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The annual World Fantasy Convention, which nmoves about from
state to state, occasionally fromcountry to country, issues
each year a program book of consciously artistic value, with
stories, essays, and artwork by leading lights. Charles L.
Grant's tale is taken fromthe 1986 program book, the year he
was guest of honor, illustrated by that year's artist GoH Jeff
Potter.

Charles is one of our best-selling horror novelists and an
advocate of "quiet horror," as exenplified in his series of
Shadows ant hol ogies. He's hinself a master of the short form
as every reader of horror well knows. He's also active in the
smal | presses, having contributed to Wi spers, Fantasy Mcabre,
Fant asy Tal es, Fantasy Book, Weirdbook, Shayol, M dni ght Sun,
and ot hers. Author of over one hundred short tales, there are
many, |like "An Inmage in Twisted Silver," that have not yet been
col | ect ed.

Robert | ocked the bat hroom door when Joann began scream ng. He
| eaned against it and closed his eyes, felt the sweat on his
brow, felt the danp cold under his arns, and felt the heel of
his left foot tap rhythmcally on the floor. In time to his

wi fe's voice. Faster, now slower, now faster again when she
realized what he'd done and threw sonet hing agai nst the wall.
Hi s words were garbled, if words they were at all, and he
stopped trying to give them neaning -- the sound of her was
enough, the anger and the hatred and the overwhel m ng despair

t hat had begun in her pale eyes when he told her he was going
to quit the firm that traveled in a rippling crescent from one
cheek to the other, that settled around her nouth as her tongue
licked her lips, as the lips began to trenble while the tears
began to well, as her teeth clacked together as if she were
freezing.

The sound of it beginning as a grow in her throat, pitching

hi gher as she backed away from the kitchen table, higher still
when she pointed at the stack of envel opes on the counter and
demanded to know how the hell she was expected to pay all those
bills if he no | onger had a job. And why the hell hadn't he

tal ked with her first, leaving the house that nmorning filled
with the power of the righteous, the strength of ideals, the
fooli shness of the young who thought they'd live forever --
because the goddammed bills were over there, stacked on the
counter and waiting for the goddammed checks that woul d never
be witten because he had principles but no goddammed sense and
she was sick of listening to his goddammed sernons about |iving
with hinmsel f, about sl eeping, about what had to be done before
the world was made right.

He' d sai d not hi ng.

She was still scream ng.



He' d only watched her pace the kitchen, slamm ng a hand down,

ki cking a cabinet door, opening the refrigerator to show him
the food that would have to |l ast them a while because they'd
just bought a new car, just returned from vacation, just
redecorated the front room and their bedroomin anticipation of
his raise, and so had raided their savings because it was al
going to be just fine. Then she pointed out the window to the
backyard where their children were playing and asked himtoo
sweetly how she was expected to explain it to them when al

t hey woul d understand was that Daddy no | onger had to go to
work in the norning, that Daddy had decided there was no future
inthe law if the |law wouldn't ensure a future for those who
lived it, for those who enforced it, for those who tried to
make it affordable for those who needed it the nost. How, she
wanted to know, opening and closing drawers, still kicking at

t he doors, was she going to explain his professional suicide to
their friends, and their famly, and to herself when all she
wanted was not to return to the rundown places they'd lived in
while he'd studied, and if that was too nmuch to ask why the

hell were they still married.
He sai d not hi ng.
She was still screani ng.

He opened his eyes and | ooked left, to the mrror over the
basin, and to his face | ooking back. Distorted because of a
flaw in the surface, a whorl and a bulge that elongated his
neck and turned his hair to wire and gave his lips a silly
smrk when he stood in the wong spot while he was shavi ng. He
shrugged at it now, wondering for a noment why it seenmed so
young, the way he used to be young, back in the days when he
bel i eved so damed strongly in everything he believed.

He laid his head back, feeling rage make the door trenble,
feeling his own anger stiffen his spine and tighten his
buttocks and finally force himto stand upright and turn
around, hands in fists, ready to go after her and conpel her to
understand that it wasn't he who had changed since their days
in college and their first day of marriage and their first
years together as they dreamed of npbdest wealth, nodest famly,
nodest hopes; it wasn't he who had fallen in love with a house
much too large for four people, who had fallen in |ove with the
checks that could be witten every nmonth while he wote the
briefs dealing with the honel ess and the unwanted that made

|l ocal history; and it wasn't he who had al nost | aughed when he
al nost cried at the turnabout the office nmade the week before
when one of his court appearances had failed, had reached the
papers, had made him |l ook |ike a Quixote in a three-piece suit
and school tie.

He didn't nove.

She was still scream ng.

And he knew she was afraid.

He understood, though she didn't know it, what the future would
be like until he was back on his feet, in his own office, in
anot her town.

