nouth again
out of the oven door. Don't tell him Don't tell him"

Ms. Brent, profoundly shocked, and not conprehending a word of this,
instinctively put out her arnms and gathered the other wonan cl ose.

"I can do lots of things," Jokey said ." | can do anything."

"Cee," breathed Precious, |ooking at the china pig .
to do with it now?"

VWhat are you going

"I dunno. 1'Il let it be a pig again, | guess."
"Can you change it back into a pig?"

"I don't hafta, stoopid. I1t'll be a pig by itsell Soon's |I forget about
it."

Does that al ways happen?”

"No. If I busted that ol' china pig, it'd take Ionger, an' the pig
woul d be all busted up when it changed back. All guts and bl ood," he
added, sniggering ." | done that with a calf once.”

"Cee," said Precious, still w de-eyed ."
to do anything you want."

When you grow up you'll be able

"Yeah." Jokey | ooked pleased ." But | can do anything | want now " He
frowned ." | just sonetinmes don't know what to do next."

" You'll know when you grow up," she said confidently.

"Ch, sure. I'Il live in a big house in town, and | ook out of the

wi ndows, and bust up people and change 'emto ducks and snakes and
things. 1'll make flies as big as chi ckenhawks, or nmaybe as big as



horses, and put '"emin the schools. |[I'lIl knock down the big buildings
an' squash people."

He picked up a green apple and hurled it accurately at the brown sow.
"CGosh, and you won't have to practice piano, or listen to any old
teachers," said Precious, warmng to the possibilities ." Wy, you won't
even have t hid!"

"What' sa matter?"

"That beetle. | hate them"™

"Thass just a stag beetle," said Jokey with superiority ." Lookit here.

"Il show you sonet hing."

He took out a book of matches and struck one. He held the beetle down
with a dirty forefinger, and put the flane in its head. Precious

wat ched attentively until the creature stopped scrabbling.

"Those things scare me," she said when he stood up

"You're a sissy."

"I amnot."

"Yes you are. Al girls are sissies.”

"You're dirty and you're a stinker," said Precious.

He pronptly went to the pigpen and, from beside the through, scooped up

a heavy handftil of filth. Fromhis crouch, Jokey hurled it at her with
a wi de overhand sweep, so that it splattered her fromthe

shoul der down, across the front of her dress, with a great wet gob for
the toe of her left shiny shoe.

"Now who's dirty? Now who stinks?" he sang.

Precious lifted her skirt and | ooked at it in horror and | oathi ng

Her eyes filled with angry tears. Sobbing, she rushed at him She
slapped himwith little-girl clumsiness, hand-overshoul der fashion

She sl apped hi m agai n.
"Hey! Who are you hitting?" he cried in amazenent. He backed off and
suddenly grinned ." 1'll fix you," he said, and di sappeared wi thout

anot her wor d.

VWhi npering with fury and revul sion, Precious pulled a handful of grass
and began wi pi ng her shoe.

Sonet hi ng noved into her field of vision. She glanced at it, squeal ed,
and noved back. It was an enornous stag beetle, three times life-size,
and it was scuttling toward her

Anot her beetl e-or the same one-net her at the corner.



Wth her hard bl ack shiny shoes, she stepped on this one, so hard that
the calf of her leg ached and tingled for the next half-hour

The nmen were back when she returned to the house. M. Brent had been
surveying M. Purney's fence-lines. Jokey was not m ssed before they
left. Ms. Purney |ooked drawn and frightened, and seened gl ad that
Ms. Brent was |eaving before Jokey came in for his supper

Preci ous said nothing when asked about the dirt on her dress, and, under
the circunstances, Ms. Brent thought better of questioning her too
cl osel y.

In the car, Ms. Brent told her husband that she thought Jokey was
driving Ms. Purney crazy.

It was her turn to be driven very nearly mad, the next norning, when
Jokey turned up. Mst of him

Surprising, really, how much beetle had stuck to the hard bl ack shoe,
and, when it was tinme, turned into what they found under their
daught er' s bed.

Al.mfor the Heart

Peopl e have al ways believed that there is nothing they cannot do if they
put their mind to it, especially when it conmes to seeking, and finding,
Truth. The hard part is convincing others that you have indeed found
what they've been looking for . . . or running from

Craig Shaw Gardner is anong the best of the younger generation of horror
witers, and his stories have appeared in nearly every major market for
Dark Fant asy.

They didn't always open their eyes. That's one place the novies had it
wong. But if their eyes did open, you had to pound the stake in good
and fast, before they could scream and wake the others.

The novies always sinplify matters. That's one of the first things |

| earned, after | |earned about vanpires. Real vanpires, not shadows on
film but real beings, part of a world of snmpbg and stop signs and
al I night grocery stores. | alnost said real "flesh and blood." | had to

catch nyself Vanpires are anything but that.

Veronica's eyes, or the eyes of the thing that had once been Veronica,
shot open as | placed the pointed wood in the space between her breasts.
She was a powerful one; 1'd known that all along. | slamred the stake
with ny iron mallet, driving it through the breast bone to the heart
before she could resist. Before she could return me to her power. She
had no time to scream Her eyes showed horror, her nmouth opened in a
gasp to show her sharply pointed teeth. Then it was over. The wood

pi erced the heart. Veronica shuddered once and was still.

| took the nmachete fromny tool chest and cut the head fromthe body, so
Veroni ca coul d never becone a vanpire again. As a final neasure, |
stuffed the mouth with garlic. It always pays to be safe in these
natters.

| placed the mallet, the machete, and what garlic | hadn't used back
into the tool box, and snapped the Iid tight. | returned to the w ndow
t hrough which |I had entered. By now | had done this so many tines it



m ght al nost becone routine. But | could never allow nyself to grow
careless again. | had been careless twi ce before, and the vanpires had
al nost overwhel med ne.

| was paying for it still. They had sent Veronica to ne. They are far
too clever. | alnobst became one of them They |earned of me through ny
first mstake. | had shown pity, and hesitated when | should have
killed. Word of nmy mssion spread through their conmunity, sent by the
vampire | let live one night too |ong.

They knew about me then. They knew how | would feel about Veronica, and
that she would enter nmy life when | needed her nost.

You heard ne tal k about the novies. That's how | think about Veronica,
like | met her in a novie. | saw her first in a restaurant, weaving her
way between the tables. She wal ked toward ne |ike Ingrid Bergnman

st eppi ng out of Casabl anca.

It was after dark, of course. | prefer crowded places after dark .

Crowds, | had al ways thought, protected me fromthem | was eating

al one. She wore a black dress, a sinply cut thing that sonehow made her
figure fascinating. Her long hair was dark brown, and her face | ooked
pal e beneath it. | found it inpossible to | ook away fromthe face.
First it was the fullness of her lips that caught me, then the angle of
her cheekbones, then, at last, the color of her eyes. She had green
eyes, green with flecks of blue.

Wien | saw her | knew | had to talk to her. She |ooked at nme for an
instant, then past ne. | felt ny first noment of fear. | would do
anyt hi ng rather than have her wal k out of ny life.

But she | ooked at me again, and didn't see the waiter. The tray caught
her shoulder. The waiter deftly rebal anced the tray, but Veronica
stunbl ed against a chair.

I was on nmy feet as it happened. She had steadied herself by the tine |
reached her. | asked if she was all right. She smled and said she
was.

"If only I weren't so single-nmnded about things." She |aughed
"Al'l this difficulty because | ran out of cigarettes.”

| offered her one of mne. She accepted and asked if | minded if she
sat for a minute. She thought she had tw sted her ankle a bit.

If she wal ked Iike Ingrid Bergman, she snoked |ike Bette Davis; slow,
deep breaths as she stared at her fingers. Then she | ooked up at ne and
smled. She always smiled with her nouth cl osed.

Veronica told ne she was waiting for soneone who was hours

overdue. An ex-lover, | guessed. She said she was nervous and was
snoki ng too nmuch. W spent the evening tal king, and that night | took
her home with ne.

How t he senses fool you when your mind won't see! She seemed so soft
and warm and human to nme the first time we made |ove. That was her
power, of course. That was her design. True vanpires can change your



way of thinking, and hide fromyou their true, cold selves.

If your will is strong enough, sometinmes you see through. | saw al npst
too late, as she secretly drew ny bl ood night after night.

They had planned well, to lure nme into her trap. Veronica and | were

i nseparable then. Unlike her other sisters of the night, they had given
her a fanmily, a nother and a sister, both human. O so | thought then
She took me to neet them in the daylight. That's another place the
novi es have it wong. Stoker's Dracula had it right, though. Sonetines
the strong ones can go out in daylight.

| was happy then, until the day she wanted to | eave.

That was her mistake. She thought herself too nmuch in control. It was
not enough that | accepted her little criticisnms wthout conplaint

No, she had to take her power and twist it, make ne squirm Called ne
too possessive. M attentions were flattering, but

| realized then how cold her face had becone. It had been cold al

along, really, it was only her power that kept ne fromseeing it. They
al ways use their power to crush their victinms. That's another thing the
novi es haven't caught on to; they try to steal not only your blood, but
your soul .

But Veronica was too sure of herself, too greedy. | finally saw her
pal e, bl oodless face for what it really was, and noticed the true
sharpness of her teeth.

| was called upon to fulfill my duty again. As | had with Carolyn, and
Sandra, and Karen, and Sally, the first one to nake nme carel ess .

