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  DEDICATION


  



  To Dennis Etchison


  



  . . . whether hoax or conspiracy, the motives as much in conjecture as the means; but we must treat with the realities, despite what we are meant to believe: James Dean has been recognized strolling along North Beverly Glen Boulevard, secure behind beard and sunglasses (need I say it: Porsche) and the certainty of our disbelief.


  



  —Kent Allard,


  Drive-Thru Fiction


  



  INTRODUCTION: One from the Vault


  



  While in the process of preparing my notes for The Year’s Best Horror stories: Series XI, I read my way through all 29 issues of the classic E.C. horror comic book, The Vault of Horror. No, not the originals, some of which are literally worth their weight in gold, but the awesome five-volume hardcover boxed set published this past year by Russ Cochran. Cochran’s production values are mind-boggling: the facsimile edition is larger than the original comic pages, reprinted (from the original art, I gather) in black and white on heavy stock (the boxed set weighs some seven pounds) with all covers reproduced in full color, and pertinent commentary accompanying each issue. Truly a labor of love, and intended to last for centuries. Further, this is but one such boxed set out of a continuing project to reprint all the E.C. New Trend and New Direction comic books in this permanent format.


  Why all this attention lavished upon a comic book? For any of several good reasons. The E.C. magazines were special. Just as the (at the time equally denigrated) pulp magazine, Weird Tales, was state-of-the-art horror during the 1930s, so were the E.C. horror comics in the early 1950s. Plots as a rule followed the formula of poetic justice through supernatural retribution, often served up with a dose of black humor and inevitably with lots of grue and gore. By 1955 pressure from outraged citizens’ groups, who had positively linked such comic books to juvenile delinquency, moral decay and communism, brought an end to the E.C. horror comics and their less sophisticated but equally gruesome imitators. Fortunately, not before the young minds of many of today’s horror writers (your editor included) had been hopelessly warped.


  Where, I hear you ask, might one discover state-of-the-art horror of the 1980s? As the Vault-Keeper would have said: “Heh, heh! Well, kiddies! Welcome to the terror-dripping pages of the latest fright-filled issues of The Year’s Best Horror Stories!”


  Three decades later, horror is still alive and creeping—if anything, enjoying a period of unparalleled popularity. Horror novels regularly make the best-seller lists. Horror films, whether big budget or bargain basement, rake in the bucks. Interestingly, one of this past year’s top-grossing films was Creepshow, George Romero and Stephen King’s homage to the old E.C. horror comics. In short fiction, despite the continuing absence of a regular major market, the horror genre continues to prosper and develop, as older writers perfect their art and new writers come along to lead the genre in new directions.


  Horror stories have a way of springing up everywhere—not just in science fiction/fantasy magazines and anthologies, but in amateur publications and in any sort of periodical that might publish fiction: from The New Yorker to Easy Rider, High Times to Running Times, Rocky Mountain Magazine to Gallery, Mike Shayne Mystery Magazine to Harper’s, Ms. to Hustler. Trying to read all the horror stories published during each year and then select the best of them is no easy task. You are holding the result of a year’s reading and selecting. Here is state-of-the-art horror fiction from 1982: The Year’s Best Horror Stones: Series XI.


  The big news of 1982 for horror/fantasy fans was that Twilight Zone Magazine treated us to twelve consecutive monthly issues. Starting on a monthly schedule in April of the previous year, Twilight Zone Magazine’s accomplishment at a time when most new science fiction/fantasy magazines rarely last half a dozen issues cannot be overpraised. Much of its success is due to the excellent work of editor T.E.D. Klein (himself one of the leading writers in the field), who manages to cram a surprising number of fine stories into each issue, along with articles and reviews, color photographs and commentary on new films, as well as stills and transcripts of the famous Twilight Zone television series. The bad news is that Twilight Zone Magazine went bi-monthly at the beginning of 1983, thus providing fans only half as many issues to enjoy. A major new subscription campaign should help the magazine prosper, however, as newsstand distribution has always been a problem. Discover Twilight Zone Magazine for yourself—and subscribe. You won’t regret it.


  There was more good news at the magazine racks. The venerable Amazing, published continuously since 1926 and just about dead by the 1980s, was sold to a new publisher in 1982 and is now receiving major backing and new life from editor George Scithers, who has made a success both of Amra (a long-running fanzine devoted to heroic fantasy) and of Isaac Asimov’s Science Fiction Magazine. Plans for Amazing are to maintain a bimonthly schedule (it had lapsed to quarterly) and to increase fantasy content. Isaac Asimov’s new editor, Shawna McCarthy, also plans to include more fantasy stories in that magazine. Meanwhile, The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction, itself new on the stands when E.C.’s New Trend comic books came on the scene, continues its monthly publication schedule into its fourth decade.


  It’s just as well that the picture looked brighter for the magazines, since 1982 was rather a slim year for original horror anthologies. There were no behemoth-size original collections on the lines of Dark Forces or New Terrors; however, the ones that were published were quite good. From Playboy Press came Death, edited by Stuart David Schiff, and Terrors, edited by Charles L. Grant; both contained a mixture of original and reprint material. Grant struck again with Shadows 5, the latest in this continuing series of original anthologies from Doubleday. From England, there was The 23rd Pan Book of Horror Stories—more than just an ocean removed from Grant’s Shadows 5. There were a number of notable fantasy anthologies published as well, but their horror content was minimal.


  On the other hand, 1982 was a superior year for single-author collections of horror stories, some of which included original material. Nightmare Seasons (Doubleday) contained four new novellas by the versatile Charles L. Grant. Dark Companions (Macmillan) by Ramsey Campbell, part reprint and part original, is Campbell’s finest collection of short stories to date. The Dark Country (Scream/Press) is the long-awaited collection of Dennis Etchison’s best stories. Lonely Vigils (Carcosa) by Manly Wade Wellman was an omnibus collection of his Judge Pursuivant, Professor Enderby, and John Thunstone stories—three occult investigators from the pulp era. Another specialty press collection was Harlan Ellison’s Stalking the Nightmare (Phantasia Press). From England came Joan Aiken’s A Whisper in the Night (Gollancz)—marketed for younger readers, but don’t you believe it. Charles Beaumont, who died in 1967, was honored by Bantam Books with the collection The Best of Beaumont. Add all these to your horror library, and you’ll be patting yourself on the back for many years to come.


  This was also a good year for the amateur press. The major happening was the reappearance of Stuart David Schiff s Whispers after a hiatus of a couple of years. Schiff came back with a vengeance, publishing two double-size issues in 1982, and demonstrating conclusively that Whispers is by far the best small press magazine in the field. Two of the patriarchs of the amateur magazine field, Amra and Weirdbook, were still going strong (Weirdbook with a new companion, Eerie Country), while a pair of newcomers, Sorcerer’s Apprentice and Fantasy Book, offered as polished productions as any newsstand periodical. Another old reliable, Gordon Linzner’s Space & Time, has gone to a semiannual double-size format with two of its best issues last year. Crispin Burnham brought out another fine issue of Eldritch Tales, always a treat for fans of H.P. Lovecraft. Also in its eighth issue was Michael Ambrose’s The Argonaut. A number of amateur magazines had impressive first issues in 1982, among them Threshold of Fantasy, Oracle, Grimoire, and Celestial Visions. From Canada, Lari Davidson’s Potboiler continued to show promise with its fourth and fifth issues.


  The fan press did well overseas also, despite hard times for major publishers there. Fantasy Tales, from Stephen Jones and David Sutton, came out with three attractive issues, and plans are to go quarterly this year. The two will have little time for sleep, since Sutton also edits Dark Horizons, the literary journal of the British Fantasy Society, while Jones and Jo Fletcher have taken over The B.F.S. Bulletin from retiring editor Carl Hiles. Rosemary Pardoe’s Haunted Library has again scored high marks with a fourth issue of Ghosts & Scholars and with 99 Bridge Street—the latter a booklet of two previously unpublished novelettes by William Fairlie Clarke (1875-1950), an English vicar who wrote ghost stories as a hobby. Fantasy Macabre, a trans-Atlantic effort from Dave Reeder and Richard Fawcett, was much improved with its third issue. Interzone, a newsstand slick published collectively by several British fans as an answer to the disappearance of British science fiction/fantasy magazines, made an impressive debut and has reached its third issue. New Wave Rules OK. And from Italy, Francesco Cova’s English-language magazine, Kadath, came out with a beautifully produced issue devoted to occult detectives.


  Keeping touch with all that’s happening in the horror field is tough enough. Trying to obtain a particular book or magazine after you’ve found out about it isn’t any easier. There is a solution to both problems, fortunately. For news of the entire fantasy field, subscribe to the monthly Fantasy Newsletter—$18.00 a year from Fantasy Newsletter, 500 NW 20th Street, Boca Raton, FL 33431. To obtain the books and other publications you want, send for Robert Weinberg’s monthly catalogs—available from Robert Weinberg, 15145 Oxford Drive, Oak Forest, IL 60452.


  It was a bit of a surprise to realize that Series XI marks my fourth year as editor of The Year’s Best Horror Stories for DAW Books. Curiously, my two predecessors here, Richard Davis and Gerald W. Page, each edited just four volumes before moving on. (If you’re wondering about my arithmetic, DAW’s Series II was a selection combining Sphere Books’ No. 2 and No. 3.) Maybe reading this stuff all the time does get to you after a few years . . .


  No matter. If I can survive reading all 29 issues of The Vault of Horror back-to-back, I’m ready to harvest another year’s crop of new horrors from 1983. See you in Series XII.


  But now, sink your fangs into The Year’s Best Horror Stories: Series XI. Or vice versa.


  Heh, heh!


  



  —Karl Edward Wagner


  



  THE GRAB by Richard Laymon


  



  There’s a point of view that writers are born, not made, and it’s one that has its pros and cons. If you ask around, however, you’ll perhaps be surprised to learn just how many published writers had that “burning urge to write” at about the time they first learned to push a pencil across a ruled page. Case in point: Richard Laymon, who confesses: “I have always, for as far back as I can recall, wanted to be a fiction writer. When I was a kid, I used to fool around writing a novel after school, when I was supposed to be doing my homework. I submitted my first story to a magazine at age 12. The magazine, Bluebook for Men. didn’t see its merit.” Well, Bluebook was always a tough market to crash, as the older pulp writers will tell you, and Laymon did manage to sell his first story seven years later—to Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine (no easy mark, at that). More stories followed.


  Born in Chicago in 1947, Laymon moved to California in 1963, and is now a resident of Los Angeles. He was an English major at Williamette University in Salem (Oregon) and took an M.A. in English literature from Loyola University of Los Angeles, after which he taught ninth grade for one dismal year before turning to librarianship. Proceeds from his first novel, The Cellar, rescued Laymon in 1980 and allowed him to write full time. Warner Books also published Laymon’s second adult horror novel, The Woods Are Dark, in 1981, and this year has published Out Are the Lights. In Britain, New English Library is bringing out two other horror novels, Beware! and Night Show. For young horror addicts, Scholastic Books has published Your Secret Admirer (as by “Carl Laymon”), and Dell has just brought out Nightmare Lake. Perhaps these will inspire other young readers to ignore their homework.


  “The Grab” is a story that would have fit perfectly in one of the old E.C. horror comics—drawn, no doubt, by Jack Davis.


  



  My old college roomie, Clark Addison, pulled into town at sundown with a pickup truck, a brand-new gray Stetson, and a bad case of cowboy fever.


  “What kind of nightlife you got in this one-hearse town?” he asked after polishing off a hamburger at my place.


  “I see by your outfit you don’t want another go at the Glass Palace.”


  “Disco’s out, pardner. Where you been?”


  With that, we piled into his pickup and started scouting for an appropriate night spot. We passed the four blocks of downtown Barnesdale without spotting a single bar that boasted of country music or a mechanical bull. “Guess we’re out of luck,” I said, trying to sound disappointed.


  “Never say die,” Clark said.


  At that moment, we bumped over the railroad tracks and Clark punched a forefinger against the windshield. Ahead, on the far side of the grain elevator, stood a shabby little clapboard joint with a blue neon sign: THE BAR NONE SALOON.


  Short of a bucking machine, the Bar None had all the trappings needed to warm the heart of any yearning cowpoke: sawdust heaped on the floor, Merle Haggard on the juke box, Coors on tap, and skin-tight jeans on the lower half of every gal. We mosied up to the bar.


  “Two Coors,” Clark said.


  The bartender tipped back his hat and turned away. When the mugs were full, he pushed them toward us. “That’s one-eighty.”


  “I’ll get this round,” Clark told me. Taking out his wallet, he leaned against the bar. “What kind of action you got here?” he asked.


  “We got drinking, dancing, carousing, and The Grab.”


  “The Grab?” Clark asked. “What is it?”


  The bartender stroked his handlebar moustache as if giving the matter lots of thought. Then he pointed down the bar at a rectangular metal box. The side I could see, painted with yellow letters, read, TEST YER GUTS.


  “What’s it do?” Clark asked.


  “Stick around,” the bartender said. With that advice, he moved on.


  Clark and I wandered over to the metal box. It stood more than two feet high, its sides about half as wide as its height. THE GRAB was painted on its front in sloppy red letters intended, no doubt, to suggest dripping blood. Its far side was printed with green: PAY $10 AND WIN.


  “Wonder what you win?” Clark said.


  I shrugged. Leaning over the bar, I took a peek at the rear of the box. It was outfitted with a pound of hardware and padlocked to the counter.


  While I checked out the lock, Clark was busy hopping and splashing beer. “No opening on top,” he concluded.


  “The only way in is from the bottom,” I said.


  “Twas ever thus,” he said, forgetting to be a cowboy. He quickly recovered. “Reckon we oughta grab a couple of fillies and raise some dust.”


  As we started across the room toward a pair of unescorted females, the juke box stopped. There were a few hushed voices as everyone looked toward the bartender.


  “Yes,” he cried, raising his arms, “the time is now! Step on over and face The Grab. But let me warn you, this ain’t for the faint of heart, it ain’t for the weak of stomach. It ain’t a roller coaster or a tilt-a-whirl you get off, laughing, and forget. This is a genuine test of grit, and any that ain’t up to it are welcome to vamoose. Any that stay to watch or participate are honor bound to hold their peace about what takes place here tonight. Alf s curse goes on the head of any who spill the beans.”


  I heard Clark laugh softly. A pale girl, beside him, looked up at Clark as if he were a curiosity.


  “Any that ain’t up to it, go now,” the bartender said.


  The bartender lowered his arms and remained silent while two couples headed for the door. When they were gone, he removed a thin chain from around his neck. He held it up for all to see. A diamond ring and a small key hung from it. He slid them free, and raised the ring.