He was willing to take the risk. Like Scrooge after the Phantom



has shown himthe grave, he had conme to | oathe the cynicism and
t he defeatismthat were cloaked in excuses of the real world,
when the real world was only an excuse for old failures

per petuated on the young.

She hadn't |istened when he tried to explain; she thought he

was ki ddi ng.

She hadn't |istened when he told her he couldn't take it
anynor e.

But she had |istened this afternoon when he'd given her the
news -- with the ear that had heard the cries of their first
child in that place they had tried to nake a hone when all it

was a hovel; with the ear that had heard him swear on his |ove
for her and the boy that he would never permt themto |ive

t hat way agai n.

Sonmet hi ng hard crashed agai nst the door.

He stepped back too quickly and the grey rug beneath hi m al nost
slipped out fromunder his feet. He grabbed for the basin
counter and steadi ed hinself, shook hinmself, w nked I'm al
right to his worried still-young reflection, and was astoni shed
to see the tears in his eyes.

" mnot wong, he told hinself suddenly, fearing she had

di scovered a weakness; I'mnot wwong. I'mnot. I"mright, and
you know it.

His children probably woul dn't understand, that much was true,
and the only thing he could do was pray that understanding
woul d conme as they grew older. He | oved themtoo nmuch to

del i berately hurt them and he counted on their love for the
support he woul d need even though they'd be blinded.

There was qui et.

Joann st opped her screani ng.

His reflection lifted an eyebrow, and he turned to the door,
wonderi ng what she was up to, turned back and saw the
expression on his face. A young face, doubting, and darkening
with anger he couldn't feel. He shook his head. Distortions
trenbl ed. He stepped away and scrubbed his cheeks with his
palms until the inperfections in the mrror had himstrangling
hi msel f.

"Jesus," he said, and | ooked away qui ckly.

Sonet hi ng | eaned agai nst the door, and he heard Joann whi sper
his nanme. Not a begging. And not a quiet scream ng. A nane,
nothing nore, telling himthe tantrum was over and she was
ready to tal k.

He stared at the gl ass doorknob, at the towels on the rack, at
hi s bat hrobe on the hook near the top of the door.

"It's been so long," he heard her say. "Robert, it's been so

| ong. "

He cl osed his eyes briefly. Not denying, but hol ding her away,
trying to keep her fromtelling himwhat he already knew. Too
long in the trenches, too long for themto return.

He knew t hat.

He wasn't stupid.

He wasn't so nmuch the fool that he hadn't coveted what he now
had, hadn't worked the m serably long hours in order to build



up what his banker not so laughingly called his estate, hadn't
dreamt of even nore until he was given the assignnent to defend
a charitable group who showed himthe alleys and the gutters
and the trash and the people who |ived there because they'd
grown too thin to walk the cracks; until he | ooked at them and
remenbered how his father had worked double shifts and his

mot her had worked as well and how his education had been paid
for in their dying; until he canme home one evening and was so
filled with love at the sight of his wife and the sounds of his
son and new daughter that he felt at once bl essed, and

di sgusted with hinmself. A disgust because he knew that to beat
the system he had to work in it, and in working in it had
beconme |l ost, and in getting lost had lost his life.

Sentiment, he told hinself.

H's reflection stretched and w dened and col | apsed upon itself.
Easier for the rich, not so easy for those who caused it.
Practical. Wndm lls. Reality. It happens.

"Robert," she said. "Robert, please open the door."

He filled the basin with [ ukewarm water and splashed it on his
face, |ooked up at his dripping reflection and could no | onger
see the tears.

"ldiot,"” he whispered.

The shattered face stared back, eyes narrow, lips tight, and he
nearly | aughed at the parody of anger he saw, rem nding hinself
t hat even Scrooge had probably conpromised a |little the day
after he had given over the free Christnmas goose.

"Robert, come on, we have to talk. I"'msorry."

He knew she was sincere, that she wasn't lurking out there with
a knife behind her back or a club in her hand; he knew that
weeping for Tiny Timwasn't the same as weeping for the nman who
lived in a cardboard box. He knew that now. Perhaps he hadn't
known it before. Perhaps, in telling her over die last few
nont hs what he wanted to do if he ever got the nerve, he hadn't
seen the response in her eyes, in the way she held him in the
way her hands cl asped together, knuckles white while |lips were
smling. Perhaps...

He reached for the doorknob and | ooked at hinself in the
mrror.

Jesus, he thought with a quiet |augh and shake of his head,
it's a wonder | don't cut ny head off every norning.

He | aughed again, a bit |ouder, and told Joann not to worry,
she'd scared hi m but he was fine.

She giggled and rattled the knob. "Open up,"” she said. "I think
" mready."
"So am|," he told the face that | ooked at himw th regret.

"And the first thing in the norning |'"mgoing to give you a new
| ook, one that won't scare ne awake."

"Robert ?"

He turned the knob.

And his reflection reached out and tore a hole in his throat.