As | mght have to with Veronica's nother and sister

So again | clinbed through the wi ndow, into the room and saw Veronica's
face, peaceftil in sleep, pale beneath her dark hair. Her skin was dead
white in the noonlight. She slept naked on her bed. Her full breasts
rose and fell with her breathing, and it took me a nonent to properly
position the stake w thout yet touching the skin.

The stake and the mallet had to be positioned just so. You had to be
careful in these matters. You had to strike swiftly and surely, before
they had time to scream And you always aimed for the heart.

Nona

When someone is in the thrall of a powerful emotion, he or she

tends to | ose perspective, |lose control-or, rather, hand control over

to sonmeone else. But, despite the nmomentary gratification of such an
act, sooner or later there cones the realization that the only thing a
person truly owns-freedom has been given away, and the reaction

ranges fromself-disgust to self-pity to horror . . . and beyond

Stephen King's success is based less on the stories he tells than



on the fact that he cares for the people he's witing about, and in

caring nakes themreal, and in naking themreal makes their stories

real. Once that happens, there's no escape, whether you want to or
not .

don't know how to explain it, even now. | can't tell you why | did
those things. | couldn't do it at the trial, either. And there are a

| ot of people here who ask ne about it. There's a psychiatrist who
does. But | amsilent. M lips are sealed. Except here in ny cell
Here | amnot silent. | wake up scream ng

In the dream | see her wal king toward ne. She is wearing a white gown,
al nost transparent, and her expression is one of mingled desire and
triunph. She comes to nme across a dark roomwith a stone floor and
snell dry Cctober roses. Her arns are held open and | go to her with
m ne out to enfold her

| feel dread, revulsion . . . and unutterable Ionging. Dread and
revul si on because | know what this place is, and | ongi ng because | |ove
her. | will always love her. There are tinmes when | wi sh there were
still a death penalty. A short walk down a dimcorridor, a
strai ght -backed chair fitted with a steel skullcap, clanmps . . . then
one quick jolt and I would be with her.

As we cone together in the dreamny fear grows, but it is inpossible for
me to draw back fromher. M/ hands press against the snmooth pl ane of
her back, her skin near under silk. She smiles with those deep, black
eyes. Her head tilts up to mne and her lips part, ready to be kissed.

That's when she changes, shrivels. Her hair grows coarse and matted,
melting fromblack to an ugly brown that spills down over the creany
whi t eness of her cheeks. The eyes shrink and go beady. The whites
di sappear and she is glaring at me with tiny eyes |like two polished
pi eces of jet. The nouth becomes a maw t hrough whi ch crooked yel | ow
teeth protrude.

| try to scream | try to wake up.
I can't. |'mcaught again. |1'Il always be caught.

I amin the grip of a huge, noisome graveyard rat. Lights sway in front
of nmy eyes. (October roses. Sonewhere a dead bell is chanting.

"Mne," this thing whispers ." Mne, nine, mne." The snell of roses is
its breath as it swoops toward nme, dead flowers in a charnel house

Then | do scream and | am awake.

They think what we did together has driven me crazy. But my nmindis
still working in some way or other, and |'ve never stopped |ooking for
the answers. | still want to know howit was . . . and what it was.

They've l et ne have paper and a pen with a felt tip. And I'mgoing to
wite everything down. ['Il answer all their questions and maybe while
I'"mdoing that | can answer sone of my own. And when |'m done, there's



somet hing el se. Something they didn't |let me have

Sonething | took. |It's here, under ny mattress. A knife fromthe
prison dining hall.

"Il have to start by telling you about Augusta.

As | wite this it is night, a fine August ni ght poked through wth

bl azing stars. | can see themthrough the nesh of ny wi ndow, which
overl ooks the exercise yard and a slice of sky I can block out with two
fingers. 1It's hot, and |I'm naked except for ny shorts. | can hear the

soft sumrer sound of frogs and crickets. But | can bring back w nter
just by closing ny eyes. The bitter cold of that night, the bl eakness,
the hard, unfriendly lights of a city that was not ny city. It was the
fourteenth of February. See, | renmenber everything.

Look at ny arns-covered with sweat, they've pulled into gooseflesh.
August a .

When | got to Augusta | was nore dead than alive, it was that cold.

had picked a fine day to say good-bye to the coll ege scene and hitchhi ke
West; it looked like | mght freeze to death before | got out of the
stat e.

A cop had kicked me off the interstate ranp and threatened to bust ne if
he caught ne thunbing there again. | was alnost tenpted to w senouth
himand et himdo it. The flat, four-lane stretch of highway had been
like an airport landing strip, the wind whoopi ng and pushi ng nmenbr anes
of powdery snow skirting along the concrete. And to the anonynous Them
behi nd their Saf-T-d as w ndshi el ds, everyone standing in the breakdown
| ane on a dark night is either a rapist or a nurderer, and if he's got
long hair you can throw in child nolester and faggot on top

| tried it awhile on the access road, but it was no good. And al ong
about a quarter of eight | realized that if |I didn't get someplace warm
qui ck, | was going to pass out.

I walked a nmile and a half before | found a conbination diner and diese
stop on 202 just inside the city limts. JOE S GOOD EATS, the neon
said. There were three big rigs parked in the crushed-stone parking
lot, and one new sedan. There was a wilted Christmas weath on the door
t hat nobody had bothered to take down, and next to it a thernoneter
showi ng just five degrees of mercury above the zero mark. | had nothing
to cover ny ears but ny hair, and my rawhide gloves were falling apart.
The tips of ny fingers felt |ike pieces of furniture.

| opened the door and went in.

The heat was the first thing that struck ne, warm and good. Next a
hillbilly song on the juke, the unm stakable voice of Merle Haggard: "W
don't let our hair grow | ong and shaggy, like the hippies out in San
Franci sco do ."

The third thing that struck nme was The Eye. You know about The Eye once
you |l et your hair get down bel ow the | obes of your ears .

Ri ght then people know you don't belong to the Lions, El ks, or the VFW
You know about The Eye, but you never get used to it.



Ri ght now the people giving me The Eye were four truckers in one booth,
two nore at the counter, a pair of old | adies wearing cheap fur coats
and blue rinses, the short-order cook, and a gawky kid wi th soapsuds on
his hands. There was a girl sitting at the far end of the counter, but
all she was | ooking at was the bottom of her coffee cup

She was the fourth thing that struck ne.

W're both old enough to know there's no such thing as |love at first
sight. [It's just sonething Rogers and Hammerstein thought up

one day to rhyme with moon and June. |It's for kids holding hands at the
Juni or Prom right?

But | ooking at her nade ne feel sonmething. You can |augh, but you

woul dn't have if you'd seen her. She was al nbost unbearably beautiful.
knew wi t hout a doubt that everybody else in Joe's knew that the sane as
me. Just like I knew she had been getting The Eye before | came in. She
had coal -colored hair, so black that it seemed nearly blue under the
fluorescents. It fell freely over the shoulders of her scuffed tan
coat. Her skin was creamwhite, with just the faintest bl ooded touch
lingering beneath the skin-the cold she had brought in with her. Dark,
sooty | ashes. Solem eyes that slanted up the tiniest bit at the
corners. A full and nobile nouth below a straight, patrician nose. |
couldn't tell what her body |ooked like. | didn't care. You wouldn't
have, either. Al she needed was that face, that hair, that |ook. She
was exquisite. That's the only word we have for her in English.

Nona

| sat two stools down fromher, and the short-order cook canme over and
| ooked at nme ." Wat?"

"Bl ack coffee, please."

He went to get it. From behind ne soneone said: "Looks just l|ike Jesus
Christ, don't he?"

The gawky di shwasher |aughed, a qui ck yuk-yuk sound. The truckers at
the counter joined in.

The short-order cook brought me ny coffee back, jarred it down on the

counter and spilled some on the thawing nmeat of my hand. | jerked it
back.
"Sorry," he said indifferently.

"He's gonna heal it hinmself," one of the truckers in the booth called

over.

The blue-rinse twins paid their checks and hurried out. One of the
kni ghts of the road sauntered over to the juke and put another dinme in.

Johnny Cash began to sing "A Boy Named Sue." | blew on ny coffee.
Soneone tugged on ny sleeve. | turned ny head and there she was-she'd
noved over to the enpty stool. Looking at that face cl ose up was al nost
blinding. | spilled some nore of ny coffee.

"I"'msorry." Her voice was | ow, alnost atonal



"My fault. | can't feel what |I'mdoing yet."

She stopped, seemingly at a loss. | suddenly realized that she was
scared. | felt my first reaction to her swimover me again-to protect

her and take care of her, make her not afraid ." | need a ride," she
finished in arush ." | didn't dare ask any of them" She made a barely
percepti bl e gesture toward the truckers in the booth.

How can | make you understand that | woul d have given

anyt hi ng-anything-to be able to tell her, Sure, finish your coffee, I'm
parked right outside. it sounds crazy to say | felt that way after half
a dozen words out of her mouth, and the same nunber out of mine, but I
did. | did. Looking at her was like |ooking at the "Mna Lisa" or the
"Venus de M| o" cone to breathing Iife. And there was another feeling:
It was as if a sudden, powerful I|ight had been turned on in the confused
darkness of ny mind. It would nake it easier if | could say she was a
pi ckup and I was a fast man with the |l adies, quick with a funny |line and
lots of patter, but she wasn't and | wasn't. Al | knew was | didn't
have what she needed and it tore nme up

"I'"'mthumbing," | told her ." A cop kicked me off the interstate and
only cane in here to get out of the cold. I|'msorry."

"Are you fromthe university?"
"Not anymore. | quit before they could fire ne."