  “This here’s the prize. Give it to your best gal, or trade it in for a thousand dollars if you’re man enough to take it. So far, we’ve gone three weeks with The Grab, and not a soul’s shown the gumption to make the ring his own. Pretty thing, isn’t it? Okay, now gather ’round. Move on in here and haul out your cash, folks. Ten dollars is all it takes.”


  We stepped closer to the metal box at the end of the bar, and several men reached for their wallets—Clark included.


  “You going to do it?” I whispered to him.


  “Sure.”


  “You don’t even know what it is.”


  “Can’t be that bad. They’re all gonna try it.”


  Looking around at the others as they took out their money, I saw a few eager faces, some wild, grinning ones, and several that appeared pale and scared.


  The bartender used his key to open the padlock at the rear of the metal box. He held up the lock, and somebody moaned in the silence.


  “Dal,” a woman whispered. She was off to my left, tugging on the elbow of a burly, bearded fellow. He jerked his arm free and sneered at her. “Then go ahead, fool,” she said, and ran. The muffled thud of her cowboy boots was the only sound in the room. Near the door, she slipped on the sawdust and fell, landing on her rump. A few people laughed.


  “Perverts!” she yelled as she scurried to her feet. She yanked open the door and slammed it behind her.


  “Gal’s got a nervous stomach,” Dal said, grinning around at the rest of us. To the bartender, he said, “Let’s get to it, Jerry!”


  Jerry set aside the padlock. He climbed onto the bar and stood over the metal container. Then he raised it. The cover slid slowly upward, revealing a glass tank like a tall, narrow aquarium. All around me, people gasped and moaned as they saw what lay at the bottom, barely visible through its gray, murky liquid. A stench of formaldehyde filled my nostrils, and I gagged.


  Face up at the bottom of the tank was a severed head, its black hair and moustache moving as if stirred by a breeze, its skin wrinkled and yellow, its eyes wide open, its mouth agape.


  “Well, well,” Clark muttered.


  Jerry, kneeling beside the glass tank, picked up a straight-bent coat hanger with one end turned up slightly to form a hook. He slipped the diamond ring over it. Standing, he lowered the wire into the tank. The ring descended slowly, the brilliance of its diamond a dim glow in the cloudy solution. Then it vanished inside the open mouth. Jerry flicked the hanger a bit, and raised it. The ring no longer hung from its tip.


  I let out a long-held breath, and looked at Clark. He was grinning.


  “All you gotta do, for the thousand dollar ring, is to reach down with one hand and take it out of the dead man’s mouth. Who’ll go first?”


  “That’s me!” said Dal, the bearded one whose girl had just run off. He handed a ten-dollar bill to Jerry, then swung himself onto the bar. Standing over the tank, he unbuttoned his plaid shirt.


  “Let me just say,” Jerry continued, “nobody’s a loser at the Bar None Saloon. Every man with grit enough to try The Grab gets a free beer afterwards, compliments of the house.”


  Throwing down his shirt, Dal knelt behind the tank. Jerry tied a black blindfold over his eyes.


  “All set?”


  Dal nodded. He lowered his head and took a few deep breaths, psyching himself up like a basketball player on the free-throw line. Nobody cheered or urged him on. There was dead silence. Swelling out his chest, he held his breath and dipped his right hand into the liquid. It eased lower and lower. A few inches above the face, it stopped. The thick fingers wiggled, but touched nothing. The arm reached deeper. The tip of the middle finger stroked the dead man’s nose. With a strangled yelp, Dal jerked his arm from the tank, splashing those of us nearby with the smelly fluid. Then he sighed, and shook his head as if disgusted with himself.


  “Good try, good try!” Jerry cried, removing the blindfold. “Let’s give this brave fellow a hand!”


  A few people clapped. Most just watched, hands at their sides or in pockets, as Jerry filled a beer mug and gave it to Dal. “Try again later, pardner. Everyone’s welcome to try as often as he likes. It only costs ten dollars. Ten little dollars for a chance at a thousand. Who’s next?”


  “Me!” called the pale girl beside Clark.


  “Folks, we have us a first! What’s your name, young lady?”


  “Biff,” she said.


  “Biff will be the very first lady ever to try her hand at The Grab.”


  “Don’t do it,” whispered a chubby girl nearby. “Please.”


  “Lay off, huh?”


  “It’s not worth it.”


  “Is to me,” she muttered, and pulled out a ten-dollar bill. She handed her purse to the other girl, then stepped toward the bar.


  “Thank you, Biff,” Jerry said, taking her money.


  She removed her hat, and tossed it onto the counter. She was wearing a T-shirt. She didn’t take it off. Leaning forward, she stared down into the tank. She looked sick.


  Jerry tied the blindfold in place. “All set?” he asked.


  Biff nodded. Her open hand trembled over the surface of the fluid. Then it slipped in, small and pale in the murkiness. Slowly, it eased downward. It sunk closer and closer to the face, never stopping until her fingertips lit on the forehead. They stayed there, motionless. I glanced up. She was tight and shaking as if naked in an icy wind.


  Her fingers moved down the head. One touched an open eye. Flinching away, her hand clutched into a fist.


  Slowly, her fingers fluttered open. They stretched out, trembled along the sides of the nose, and settled in the moustache. For seconds, they didn’t move. The upper lip wasn’t visible, as though it had shrunken under the moustache.


  Biff’s thumb slid along the edges of the teeth. Her fingertips moved off the moustache. They pressed against the lower teeth.


  Biff started to moan.


  Her fingers trembled off the teeth. They spread open over the gaping mouth, and started down.


  With a shriek, she jerked her hand from the tank. She tugged the blindfold off. Face twisted with horror, she shook her hand in the air and gazed at it. She rubbed it on her T-shirt and looked at it again, gasping for air.


  “Good try!” Jerry said. “The little lady made a gutsy try, didn’t she, folks?”


  A few of the group clapped. She stared out at us, blinking and shaking her head. Then she grabbed her hat, took the complimentary beer, and scurried off the bar.


  Clark patted her shoulder. “Good going,” he said.


  “Not good enough,” she muttered. “Got spooked.”


  “Who’ll be next?” Jerry asked.


  “Yours truly,” Clark said, holding up a pair of fives. He winked at me. “It’s a cinch,” he said, and boosted himself onto the bar. Grinning, he tipped his hat to the small silent crowd. “I have a little surprise for y’all,” he said in his thickest cowboy drawl. “You see, folks . . .” He paused and beamed. “Not even my best friend, Steve, knows about this, but I work full time as a mortician’s assistant.”


  That brought a shocked murmur from his audience, including me.


  “Why, folks, I’ve handled more dead meat than your corner butcher. This is gonna be a sure cinch.”


  With that, he skinned off his shirt and knelt behind the tank. Jerry, looking a bit amused, tied the blindfold over his eyes.


  “All set?” the bartender asked.


  “Ready to lose your diamond ring?”


  “Give it a try.”


  Clark didn’t hesitate. He plunged his arm into the solution and drove his open hand downward. His fingers found the dead man’s hair. They patted him on the head. “Howdy pardner,” he said.


  Then his fingers slid over the ghastly face. They tweaked the nose, they plucked the moustache. “Say ahhhh.”


  He slipped his forefinger deep between the parted teeth, and his scream ripped through the silence as the mouth snapped shut.


  His hand shot upward, a cloud of red behind it. It popped from the surface, spraying us with formaldehyde and blood.


  Clark jerked the blindfold down and stared at his hand. The forefinger was gone.


  “My finger!” he shrieked. “My God, my finger! It bit . . . it . . .”


  Cheers and applause interrupted him, but they weren’t for Clark.


  “Look at him go!” Dal yelled, pointing at the head.


  “Go, Alf, go!” cried another.


  “Alf?” I asked Biff.


  “Alf Packer,” she said without looking away from the head. “The famous cannibal.”


  The head seemed to grin as it chewed.


  I turned to Biff, “You knew?”


  “Sure. Any wimp’ll make The Grab, if he doesn’t know. When you know, it takes real guts.”


  “Who’s next?” Jerry asked.


  “Here’s a volunteer,” Biff called out, clutching my arm. I jerked away from her, but was restrained by half a dozen mutilated hands. “Maybe you’ll get lucky,” she said. “Alf’s a lot more tame after a good meal.”


  



  THE SHOW GOES ON by Ramsey Campbell


  



  Born in Liverpool on January 4, 1946, Ramsey Campbell has devoted twenty years of writing to convincing readers to stay far away from that city. “The Show Goes On,” set in Campbell’s favorite boyhood cinema (since knocked down), is not due to result in any influx of tourism, either. The fact that Campbell has now moved across the river to Merseyside may well mean that all those horrors were coming home to roost.


  Ramsey Campbell was sixteen when he wrote his first book, The Inhabitant of the Lake & Less Welcome Tenants (Arkham House, 1964)—thereby becoming both an inspiration and an object of envy for every fledgling horror writer. Recovering from this adolescent infatuation with the works of H.P. Lovecraft, Campbell moved rapidly to develop his own brand of horror fiction. He has published three subsequent collections of short fiction: Demons by Daylight, The Height of the Scream, and, last year, Dark Companions, from which this story is taken. For collectors, the British edition of Dark Companions contains four stories not in the U.S. edition, and vice versa. Campbell has lately come on as one of the major horror novelists as well, with the publication of The Doll Who Ate His Mother, The Face That Must Die, To Wake the Dead (revised and retitled for the U.S. edition as The Parasite), and The Nameless. Just now he is completing work on The Incarnate and preparing to write For the Rest of Their Lives. Campbell somehow finds time to edit anthologies as well, with Superhorror (retitled The Far Reaches of Fear), New Terrors (two volumes), New Tales of the Cthulhu Mythos, and now The Gruesome Book. This last contains the stories that frightened Ramsey Campbell as a child. Buy one for your kid.


  



  The nails were worse than rusty; they had snapped. Under cover of several coats of paint, both the door and its frame had rotted. As Lee tugged at the door it collapsed toward him with a sound like that of an old cork leaving a bottle.


  He hadn’t used the storeroom since his father had nailed the door shut to keep the rats out of the shop. Both the shelves and the few items which had been left in the room—an open tin of paint, a broken-necked brush—looked merged into a single mass composed of grime and dust.


  He was turning away, having vaguely noticed a dark patch that covered much of the dim wall at the back of the room, when he saw that it wasn’t dampness. Beyond it he could just make out rows of regular outlines like teeth in a gaping mouth: seats in the old cinema.


  He hadn’t thought of the cinema for years. Old resurrected films on television, shrunken and packaged and robbed of flavor, never reminded him. It wasn’t only that Cagney and Bogart and the rest had been larger than life, huge hovering faces like ancient idols; the cinema itself had had a personality—the screen framed by twin theater boxes from the days of the music hall, the faint smell and muttering of gaslights on the walls, the manager’s wife and daughter serving in the auditorium and singing along with the musicals. In the years after the war you could get in for an armful of lemonade bottles, or a bag of vegetables if you owned one of the nearby allotments; there had been a greengrocer’s old weighing machine inside the paybox. These days you had to watch films in concrete warrens, if you could afford to go at all.


  Still, there was no point in reminiscing, for the old cinema was now a back entry for thieves. He was sure that was how they had robbed other shops on the block. At times he’d thought he heard them in the cinema; they sounded too large for rats. And now, by the look of the wall, they’d made themselves a secret entrance to his shop.


  Mrs. Entwistle was waiting at the counter. These days she shopped here less from need than from loyalty, remembering when his mother used to bake bread at home to sell in the shop. “Just a sliced loaf,” she said apologetically.


  “Will you be going past Frank’s yard?” Within its slippery wrapping the loaf felt ready to deflate, not like his mother’s bread at all. “Could you tell him that my wall needs repairing urgently? I can’t leave the shop.”


  Buses were carrying stragglers to work or to school. Ninety minutes later—he could tell the time by the passengers, which meant he needn’t have his watch repaired—the buses were ferrying shoppers down to Liverpool city center, and Frank still hadn’t come. Grumbling to himself, Lee closed the shop for ten minutes.


  The February wind came slashing up the hill from the Mersey, trailing smoke like ghosts of the factory chimneys. Down the slope a yellow machine clawed at the remains of houses. The Liver Buildings looked like a monument in a graveyard of concrete and stone.


  Beyond Kiddiegear and The Wholefood Shop, Frank’s yard was a maze of new timber. Frank was feeding the edge of a door to a shrieking circular blade. He gazed at Lee as though nobody had told him anything. When Lee kept his temper and explained, Frank said, “No problem. Just give a moan when you’re ready.”


  “I’m ready now,”


  “Ah, well. As soon as I’ve finished this job I’ll whiz around.” Lee had reached the exit when Frank said, “I’ll tell you something that’ll amuse you . . .”


  Fifteen minutes later Lee arrived back, panting, at his shop. It was intact. He hurried around the outside of the cinema, but all the doors seemed immovable, and he couldn’t find a secret entrance. Nevertheless he was sure that the thieves—children, probably—were sneaking in somehow.


  The buses were full of old people now, sitting stiffly as china. The lunchtime trade trickled into the shop: men who couldn’t buy their brand of cigarettes in the pub across the road, children sent on errands while their lunches went cold on tables or dried in ovens. An empty bus raced along the deserted street, and a scrawny youth in a leather jacket came into the shop, while his companion loitered in the doorway. Would Lee have a chance to defend himself, or at least to shout for help? But they weren’t planning theft, only making sure they didn’t miss a bus. Lee’s heart felt both violent and fragile. Since the robberies had begun he’d felt that way too often.


  The shop was still worth it. “Don’t keep it up if you don’t want to,” his father had said, but it would have been admitting defeat to do anything else. Besides, he and his parents had been even closer here than at home. Since their death, he’d had to base his stock on items people wanted in a hurry or after the other shops had closed: flashlights, canned food, light bulbs, cigarettes. Lee’s Home-Baked Bread was a thing of the past, but it was still Lee’s shop.


  Packs of buses climbed the hill, carrying home the rush-hour crowds. When the newspaper van dumped a stack of the evening’s Liverpool Echo on the doorstep, he knew Frank wasn’t coming. He stormed round to the yard, but it was locked and deserted.


  Well then, he would stay in the shop overnight; he’d nobody to go home for. Why, he had even made the thieves’ job easier by helping the door to collapse. The sight of him in the lighted shop ought to deter thieves—it better had, for their sakes.


  He bought two pork pies and some bottles of beer from the pub. Empty buses moved off from the stop like a series of cars on a fairground ride. He drank from his mother’s Coronation mug, which always stood by the electric kettle.


  He might as well have closed the shop at eight o’clock; apart from an old lady who didn’t like his stock of cat food, nobody came. Eventually he locked the door and sat reading the paper, which seemed almost to be written in a new language: Head Raps Shock Axe, said a headline about the sudden closing of a school.


  Should he prop the storeroom door in place, lest he fall asleep? No, he ought to stay visible from the cinema, in the hope of scaring off the thieves. In his childhood they would hardly have dared sneak into the cinema, let alone steal—not in the last days of the cinema, when the old man had been roaming the aisles.


  Everyone, perhaps even the manager, had been scared of him. Nobody Lee knew had ever seen his face. You would see him fumbling at the dim gaslights to turn them lower, then he’d begin to make sounds in the dark as though he was both muttering to himself and chewing something soft. He would creep up on talkative children and shine his flashlight into their eyes. As he hissed at them, a pale substance would spill from his mouth.


  But they were scared of nothing these days, short of Lee’s sitting in the shop all night, like a dummy. Already he felt irritable, frustrated. How much worse would he feel after a night of doing nothing except wasting electricity on the lights and the fire?


  He wasn’t thinking straight. He might be able to do a great deal. He emptied the mug of beer, then he switched off the light and arranged himself on the chair as comfortably as possible. He might have to sit still for hours.


  He only hoped they would venture close enough for him to see their faces. A flashlight lay ready beside him. Surely they were cowards who would run when they saw he wasn’t scared of them. Perhaps he could chase them and find their secret entrance.


  For a long time he heard nothing. Buses passed downhill, growing emptier and fewer. Through their growling he heard faint voices, but they were fading away from the pub, which was closing. Now the streets were deserted, except for the run-down grumble of the city. Wind shivered the window. The edge of the glow of the last few buses trailed vaguely over the storeroom entrance, making the outlines of cinema scats appear to stir. Between their sounds he strained his ears. Soon the last bus had gone.


  He could just make out the outlines of the seats. If he gazed at them for long they seemed to waver, as did the storeroom doorway. Whenever he closed his eyes to rest them he heard faint tentative sounds: creaking, rattling. Perhaps the shop always sounded like that when there was nothing else to hear.


  His head jerked up. No, he was sure he hadn’t dozed: there had been a sound like a whisper, quickly suppressed. He hunched himself forward, ears ringing with strain. The backs of the cinema seats, vague forms like charcoal sketches on a charcoal background, appeared to nod toward him.


  Was he visible by the glow of the electric fire? He switched it off stealthily, and sat listening, eyes squeezed shut. The sudden chill held him back from dozing.


  Yes, there were stealthy movements in a large enclosed place. Were they creeping closer? His eyes sprang open to take them unawares, and he thought he glimpsed movement, dodging out of sight beyond the gap in the wall.


  He sat absolutely still, though the cold was beginning to insinuate cramp into his right leg. He had no way of measuring the time that passed before he glimpsed movement again. Though it was so vague that he couldn’t judge its speed, he had a nagging impression that someone had peered at him from the dark auditorium. He thought he heard floorboards creaking.


  Were the thieves mocking him? They must think it was fun to play games with him, to watch him gazing stupidly through the wall they’d wrecked. Rage sprang him to his feet. Grabbing the flashlight, he strode through the doorway. He had to slow down in the storeroom, for he didn’t want to touch the shelves fattened by grime. As soon as he reached the wall he flashed the light into the cinema.


  The light just managed to reach the walls, however dimly. There was nobody in sight. On either side of the screen, which looked like a rectangle of fog, the theater boxes were cups of darkness. It was hard to distinguish shadows from dim objects, which perhaps was why the rows of seats looked swollen.


  The thieves must have retreated into one of the corridors, toward their secret entrance; he could hear distant muffled sounds. No doubt they were waiting for him to give up—but he would surprise them.


  He stepped over a pile of rubble just beyond the wall. They mustn’t have had time to clear it away when they had made the gap. The flashlight was heavy, reassuring; they’d better not come too near. As soon as he reached the near end of a row of seats and saw that they were folded back out of his way, he switched off the light.


  Halfway down the row he touched a folding seat, which felt moist and puffy—fatter than it had looked. He didn’t switch on the light, for he oughtn’t to betray his presence more than was absolutely necessary. Besides, there was a faint sketchy glow from the road, through the shop. At least he would be able to find his way back easily—and he’d be damned if anyone else got there first.


  When he reached the central aisle he risked another blink of light, to make sure the way was clear. Shadows sat up in all the nearest seats. A few springs had broken; seats lolled, spilling their innards. He paced forward in the dark, stopping frequently to listen. Underfoot, the carpet felt like perished rubber; occasionally it squelched.


  At the end of the aisle he halted, breathing inaudibly. After a while he heard movement resounding down a corridor to his left. All at once—good Lord, he’d forgotten that—he was glad the sounds weren’t coming from his right, where the Gents’ had been and still was, presumably. Surely even thieves would prefer to avoid the yard beyond that window, especially at night.


  Blinking the light at the floor, he moved to his left. The darkness hovering overhead seemed enormous, dwarfing his furtive sounds. He had an odd impression that the screen was almost visible, as an imperceptible lightening of the dark above him. He was reminded of the last days of the cinema, in particular one night when the projectionist must have been drunk or asleep: the film had slowed and dimmed very gradually, flickering; the huge almost invisible figures had twitched and mouthed silently, unable to stop—it had seemed that the cinema was senile but refusing to die, or incapable of dying.


  Another blink of light showed him the exit, a dark arch a head taller than he. A few scraps of linoleum clung to the stone floor of the low corridor. He remembered the way: a few yards ahead the corridor branched; one short branch led to a pair of exit doors, while the other turned behind the screen, toward a warren of old dressing rooms.


  When he reached the pair of doors he tested them, this time from within the building. Dim light drew a blurred sketch of their edges. The bars which ought to snap apart and release the doors felt like a single pole encrusted with harsh flakes. His rusty fingers scraped as he rubbed them together. Wind flung itself at the doors, as unable to move them as he was.


  He paced back to the junction of the corridors, feeling his way with the toes of his shoes. There was a faint sound far down the other branch. Perhaps the thieves were skulking near their secret entrance, ready to flee. One blink of the light showed him that the floor was clear.


  The corridor smelled dank and musty. He could tell when he strayed near the walls, for the chill intensified. The dark seemed to soak up those of his sounds that couldn’t help being audible—the scrape of fallen plaster underfoot, the flap of a loose patch of linoleum which almost tripped him and which set his heart palpitating. It seemed a very long time before he reached the bend, which he coped with by feeling his way along the damp crumbling plaster of the wall. Then there was nothing but musty darkness for an even longer stretch, until something taller than he was loomed up in front of him.


  It was another pair of double doors. Though they were ajar, and their bars looked rusted in the open position, he was reluctant to step through. The nervous flare of his light had shown him a shovel leaning against the wall; perhaps it had once been used to clear away fallen plaster. Thrusting the shovel between the doors, he squeezed through the gap, trying to make no noise.


  He couldn’t quite make himself switch off the flashlight. There seemed to be no need. In the right-hand wall were several doorways; he was sure one led to the secret entrance. If the thieves fled, he’d be able to hear which doorway they were using.


  He crept along the passage. Shadows of dangling plaster moved with him. The first room was bare, and the color of dust. It would have been built as a dressing room, and perhaps the shapeless object, huddled in a corner and further blurred by wads of dust, had once been a costume. In the second deserted room another slumped, arms folded bonelessly. He had a hallucinatory impression that they were sleeping vagrants, stirring wakefully as his light touched them.


  There was only one movement worth his attention: the stealthy restless movement he could hear somewhere ahead. Yes, it was beyond the last of the doorways, from which—he switched off the flashlight to be sure—a faint glow was emerging. That must come from the secret entrance.


  He paused just ahead of the doorway. Might they be lying in wait for him? When the sound came again—a leathery sound, like the shifting of nervous feet in shoes—he could tell that it was at least as distant as the far side of the room. Creeping forward, he risked a glance within.


  Though the room was dimmer than fog, he could see that it was empty: not even a dusty remnant of clothing or anything else on the floor. The meager glow came from a window barred by a grille, beyond which he heard movement, fainter now. Were they waiting outside to open the grille as soon as he went away? Flashlight at the ready, he approached.


  When he peered through the window, he thought at first there was nothing to see except a cramped empty yard: gray walls which looked furred by the dimness, gray flagstones, and—a little less dim—the sky. Another grille covered a window in an adjoining wall.


  Then a memory clenched on his guts. He had recognized the yard.


  Once as a child, he had been meant to sneak into the Gents’ and open the window so that his friends could get in without paying. He’d had to stand on the toilet seat in order to reach the window. Beyond a grille whose gaps were thin as matchsticks, he had just been able to make out a small dismal space enclosed by walls which looked coated with darkness or dirt. Even if he had been able to shift the grille he wouldn’t have dared to do so, for something had been staring at him from a corner of the yard.


  Of course it couldn’t really have been staring. Perhaps it had been a half-deflated football; it looked leathery. It must have been there for a long time, for the two socketlike dents near its top were full of cobwebs. He’d fled, not caring what his friends might do to him—but in fact they hadn’t been able to find their way to the yard. For years he hadn’t wanted to look out of that window, especially when he’d dreamed—or had seemed to remember—that something had moved, gleaming, behind the cobwebs. When he’d been old enough to look out of the window without climbing up, the object was still there, growing dustier. Now there had been a gap low down in it, widening as years passed. It had resembled a grin stuffed with dirt.


  Again he heard movement beyond the grille. He couldn’t quite make out that corner of the yard, and retreated, trying to make no noise, before he could. Nearly at the corridor, he saw that a door lay open against the wall. He dragged the door shut as he emerged—to trap the thieves, that was all; if they were in the yard that might teach them a lesson. He would certainly have been uneasy if he had still been a child.


  Then he halted, wondering what else he’d heard.


  The scrape of the door on bare stone had almost covered up another sound from the direction of the cinema. Had the thieves outwitted him? Had they closed the double doors? When he switched on the flashlight, having fumbled and almost dropped it lens first, he couldn’t tell: perhaps the doors were ajar, but perhaps his nervousness was making the shadow between them appear wider than it was.


  As he ran, careless now of whether he was heard, shadows of dead gaslights splashed along the walls, swelling. Their pipes reminded him obscurely of breathing tubes, clogged with dust. In the bare rooms, slumped dusty forms shifted with his passing.


  The doors were still ajar, and looked untouched. When he stepped between them, the ceiling rocked with shadows; until he glanced up he felt that it was closing down. He’d done what he could in here, he ought to get back to the shop—but if he went forward, he would have to think. If the doors hadn’t moved, then the sound he had almost heard must have come from somewhere else: perhaps the unlit cinema.


  Before he could help it, he was remembering. The last weeks of the cinema had been best forgotten: half the audience had seemed to be there because there was nowhere else to go, old men trying to warm themselves against the grudging radiators; sometimes there would be the thud of an empty bottle or a fallen walking stick. The tattered films had jerked from scene to scene like dreams. On the last night Lee had been there, the gaslights had gone out halfway through the film, and hadn’t been lit at the end. He’d heard an old man falling and crying out as though he thought the darkness had come for him, a little girl screaming as if unable to wake from a nightmare, convinced perhaps that only the light had held the cinema in shape, prevented it from growing deformed. Then Lee had heard something else: a muttering mixed with soft chewing. It had sounded entirely at home in the dark.


  But if someone was in the cinema now, it must be the thieves. He ought to hurry, before they reached his shop. He was hurrying, toward the other branch of the corridor, which led to the exit doors. Might he head off the thieves that way? He would be out of the building more quickly, that was the main thing—it didn’t matter why.


  The doors wouldn’t budge. Though he wrenched at them until his palms smarted with rust, the bars didn’t even quiver. Wind whined outside like a dog, and emphasized the stuffy mustiness of the corridor.


  Suddenly he realized how much noise he was making. He desisted at once, for it would only make it more difficult for him to venture back into the cinema. Nor could he any longer avoid realizing why.


  Once before he’d sneaked out to this exit, to let in his friends who hadn’t been able to find their way into the yard. Someone had told the usherette, who had come prowling down the central aisle, poking at people with her flashlight beam. As the light crept closer, he had been unable to move; the seat had seemed to box him in, his mouth and throat had felt choked with dust. Yet the panic he’d experienced then had been feeble compared to what he felt now—for if the cinema was still guarded against intruders, it was not by the manager’s daughter.


  He found he was trembling, and clawed at the wall. A large piece of plaster came away, crunching in his hand. The act of violence, mild though it was, went some way toward calming him. He wasn’t a child, he was a shopkeeper who had managed to survive against the odds; he had no right to panic as the little girl had, in the dark. Was the knot that was twisting harder, harder in his guts renewed panic, or disgust with himself? Hoping that it was the latter, he made himself hurry toward the auditorium.


  When he saw what he had already noticed but managed to ignore, he faltered. A faint glow had crept into the corridor from the auditorium. Couldn’t that mean that his eyes were adjusting? No, the glow was more than that. Gripping the edge of the archway so hard that his fingers twitched painfully, he peered into the cinema.


  The gaslights were burning.


  At least blurred ovals hovered on the walls above their jets. Their light had always fallen short of the central aisle; now the glow left a swath of dimness, half as wide as the auditorium which it divided. If the screen was faintly lit—if huge vague flattened forms were jerking there, rather than merely stains on the canvas—it failed to illuminate the cinema. He had no time to glance at the screen, for he could see that not all the seats were empty.


  Perhaps they were only a few heaps of rubbish which were propped there—heaps which he hadn’t been able to distinguish on first entering. He had begun to convince himself that this was true, and that in any case it didn’t matter, when he noticed that the dimness was not altogether still. Part of it was moving.


  No, it was not dimness. It was a glow, which was crawling jerkily over the rows of seats, toward the first of the objects propped up in them. Was the glow being carried along the central aisle? Thank God, he couldn’t quite distinguish its source. Perhaps that source was making a faint sound, a moist somewhat rhythmic muttering that sounded worse than senile, or perhaps that was only the wind.


  Lee began to creep along the front of the cinema, just beneath the screen. Surely his legs wouldn’t let him down, though they felt flimsy, almost boneless. Once he reached the side aisle he would be safe and able to hurry, the gaslights would show him the way to the gap in his wall. Wouldn’t they also make him more visible? That ought not to matter, for—his mind tried to flinch away from thinking—if anything was prowling in the central aisle, surely it couldn’t outrun him.


  He had just reached the wall when he thought he heard movement in the theater box above him. It sounded dry as an insect, but much larger. Was it peering over the edge at him? He couldn’t look up, only clatter along the bare floorboards beneath the gaslights, on which he could see no flames at all.


  He still had yards to go before he reached the gap when the roving glow touched one of the heaps in the seats.