"Are you goi ng home?"

"No home to go to. | was a state ward. | got to school on a
scholarship. | blewit. Nowl don't know where I'mgoing." My life
story in five sentences. It made ne feel depressed.

She | aughed-the sound made nme run hot and col d-and si pped her own cof fee
" We're cats out of the sane bag, | guess.”

| was about to rmake my best conversational shot-sonmething witty like "Is
that so?"-when a hand came down on ny shoul der

| turned around. It was one of the truckers fromthe booth. He had
bl ond stubble on his chin and there was a wooden kitchen match poki ng
out of his nmouth. He snelled of engine ofl.

"I think you're done with that coffee," he said. H s lips parted around
the match in a grin. He had a ot of very white teeth.

n \N]at ?II
"You're stinking the place up, fella. You are a fella, aren't you?

Find of hard to tell."

"You aren't any rose yourself," | said ." You snell |ike a crankcase."
He gave ne a hard pal macross the side of ny face. | sawlittle black
dot s.

"Don't fight in here," the short-order cook said
scranble him do it outside.”

If you're going to



"Come on, you goddammed Comie," the trucker said.

This is the spot where the girl is supposed to say sonething |like
"Unhand hinl or "You brute."” She wasn't saying anything. She was

wat ching both of us with feverish intensity. It was scary. | think it
was the first tine I'd noticed how huge her eyes really were.

" Do | have to sock you again, fag?"

"No. Cone on, shitheels."

| don't know how that junped out of me. | don't like to fight. |'m not
a good fighter. |I'man even worse nanme-caller. But | was angry, just
then. It canme up all at once and | wanted to hurt him kill him

Maybe he got a nmental whiff of it. For just a second a shade of
uncertainty flicked over his face, an unconsci ous wondering if maybe he
hadn't picked the wong hippie. Then it was gone. He wasn't going to
back off fromsone long-haired elitist effeni nate snob who used the fl ag
to wipe his ass with-at least not in front of his buddies. Not a big
truck-driving son-of-a-gun |ike him

The anger pounded over nme again. Faggot? Faggot? | felt out of
control, and it was good to feel that way. M tongue was thick in ny
mouth. My stomach was a sl ab.

W wal ked across to the door, and ny buddy's buddi es al nost broke their
backs getting up to watch the fun

Nona? | thought of her, but only in an absent, back-of-ny-m nd way.
knew Nona woul d be there, Nona would take care of ne. | knew it the
same way | knew it would be cold outside. It was strange to know t hat
about a girl | had only nmet five mnutes before. Strange, but | didn't
t hi nk about that until later. M mnd was taken up-no, alnost blotted
out-by the heavy cloud of rage. | felt hom cidal

The cold was so clear and so clean that it felt as if we were cutting it
wi th our bodies |like knives. The frosted gravel of the parking | ot
gritted harshly under his heavy boots and under ny shoes. The noon,

full and bl oated, |ooked down on us with a vapid eye, faintly rheuned
with a timeof high atnospheric noisture, froma sky as black as a night
in hell. W left tiny dwarfed shadows behind our feet in the nonochrone
glare of a single sodiumlight set high on a pole beyond the parked
rigs. Qur breath pluned the air in short bursts. The trucker turned to
me, his gloved fists balled.

" Ckay, you son-of-a-bitch," he said.
| seened to be swelling-ny whol e body seened to be swelling

Sonehow, nunbly, | knew that my intellect was about to be eclipsed by
some huge, invisible sonething that | had never suspected night be in
me. It was terrifying-but at the same tinme | welconed it, desired it,
lusted for it. 1In that last instant of coherent thought it seened that
nmy body had becone a stone pyramd of violence incarnate, or a rushing,
mur derous cycl one that could sweep everything in front of it

like so many col ored pick-up sticks. The trucker seened small, puny,



insignificant. |1 laughed at him | |aughed, and the sound was as bl ack
and as bl eak as that noonstruck sky overhead.

He cane at ne swinging his fists. | batted down his right, took his
left on the side of nmy face, and then kicked himin the guts. The air
whoofed out of himin a white, steam ng rush. He tried to back away,
hol di ng hi msel f and coughi ng.

I ran around in back of him still laughing Iike sone farnmer's dog
barki ng at the noon, and | had pounded himthree times before he could
make even a quarter turn-the neck, the shoulder, and one red ear

He nade a yaw i ng noi se, and one of his Railing hands brushed ny nose.
The fury that had taken nme over nushrooned-ne! he ired to strike at
nme! -and | ki cked himagain, bringing ny foot up high and hard, like a
punter. He screanmed into the night and | heard a rib snap .

He folded up and | junped on him

At the trial one of the other truck drivers testified | was like a wild
animal. And | was. | can't renenber nmuch of it, but | can remenber
that, snarling and growling at himlike a wild dog.

| straddl ed him grabbed doubl e handfuls of his greasy hair, and began
to rub his face into the gravel. 1In the flat glare of the sodiumlight
his bl ood seened bl ack, |ike beetle's bl ood.

"Jesus, stop it!" sonebody yell ed.

Hands grabbed ny shoul ders and pulled ne off. | saw whirling faces and
| struck at them

The trucker was trying to creep away. His face was a staring mask of
bl ood, and dazed eyes. | began to kick him dodging away fromthe
others, grunting with satisfaction each tine |I connected on him

He was beyond fighting back. All he knew was to try to get away .

Each time | kicked himhis eyes woul d squeeze closed, |ike the eyes of a
tortoise, and he would halt. Then he would start to cram again. He
| ooked stupid. | decided | was going to kill him | was going to kick

himto death. Then | would kill the rest of them all but Nona.

| kicked him again and he fl opped over on his back and | ooked up at ne
dazedl y.

"Uncle," he croaked ." | cry uncle. Please. Please-" | knelt down
beside him feeling the gravel bite into my knees through nmy thin jeans.

"Here you are, bastard,” | whispered ." Here's uncle for you."
| hooked nmy hands onto his throat.
Three of themjunped nme all at once and knocked me off him |

got up, still grinning, and started toward them They backed away,
three big men, all of them scared green

And it clicked off.



Just like that it clicked off and it was just ne, standing in the
parking ot of Joe's Good Eats, breathing hard and feeling sick and
horrifi ed.

| turned and | ooked back toward the diner. The girl was there, her
beautiful features were Iit with triunph. She raised one fist to
shoul der height in salute.

| turned back to the man on the ground. He was still trying to craw
away, and when | approached himhis eyeballs rolled fearfully.

"Don't you touch him" one of his friends cried.

| looked at them confused ." I"'msorry . . . | didn't nmean to

to hurt himso bad. Let me help-"

"You get out of here, that's what you do," the short-order cook said. He
was standing in front of Nona at the foot of the steps, clutching a
greasy spatula in one hand ." |I'mcalling the cops."

"Aren't you forgetting he was the guy who started it? He-"

"Don't give ne any of your lip, you lousy queer," he said, backing up
"Al'l 1 knowis you started trouble and then just about killed that guy.
I"mcalling the cops!" He dashed and went back i nside.

" Ckay," | said to nobody in particular ." Okay, okay."

| had left ny rawhide gloves inside, but it didn't seemlike a good idea
to go back in and get them | put ny hands in my pockets and started to
wal k back to the interstate access road. | figured my chances against a

ride before the cops picked me up were about ten to one. M ears were
freezing and | felt sick to ny stomach. Somne night.

"Wait! Hey, wait!"

| turned around. It was her, running to catch up with nme, her hair
flying out behind her.

"You were wonderful!" she said ." Wnderful!"
"I hurt himbad," | said dully ." | never did anything |ike that
before. "

"I wish you'd killed him™"

| blinked at her in the frosty light.

"I heard the things they were saying about me before you came in .
Laughing in that big, brave, dirty way-haw, haw, lookit the little girl
out so long after dark. \Where you going, honey? Need a lift? 1'Il

give you a ride if you'll give me a ride. Dam!"

She gl ared back over her shoulder as if she could strike themdead with
a sudden bolt from her dark eyes. Then she turned them on ne,

and again it seemed |like that searchlight had been turned on in my mnd
" 1"mcomng with you."



"Where? To jail?" | tugged at ny hair with both hands ." Wth this, the
first guy that gave us a ride would be a state cop. That cook neant
what he said about calling them"

"Il hitch. You stand behind ne. They'll stop for ne.

| couldn't argue with her about that and didn't want to. Love at first
sight? | doubt it. But it was sonething.

"Here," she said, "you forgot these." She held out ny gl oves.

She hadn't gone back inside, and that nmeant she'd had them all al ong.
She'd known she was coming with me. 1t gave ne an eerie feeling. | put
on ny gloves and we wal ked up the access road to the turnpi ke ranp.

She was right about the ride. W got one with the first car that swing
onto the ranp. Before that happened | asked, "Wat's your nane?"

"Nona," she said sinply. She didn't offer any nore, but that was al
right. | was satisfied.

W didn't say anything else while we waited, but it seenmed as if we did.
| won't give you a |load of bull about ESP and that stuff; there was none
of that. But we didn't need it. You've felt it yourself if you've ever
been wi th someone you were really close to, or if you' ve taken one of
those drugs with initials for a name. You don't have to talk

Conmuni cati on seens to shift over to sone high-frequency enotional band.
A twist of the hand does it all. You don't need the social anenities.
But we were strangers. | only knew her first name and, now that | think
back, | don't believe | ever told her mne at all. But we were doi ng
it. It wasn't love. | hate to keep repeating that, but | feel | have
to. | wouldn't dirty that word with whatever we had-not after what we
did, not after Blainesville, not after the dreans.