  If he could have turned and run blindly, nothing would have stopped him; but a sickness that was panic weighed down his guts, and he couldn’t move until he saw. Perhaps there wasn’t much to see except an old coat, full of lumps of dust or rubble, that was lolling in the seat; nothing to make the flashlight shudder in his hand and rap against the wall. But sunken in the gap between the lapels of the coat was what might have been an old Halloween mask overgrown with dust. Surely it was dust that moved in the empty eyes—yet as the flashlight rapped more loudly against the wall, the mask turned slowly and unsteadily toward him.


  Panic blinded him. He didn’t know who he was nor where he was going. He knew only that he was very small and at bay in the vast dimness, through which a shape was directing a glow toward him. Behind the glow he could almost see a face from which something pale dangled. It wasn’t a beard, for it was rooted in the gaping mouth.


  He was thumping the wall with the flashlight as though to remind himself that one or the other was there. Yes, there was a wall, and he was backing along it: backing where? Toward the shop, his shop now, where he wouldn’t need to use the flashlight, mustn’t use the flashlight to illuminate whatever was pursuing him, mustn’t see, for then he would never be able to move. Not far to go now, he wouldn’t have to bear the dark much longer, must be nearly at the gap in the wall, for a glow was streaming from behind him. He was there now, all he had to do was turn his back on the cinema, turn quickly, just turn—


  He had managed to turn halfway, trying to be blind without closing his eyes, when his free hand touched the object which was lolling in the nearest seat. Both the overcoat and its contents felt lumpy, patched with damp and dust. Nevertheless the arm stirred; the object at the end of it, which felt like a bundle of sticks wrapped in torn leather, tried to close on his hand.


  Choking, he pulled himself free. Some of the sticks came loose and plunked on the rotten carpet. The flashlight fell beside them, and he heard glass breaking. It didn’t matter, he was at the gap, he could hear movement in the shop, cars and buses beyond. He had no time to wonder who was in there before he turned.


  The first thing he saw was that the light wasn’t that of streetlamps; it was daylight. At once he saw why he had made the mistake: the gap was no longer there. Except for a single brick, the wall had been repaired.


  He was yelling desperately at the man beyond the wall, and thumping the new bricks with his fists—he had begun to wonder why his voice was so faint and his blows so feeble—when the man’s face appeared beyond the brick-sized gap. Lee staggered back as though he was fainting. Except that he had to stare up at the man’s face, he might have been looking in a mirror.


  He hadn’t time to think. Crying out, he stumbled forward and tried to wrench the new bricks loose. Perhaps his adult self beyond the wall was aware of him in some way, for his face peered through the gap, looking triumphantly contemptuous of whoever was in the dark. Then the brick fitted snugly into place, cutting off the light.


  Almost worse was the fact that it wasn’t quite dark. As he began to claw at the bricks and mortar, he could see them far too clearly. Soon he might see what was holding the light, and that would be worst of all.
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  The sun had set and another twilight had begun. The western sky took on a rosy tinge, but none of the soft color penetrated into the lofty bedroom.


  Claudia leaned toward the bureau. Her stormy black locks curtained her face as she brushed and brushed them. It was a luxurious, sensuous brushing. Her hair glistened in the light of the oil lamp.


  Across the room sat Garland. She quickly combed her short blonde hair into an elfish mop of curls. “Thank goodness I don’t have to worry about a great banner like yours,” she said.


  “Never you mind,” Claudia laughed back. “We both know it’s impressive.”


  They both applied makeup generously. Claudia fringed her silvery eyes with deep blue mascara and Garland brushed her pale eyebrows with brown. Each painted her lips a rosy red and smiled tightly to smooth the lipstick.


  They finished dressing and went down the squeaking staircase to the big parlor. Darkness crept in, stealthily but surely. They picked up jugs of oil and went about, filling and lighting all the ancient glass-domed lamps. Light flickered yellow from table and shelf and glistened on the wide hardwood floor boards. Claudia took pride in those old expanses, spending hours on her knees to rub them to a glow. Garland arranged a bowl filled with colorful gourds on the mahogany table that framed the back of a brocaded couch. She put two scented candles into holders and lighted them.


  Then they stood together to admire the effect of the soft light, Claudia in her red satin, Garland in her dark, bright blue. They checked each other for flaws and found none.


  “I’d like to go walking outside, the way we used to do,” said Garland. She glanced down at her high-heeled slippers. They weren’t too high. “I’ll only be gone a little while.”


  “There’s not much to see out there,” said Claudia. “Nobody much walks here anymore. It’s been a long time since we’ve had company.”


  “Maybe I’m just being sentimental,” smiled Garland. Her eyes twinkled for a moment, as if with some secret delight. “But maybe I’ll bring somebody back.”


  “I’ll stay here in case anybody calls,” Claudia assured her.


  The big wooden front door creaked shut behind Garland. She crossed the gray-floored piazza and ran down the steps to the path of old flagstones. Periwinkle overflowed them and knotted its roots everywhere. Ivy and honeysuckle choked the trees, autumn leaves poured down from the oaks. An old dead dogwood leaned wearily at the lawn’s edge. Garland picked her way carefully.


  An owl shrieked a message in the distance. Garland smiled to herself. She had worn no wrap out in the warm evening, but she nestled into the soft collar of her silky dress to feel its closeness. She breathed deeply of the night air.


  Falling leaves whispered like raindrops. But there were only vagrant clouds in the sky. A young moon shone upon the old sidewalk, upon old houses along the way. They were large, pretentious houses, the sort called Victorian. They were ramshackle. No light shone from any window. Garland might have been the only moving creature in the neighborhood. Once this had been an elegant area on the edge of the old town that existed mainly for Ellerby College, but people had moved out. Deterioration had set in. Urban renewal threatened the neighborhood.


  All at once Garland heard something—voices, hushed, furtive. She saw two tall young men coming toward her. She looked at them in the moonlight. They were handsome, sprucely dressed, looked like muscular young athletes. She hadn’t seen their like for a while, and she felt a surge of warmth through her body.


  They were near now, she could hear what they said.


  “My Uncle Whit used to come here when he was in college,” one young voice declared. “He said this was called Pink Hill. Said you’d be mighty well entertained.”


  Now she passed them, and turned at once to go back toward her house. She quickened her steps. For a moment she didn’t know whether to be sad or happy. If only she hadn’t lost her touch—but she knew her body, firm, sweet-looking. As she passed them again, she spoke.


  “Hey,” she greeted them.


  One, tall with a neat, dark beard, spoke shyly. “Nice evening, isn’t it?”


  Garland smiled. If she had had dimples, she would have flashed them. “Yes, but there’s a chill in the air. I think I’ll just go back home. Maybe make some hot chocolate—or tea.”


  Away she walked ahead, her hips swinging a trifle, not so fast as to lose touch with them.


  They seemed to be following her, all right. The bearded one was speaking, and Garland strained her ears to hear.


  “After all,” he was saying, “we did sort of think we were looking for experience.”


  The other, the fair-haired athletic one, said something too soft for Garland to hear. But it sounded like agreement.


  She walked on, watching her feet on the treacherous pavement. There were so many cracks in that old cement. Sure enough, the two boys were coming along with her. Again she felt a flood of internal warmth. She felt almost young again, almost as young as she must look. Carefully she timed the sway of her hips. There was the house. Along the flagstones she minced happily, and up the steps and in at the door.


  “We’re going to have company, Claudia,” she said.


  Claudia swept the room with an appraising glance, and smiled a cool smile. “Tell me,” she said quickly.


  “Two really lovely young men, coming along to follow me. One with bright hair and a football body. The other tall, bearded, neat, sophisticated looking. We’ll have to do them credit.”


  “Well, there’s a bottle of port out, and some of those cheese biscuits I made.” Claudia studied the table in the lamplight. “We’ll be all right.”


  From outside they heard footsteps on the porch, and hesitant whispering.


  “They’re beautiful,” said Garland.


  Silence for an instant. Then a guarded tattoo of knocks on the panel of the door. A knock, Garland guessed, taught them by good old Uncle Whit.


  “Okay, here we go,” said Claudia, and gave Garland a triumphant look. “Remember your company manners.”


  She glided to the door, her red gown hugging her opulent hips and her slim waist. Her dress was long. It swept the floor and it accentuated every curve and hollow of the well-used body. She could be proud of how she looked, how she moved. She graduated magna cum laude in every way.


  She opened the door, and the lamplight touched the two young men.


  Garland had appraised them accurately. They wore well-fitting suits and open shirts. The taller one had a close-clipped beard, dark and sleek. Promising and intelligent. The other, of medium height but with broad shoulders, looked powerfully muscled. Undoubtedly undergraduates at Ellerby College. Fine prospects, both of them.


  “Good evening, gentlemen,” Claudia gave them her personal, hospitable smile.


  “Good evening, ma’am,” said the dark one, like a spokesman. He would be for Garland, thought Claudia. For her the other, the sturdy one.


  “Well,” said the tall one. “Well, we thought—” He paused embarrassedly.


  “We thought we’d come walking this way,” spoke up the other. “My name’s Guy and this is Larry. We—we’re students.”


  “Freshmen,” added Larry. “We go to Ellerby.”


  “I see,” Claudia soothed them. “Well, won’t you come in?”


  “Yes, ma’am,” said Guy gratefully. They entered together and stood side by side. Their smiles were diffident. Claudia closed the door behind them.


  Larry studied the parlor with politely curious eyes. “This is a great place,” he offered. “Wonderful. It’s—well, it’s nostalgic.”


  “Thank you,” Garland smiled to him. “Come sit here and see if this couch wasn’t more or less made for you.”


  He hesitated, but only for a moment. Then he paced toward the couch. He wore handsome shiny boots. He and Garland sat down together and Claudia held out her hand to Guy.


  “You look like somebody I used to know,” she said, slitting her silvery eyes at him. “He played football at State. Came visiting here.”


  “Maybe all football players look alike,” Guy smiled back. “I came to Ellerby to play tight end, if I can make it.”


  Beside Larry on the couch, Garland turned on her personality. It was as if she pressed a button to set it free.


  “Would you like a glass of this port?” she asked. “It’s very good.”


  “Let me do it.” He took the bottle and poured. His hand trembled just a trifle. “Here.” And he held out the glass.


  “No, it’s for you,” she said. “I’ll wait until later.”


  Larry sipped. “Delicious.”


  “Yes, only the best for our friends.”


  “We surely appreciate this, ma’am,” he said, sipping again.


  “You may call me Garland.”


  Claudia had seated Guy in a heavily soft armchair and had perched herself on its arm. They were whispering and chuckling together.


  “Larry,” said Garland, “you look to me as if you’ve been around a lot.”


  “Maybe my looks are deceptive,” he said, brown eyes upon her. “I—I’ve never been at a place like this before.”


  Garland edged closer to him. “Tell me a little about yourself.”


  “Oh, I’m just a freshman at Ellerby. Nothing very exciting about that.”


  “But it must be.” She edged even closer. “Just being on campus must be exciting. Come on, tell me more.”


  She put her hand on his. He took it in his warm clasp.


  “Well, freshman year is rough.” He seemed to have difficulty talking. “There’s no hazing at Ellerby any more, not exactly, but you have to take a lot of stuff to get ready to be a sophomore.”


  She pulled his young arm around her shoulder and began to count the fingers on his hand with delicate little taps. Across the room, Claudia was sitting on Guy’s lap, pulling his ear. They seemed to have come to good terms.


  “This is really a great house,” Larry said slowly. “It’s—” He gulped. “It’s nice,” he said.


  And right here it would come, Garland thought, something about how she was too lovely a girl to be in such a sordid business. To her relief, he didn’t say it. Again she must take the initiative. She pulled his hand to where it could envelop her soft breast and held it there.


  “Like it?” she whispered.


  He must know what was coming, but plainly he was drowned in all sorts of conflicting emotions. Uncle Whit hadn’t coached him, not nearly enough. He looked around the lamplit room with his eyes that were somehow plaintive. His beard seemed to droop.


  “All right, Larry,” said Garland, “come with me.”


  She got up and tugged his hand to make him get to his feet. He smiled. Of course, get him somewhere away from Claudia and Guy, there so cozy in the armchair. She picked up a lamp and led him into the hall.


  “Wow,” he said. “That staircase. Spiral. Looks like something in a historical movie.”


  “Does it?”


  The staircase wound up into dark reaches. Gently Garland guided him and he seemed glad to be guided. She shepherded him past the torn spots in the carpeting, away from the shaky stretch of the balustrade, up to the hall above. She held up the lamp. It showed the faded roses on the carpet.


  “Here,” she said, “this is my room.”


  She opened the heavy door and pushed it inward. They stepped across the threshold together. She set the lamp on a table near the oriel window.


  “I swear, Garland,” he muttered, “this is great. That old four-poster bed, the bench—they must be worth a lot. They’re old.”


  “Older than I am,” she smiled at him.


  “You’re not old, Garland. You’re beautiful.”


  “So are you,” she told him truthfully.


  They sat down on the bed. It had a cover of deep blue velvet, with dim gold tassels. Larry seemed overwhelmed.


  “I can’t tell you how lovely all this is,” he stammered.


  “Then don’t try. Put your feet up. That’s right. Now relax.”


  He sank back. She pulled the loose shirt collar wider. “What a beautiful neck you have.”


  “Oh,” he said, “it’s Guy who’s got the neck. All those exercises, those weights he lifts.”


  “Let Claudia attend to Guy. You’re here with me.”


  Outside the door, a soft rustling. Garland paid no attention. Larry was quiet now, his eyes closed. Garland bent to him, her tender fingers massaging his temples, his neck. He breathed rhythmically, as though he slept. Closer Garland bent to him, her hands on his neck. Her fingers crooked, their tips pressed.


  The lamplight shone on her red lips. They parted. Her teeth showed long and sharp. She crooned to him. She stopped. Her mouth opened above his neck.


  Outside, voices spoke, faint, inhuman.


  Garland rose quickly and went to the door. She opened it a crack.


  Shapes hung there, gaunt and in ragged clothes. “Well,” she whispered fiercely, “can’t you wait?”


  “Let me in,” said one of them. Eyes gleamed palely. “Let me in,” said another. “Hungry, hungry—”


  “Can’t you wait?” asked Garland again. “After I’m finished, you can have him. Have what’s left.”


  She closed the door on their pleas, and hurried back to where Larry lay ready, motionless, dreaming, on the bed.


  



  I HAE DREAM’D A DREARY DREAM by John Alfred Taylor


  



  One of the rewards as editor of a continuing anthology series is to watch the emergence of new talent. In reading each year’s crop of horror fiction, I find that my selections generally are stories either by established authors—more or less regular contributors to each year’s publications—or by newcomers and writers outside the field, whose presence in the horror genre is simply a guest appearance. Occasionally I come upon a new writer and sense that here is a name to watch. John Alfred Taylor is one such writer.