A high, wailing shriek filled the cold silence of the night, rising and
falling.

"That's an anbul ance, | think," | said.
"Yes."

Sil ence again. The noon's |ight was fadi ng behind a thickeni ng menbrane
of cloud. | thought we woul d have snow before the night was over.

Li ghts poked over the hill.

| stood behind her without having to be told. She brushed her hair back
and raised that beautiful face. As | watched the car signal for the
entrance ranp | was swept with a feeling of unreality-it was unreal

that this beautiful girl had elected to come with me, it was unreal that
| had beaten a man to the point where an anbul ance had to be called for
him it was unreal to think | mght be in jail by nmorning. Unreal. |
felt caught in a spiderweb. But who was the spider?

Nona put out her thumb. The car, a Chevrol et sedan, went by us and
t hought it was going to keep right on going. Then the taillights
fl ashed and Nona grabbed ny hand ." Cone on, we got a ride!" She grinned



at me with childish deli lit and | grinned back at her

The guy was reaching enthusiastically across the seat to open the door
for her. Wen the donme light flashed on I could see hima fairly big
man in an expensive canel's hair coat, graying around the edges of his
hat, prosperous features softened by years of good neals .

A businessman or a salesman. Alone. Wen he saw ne he did a double
take, but it was a second or two too late to put the car back in gear
and haul out of there. And it was easier for himthis way. Later he
could fib hinself into believing he had seen both of us, that he was a
truly good-hearted soul giving a young couple a break.

"Cold night," he said as Nona slid in beside himand | got in beside
her .

"It certainly is,” Nona said sweetly ." Thank you!"

"Yeah," | said ." Thanks."
"Don't nention it." And we were off, |eaving sirens, busted-up truckers,
and Joe's Good Eats behind us.

| had gotten kicked off the interstate at seven-thirty. It was only
eight-thirty now It's amazing how nuch you can do in a short time, or
how much can be done to you.

W were approaching the yellow flashing lights that signal the Augusta
toll station.

How far you goi ng?" the driver asked.

That was a stunper. | had been hoping to make it as far as Kittery and
crash with an acquai ntance who was teaching school there. It still
seened as good an answer as any and | was opening my nmouth to give it
when Nona sai d:

"We're going to Blainesville. It's a small town just south of
Lewi st on- Auburn. "

Bl ai nesville. That made ne feel strange. Once upon a tine | had been
on pretty good ternms with Blainesville. But that was before Ace Carnody
nmessed me up.

He brought his car to a stop, took a toll ticket, and then we were on
our way again.

"I"'monly going as far as Gardner, nyself,"'
One exit up. But that's a start for you."

he said, lying snmoothly .

"It certainly is,” Nona said, just as sweetly as before ." It was nice
of you to stop on such a cold night." And while she was saying it | was
getting her anger on that high enmotional wavel ength, naked and full of
venom It scared nme, the way ticking froma wapped package mni ght scare
ne.

"My nanme's Bl anchette,” he said ." Norman Bl anchette." He waved his hand

in our direction to be shaken.

" Cheryl Craig," Nona said, taking it daintily.



| took her cue and gave hima fal se nane ." Pleasure,” | nunbled

H s hand was soft and flabby. It felt like a hot-water bottle in the
shape of a hand; the thought sickened nme. It sickened ne that we had
been forced to beg a ride with this patronizing nan who t hought he had
seen a chance to pick up a pretty girl hitching all by herself, a girl
who might or might not agree to an hour spent in a notel roomin return

for enough cash to buy a bus ticket. It sickened ne to know that if |
had been al one this man who had just offered ne his flabby, hot hand
woul d have zi pped by without a second look. It sickened ne to know he

woul d drop us at the Gardner exit and then dart right back on down the
sout hbound ranp, congratul ating hinmself on how snmoothly he had sol ved an
annoyi ng situation. Everything about him sickened me. The porky droop
of his jows, the slicked-back wings of his hair, the snell of his

col ogne.

And what right did he have? Wat right?

The sickness curdled, and the flowers of rage began to bl oom again. The
headl i ghts of his prosperous Inpala sedan cut the night with snooth
ease, and ny rage wanted to reach out and strangl e everything that he
was set in among-the kind of rmusic I knew he would listen to as he |ay
back in his La-Z-Boy recliner with the eyening paper in his

hot -wat er-bottl e hands, the blue rinse his wife woul d use in her hair,
the kids always sent off to the novies or off to school or off to
canp-as long as they were off somewhere-his snobbish friends and the
drunken parties they would attend with them

But maybe his col ogne was the worst. It seened to fill the car with the
sweet, sickish stench of his hypocrisy. It snmelled |ike the perfuned
di sinfectant they use in a slaughterhouse at the end of each shift.

The car ripped through the night with Norman Bl anchette hol ding the
wheel in his bloated hands. His manicured nails gleamed softly in the
lights fromthe instrument panel. | wanted to crack a wi ng w ndow and
get away fromthat cloying snell. No, norel wanted to crank the whol e
wi ndow down and stick ny head out into the cold,

purifying air of the night, wallowin its chilled freshness-but | was
frozen, frozen in the dumb maw of my wordl ess, inexpressible hate.

That was when Nona put the nail file into ny hand.

When | was three | got a bad case of the flu and had to go to the
hospital. Wile | was there, my dad fell asleep snmoking in bed and the
house burned down with them and ny ol der brother Drake init. | have
their pictures. They look like actors in an old 1958

Ameri canl nternational horror novie, faces you don't know |like those of
the big stars, nore like Elisha Cook, Jr., and Mara Corday and sone
child actor you can't quite remenber . . . Brandon DeWI de, naybe.

I had no relatives to go to and so | was sent to a home in Portland for
five years. Then | becanme a state ward. That neans a fam ly takes you
in and the state pays themthirty dollars a nonth for your keep.

don't think there was ever a state ward who acquired a taste for

| obster. Usually a couple will take two or three wards as a hardheaded
busi ness investment. |If a kid is fed up he can earn his keep doi ng
chores around the place and that hard thirty turns into gravy.



My folks were naned Hollis and they lived in Falmouth. Not the fancy
part near the country club or the yacht club but farther out toward the
Bl ai nesville town line. They had a three-story farmhouse with fourteen
roonms. There was coal heat in the kitchen that got upstairs any way it
could, and in January you went to bed with three quilts on you and stil
weren't sure if your feet were there when you woke up in the norning
until you put themout on the floor where you could |l ook at them Ms.
Hollis was fat. M. Hollis was dour, rarely spoke, and wore a
red- and- bl ack checked hunting cap all year round

The house was a helter-skelter mess of white-el ephant furniture,
rummage- sal e stuff, noldy mattresses, dogs, cats, and autonotive parts
laid on newspaper. | had three "brothers,” all of themwards. W had a
noddi ng acquai ntance, like co-travelers on a three-day bus trip.

| made good grades in school and went out for spring baseball when I was
a high school sophonore. Hollis was yapping after me to quit, but |
stuck with it until the thing with Ace Carnody happened

Then | didn't want to go anynore, not with nmy face all puffed and cut,
not with the stories Betsy Dirisko was telling around. So | quit the
team and Hollis got me a job in the | ocal drugstore.

In February of ny junior year | took the Coll ege Boards, paying for them
with twel ve bucks | had socked away in ny mattress. | got accepted at
the university with a small schol arship and a good workstudy job in the
library. The expression on the Hollises' faces when |I showed themthe
financial -aid papers is the best nenmory of ny life.

One of ny "brothers,” Curt, ran away. | couldn't have done that. | was
too passive to take a step like that. | would have been back after two
hours on the road. School was the only way out for me, and | took it.

The last thing Ms. Hollis said when | left was, "You wite, hear ne?
And send us sonething when you can."” | never saw either of them again.
made good grades ny freshman year and got a job that summer wor ki ng
full-time in the library. | sent thema Christnmas card that first year

but that was the only one.

In the first senmester of nmy sophonore year | fell inlove. It was the
bi ggest thing that had ever happened to ne. Pretty? She would have
knocked you back two steps. To this day | have no idea what she saw in
me. | don't even know if she loved me or not. | think she did at first

After that | was just a habit that's hard to break, |ike snoking or
driving with your el bow poked out the window. She held me for a while,
maybe not wanting to break the habit. Maybe she held me for wonder, or
maybe it was just her vanity. Good boy, roll over, sit up, fetch the
paper. Here's a kiss good night. It doesn't matter. For a while it
was |love, then it was like love, then it was over

| had slept with her twice, both tines after other things had taken over
for love. That fed the habit for a little while. Then she cane back
fromthe Thanksgi ving break and said she was in love with a guy from

Delta Tau Delta, a guy who al so came from her honetown. | tried to get
her back and al nost made it once, but she had sonething she hadn't had
bef ore- perspective. It didn't work and when the Christmas vacation was

over they were pinned.



What ever | had been building up, all those years since the fire w ped
out the B-novie actors who had once been ny famly, that broke it down.
That pin on her bl ouse.