  Taylor was born in Springfield, Missouri, on September 12, 1931 and grew up in one place or another across southern Missouri. He earned a B.A. from the University of Missouri and an M.A. and Ph.D. from the University of Iowa, where he was in the Writer’s Workshop under Donald Justice and others. During his teaching career Taylor has lived in New Hampshire, Texas and New York, and he now teaches English at Washington and Jefferson College in Washington, Pennsylvania. Taylor has had some 300 poems published in various little magazines over the years, and recently he has had stories in Galaxy, Galileo, Twilight Zone Magazine, Space & Time, Eerie Country, and The Argonaut. His story “When the Cat’s Away” (Twilight Zone Magazine, September 1981) just got crowded out of The Year’s Best Horror Stories: Series X, and “I Hae Dream’d a Dreary Dream” in this year’s selection is one of four excellent (and quite dissimilar) stories from John Alfred Taylor in 1982. Remember his name.


  



  Harold Percy took the rain as a matter of course. When he left the Black Bull that morning, Angus Donnan had warned of a possible storm, and he’d said he was prepared. Percy always tried to be.


  Perhaps it was reaction against his inevitable nickname: he was not and never would be a “Hotspur.”


  Under his mac he wore a fine wool shirt, his moleskin trousers had lasted him half a dozen vacations, inside his waterproof boots he wore two pair of socks, and in his rubberized duck musette bag were sandwiches, binoculars, notebook, clasp knife, a guidebook to the Isle of Skye, MacAlpine’s Gaelic Dictionary, and a small nickel-plated flask of what he supposed some of the natives still insisted on spelling uisgebeatha.


  So when the mist turned to drizzle and the drizzle turned to rain, he buttoned his mac and pulled down the brim of his Irish tweed hat. He’d seen worse weather last year, following out Riastrick’s Green Tracks on the Pennines with Ordnance Survey maps.


  At first the rain barely decreased visibility. It was supposed to be possible to see North Uist across the Minch on a clear day, but Percy wondered if the local definition of a clear day was synonymous with the Second Coming. Earlier the waves of the Minch had glittered, the mists and sun formed momentary castles from beams of gold and blocks of pearl, but now the rain had shut down. Only occasionally through its shifting could he see the leaden waves of the Minch below the western slope.


  And then the real storm struck, a line squall roaring in like a black wall, and Percy had to clutch his hat before he lost it, while the wind came in from every side. It was blinding, paralyzing, like being thrown into a cold douche fully clothed in the dark, but he still retained enough sense of direction to find his way back to the outcropping he had just passed. Perhaps there was an overhang or some shelter from the wind.


  He staggered grotesquely against the wind, one hand holding his hat on, blinking the water out of his eyes and blundering off the path into the heather, but finally he reached the outcropping. It was lower than he remembered and could give no shelter. Perhaps the side to the sea downhill? He leaned against the rock as he descended; it was steep, and the rain-wet stones were treacherous underfoot.


  Below was another level of the outcropping, and between the two a cleft barely wide enough for a man. He lowered himself into it, his feet ankle-deep in the water rushing down it like a drain. It was too shallow to give him any shelter from the wind without stooping almost double, and he slipped and came down on hands and knees.


  He could see further without the rain blowing in his eyes; the cleft deepened ahead, the sides almost leaning together like a roof. Once under that, he was out of the rain, back against one side, squatting with his feet in the sluice boiling down the floor, a solid sheet of rain a few inches from his face. Percy settled himself to wait out the fury of the squall; at this rate it couldn’t be long.


  The cleft seemed to go farther down; he’d see as soon as the rain let up.


  By the time the curtain of rain split into separate streams and trickles, his cramped position had become uncomfortable, and he rose with relief, careless of the drops still coming through the slot above. The cleft did go on, the sides nearly meeting more than once, and then he came to a bend. An interesting place, he never would have discovered it without the storm; he’d passed right by it a minute before.


  The turn brought unexpected spaciousness; the cleft opened out, and he was standing on a ledge like a porch looking out at the sea and sky. The hidden way traversed the whole outcropping.


  The rain had stopped, the sun was breaking through ragged clouds. Lunch time, Percy decided, and found a half-dry spot. Using his mac as a cushion, he sat with his legs dangling over and ate one of his sandwiches. Curious stone down there on the slope—then his practiced eye picked out an almost hidden line leading up toward his seat. That stone had been put there, perhaps as a marker, and that was a trail connecting with this cleft.


  Suddenly excited, he stuffed the sandwich wrappings back into his bag, put on his mac again, and started to descend. The rocks below the ledge made a steep, narrow stair, just possibly by design. The way was overgrown, but Percy, who had cut his teeth on The Old Straight Track and followed out the tributaries of the Icknield Way and Berkshire Ridgeway, felt sure it was a trail. Close up, the stone gave proof; in spite of the lichen on its face he could pick out the “cup and ring” labyrinth laboriously pecked out before history began.


  It was even steeper below the stone, and the trail switched back across the slope. Another fifty yards, and Percy had to stop where a slide had taken a nearly vertical bite. As far as he could go today. He’d have to bring a rope tomorrow.


  



  In the bar at the back of the inn after dinner, Harold asked Angus Donnan about the place he’d found. Angus’s usually expressive eyes were still. “I really don’t know of any path like that, Mr. Percy.”


  “Perhaps I haven’t described where I found it clearly—”


  “Oh no sir. I recognize the place.”


  Percy wondered if Angus knew more than he was telling, especially when Angus said something in Gaelic to the two islanders he was serving at the other end of the bar, and both glanced sidewise at Percy. One of them answered, repeating a phrase Angus had used. Percy repeated it to himself so as not to forget it while he finished his whisky. Bealach—that meant “pass” or “gap”—but the rest?


  In his room Percy opened his MacAlpine. Even with his new-found understanding of the vagaries of Gaelic orthography, it took Percy ten minutes, and then he wasn’t sure. But that was what it sounded like. Sinister. Baelach a’ du Mairbh—Pass of the Dead.


  Perhaps tomorrow Angus Donnan would be more forthcoming.


  As he drifted toward sleep the words came into his mind unbidden:


  



  But I hae dream’d a dreary dream


  Beyond the isle o’ Skye,


  I saw a dead man win a fight


  And I thought that man was I.


  



  It had been a Percy who gave Douglas his mortal wound at Otterburn, which made the old ballad special to him.


  He burrowed deeper into his bed.


  It was steep, but that wasn’t why he was afraid. He couldn’t stop, he would have to follow the path out to the end. He knew the waves were close; he could hear them even if he couldn’t see them. The sun was shining, why was it so dark? He had to stop. If he went on—


  At the corner of his eyes he saw something moving, but when he turned that way it was gone. Then on the other side, something thin and beckoning, but looked at directly, it also vanished. It was so dark now the sun seemed a pale and diminished wafer, only a little brighter than the surrounding miasma.


  And always his mind screamed to halt, but his feet kept finding their way down.


  Percy woke to a bright morning, bright enough for him to shake off the mood of the dream with scarcely a thought. What could he expect, going to sleep with that stanza running through his head?


  While he dressed he looked out the bedroom window. There were still mists here and there, but vanishing in the benign fury of the sun.


  He breakfasted with gusto; by the time he finished his eggs and bacon and broiled tomatoes and scones the room was empty except for Angus Donnan sitting over at the table by the wall doing his accounts. Percy had been waiting for this moment.


  Folding his napkin neatly, he rose from the table and walked over.


  Angus looked up. “Yes, Mr. Percy?”


  “I want to know about the Bealach a’ du Mairbh,” he said quietly.


  Angus glanced about the room, then gestured to the other chair. Finally. “I’m glad you asked. I’ve been telling myself you deserved to know, but I didn’t know how to start.” He stared down at the table for a moment. “You wouldn’t say I was a superstitious man, would you?”


  “No,” said Harry.


  “And neither are the rest of us. We think about Value Added Tax and the price of beef and mutton, not about seal-maidens or glaistigs or the Nuckelavee—you know about the Nuckelavee?”


  Percy grinned. “Enough to know I don’t want to hear a description of it so soon after breakfast.”


  Angus grinned fleetingly in return. “You know about the Nuckelavee. Anyway, we leave such things to the summer ladies from the mainland, with their tartans and their folklore societies. You’re interested in the old things too, but not the same way; you’re tactful, even though you’re a sasunnach. So I want you to know everyone takes the Pass of the Dead seriously.”


  “What’s down there?”


  “Nobody knows.”


  “But how can that be?”


  “Nobody goes down there, or rather the few who did never came back.”


  “You’re joking!”


  “I’m not, Harry Percy. It’s been called Bealach a’ du Mairbh as far back as there is memory. Two brothers—MacNeils they were—went down some years after Culloden and were never seen again. A young lad daft for gathering birds’ eggs thought he’d try early in Victoria’s reign. An incomer like yourself—a man named Johnson—went down right after the Hitler War, 1947. And after that there was the slide and no one has tried it since.”


  “Aren’t there explanations, stories about the place?”


  “To be sure, but moonshine, made-up stories. It’s a mystery.”


  “Not even anything about why it’s named the Pass of the Dead?”


  “Nothing. But I believe it’s well-named. It’s not a canny place, and you’d do well to avoid it.”


  “Thank you for warning me,” Percy said.


  “You’ll not be going down there?”


  “I’ll consider what you’ve said.”


  “Mr. Percy,” Angus Donnan said, “you know I’m a saving man, though not a grasping man, but I swear I wouldn’t start down that cleft for a thousand pounds. That’s how seriously I take it.”


  “Then I have to take it seriously too.”


  



  Harry was going to take it seriously. Though not the way Donnan meant. Obviously the Pass of the Dead was more dangerous to climbers than it looked, had been even before the slide.


  Percy checked his equipment in his room and when he left the Black Bull, inside his jacket he had a 150-foot-coil of nylon rope slung over his shoulder, and his mac draped over one arm to hide his climbing pack.


  To his right Ben Skraig brightened. By the time Percy reached the headland that concealed Bealach a’ du Mairbh, the quilting of purple-brown heather, pale green grass and dark green bracken was shining under a cloudless sky, and he had to recant his earlier doubts; on a day as clear as this North Uist was not only visible, but seemed nearer than it was, except for the dark blue miles of the Minch between. A perfect day for rock climbing.


  Despite his eagerness, he took his time descending the cleft on the chance that he might see something he’d missed in the rain and dimness last time. And just before the cleft opened out, protected by the overhang, and even on such a bright day, half-hidden in the shadows, he found and sketched an incised spiral design. When he reached the stone at the bend of the trail below he stopped to sketch the “cup and ring” carving.


  At the break in the trail he advanced cautiously, uncertain of the edge’s solidity. The descent didn’t look bad: no overhangs and the traverse back onto the trail at the bottom wouldn’t be far. About sixty feet down, but he measured it with the rope to be sure. It should be a smooth climb back; from here he could see at least one safe route.


  There were no trees to anchor the rope, and the only rock was too sharp, so Percy drove three pitons into the rock and connected them with slings. Seat harness with brake-bar secured, belt, sling with carabiners and pitons, holstered hammer, pack, gloves. Enough equipment for an American, but then he was climbing alone. He left his mac folded beside the anchors, put the rope through the slings, snapped it into his brake bar and around his hand, and backed off the edge.


  His last sight of his mac folded so small and lonely there gave Percy a wry twinge; if he never came up Angus Donnan would be telling solemnly how all they ever found of the sasunnach who went down Bealach a’ du Mairbh was his coat and the pitons.


  The face was clean, with no loose rock or overhangs, but not too smooth; there should be no difficulty climbing back. Johnson or whatever his name had been might have been inexperienced. Though what about the three before the slide? But it was a steep trail.


  The sun was still bright on the rock; as he started the traverse to the trail he could see every pebble and boulder of the scree below.


  When he arrived the rope was his first thought; he barely glanced down the continuation of the trail before he started pulling one end of the doubled rope, and coiling it as it dragged out. One thing at a time. The free end dropped past, and he finished coiling it and put it over his shoulder. No bad frays.


  When he was done, he had a good look; the trail was narrow and tortuous, but that only made it interesting.


  After the first steps he came to a stop. Nothing had changed; the sun still shone, the waves of the Minch were still rich blue, but Percy found himself trembling, half-paralyzed with terror. Once before, when exploring the earthworks of a causewayed camp, he had felt this same objectless dread, but nothing had happened. He went numbly on. He was palpable, as if the air had thickened till he had to force his way through—or was it as if he were being pulled in?


  It was hard to think, the edges of things wavered before his eyes. That boulder that seemed to crouch, that bleached and twisted log? But how could there be driftwood so far above the surf?


  Then the log straightened, began to stand up, the boulder uncrouched.


  Instinctively Percy’s hand reached for the piton hammer at his side, and when he touched its head he saw them as they were. Gasping inarticulately, he jerked the hammer free and hefted it, backing away.


  Not a log, but bleached bones and tendons, what had once been a man. And the croucher was clothed in sodden rags and still had a face, though shriveled back, exposing the long teeth in an eternal grin. And behind others were stirring, more than four.


  In a spasm of repugnance, Percy swung at the first two as they closed on him. Though neither was touched, the hammer passed within inches of the bleached one, who shrunk back and emitted a moan of so desolate a timbre as to nearly rob Percy of volition.


  He forced himself to move against that tide of despair, and fled. At the break he was too busy finding handholds and footholds to look back. What made it more terrible was the muteness of his pursuers; all he could hear were soft slitherings and the rattle of pebbles.


  When he was several yards up he glanced back. His route had led him out onto the face, and the bleached one was crawling lizardlike up a parallel rib, while the others were scrabbling out below, the nearest peering up and grinning through tangled hair and beard, once red but now like dried seaweed.


  Climb!


  When he looked across again, the lean one was almost level with him, trying impotently to find a way to him around the smooth bulge of a spur.


  And then Percy was stopped; no matter how he groped, he could find no handhold. But there was a crack. He unclipped a piton and pounded it desperately in while the scrabbling below came closer. The piton rang solid, and he pulled himself up, and then there was another foothold and another handhold.


  They sounded near, too near to take time to see.


  Then he heard the desolate moaning again and looked down. The bearded creature was just below the piton, its hand extended toward it. As Percy watched, the claw recoiled, the creature stopped and began to retreat, the others shifting below him.


  When he looked down again they were coming again, but using routes bypassing the piton. On the right the tatter-bearded thing was ahead, further down on the left the one in dark rags led his own file of spidery horrors. At least the lizardlike one that had been climbing the parallel rib was stopped, baffled by an overhang.


  Against all training Percy looked up. Only fifteen feet!


  Less than his own length from the top he had no handhold, and had to drive in another piton. Between hammer blows he heard the scrabbling coming toward him on the right. This time the piton would not retard pursuit.


  He dragged himself up, found another handhold, got his foot on the piton, up and up, and began to drag himself over the edge. His hips were over. Just ahead were the three pitons and the sling with which he had anchored his rapel.