And after that, | was on again-off again with the three or four girls
who were willing. | could blane it on ny chil dhood, say | never had
good sexual nodels, but that wasn't it. |[|'d never had any trouble with
the girl. Only nowthe girl was gone.

| started being afraid of girls, alittle. And it wasn't so nmuch the
ones | was inpotent with as the ones | wasn't, the ones | could nmake it

with. They made nme uneasy. | kept asking nyself where they were hiding
what ever axes they liked to grind and when they were going to let ne
have it. I'mnot so strange at that. You show ne a married man or a
man with a steady worman, and |I'll show you soneone who is asking hinself

(maybe only in the early hours of the nmorning or on Friday afternoon
when she's off buying groceries), Wat is she doing when |I'm not around?
What does she really think of me? And naybe

nost of all, How nmuch of me has she got? How nuch is left? Once |
started thinking about those things, | thought about themall the tine.

| started to drink and ny grades took a nose dive. During senmester
break | got a letter saying that if they didn't inprove in six weeks, ny

second- senest er schol arship check would be withheld. | and sone guys I
hung around with got drunk and stayed drunk for the whole holiday. On
the I ast day we went to a whorehouse and | operated just fine. It was

too dark to see faces.

My grades stayed about the same. | called the girl once and cried over
the tel ephone. She cried too, and in a way | think that pleased her. |
didn't hate her then and | don't now. But she scared nme plenty.

On February 9 1 got a letter fromthe dean of Arts and Sci ences saying
was flunking two of three courses in ny magjor field. On February 13
got a hesitant sort of letter fromthe girl. She wanted everything to
be all right between us. She was planning to marry the guy fromDelta
Tau Delta in July or August, and I could be invited if | wanted to be.
That was al nost funny. What could | give her for a wedding gift? M
penis with a red ribbon tied around the foreskin?

On the fourteenth, Valentine's Day, | decided it was tine for a change
of scene. Nona cane next, but you know about that.

You have to understand how she was to ne if this is to do any good at
all. She was nore beautiful than the girl, but that wasn't it

Good | ooks are cheap in a wealthy country. It was the her inside

There was sex, but the sex that cane fromher was |ike that of a
vineblind sex, a kind of clinging, not-to-be-denied sex that is not so

i mportant because it is as instinctual as photosynthesis. Not like an
animalthat inplies lust-but like a plant. | knew we woul d nmake | ove,
that we would nake it as nen and wonen do, but that our joining would be
as blunt and renote and neani ngless as ivy clutching its way up a
trellis in the August sun

The sex was inportant only because it was uninportant.

I think-no, |'msure-that violence was the real notive force



The viol ence was real and not just a dream The viol ence of Joe's Good
Eats, the violence of Norman Bl anchette. And there was even sonet hi ng
blind and vegetative about that. Maybe she was only a clinging vine

after all, because the Venus flytrap is a species of vine, but that
plant is carnivorous and will make animal notion when a fly or a bit of
raw nmeat is placed in its jaws. And it was all real. The sporulating

vine may only dreamthat it fornicates, but I amsure the Venus flytrap
tastes that fly, relishes its dimnishing struggles as its jaws cl ose
around it.

The last part was my own passivity. | could not fill up the hole in

my life. Not the hole left by the girl when she said good-bye-1 don't
want to lay this at her door-but the hole that had al ways been there,

t he dark, confused swirling that never stopped down in the mddle of ne.
Nona filled that hole. She nmade me her arm She made ne nove and act.

She made ne nobl e.

Now maybe you understand a little of it. Wy | dreamof her. Wy the
fascination remains in spite of the renorse and the revul sion. Wy |
hate her. Wy | fear her. And why even now | still |ove her

It was eight mles fromthe Augusta ranp to Gardner and we did it in a
few short minutes. | grasped the nail file woodenly at ny side and
wat ched the green reflectorized sign-KEEP RIGHT FOR EXIT 14-tw nkl e up
out of the night. The nbon was gone and it had begun to spit snow.

" Wsh | were going farther," Blanchette said.

"That's all right," Nona said warmy, and | could feel her fury buzzing
and burrowing into the neat under ny skull like a drill bit

"Just drop us at the top of the ranp.”

He drove up, observing the ranp speed of thirty mles an hour. | knew
what | was going to do. It felt as if my legs had turned to warm | ead.

The top of the ranp was lit by one overhead light. To the left | could
see the lights of Gardner against the thickening cloud cover. To the
right, nothing but blackness. There was no traffic com ng either way
al ong the access road.

| got out. Nona slid across the seat, giving Norman Bl anchette a fina
smle. | wasn't worried. She was quarterbacking the play.

Bl anchette was smiling an infuriating porky smle, relieved at being
alnmost rid of us ." Well, good ni-"

"Ch ny pursel Don't drive off with nmy purse!"”

"I"1l get it," |I told her. | leaned back into the car. Blanchette saw
what | had in ny hand, and the porky snmile on his face froze solid.

Now |ights showed on the hill, but it was too late to stop. Nothing
could have stopped nme. | picked up Nona's purse with ny left hand

Wth nmy right |I plunged the steel nail file into Blanchette's throat. He
bl eat ed once.



| got out of the car. Nona was waving the oncom ng vehicl e down.

| couldn't see what it was in the dark and snow, all | could nmake out
were the two bright circles of its headlanps. | cro anchette's car,
peeki ng t hrough the back w ndows.

The voices were alnmost lost in the filling throat of the wind.
troubl e, |ady?"

". . . father . . ."wind". hadaheartattack! Wllyou | scurried
around the trunk of Norman Bl anchette's Inpala, bent over. | could see
them now, Nona's slender silhouette and a taller form They appeared to
be standing by a pickup truck. They turned and approached the
driver's-side wi ndow of the Chevy, where Nornman Bl anchette was sl unped
over the wheel with Nona's file in his throat

The driver of the pickup was a young kid in what | ooked like an Air
Force parka. He leaned inside. | came up behind him

"Jesus, lady!" he said ." There's blood on this guy! Wat-"

| hooked my right el bow around his throat and grabbed ny right wi st
with ny left hand. | pulled himup hard. H s head connected with the
top of my door and made a holl ow thock! He went linmp in ny arns.

| could have stopped then. He hadn't gotten a good | ook at Nona, hadn't

seen nme at all. | could have stopped. But he was a busybody, a

nmeddl er, somebody else in our way, trying to hurt us. | was tired of
being hurt. | strangled him

When it was done | | ooked up and saw Nona spotlighted in the conflicting

lights of the car and truck, her face a grotesque rictus of hate, |ove,
triunmph, and joy. She held her arms out to ne and | went into them W
ki ssed. Her nouth was cold but her tongue was warm | plunged both
hands into the secret hollows of her hair, and the wi nd screaned around
us.

"Now fix it," she said ." Before soneone el se cones."

| fixed it. It was a slipshod job, but I knew that was all we needed
Alittle nore time. After that it wouldn't matter. We would be safe.
The kid's body was light. | picked himup in both arms, carried him
across the road, and threw himinto the gully beyond the guardrails. H's
body tunbled | oosely all the way to the bottom head over heels, |ike

the ragbag man M. Hollis had ne put out in the cornfield every July.
went back to get Bl anchette.

He was heavier, and bleeding like a stuck pig to boot. | tried to pick
hi m up, staggered three steps backward, and then he slipped out of ny
arnms and fell onto the road. | turned himover. The new snow had stuck

to his face, turning it into a hideous skier's nask.

| bent over, grabbed himunder the arms, and dragged himto the gully.
Hs feet left trailing grooves behind him | threw himover and watched
him slide down the enmbankment on his back, his arms up over his head.

H s eyes were wi de open, staring raptly at the snowfl akes falling into



them |If the snow kept comi ng, they would both be just two vague hunps
by the time the plows cane by.

I went back across the road. Nona had already clinbed into the

in

pi ckup truck wi thout having to be told. | could see the pallid snear of
her face, the dark hol es of her eyes, but that was all. | got into

Bl anchette's car, sitting in the streaks of his bl oo& hat had gat hered
on the nubby vinyl seat cover, and drove it onto the shoulder. | turned

of f the headlights, put on the four-way flashers, and got out. To
anyone passing by, it would look like a nmotorist who had engi ne trouble

and then wal ked into town to find a garage. Sinple but workable. | was
very pleased with nmy inprovisation. It was as if | had been nurdering
people all my life. | trotted back to the idling truck, got in behind

the wheel, and pointed it toward the turnpi ke entrance ranp.

She sat next to me, not touching but close. Wen she noved | could

sonmetines feel a strand of her hair on ny neck. It was |ike being
touched with a tiny electrode. Once | had to put nmy hand out and fee
her leg, to make sure she was real. She laughed quietly. 1t was al
real

The wi nd how ed around the wi ndows, driving snowin great, flapping
gusts.

We ran Sout h.

Just across the bridge from Gretna, as you go up 126 toward Freeport,
you cone up on a huge renovated farmthat goes under the | aughable title
of the Blainesville Youth League. They have twel ve | anes of candl epin
bowing with cranky automatic pinsetters that usually take the |ast
three days of the week off, a few ancient pinball machines, a juke
featuring the greatest hits of 1957, three Brunsw ck pool tables, and a
Coke- and- chi ps counter where you also rent bowing shoes that |ook |ike
they m ght have just cone off the feet of dead wi nos. The name of the
pl ace i s | aughabl e because npbst of the Blainesville youth head up to the
drive-in at Getna H Il at night or go to the stock-car races at Oxford
Pl ai ns. The people who do hang out there are nostly toughies from
Gretna, Falnmouth, Freeport, Yarnouth. The average is one fight per
evening in the parking |ot.

| started hanging out there when |I was a high school sophonore

One of ny friends, Chris Kennedy, was working there three nights a week
and if there was nobody waiting for a table he'd let ne shoot sone poo
for free. It wasn't rmuch, but it was better than going back to the
Hol I i ses' house.