  He grasped the sling, pulled himself forward, found the head of a piton with his other hand.


  At the same moment something closed tenaciously on his ankle and began to pull him back. Percy hung on for dear life. But the pull was inexorable, untiring. And he was tired. The piton dug into his palm—


  The piton! They had avoided the one below. And then a line out of his boyhood reading flashed into his mind: “Cold Iron is master of them all,” and he let go with his right hand and groped back, while the grim pull stretched his other arm till the shoulder seemed half out of its socket. He slid his piton hammer out, and reached down toward his ankle with it, but stretched as he was between his left hand clenched on the sling and the pull on his ankle, he couldn’t quite reach; he could feel the hammerhead against his calf.


  Win all or lose all, there was only one thing to do. Letting go with his left hand, he curled his body around, and struck at the thing on his ankle.


  For an instant he thought he would be dragged over, and then the moan was cut off, and his ankle was free from the crushing force.


  He lay panting on the shelf, weak with strain, until he had the courage to crawl to the edge and look down. The cliff sparkled in the sun, light laughed from the blue waves of the Minch, the trail below was empty of all threat.


  He looked at his ankle; the cloth of his trouserleg was twisted and driven into his boot, and when he pulled it away, he saw why. Something fell out of the cloth as he pulled the cuff up, and after he examined the curve of indentations in the leather, the yellow tooth was merely objective confirmation of the horror. If it had been an inch above the boottop and broken the skin, Percy was sure no antitetanus, antivenom, or antibiotic would have saved him.


  He put on his gloves before he picked it up, wrapped and knotted it in a handkerchief folded double, and began to limp up the Pass of the Dead.


  



  At first all Angus Donnan said when Percy told him he’d had a fall was, “Must have been a bad one,” but when he invited Percy into the bar even though it was late afternoon, and sat him down for a glass of his best malt, his glance at the climbing gear was knowing. “Now that’s medicinal, Mr. Percy, and even if it’s between licensed hours, I consider you a benighted traveler. Precisely where did you fall?”


  Percy took a fiery gulp, but his shudder came before the whisky hit his throat.


  “Was it perhaps some place you shouldn’t have climbed, some place you were warned against?”


  So Percy told him the gist of it, watching Donnan’s face for signs of disbelief. But the innkeeper listened solemnly, not saying a word till he was done, and when Percy put on his gloves and unwrapped the tooth, looked at it with dour interest. “Aye. You’re a lucky man indeed. Would you mind telling one other man of this?”


  “Who?”


  “He’s called Daft Rabbie,” then seeing the look on Percy’s face “but he’s no daft at all. I’m thinking you’d like to change your room—the room next to ours is empty, and I know the knowledge would be a great comfort when you’re going to sleep.”


  Percy was ready to say he wasn’t a child, but thought again, and gratefully accepted.


  When the pub opened again at five, Percy went down and stayed. He wanted company, and the regulars had accepted him. He ate his supper there, but drank sparingly, still shaken enough not to let down his guard. Near closing time a giant of an old man came in, long gray hair hanging from under his knitted cap, but when he took it off Percy saw he was bald. “I heard you were asking after me,” he said to Donnan.


  “Aye,” said Donnan, and beckoned him closer so he could speak in a low voice. Then he led him over to Percy’s table. “This is Rabbie MacLeod, Daft Rabbie.”


  Percy could see why Angus had insisted he was misnamed; MacLeod’s look was like a hawk’s, though without the ferocious fixity. “As soon as we’re closed I want you to tell Rabbie what happened.”


  Daft Rabbie and Percy drank the whiskies Percy ordered, talking desultorily till Donnan gave the ten-minute warning. Even on such short acquaintance, Percy felt comfortable enough with MacLeod to share silence with him.


  Afterwards, by the one light left on in the bar, Percy told the old man his story while Angus cleaned up quietly, so as not to miss a word. This time he went into more detail, and Rabbie now and again moved his head assentingly. “Aye, that’s what I saw,” he said at the end, “that’s what I saw myself forty years ago when I looked down Bealach a’ du Mairbh. Except for the one in rags—that would be the Johnson.”


  When Percy brought down the handkerchief in his gloved hands and unknotted it, Angus came over, and the three of them stared down at the relic. “Memento mori,” whispered Rabbie, “as Parson’s so fond of saying.”


  “Not with the help of this,” said Percy. “It’s a souvenir I can do without. But what to do with it?”


  “I’ll fetch the paraffin,” said Angus.


  So it ended with the three of them out on the hillside in the night. Percy soaked and resoaked the handkerchief and the bare rock around it, and then touched a match to it. As they watched the flames shifting in the wind, Angus said, “Let’s not talk of this.”


  “Indeed not,” said MacLeod. “I know better now, and there’s no reason for you to be Daft Angus and you to be Daft Harry.”


  



  DEATHTRACKS by Dennis Etchison


  



  This past autumn marked a long overdue major event in the history of horror literature—the publication of The Dark Country, Dennis Etchison’s first collection of short fiction. This book is overdue by at least a decade; in 1971 what was to have been Etchison’s first collection of stories, entitled The Night of the Eye, was stillborn when its publisher went bankrupt on the eve of publication. Etchison has been selling short stories since 1961, and it’s unthinkable that fans have had to wait an additional ten years to read a collection of his work.


  Born March 30, 1943 in Stockton, California, Etchison is finally receiving deserved recognition as the finest writer of psychological horror this genre has produced. Etchison’s nightmares and fears are intensely personal, and his genius is to make us realize that we share them. He is that rarest of genre writers: an original visionary, whose horrors are those of loneliness, of an individual adrift in a society beyond his control, beyond his comprehension, in which only sheeplike acceptance and robotlike nonawareness permit an individual to survive until his allotted time. The reader in avid search of shambling slashers and tentacled monstrosities will only be baffled by Etchison’s fiction. A longtime resident of Los Angeles, Etchison is deeply interested in films and has written a number of screenplays from his own material and from works by Stephen King, Ray Bradbury and others. Recently Dennis Etchison has written the paperback novelizations for the horror films The Fog, Halloween II, Halloween III, and Videodrome (these last three under his pseudonym, “Jack Martin”).


  



  ANNOUNCER: Hey, let’s go into this apartment and help this housewife take a shower!


  ASSISTANT: Rad!


  ANNOUNCER: Excuse me, ma’am!


  HOUSEWIFE: Eeek!


  ANNOUNCER: It’s okay, I’m the New Season Man!


  HOUSEWIFE: You—you came right through my TV!


  ANNOUNCER: That’s because there’s no stopping good news! Have you heard about New Season Body Creamer? It’s guaranteed better than your old-fashioned soap product, cleaner than water on the air! It’s—


  ASSISTANT: Really, rad!


  HOUSEWIFE: Why, you’re so right! Look at the way New Season’s foaming away my dead, unwanted dermal cells! My world has a whole new complexion! My figure has a glossy new paisley shine! The kind that men . . .


  ANNOUNCER: And women!


  HOUSEWIFE: . . . love to touch!


  ANNOUNCER: Plus the kids’ll love it, too!


  HOUSEWIFE: You bet they will! Wait till my husband gets up! Why, I’m going to spend the day spreading the good news all over our entire extended family! It’s—


  ANNOUNCER: It’s a whole New Season!


  HOUSEWIFE: A whole new reason! It’s—


  ASSISTANT: Absolutely RAD-I-CAL!


  



  The young man fingered the edges of the pages with great care, almost as if they were razor blades. Then he removed his fingertips from the clipboard and tapped them along the luminous crease in his pants, one, two, three, four, five, four, three, two, one, stages of flexion about to become a silent drumroll of boredom. With his other hand he checked his watch, clicked his pen and smoothed the top sheet of the questionnaire, circling the paper in a cursive, impatient holding pattern.


  Across the room another man thumbed a remote-control device until the TV voices became silvery whispers, like ants crawling over aluminum foil.


  “Wait, Bob.” On the other side of the darkening living room a woman stirred in her beanbag chair, her hair shining under the black light. “It’s time for The Fuzzy Family.”


  The man, her husband, shifted his buttocks in his own beanbag chair and yawned. The chair’s styrofoam filling crunched like cornflakes under his weight. “Saw this one before,” he said. “Besides, there’s no laughtrack. They use three cameras and a live audience, remember?”


  “But it might be, you know, boosted,” said the woman. “Oh, what do they call it?”


  “Technically augmented?” offered the young man.


  They both looked at him, as though they had forgotten he was in their home.


  The young man forced an unnatural, professional smile. In the black light his teeth shone too brightly.


  “Right,” said the man. “Not The Fuzzy Family, though. I filtered out a track last night. It’s all new. I’m sure.”


  The young man was confused. He had the inescapable feeling that they were skipping (or was it simply that he was missing?) every third or fourth sentence. I’m sure. Sure of what? That this particular TV show had been taped before an all-live audience? How could he be sure? And why would anyone care enough about such a minor technical point to bother to find out? Such things weren’t supposed to matter to the blissed-out masses. Certainly not to AmiDex survey families. Unless . . .


  Could he be that lucky?


  The questionnaire might not take very long, after all.


  This one, he thought, has got to work in the industry.


  He checked the computer stats at the top of the questionnaire: MORRISON, ROBERT, AGE 54, UNEMPLOYED. Used to work in the industry, then. A TV cameraman, a technician of some kind, maybe for a local station? There had been so many layoffs in the last few months, with QUBE and Teletext and all the new cable licenses wearing away at the traditional network share. And any connection, past or present, would automatically disqualify this household. Hope sprang up in his breast like an accidental porno broadcast in the middle of Sermonette.


  He flicked his pen rapidly between cramped fingers and glanced up, eager to be out of here and home to his own video cassettes. Not to mention, say, a Bob’s Big Boy hamburger, heavy relish, hold the onions and add avocado, to be picked up on the way?


  “I’ve been sent here to ask you about last month’s Viewing Log,” he began. “When one doesn’t come back in the mail, we do a routine follow-up. It may have been lost by the post office. I see here that your phone’s been disconnected. Is that right?”


  He waited while the man used the remote selector. Onscreen, silent excerpts of this hour’s programming blipped by channel by channel: reruns of Cop City, the syndicated version of The Cackle Factory, the mindless Make Me Happy, The World As We Know It, T.H.U.G.S., even a repeat of that PBS documentary on Teddy Roosevelt, A Man, A Plan, a Canal, Panama, and the umpteenth replay of Mork and Mindy, this the infamous last episode that had got the series canceled, wherein Mindy is convinced she’s carrying Mork’s alien child and nearly OD’s on a homeopathic remedy of Humphrey’s Eleven Tablets and blackstrap molasses. Still he waited.


  “There really isn’t much I need to know.” He put on a friendly, stupid, shit-eating grin, hoping it would show in the purple light and then afraid that it would. “What you watch is your own business, naturally. AmiDex isn’t interested in influencing your viewing habits. If we did, I guess that would undermine the statistical integrity of our sample, wouldn’t it?”


  Morrison and his wife continued to stare into their flickering 12-inch Sony portable.


  If they’re so into it, I wonder why they don’t have a bigger set, one of those new picture-frame projection units from Mad Man Muntz, for example? I don’t even see a Betamax. What was Morrison talking about when he said he’d taped The Fuzzy Family? The man had said that, hadn’t he?


  It was becoming difficult to concentrate.


  Probably it was the black light, that and the old Day-Glow posters, the random clicking of the beaded curtains. Where did they get it all? Sitting in their living room was like being in a time machine, a playback of some Hollywood Sam Katzman or Albert Zugsmith version of the sixties; he almost expected Jack Nicholson or Luanna Anders to show up. Except that the artifacts seemed to be genuine, and in mint condition. There were things he had never seen before, not even in catalogues. His parents would know. It all must have been saved out of some weird prescience, in anticipation of the current run on psychedelic nostalgia. It would cost a fortune to find practically any original black-light posters, however primitive. The one in the corner, for instance, “Ship of Peace,” mounted next to “Ass Id” and an original Crumb “Keep on Truckin’ ” from the Print Mint in San Francisco, had been offered on the KCET auction just last week for $450, he remembered.


  He tried again.


  “Do you have your Viewing Log handy?” Expectantly he paused a beat. “Or did you—misplace it?”


  “It won’t tell you anything,” said the man.


  “We watch a lot of oldies,” said the woman.


  The young man pinched his eyes shut for a moment to clear his head. “I know what you mean,” he said, hoping to put them at ease. “I can’t get enough of The Honeymooners, myself. That Norton.” He added a conspiratorial chuckle. “Sometimes I think they get better with age. They don’t make ’em like that anymore. But, you know, the local affiliates would be very interested to know that you’re watching.”


  “Not that old,” said the woman. “We like the ones from the sixties. And some of the new shows, too, if—”


  Morrison inclined his head toward her, so that the young man could not sec, and mouthed what may have been a warning to his wife.


  Suddenly and for reasons he could not name, the young man felt that he ought to be out of here.


  He shook his wrist, pretending that his collector’s item Nixon-Agnew watch was stuck. “What time is it getting to be?” Incredibly, he noticed that his watch had indeed stopped. Or had he merely lost track of the time? The hands read a quarter to six. Where had they been the last time he looked? “I really should finish up and get going. You’re my last interview of the day. You folks must be about ready for dinner.”


  “Not so soon,” said the woman. “It’s almost time for The Uncle Jerry Show.”


  That’s a surprise, he thought. It’s only been on for one season.


  “Ah, that’s a new show, isn’t it?” he said, again feeling that he had missed something. “It’s only been on for—”


  Abruptly the man got up from his beanbag chair and crossed the room.


  He opened a cabinet, revealing a stack of shipment cartons from the Columbia Record Club. The young man made out the titles of a few loose albums, “greatest hits” collections from groups which, he imagined, had long since disbanded. Wedged into the cabinet, next to the records, was a state-of-the-art audio frequency equalizer with graduated slide controls covering several octaves. This was patched into a small black accessory amplifier box, the kind that are sold for the purpose of connecting a TV set to an existing home stereo system. Morrison leaned over and punched a sequence of preset buttons, and without further warning a great hissing filled the room.


  “This way we don’t miss anything,” said the wife.


  The young man looked around. Two enormous Voice-of-the-Theatre speakers, so large they seemed part of the walls, had sputtered to life on either side of the narrow room. But as yet there was no sound other than the unfathomable, rolling hiss of spurious signal-to-noise output, the kind of distortion he had heard once when he set his FM receiver between stations and turned the volume up all the way.


  Once the program began, he knew, the sound would be deafening.


  “So,” he said hurriedly, “why don’t we wrap this up, so I can leave you two to enjoy your evening? All I need are the answers to a couple of quick questions, and I’ll be on my way.”


  Morrison slumped back into place, expelling a rush of air from his beanbag chair, and thumbed the remote channel selector to a blank station. A pointillist pattern of salt-and-pepper interference swarmed the 12-inch screen. He pushed up the volume in anticipation, so as not to miss a word of The Uncle Jerry Show when the time came to switch channels again, eyed a clock on the wall over the Sony—there was a clock, after all, if only one knew where to look amid the glowing clutter—and half-turned to his visitor. The clock read ten minutes to six.


  “What are you waiting to hear?” asked Morrison.


  “Yes,” said his wife, “why don’t you tell us?”


  The young man lowered his eyes to his clipboard, seeking the briefest possible explanation, but saw only the luminescence of white shag carpeting through his transparent vinyl chair—another collector’s item. He felt uneasy circulation twitching his weary legs, and could not help but notice the way the inflated chair seemed to throb with each pulse.


  “Well,” trying one more time, noting that it was coming up on nine minutes to six and still counting, “your names were picked by AmiDex demographics. Purely at random. You represent twelve thousand other viewers in this area. What you watch at any given hour determines the rating points for each network.”


  There, that was simple enough, wasn’t it? No need to go into the per-minute price of sponsor ad time buys based on the overnight share, sweeps week, the competing services each selling its own brand of accuracy. Eight-and-a-half minutes to go.


  “The system isn’t perfect, but it’s the best way we have so far of—”


  “You want to know why we watch what we watch, don’t you?”


  “Oh no, of course not! That’s really no business of ours. We don’t care. But we do need to tabulate viewing records, and when yours wasn’t returned—”


  “Let’s talk to him,” said the woman. “He might be able to help.”


  “He’s too young, can’t you see that, Jenny?”


  “I beg your pardon?” said the young man.


  “It’s been such a long time,” said the woman, rising with a whoosh from her chair and stepping in front of her husband. “We can try.”


  The man got slowly to his feet, his arms and torso long and phosphorescent in the peculiar mix of ultraviolet and television light. He towered there, considering. Then he took a step closer.


  The young man was aware of his own clothing unsticking from the inflated vinyl, crackling slightly, a quick seam of blue static shimmering away across the back of the chair; of the snow pattern churning on the untuned screen, the color tube shifting hues under the black light, turning to gray, then brightening in the darkness, locking on an electric blue, and holding.


  Morrison seemed to undergo a subtle transformation as details previously masked by shadow now came into focus. It was more than his voice, his words. It was the full size of him, no longer young but still strong, on his feet and braced in an unexpectedly powerful stance. It was the configuration of his head in silhouette, the haunted pallor of the skin, stretched taut, the large, luminous whites of the eyes, burning like radium. It was all these things and more. It was the reality of him, no longer a statistic but a man, clear and unavoidable at last.


  The young man faced Morrison and his wife. The palms of his hands were sweating coldly. He put aside the questionnaire.


  Six minutes to six.


  “I’ll put down that you—you declined to participate. How’s that? No questions asked.”


  He made ready to leave.


  “It’s been such a long time,” said Mrs. Morrison again.


  Mr. Morrison laughed shortly, a descending scale ending in a bitter, metallic echo that cut through the hissing. “I’ll bet it’s all crazy to you, isn’t it? This stuff.”


  “No, not at all. Some of these pieces are priceless. I recognized that right away.


  “Are they?”


  “Sure,” said the young man. “If you don’t mind my saying so, it reminds me of my brother Jack’s room. He threw out most of his underground newspapers, posters, that sort of thing when he got drafted. It was back in the sixties—I can barely remember it. If only he’d realized. Nobody saved anything. That’s why it’s all so valuable now.”


  “We did,” said Mrs. Morrison.


  “So I see.”


  They seemed to want to talk, after all—lonely, perhaps—so he found himself ignoring the static and actually making an effort to prolong his exit. A couple of minutes more wouldn’t hurt. They’re not so bad, the Morrisons, he thought. I can see that now.


  “Well, I envy you. I went through a Marvel Comics phase when I was a kid. Those are worth a bundle now, too. My mother burned them all when I went away to college, of course. It’s the same principle. But if I could go back in a time machine . . .” He shook his head and allowed an unforced smile to show through.


  “These were our son’s things,” said Mrs. Morrison.


  “Oh?” Could be I remind them of their son. I guess I should be honored.


  “Our son David,” said Mr. Morrison.


  “I see.” There was an awkward pause. The young man felt vaguely embarrassed. “It’s nice of him to let you hold his collection. You’ve got quite an investment here.”


  The minute hand of the clock on the wall ground through its cycle, pressing forward in the rush of white noise from the speakers.


  “David Morrison.” Her voice sounded hopeful. “You’ve heard the name?”


  David Morrison, David Morrison. Curious. Yes, he could almost remember something, a magazine cover or . . .


  “It was a long time ago. He—our son—was the last American boy to be killed in Vietnam.”


  It was four minutes to six and he didn’t know what to say.


  “When it happened, we didn’t know what to think,” said Mrs. Morrison. “We talked to people like us. Mostly they wanted to pretend it never happened.”


  “They didn’t understand, either,” said Mr. Morrison.


  “So we read everything. The magazines, books. We listened to the news commentators. It was terribly confusing. We finally decided even they didn’t know any more than we did about what went on over there, or why.”


  “What was it to them? Another story for The Six O’Clock News, right, Jenny?”


  Mrs. Morrison drew a deep, pained breath. Her eyes fluttered as she spoke, the television screen at her back lost in a grainy storm of deep blue snow.


  “Finally the day came for me to clear David’s room . . .”


  “Please,” said the young man, “you don’t have to explain.”


  But she went ahead with it, a story she had gone over so many times she might have been recalling another life. Her eyes opened. They were dry and startlingly clear.


  It was three minutes to six.


  “I started packing David’s belongings. Then it occurred to us that he might have known the reason. So we went through his papers and so forth, even his record albums, searching. So much of it seemed strange, in another language, practically from another planet. But we trusted that the answer would be revealed to us in time.”


  “We’re still living with it,” said Morrison. “It’s with us when we get up in the morning, when we give up at night. Sometimes I think I see a clue there, the way he would have seen it, but then I lose the thread and we’re back where we started.


  “We tried watching the old reruns, hoping they had something to tell. But they were empty. It was like nothing important was going on in this country back then.”


  “Tell him about the tracks, Bob.”


  “I’m getting to it . . . Anyway, we waited. I let my job go, and we were living off our savings. It wasn’t much. It’s almost used up by now. But we had to have the answer. Why? Nothing was worth a damn, otherwise . . .


  “Then, a few months ago, there was this article in TV Guide. About the television programs, the way they make them. They take the tracks—the audience reactions, follow?—and use them over and over. Did you know that?”


  “I—I had heard . . .”


  “Well, it’s true. They take pieces of old soundtracks, mix them in, a big laugh here, some talk there—it’s all taped inside a machine, an audience machine. The tapes go all the way back. I’ve broken ’em down and compared. Half the time you can hear the same folks laughing from twenty, twenty-five years ago. And from the sixties. That’s the part that got to me. So I rigged a way to filter out everything—dialogue, music—except for the audience, the track.”


  “Why, he probably knows all about that. Don’t you, young man?”


  “A lot of them, the audience, are gone now. It doesn’t matter. They’re on tape. It’s recycled, ‘canned’ they call it. It’s all the same to TV. Point is, this is the only way left for us to get through, or them to us. To make contact. To listen, eavesdrop, you might say, on what folks were doing and thinking and commenting on and laughing over back then.


  “I can’t call ’em up on the phone, or take a poll, or stop people on the street, ’cause they’d only act like nothing happened. Today, it’s all passed on. Don’t ask me how, but it has.


  “They’re passed on now, too, so many of ’em.”


  “Like the boys,” said Mrs. Morrison softly, so that her voice was all but lost in the hiss of the swirling blue vortex. “So many beautiful boys, the ones who would talk now, if only they could.”


  “Like the ones on the tracks,” said Mr. Morrison.


  “Like the ones who never came home,” said his wife. “Dead now, all dead, and never coming back.”


  One minute to six.


  “Not yet,” he said aloud, frightened by his own voice.


  As Mr. Morrison cranked up the gain and turned back to the set, the young man hurried out. As Mrs. Morrison opened her ears and closed her eyes to all but the laughtrack that rang out around her, he tried in vain to think of a way to reduce it all to a few simple marks in a new pointless language on sheets of printed paper. And as the Morrisons listened for the approving bursts of laughter and murmuring and applause, separated out of an otherwise meaningless echo from the past, he closed the door behind him, leaving them as he had found them. He began to walk fast, faster, and finally to run.


  The questionnaire crumpled and dropped from his hand.


  Jack, I loved you, did you know that? You were my brother. I didn’t understand, either. No one did. There was no time. But I told you, didn’t I? Didn’t I?


  He passed other isolated houses on the block, ghostly living rooms turning to flickering beacons of cobalt blue against the night. The voices from within were television voices, muffled and anonymous and impossible to decipher unless one were to listen too closely, more closely than life itself would seem to want to permit, to the exclusion of all else, as to the falling of a single blade of grass or the unseen whisper of an approaching scythe. And it rang out around him then, too, through the trees and into the sky and the cold stars, the sound of the muttering and the laughter, the restless chorus of the dead, spreading rapidly away from him across the city and the world.


  



  COME, FOLLOW by Sheila Hodgson


  



  M.R. James (1862-1936) is recognized as The Master of the traditional ghost story. In an essay, “Stories I Have Tried to Write,” James described a number of “stories which have crossed my mind from time to time and never materialized properly. Never properly: for some of them I have actually written down, and they repose in a drawer somewhere . . . Let me recall them for the benefit (so to style it) of somebody else.” One of several writers to try a hand at building a story from James’ suggestions is Sheila Hodgson.


  Born in London, Sheila Hodgson began her career in the theatre before joining the BBC in 1960 as a staff writer. Six years later she turned free lance, writing for both commercial television and the BBC in addition to working extensively for radio. She has had some twenty radio plays and two stage plays produced, and, while basically a dramatic writer, has had short stories published in New Writing and in various English magazines, and has had one novel. Inspired by M.R. James’ above-mentioned essay, Hodgson talked BBC into doing a series of six radio plays based on his story ideas. She wrote four of these plays herself during 1976-77, and adapted two of these for publication in 1978 in the venerable Blackwood’s Magazine (for which she also wrote an article on James). “Come, Follow!” based on another of James’ suggestions, was to have appeared in Blackwood’s also, but that magazine ended its century and a half of publication before the story saw print. Fortunately, editor Rosemary Pardoe rescued Hodgson’s story for Ghosts & Scholars, an annual homage to M.R. James. I think James would have nodded his approval of Hodgson’s development of his bequest.


  



  It is a matter agreed upon among all right-thinking persons that Christmas should be spent in the bosom of the family; the picture conjured up by Mr. Charles Dickens has entered into the catalogue of English myths, a vision compounded of log fires, merry laughter and snow-bound countryside—all this despite the fact that the log fire may smoke, the snow prove nonexistent, and the company be rendered speechless by indigestion. Moreover, it will rain.


  “It will rain,” said Mr. George Markham.


  “What a dismal fellow you arc, George!” His companion jerked on the bridle; they were riding in a light trap down the empty Sussex road. “My uncle is the only living relative I possess and I must, I positively must, call on him at Christmas.”


  “Why? The shops have a capital collection of greeting cards. Just send the old boy a robin. Or a picture of Santa Claus, signed Your Affectionate Nephew.”


  “That’s ungenerous!” Paul Bernays laughed; they both laughed, for they were young men up at Cambridge in this year of 1896 and confident of their position. “He’s got no money and no prospects, he lives with some dreary cleric of his own age.”


  “Worse and worse! My dear Paul, what are we going to say to a couple of elderly country bores?”


  “Happy Christmas!” For some reason this struck both of them as an excellent joke; the barren hedgerows shook to their mirth, they slapped each other on the back and chortled with glee while the horse slowed to a walk and, yes, it began to rain. To either side the sepia downs curved against a wintry sky; a single bird rose above their heads and vanished over the hill.


  “Confound it. Oh, let’s go back!”


  They might well have been tempted; the shower looked like developing into a steady downpour; but at that moment (seeking a place to maneuver the trap) Bernays turned his head and saw a most curious apparition approaching across the fields. A man of more than average height dressed in a flapping black cloak, he held a large umbrella high above his head and jumped over the furrows in a series of odd little skips; with each jump the umbrella jerked in the air while the rising wind tugged at his cloak, giving him the semblance of an old and agitated bat. He wore no headgear—and indeed would have found some difficulty in keeping anything upon his head by reason of the wind and the fact that both his hands were occupied in an attempt to restrain the umbrella handle. So, struggling against the malice of the elements, he contrived to gain the road where he stood peering at the travelers from under dark eyebrows; strangely hairy eyebrows which almost met over the bridge of his nose.


  “Mr. Bernays?”


  The words were swept away on a gust of rain. The young men stared at him; then Paul recovered sufficiently to shout:


  “Hullo! Are you from the rectory?” And this was more than simple guesswork: at that distance the clerical collar could be plainly observed under the sodden cloak.


  “My name is Alaric Halsey. You are welcome, sir, you are most welcome. Dear, dear, dear, what singularly inclement weather!” He smiled, a long grin which etched deep lines around his mouth and displayed a set of rather good teeth. He could have been some fifty years old, the hair still black and worn en brosse, the eyes luminous under those really very peculiar eyebrows. More might have ensued only at that moment there occurred a most unfortunate accident. Whether the wind, the rain, the flapping garments or a combination of all three alarmed the horse, suffice it to say that the animal bolted. It reared abruptly, backed—nearly upsetting the cart—and then set off at a tolerable gallop, causing the Reverend Alaric Halsey to leap into the ditch. His voice echoed thinly after them, the one distinguishable word being “uncle.” It took Paul Bernays the better part of two miles to bring the horse under control. The creature then evinced a marked desire to go straight home, a point of view with which neither young man felt inclined to argue.


  



  As they sat warming themselves before an excellent fire George Markham said: “So much for the clerical friend! We’ve shown seasonal good will, my dear chap. Do we really have to call on your uncle again?”


  “Yes.” Paul stretched his legs and reached for the decanter. “I’m sorry for the man, upon my word, he’s been most shabbily treated.”


  “How?”


  Rain spat against the window, the firelight made little amber gleams in the port. Bernays poured himself another glass before replying.


  “Ancient history. He should have inherited this house. But he quarreled with his father over certain companions, a pretty scandalous affair—don’t ask me what!—and the whole West Farthing estate came to me. Uncle Nicholas went abroad; and didn’t return to England till, oh, some time in 1895, I believe.”


  “Good Lord. Didn’t he contest the will?”


  “No.”