That's where | met Ace Carnmody. He was from Gretna, and nobody mnuch
doubted that he was the toughest guy in three towns. He drove a chopped
and channeled '51 Ford, and it was runored that he could push it all the
way to 130 if he had to. He'd come in like a king, his hair greased
back and glistening in a perfect duck's-ass ponmpadour, shoot a few ganes
of doubl e-bank for a dime a ball (Was he

good? You guess.), buy Shelley a Coke when she cane in, and then they'd
| eave. You could al nost hear a reluctant sigh of relief fromthose
present when the scarred front door wheezed shut. Nobody ever went out



in the parking lot with Ace Carnody.
Nobody, that is, but ne.

Shel | ey Roberson was his girl, the prettiest girl in Blainesville,

guess. | don't think she was terrifically bright, but that didn't
matter when you got a | ook at her. She had the nost flaw ess conpl exi on
| had ever seen, and it didn't cone out of a cosnetics bottle, either

Hair as bl ack as coal, dark eyes, generous nouth, a body that just

woul dn't quit-and she didn't mnd showing it off. W0 was going to drag
her out back and try to stoke her |oconptive while Ace was around?
Nobody sane, that's who.

| fell hard for her. Not like the girl and not |ike Nona, even though
Shelley did | ook |like a younger version of her, but it was just as
desperate and just as serious inits way. |If you' ve ever had the worst
case of puppy |ove going around, you know how | felt. She was
seventeen, two years older than I.

| started going down there nore and nore often, even nights when Chris
wasn't on, just to catch a glinpse of her. | felt like a bird watcher
except it was a desperate kind of gane for nme. 1'd go back hone, lie to
the Hollises about where I'd been, and clinb up to my room 1'd wite

| ong, passionate letters to her, telling her everything I'd like to do
to her, then tear themup. Study halls at school |'d dream about asking
her to marry ne so we could run away to Mexico together

She nust have tunmbled to what was happening, and it nust have flattered
her a little, because she was nice to me when Ace wasn't around. She'd
cone over and talk to nme, let me buy her a Coke, sit on a stool, and
kind of rub her leg against mine. It drove nme crazy.

One night in early Novenber | was just nooning around, shooting a little
pool with Chris, waiting for her to come in. The place was deserted
because it wasn't even eight o'clock yet, and a | onesome w nd was

snuf fling around outside, threatening w nter

"You better lay off," Chris said, shooting the nine straight into the
corner.

"Lay off what?"
"You know. "

"No I don't." | scratched and Chris added a ball to the table. He ran
six and while he was running them | went over and put a dinme in the
j uke.

"Shell ey Roberson.” He lined up the one carefully and sent it

wal king up the rail ." Jinmmy Donner was telling Ace about the way you
been sniffing around her. Jinmy thought it was really funny, her being

ol der and all, but Ace wasn't |aughing."
"She's nothing to ne," | said through paper lips.

"She better not be," Chris said, and then a couple of guys canme in and
he went over to the counter and gave thema cue ball.



Ace cane in around nine and he was alone. He'd never taken any notice
of me before, and 1'd just about forgotten what Chris said

When you're invisible you get to thinking you' re invulnerable. | was
playing pinball and | was pretty involved. | didn't even notice the

pl ace get quiet as people stopped bowing or shooting pool. The next
thing I knew, sonmebody had thrown me right across the pinball machine.

| anded on the floor in a heap. | got up feeling scared and sick. He
had tilted the machine, w ping out nmy three replays. He was standi ng
there and | ooking at me with not a strand of hair out of place, his
garrison jacket half unzipped.

"You' stop nessing around," he said softly, "
face. "

or I'mgoing to change your

He went out. Everybody was | ooking at me and | wanted to sink right
down through the floor until | saw there was a kind of grudgi ng
admration on nost of their faces. So |I brushed nyself off,
unconcerned, and put another dinme in the pinball machine. The TILT
[ight went out. A couple of guys canme over and cl apped ne on the back
bef ore they went out, not sayi ng anything.

At el even, when the place closed, Chris offered me a ride hone.
"You're going to take a fall if you don't watch out."

"Don't worry about ne," | said.

He didn't answer.

TW or three nights later Shelley cane in by herself around seven .

There was one other guy there, a porky kid named John Dano, but | hardly
noticed him He was even nore invisible than | was.

She came right over to where | was shooting, close enough so | could
snell the clean-soap snell on her skin. It nade nme feel dizzy.

"I heard about what Ace did to you," she said ." |I'mnot supposed to
talk to you anynore and |I'mnot going to, but |I've got sonething to nake
it all better." She kissed nme. Then she went out, before |I could even

get ny tongue down fromthe roof of ny nouth. | went back to ny game in
a daze. | didn't even see John Dano when he went out to spread the
word. | couldn't see anything but her dark, dark eyes.

SO that night | ended up in the parking ot with Ace Carnody, and he
beat the living Jesus out of ne. It was cold, bitterly cold, and at the
end | began to sob, not caring who was watching or |listening, which

was everybody. The single sodiumare |anp | ooked down on all of it
nmercilessly. | hadn't even |l anded a punch on him

"Ckay," he said, squatting down next to me. He wasn't even breat hing
hard. He took a swi tchblade out of his pocket and pressed the chrone
button. Seven inches of noon-drenched silver sprang into the world .
This is what you get next tinme. |1'll carve ny nane on your balls." Then
he got up, gave ne one last kick, and left. | just lay there for maybe
ten mnutes, shivering on the hard-packed dirt. No one came to help ne
up or pat ne on the back, not even Chris. Shelley didn't show up to
make it all better.



Finally I got up by nmyself and hitchhi ked hone. | told Ms. Hollis I'd
hitched a ride with a drunk and he drove off the road. | never went
back to the bowing alley again.

Ace got killed two years | ater when he drove his fancy '51 Ford into a
road-repair dunptruck while passing on a hill. | understand that he had
dropped Shelley by then and that she had really gone downhill, picking
up a case of clap on the way. Chris said he saw her one night in the
Manoir up in Lew ston, hustling guys for drinks. She had |ost npst of
her teeth, and her nose had been broken sonewhere along the line, he
said. He said | would never recognize her. By then | didn't nuch care
one way or the other.

The pickup had no snow tires, and before we got to the Lew ston exit |
had begun to skid around in the new powder. It took us over forty-five
mnutes to make the twenty-two miles.

The man at the Lewi ston exit point took nmy toll card and ny sixty cents
" Slippery traveling?"

Nei t her of us answered him W were getting close to where we wanted to
go now. |If I hadn't had that odd kind of wordl ess contact with her,
woul d have been able to tell just by the way she sat on the dusty seat
of the pickup, her hands folded tightly in her lap, those eyes fixed
strai ght ahead on the road with fierce intensity. | felt a shudder work
t hr ough me.

W took Route 136. There weren't many cars on the road; the w nd was
fresheni ng and the snow was com ng down harder than ever

On the other side of Getna Village we passed a big Buick Riviera that

had sl ued around sideways and clinbed the curb. Its four-way flashers
were going and | had a ghostly doubl e i mage of Norman Bl anchette's
Impala. It would be drifted in with snow now, nothing but a ghostly

hunp in the darkness.

The Buick's driver tried to flag ne down but | went by himw thout
sl owi ng, spraying himwi th slush. M wipers were clogging with

snow and | reached out and snapped at the one on ny side. Sonme of the
snow | oosened and | could see a little better

Gretna was a ghost town, everything dark and closed. | signaled right
to go over the bridge into Blainesville. The rear wheels wanted to
slide out fromunder nme, but | handl ed the skid. Up ahead and across
the river | could see the dark shadow that was the Bl ainesville Youth
League building. It |looked shut up and lonely. | felt suddenly sorry,
sorry that there had been so rmuch pain. And death. That was when Nona
spoke for the first time since the Gardner exit.

"There's a policeman behind you."

"lIs he-?"

"No. His flasher is off."

But it made me nervous and nmaybe that's why it happened. Route 136

makes a ni nety-degree turn on the Getna side of the river and then it's
straight across the bridge and into Blainesville. | made the first



turn, but there was ice on the Blainesville side.
" Damm

The rear end of the truck flirted around and before | could steer clear
it had smashed into one of the heavy steel bridge stanchions. W went
sliding all the way around |ike kids on a Flexible Flyer, and the next
thing I saw was the bright headlights of the police car that was behind
us. He put on his brakes-I could see the red reflections in the falling
snow but the ice got him too. He plowed right into us. There was a
grinding, jarring shock as we went into the supporting girders again. |
was jolted into Nona's |lap, and even in that confused split second | had
time to relish the snoboth firmess of her thigh. Then everything
stopped. Now the cop had his flasher on. It sent blue, revolving
shadows chasi ng across the hood of the truck and the snowy stee
crosswork of the Gretna-Blainesville bridge. The done |ight inside the
crui ser cane on as the cop got out.

If he hadn't been behind us it wouldn't have happened. That thought was
pl ayi ng over and over in my mnd, |like a phonograph needle stuck in a
single, flawed groove. | was grinning a strained, frozen grin into the
dark as | groped on the floor of the truck's cab for sonething to hit

hi m wi t h.

There was an open toolbox. | came up Wth a socket wench and laid it
on the seat between Nona and nme. The cop leaned in the window, his face
changing like a devil's in the light fromthe flasher

"Traveling a little fast for the conditions, weren't you, guy?"

"Following a little close, weren't you?" | asked ." For the conditions?"
He mi ght have flushed. It was hard to tell in the flickering light.
"Are you lipping me, son?"

"I amif you're trying to pin the dents in your cruiser on ne."

"Let's see your driver's license and your registration."

| got out ny wallet and handed himny |icense.

"Regi stration?"

"It's my brother's truck. The registrationis in his wallet."

"That right?" He |ooked at me hard, trying to stare nme down .

When he saw it would take a while, he | ooked past ne at Nona. | could
have ripped his eyes out for what | sawin them." Wat's your nanme?"

"Cheryl Craig, sir.

"What are you doing riding around in his brother's pickup in the mddle
of a snowstorm Cheryl ?"

"W're going to see ny uncle.”

"I'n Bl ainesville?"



"Yes."
"I don't know any Craigs in Blainesville."
"His nane is Barlow. On Bowen Hill."

"That right?" He wal ked around to the back of the truck to | ook at the
plate. | opened the door and | eaned out. He was witing it down.

He cane back while | was still |eaning out, spotlighted fromthe wai st
up in the glare of his headlights ." I'"'mgoing to. . . \hat's that
all over you, boy?"

| didn't have to | ook down to know what was all over ne. It was al
over Nona, too. | had sneared it on her tan coat when | kissed her

| used to think that |eaning out Iike that was just absent-m ndedness,
but witing all of this has changed ny mind. | don't think it was
ab-minded at all. | think | wanted himto see it. | held onto the

sent socket w ench.

"What do you nean?"

He cane two steps closer You're hurt like. Better-"

I swung at him H's hat had been knocked off in the crash and his head
was bare. | hit himhead on, just above the forehead. |'ve never
forgotten the sound that nade, |ike a pound of butter falling onto a
hard fl oor.

"Hurry," Nona said. She put a calmhand on ny neck. It was very cool
like air in a root cellar. M foster mother, Ms. Hollis . . . she
had a root cellar.

ut yourself, | ooks

Funny | should remenber that. She sent nme down there for vegetables in
the winter. She canned them herself. Not in real cans, of course, but
in thick Mason jars with those rubber sealers that go under the |id.

I went down there one day to get a jar of waxed beans for our supper
The preserves were all in boxes, neatly marked in Ms. Hollis's hand. |
renmenber that she always mi sspelled raspberry, and that used to fill ne
with a secret superiority.

On this day | went past the boxes marked "razberrys" and into the corner
where she kept the beans. It was cool and dark. The walls were plain
dark earth and in wet weather they exuded noisture in trickling, crooked
streanms. The snell was a secret, dark effluvium conmposed of |iving
things and earth and stored vegetables, a snell remarkably like that of
a wonan's private parts. There was an old, shattered printing press in
one corner that had been there ever since | canme, and sonetinmes | used
to play with it and pretend | could get it going again. | loved the
root cellar. |In those days-l was nine or ten-the root cellar was ny
favorite place. Ms. Hollis refused to set foot init, and it was

agai nst her husband's dignity to go down and fetch up vegetables. So |
went there and snelled that peculiar secret earthy snell and enjoyed the
privacy of its wonblike confinement. It was |lit by one cobwebby bulb
that M. Hollis had strung, probably before the Boer War. Sonetines



wi ggl ed ny hands and made huge, elongated rabbits on the wall.

| got the beans and was about to go back when I heard a rustling

nmoverent under one of the old boxes. | went over and lifted it up

There was a brown rat beneath it, lying on its side. It rolled its head
up at me and stared. Its sides were heaving violently and it bared its

teeth. It was the biggest rat | had ever seen, and | |eaned closer. It

was in the act of giving birth. Two of its young, hairles, were already
nursing at its belly. Another was hal fway into the world.

The nother glared at nme helplessly, ready to bite. | wanted to kill it,
kill all of them squash them but | couldn't. It was the nost hoffible
thing I'd ever seen. As | watched, a small brown spider-a daddy

| ongl egs, | think-crawl ed rapidly across the floor. The nother snatched

it up and ate it.

| Red. Halfway up the stairs | fell and broke the jar of beans. Ms.
Hollis thrashed ne, and | never went into the root cellar again unless |
had to.

| stood | ooking down at the cop, remenbering.

"Hurry," Nona said again.

He was much lighter than Norman Bl anchette had been, or perhaps ny
adrenalin was just flowing nore freely. | gathered himup in both arns
and carried himover to the edge of the bridge. | could barely make out
the Getna Falls downstream and upstreamthe GS&WM railroad trestle was
only a gaunt shadow, like a scaffold. The night w nd whooped and
screanmed, and the snow beat against ny face

For a nonent | held the cop against my chest |ike a sleeping newborn
child, and then | renenbered what he really was and threw hi mover the
si de and down into darkness.

W went back to the truck and got in, but it wouldn't start. | cranked

the engine until | could smell the sweetish aroma of gas fromthe
fl ooded carb, and then stopped.

Cone on," | said.

W went to the cruiser. The front seat was littered with violation
tags, forns, two clipboards. The shortwave under the dash crackled an

" Unit Four, cone in, Four. Do you copy?"

| reached under and turned it off, banging ny knuckles on sonething as |

searched for the right toggle switch. It was a shotgun, punp action

Probably the cop's personal property. | unclipped it and handed it to
Nona. She put it on her lap. | backed the cruiser up. It was dented
but otherwi se not hurt. It had snowtires and they bit nicely once we

got over the ice that had done the danage.

Then we were in Blainesville. The houses, except for an occasiona
shanty trailer set back fromthe road, had di sappeared. The road itself
hadn't been plowed yet and there were no tracks except the ones we were
| eavi ng behind us. Monolithic fir trees, weighted with snow, towered
all around us, and they made me feel tiny and insignificant, just sone
tiny norsel caught in the giant throat of this night. It was now after



ten o' cl ock.

| didn't see much of college social life during ny freshman year at the
university. | studied hard and worked in the library shel ving books and
repairing bindings and | earning how to catalogue. 1In the spring there

was j ayvee baseball.

Near the end of the acadenic year, just before finals, there was a dance
at the gym | was at |oose ends, studied up for nmy first two tests, and
| wandered down. | had the buck admission, so | went in.

It was dark and crowded and sweaty and frantic as only a coll ege soci al
before the ax of finals can be. There was sex in the air. You didn't
have to snell it; you could al most reach out and grab it in both hands,
like a wet piece of heavy cloth. You knew that | ove was going to

be made | ater on, or what passes for |love. People were going to nmake it
under bl eachers and in the steam plant parking lot and in apartnments and
dormitory rooms. It was going to be made by desperate nen/boys with the
draft one step behind them and by pretty coeds who were going to drop
out this year and go hone and start a famly .

It would be made with tears and | aughter, drunk and sober, stiffly and
with no inhibition. But nostly it would be nmade quickly.

There were a few stags, but not many. It wasn't a night you needed to
go anyplace stag. | drifted down by the rai sed bandstand

As | got closer to the sound, the beat, the music got to be a pal pabl e
thing. The group had a half circle of five-foot anplifiers behind them
and you could feel your eardruns flapping in and out with the bass
signature

| leaned up against the wall and watched. The dancers noved in
prescribed patterns (as if they were trios instead of couples, the third

Movi ng through the sawdust that had been sprinkled over the varni shed
floor. | didn't see anybody | knew and | began to feel |onely, but

pl easantly so. | was at that stage of the evening where you fantasize
that everyone is looking at you, the romantic stranger, out of the
corners of their eyes.

About a half hour later I went out and got a Coke in the |obby .

When | went back in sonebody had started a circle dance and | was pulled
in, my arnms around the shoulders of two girls | had never seen before.
W went around and around. There were maybe two hundred people in the
circle and it covered half the gymfloor. Then part of it collapsed and
twenty or thirty people formed another circle in the mddle of the first

and started to go around the other way. It made nme feel dizzy. | saw a
girl who | ooked |ike Shelley Roberson, but | knew that was a fantasy.
When | | ooked for her again | couldn't see her or anyone who | ooked I|ike
her .

When the thing finally broke up | felt weak and not well. | went back
over by the bl eachers and sat down. The nmusic was too |loud, the air too
greasy. | could hear ny heartbeat in ny head, the way you do after you

t hrew t he bi ggest drunk of your life.



| used to think what happened next happened because | was tired and a
little nauseated from goi ng around and around, but, as | said before,
all this witing has brought everything into sharper focus. | can't
bel i eve that anynore.

| looked up at them again, all the beautiful, hurrying people in the
sem darkness. It seened to me that all the nen |ooked terrified, their
faces eloni-zatins -into grotesque, slownotion masks. |t was
under st andabl e. The wonen-coeds in their sweaters, short skirts, their
bel | bottonms-were all turning into rats. At first it didn't frighten ne.
| even chuckled. | knew what | was seeing was sone kind of

hal | uci nation, and for a while | could watch it alnost clinically.

Then some girl stood on tiptoe to kiss her fellow, and that was too
much. Hairy, twisted face with its bl ack buckshot eyes reaching up
nmout h spreading to reveal teeth .

I left.

| stood in the |lobby for a noment, half distracted. There was a
bat hroom down the hall, but | went past it and up the stairs.

The | ocker roomwas on the third floor and | had to run the last flight.

| pulled the door open and ran for one of the bathroomstalls. | threw
up amid the mxed snells of lininent, sweaty uniforns, oiled |eather

The nmusic was far away down there, the silence up here virginal. | felt
conforted.

W had cone to a stop sign at Southwest Bend. The nmenmory of the dance
had left me excited for a reason | didn't understand. | began to shake.

She | ooked at nme, smiling with her dark eyes ." Now?"

| couldn't answer her. | was shaking too badly for that. She nodded
slow y.

| drove onto a spur of Route 7 that mnust have been a logging road in the
sumertime. | didn't drive in too deeply because | was afraid of
getting stuck. | popped off the headlights and flecks of snow began to
gather silently on the wi ndshield. Sonme kind of sound was escapi ng ne,
bei ng dragged out of ne. | think it nust have been a close ora

counterpart to the thoughts of a rabbit caught in a snare.
"Here," she said ." Right here."
It was ecstasy.

W al nost didn't get back onto the main road. The snowpl ow had gone by,
orange lights wi nking and flashing in the night, throwing up a huge wall
of snow i n our way.

There was a shovel in the trunk of the police car. It took ne half an
hour to dig out, and by then it was al nost nidnight. She turned on the
police radio while | was doing it, and it told us what we had to know.
The bodi es of Blanchette and the kid fromthe pickup truck had been
found. They suspected that we had taken the cruiser. The cop's nane
had been Essegi an, and that's a funny nane. There used to be a

maj or - | eague bal | pl ayer naned Essegi an-1 think he played for the
Dodgers. Maybe |I had killed one of his relatives. It didn't bother ne



to know the cop's nane. He had been follow ng too close and he had
gotten in our way.

We drove back onto the nmmin road.

| could feel her excitenment, high and hot and burning. | stopped |ong
enough to clear the windshield with ny armand then we were goi ng agai n.

W went through West Blainesville and | knew wi t hout having to be told
where to turn. A snowcrusted sign said it was Stackpol e Road.

The pl ow had not been here, but one vehicle had been through before us.
The tracks of its tires were still freshly cut in the blow ng, restless
SNOW.

A mle, then less than a mle. Her fierce eagerness, her need, canme to
me and | began to feel junpy again. W cane around a curve and there
was the power truck, bright orange body and warning flashers pulsing the
color of blood. It was bl ocking the road.

You can't imagi ne her rage-cur rage, really-because now, after what
happened, we were really one. You can't imagine the sweeping feeling of
i ntense paranoi a, the conviction that every hand was out to cut us down.

There were two of them One was a bendi ng shadow i n the darkness ahead.
The other was holding a flashlight. He came toward us, his |ight
bobbing like a lurid eye. And there was nore than hate. There was
fear-fear that it was all going to be snatched away fromus at the |ast
nonent .

He was yelling, and | cranked down nmy w ndow.

"You can't get through here! Go on back by the Bowen Road! W got a
live line down here! You can't-"

| got out of the car, lifted the shotgun, and gave himboth barrels .

He was flung forcibly back against the orange truck and | staggered back
agai nst the cruiser. He slipped down an inch at a time, staring at ne

i ncredul ously, and then he fell into the snow
"Are there nore shells?" | asked Nona.
"Yes." She gave themto nme. | broke the shotgun, ejected the spent

cartridges, and put in new ones.

The guy's buddy had straightened up and was watching incredulously. He

shouted something at nme that was lost in the wind. it sounded like a
question but it didn't matter. | was going to kill him | wal ked
toward himand he just stood there, looking at me. He didn't nove, even
when | raised the shotgun. | don't think he had any conception of what
was happening. | think he thought it was a dream

| fired one barrel and was low. A great flurry of snow expl oded UP
coating him Then he bellowed a great terrified scream and ran, taking

one gigantic bound over the fallen power cable in the road. | fired the
other barrel and m ssed again. Then he was gone into the dark and
could forget him He wasn't in our way anynore. | went back to the

crui ser.



" We'll have to wal k," | said.

W wal ked past the fallen body, stepped over the spitting power |ine,
and wal ked up the road, following the widely spaced tracks of the
fleeing man. Sonme of the drifts were alnost up to her knees, but she
was always a little ahead of me. W were both panting.

We canme over a hill and descended into a narrow dip. On one side was a
| eani ng, deserted shed with gl assl ess wi ndows. She stopped and gri pped
ny arm

"There," she said, and pointed across to the other side. Her grip was
strong and pai nful even through nmy coat. Her face was set in a glaring,
triunphant rictus ." There. There."

It was a graveyard.

W slipped and stunbl ed up the banking and cl anbered over a snow covered

stone wall. | had been here too, of course. M real nother had cone
fromBl ainesville, and although she and ny father had never lived there,
this was where the famly plot had been. It was a gift to ny nother

fromher parents, who had lived and died in Blainesville. During the
thing with Shell ey Roberson |I had cone here often to read the poens of
John Keats and Percy Shelley. | suppose you think that was a damed
weird thing to do, but I don't. Not even now. | felt close to them
conforted. After Ace Carnmody beat me up | never went there again. Not
until Nona led nme there.

| slipped and fell in the | oose powder, twisting ny ankle. 1 got up and
wal ked on it, using the shotgun as a crutch. The silence was infinite
and unbelievable. The snow fell in soft, straight |ines, nounding atop

the | eani ng stones and crosses, burying all but the tips of the corroded
fl aghol ders that would only hold flags on Menorial Day and Veterans Day.
The silence was unholy in its imrensity, and for the first time | felt
terror.

She led jne toward a stone building set into the whitened rise of the
hill at th& back of the cemetery. A vault. She had a key. | knew
she woul d have a key, and she did.

She bl ew the snow away fromthe door's flange and found the keyhole. The
sound the turning tunblers made seenmed to stretch across the darkness.
She | eaned on the door and it swung inward.

The odor that cane out at us was as cool as autumm, as cool as the air
inthe Hollis root cellar. | could see inonly alittle way. There
wer e

STEPH dead | eaves on the stone floor. She entered, paused, |ooked back
over her shoul der at ne.

“"No," | said.
She | aughed at ne.
| stood in the darkness, feeling everything begin to run togetherpast,

present, future. | wanted to run, run scream ng, run fast enough to
t ake back everything | had done.



Nona stood there | ooking at me, the nmost beautiful girl in the world,
the only thing that had ever been mne. She nmade a gesture with her
hands on her body. |I'mnot going to tell you what it was. You would
know it if you sawit.

I went in. She closed the door

It was dark but | could see perfectly well. The place was alight with a
slowy running green fire. 1t ran over the walls and snaked across the
leaf-littered floor in withing tongues. There was a bier in the center
of the vault, but it was enpty. The petals of withered roses were
scattered across it. She beckoned to ne, then pointed to the small door
at the rear. Small, unnmarked door. | dreaded it. | think I knew then.
She had used nme and | aughed at ne. Now she woul d destroy ne.

But | couldn't stop. | went to that door because | had to. That nental
tel egraph was still working at what | felt was glee-a terrible, insane
gl ee-and triunmph. M hand trenbled toward the door. It was coated with

green fire.
| opened the door and saw what was there.

It was the girl, my girl. Dead. Her eyes stared vacantly into that

Cct ober vault, into ny own eyes. She snelled of stolen kisses. She was
naked and she had been ripped open fromthroat to crotch, her whol e body
turned into a sterile wonb. And yet sonething lived in there

The rats. | could not see thembut |I could hear them rustling around
in there, inside her. | knew that in a nonent her dry nmouth woul d open
and she woul d speak to ne of love. | backed away, my whol e body nunb,

nmy brain floating on a dark cloud of fear

I turned to Nona. She was | aughing, holding her arms out to e .
And with a sudden bl aze of understanding | knew, | knew, | knew .
The last test had been passed. | was freel

| turned back to the doorway and of course it was nothing b'lIlt an enpty
stone closet with dead | eaves on the floor

| went to Nona. | went to ny life.
Her arns reached around ny neck and | pulled her against ne .

That was when she began to change, to ripple and run |like wax. The
great dark eyes becane small and beady. The hair coarsened, went

brown. The nose shortened, the nostrils dilated. Her body |unped and
hunched agai nst rme.

| was being enbraced by a rat.
Her 1ipless mouth stretched upward for nine

| didn't scream There were no screans left. | doubt if | will ever
scream agai n.

It's so hot in here.



| don't mnd the heat, not really. | like to sweat if | can shower,
I've always thought of sweat as a good, masculine thing, but sonetines
there are bugs that bite-spiders, for instance. Did you know that
femal e spiders sting and eat their mates? They do, right after

copul ation. Also, |'ve heard scurryings in the walls. | don't I|ike

t hat .

I've given nyself witer's cranp, and the felt tip of the pen is al
soft and nushy. But |I'm done now. And things |ook different. It
doesn't seemthe same anynore at all

Do you realize that for a while they alnost had me believing that | did
all those horrible things nyself? Those nmen fromthe truck stop, the
guy fromthe power truck who got away. They said | was alone. | was
al one when they found me, alnost frozen to death in that graveyard by
the stones that mark nmy father, ny nother, my brother Drake

But that only neans she |left, you can see that. Any fool could. But
I'mglad she got away. Truly | am But you nust realize she was with
me all the tine, every step of the way.

I"'mgoing to kill nyself now It will be rmuch better. I'mtired of al
the guilt and agony and bad dreanms, and also | don't like the noises in
the walls. Anybody could be in there. O anything.

I"mnot crazy. | know that and trust that you do, too. |If you say you
aren't, that's supposed to mean you are, but | am beyond all those
little games. She was with me, she was real. | love her. True |ove
will never die. That's how !l signed all nmy letters to Shelley, the ones
| tore up.

| didn't hurt any ladies, did |?

| never hurt any | adies.

She was the only one | ever really |oved.

It's so hot in here. And | don't |like the sounds in the walls.
True love will never die.
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