  “Lucky for you. Is the estate worth much . . .?” Markham drained his wine.


  “I couldn’t say. Yes, I suppose so. I’ve got the house and about two hundred acres of land. Mostly mixed farming, we passed the farm on the way up.” Paul spoke with a genuine unconcern; he had a young man’s easy contempt for money, a common attribute in those who have never had to do without it. They passed to other more congenial subjects such as women and horses, then went into dinner and gave the unlucky Mr. Nicholas Bernays only a passing thought and his friend the Reverend Alaric Halsey no thought at all.


  It was therefore with a certain surprise on the following morning that—caught in the midst of his shaving—the owner of West Farthing looked out of the window and exclaimed:


  “Good heavens. My uncle!”


  A gentleman could be seen approaching the front door, a man below average height with thinning red hair and a faintly harassed expression. He glanced both right and left; seemingly troubled by something immediately behind him. Precisely what became apparent when a mongrel dog came round the corner of the outbuildings to join his master on the doorstep. Before Mr. Bernays senior could announce his arrival by the conventional rat-a-tat his nephew threw up the window and shouted:


  “Uncle Nicholas! I’m delighted to see you, sir! We’re spending Christmas here, I had intended to call on you—Come in, come in!”


  Now it is entirely possible that the sight of a young man, his face covered in soap and one hand brandishing a cut-throat razor, startled the visitor; certainly he sprang backwards with an oath while the dog barked, leaping in the air and snapping with some display of viciousness. Both dog and master recovered their composure, however, and entered the house with haste. For the best part of an hour uncle and nephew exchanged the usual aimless remarks which pass for conversation amongst people who meet but seldom and have nothing in common when they do. If Mr. Nicholas Bernays bore any grudge against his relation he gave no sign of it. He was quite frankly a nondescript kind of fellow, he spoke in disconnected spasms and kept his eyes fixed on the carpet. The gaps in his speech grew more frequent, the undergraduates began to wonder how long he intended to stay and whether they should invite him to lunch—Paul being on the point of suggesting it when his uncle suddenly jerked round and cried, “Bless my soul! It’s raining. And I—I—I have no raincoat!”


  Well, that omission could speedily be remedied; he really was an odd uncomfortable kind of guest, and they would far rather lend him a raincoat than endure his company throughout a meal—besides, he had the strangest notions. George Markham’s mackintosh fitted him tolerably neatly whereas Paul’s was manifestly too big; yet Mr. Bernays showed a marked preference for the latter and departed with surprising haste, clutching the garment round him and babbling quite excessive gratitude. As they watched him hustle away through the drizzling rain, a curious point struck both young men simultaneously.


  “Look!” exclaimed Markham. “What’s the matter with the dog?”


  The animal seemed to be following its master at a measured distance, it dodged and hung back and swerved almost as if leaving room for something else; moreover it kept its nose close to the ground, tracing the line of some invisible path. Forward. Sideways. Back a little. And always sniffing, sniffing. The rain dripping relentlessly off its coat made no impression on the creature; intent, it trotted on never once raising its head.


  “Oh, there must be something running along under the ground. I feel sure I’ve seen that kind of behavior before—yes, I’m certain I have. Probably a mole.”


  “In the middle of winter?”


  But they were not country folk, either of them; and lacking any precise information they speedily lost interest in Mr. Bernays and his dog. Preparations for the Christmas feast occupied the next couple of days, they were expecting a group of young companions from London. It is doubtful whether Paul would have given the matter another thought save for one exasperating fact: it kept on raining. By the third day the lack of his raincoat became a serious inconvenience; taking an umbrella and thinking rather uncharitable things about his uncle, he set off across the fields to visit the rectory of St. Wilbrod’s.


  He had never been there before: the matter of the inheritance produced coldness on the one side and embarrassment on the other; it was impossible not to feel that he had deprived his relation (possibly unjustly) of a home. How fortunate that the Reverend Alaric stepped forward to provide Uncle Nicholas with a roof over his head. He must have known Uncle Nicholas pretty well—and even played a part in the long-forgotten quarrel between that gentleman and his father. Paul considered the matter as he walked; what had taken place, what could have persuaded a solid conventional pater familias to disinherit his son? Life’s a rum business, thought Paul; with which solemn platitude he looked up and saw the rectory before him.


  It was a great rambling building of quite remarkable ugliness. Remarkable, too, for it stood alone among ploughed fields, no other house appeared to be anywhere near and more oddly still, no church. He blinked. The rectory crouched like some gray animal against the wide curve of the sky, there were a couple of wind-torn elms beside it, a line of fencing badly in need of repair. There was no church.


  “But where is St. Wilbrod’s . . .?”


  He had been made welcome by the rector, his uncle had, it seemed, gone out.


  “St. Wilbrod’s? A commonplace story, my dear sir. There used to be a thriving village here in the last century, oh yes, oh dear me yes, a sizable community. By some unlucky chance—failed crops, disease, bad husbandry, I cannot precisely identify the cause—the people moved away. What was the village of Barscombe has moved quite five miles to the east. A shift in the population which has, I fear, done nothing to enlarge my parish.”


  “Has the church gone too?”


  “Good heavens, no.” Alaric rose with a cold smile, and drew the young man toward the window. He had very soft white fingers, which stuck to Paul’s arm like so many enlarged slugs. “Some things are not easily destroyed, I assure you. There is my church.”


  It lay behind the house, invisible from the main path. It astonished by reason of its shape, for it was tiny, a tiny Norman building. A squat tower with a little spirelet or “Sussex cap”; surely incredible that such a miniature affair should have warranted this great barn of a rectory. Paul said as much. His host nodded, drawing hairy eyebrows together, dark eyes gazed at the boy.


  “It has been a matter of some concern to the Church authorities. The ever-present question of finance! We live in difficult times, my son, singularly difficult times. Perhaps you would care to examine St. Wilbrod’s? It has great historical though little artistic merit.”


  He led the way across a path made slippery by decayed leaves; the debris of autumn lay around them, there had been no attempt to clear the ground and an unpleasant musty smell contaminated the air. The rain had stopped, leaving a pervading dampness. As they went, Paul felt constrained to explain, to excuse himself—though he had done no wrong and merely chanced to benefit from a family quarrel.


  “I trust my uncle keeps in good health, sir?”


  “Tolerably.” Again the wintry smile.


  “I am very conscious he has been unfairly treated . . .”


  “Life is not fair, Mr. Bernays. Fascinating. Complex. But not fair.”


  “Does he hold my good fortune against me?”


  “Oh come, Mr. Bernays! You have the money. You really must not expect to be popular as well.”


  “Perhaps if I made him a small allowance, in recompense?”


  “I think not,” said the Reverend Alaric evenly; and motioned him inside the church.


  It was bare to the point of emptiness; a simple altar, two Early English lancets in the chancel, a stained glass window of no merit whatsoever. Paul sat down. He was rehearsing a suitable comment when the priest murmured: “You must excuse me. I think I hear your uncle on the drive, he may not have a latch key.” The next instant he had gone, fading noiselessly into the shadows. His guest remained seated, lost in a conflicting whirl of emotion; he did not wish to harm anybody, anybody in the world, and surely he could not be blamed for inheriting . . . He closed his eyes and composed a brief prayer. Dear Lord, bless this house and me and Uncle Nicholas.


  He stiffened. There seemed to be a murmur, the dry patter of innumerable lips. Consciously he knew that he sat alone in a country church; yet he felt most powerfully that behind him opened a vast nave; a huge assembly of people were seated just out of sight behind his back. The very air opened up, he must be in the center of a great cathedral . . .


  Paul jerked round.


  Bare walls, almost within touching distance. A few empty pews, stained and scratched with age. Dusty altar hangings. Needless to say, nobody was there. His bewilderment still lay strong upon him when the Reverend Alaric slipped from the gloom and, bending over him, whispered:


  “Your uncle has returned and is most eager to see you. Come, follow.”


  The second encounter with Mr. Nicholas Bernays proved even more tedious than the first. He stammered his apologies, how monstrously careless to have forgotten the raincoat, and in this weather too! He seemed incapable of looking anybody in the face, his balding head twisted from side to side and when by chance Paul caught his eye the man blinked as if stung. By contrast, the Reverend Alaric Halsey appeared totally at his ease; he talked learnedly of St. Wilbrod’s, its history and its architecture; he spoke of the Saxons and the influence Christianity had had on them.


  “And vice versa, of course! You do know that Easter derives from the Saxon word Eostre, a festival celebrating the goddess of Spring? Our somewhat confusing habit of fixing Easter by the full moon must surely be pagan in origin; it is also linked to the Jewish Passover. As for Christmas—why, it seems tolerably certain that whenever Our Savior was born, it was not in the middle of winter! You may remember that a decree went forth at the time of His birth that all the world should be taxed? In the ancient world taxes were levied at harvest time, therefore we can immediately discount December the twenty-fifth. But that date is the winter solstice, the Mithraic birthday of the Unconquered Sun. It would seem that the early Fathers of the Church found it paid them to be reasonably accommodating in the matter of dates. We have here a combination of Mithraism, Judaism, and who knows what pagan nature worship!” The Reverend Alaric smiled, he had a compelling manner and some degree of charm; after a while he proposed to show their visitor the Rectory, a tour which Paul had no desire to make and found himself quite incapable of refusing.


  It proved a most embarrassing experience. Clearly the general exodus of its congregation had thrown the parish of St. Wilbrod’s into a state of quite desperate poverty; room after room held nothing save a threadbare rug on the floor and two or three dilapidated chairs. It must once have been of some importance for the house boasted six bedrooms, three reception rooms, a library, a study, and a positive warren of kitchen and pantries. From these last Paul deduced that his host was in the habit of cooking for himself; various pots and pans lay on the table, uncleaned and smelling slightly of rancid fat. He wondered how in heaven’s name the two men contrived to exist in such a penniless wreck of a home. The contrast between this squalor and the comfort of his own manor house, West Farthing, with its full complement of amiable Sussex maids and kindly gardeners, seemed too much for Paul altogether—he made his excuses and fled out into the wintry afternoon, taking his raincoat with him. Even as he pulled it on it struck him that Uncle Nicholas must have thrown the garment down in that abominable kitchen. It felt sticky.


  The day had darkened, a discolored sky fitted over the hills like a lid. Paul Bernays hurried on, conscious of a most irrational desire to escape.


  From what?


  The derelict rectory with its learned owner—his uncle, ducking that thin red head, avoiding all direct contact with the eyes? Absurd. His uncle was merely a nervous, unlucky man and the priest—why, the priest must be both charitable and kind to have offered him a home. Paul quickened his pace and nearly fell, the ground being pitted with disused rabbit holes and littered with stones. The strange depression, the mounting unease, could only be the result of bad weather and a bad conscience; he did indeed feel guilty, he must certainly do something to make life more tolerable for the ill-assorted pair he had just left. Meanwhile, home and tea!


  He stepped out briskly. Thinking of the couple made him glance back over his shoulder, and he noticed a shadow at his heels. A second’s thought made him look again, for there was no sun; how could he be casting . . . Yes, he had not been mistaken, it was there—a shapeless blur on the grass. Quite small; and eight or ten feet away. It moved when he moved, stopped when he stopped; it bore no resemblance to his own shape, so therefore something else must be causing the effect. Paul frowned, studying the landscape. There was nothing visible at all, nothing to account for the mark. Empty fields stretched to the foot of the downs, a most extraordinary silence, not even a bird sang—but it was the middle of winter, why should birds sing! He turned and put the matter from his mind. Yet the thing still puzzled him; after a few hundred yards he turned again. The shadow had moved closer and had grown in size, a formless gray stain wrinkling where it crossed the folds in the ground.


  He could not say why it affected him so unpleasantly. Perhaps the scientific absurdity offended his intellect, for there must be some object between the light and the earth to account for . . .


  “This is impossible!” said Paul out loud.


  Close behind him something giggled.


  He broke into a run; even as he went he told himself that his behavior was no more than natural—it was cold, it might rain, he must get to West Farthing. As for the noise, that soft gurgle, some animal must have made it! Paul lengthened his stride. Yet he could not resist the urge, almost against his will, to twist round and glance behind him.


  The shadow had swollen to twice its original size: as he watched, one corner elongated itself and slid across the ground in his direction. He let out a yell, and sprinted across the rough grass. Gasping for breath he made for the stile—unable to say what terror, what monstrous premonition of evil, impelled him forward. He clambered frantically over the wooden bar, and as he did so a voice shouted:


  “My dear chap! Where on earth have you been? I’ve been waiting for you for hours.”


  George Markham stood in the yard, his face creased with anxiety.


  Paul stopped. He forced himself to turn slowly, to look calmly back. The bleak winter fields lay motionless under the sky; barren acres extended to the foot of the downs. There was nothing there. He debated whether to mention the incident to his friend: really, it seemed too unlikely, too fanciful altogether! He muttered something to the effect of having been detained at the rectory; and hurried inside the house.


  



  The temperature dropped during the night; they woke to find the air grown sharp and a thin coating of snow across the paths. From his window Bernays observed one of the farmers going by with a gun; the fellow seemed to be eyeing the ground, he stopped from time to time, peering and prodding at the frozen mud.


  “Morning, Elliot!”


  “Morning, sir.” The man glanced up. “You haven’t had any trouble over here, I don’t suppose?”


  “Trouble? Why, no.”


  “Thought you might have been visited by a fox. There’s tracks running right round your house. There, see? And there again. Can’t be a fox, I reckon; no, not a fox. I never did see a fox leave marks the like of that.”


  “What kind of marks?” asked Paul, refusing to acknowledge the very faint shiver of apprehension, no, not fear: he was cold, no more—he had the window open, and the weather had turned cold.


  “Hanged if I know, sir.” The farmer sniffed, blew his nose, and went out of sight behind the barn.


  The moment passed. Those who live in the country must surely expect to find evidence of wild animals from time to time! Besides, there were preparations to be made, plans to be discussed, an entire Christmas program to arrange. The owner of West Farthing slammed the shutter down and went in search of George Markham. They were seated in front of what may fairly be called a Dickensian log fire, happily arguing the relative merits of roast turkey and duck a l’orange, when the Reverend Halsey was announced. He had come, he said, to deliver an invitation—the residents at the rectory would count it a most particular blessing if Mr. Bernays would take dinner with them on Christmas Eve.


  Strange are the complexities of civilization, the pressure exercised by society on even the most rational person. Paul Bernays did not want to dine at the rectory. He disliked the rector, and what he had seen of the kitchen caused him to entertain grave doubts as to the food. An older or more quick-witted man would have pleaded a previous engagement—pressure of work—the imminent arrival of a great many guests. There was, to be frank, no reason on earth why he should accept; save the horrid, the paralyzing conviction that it would be bad manners to refuse.


  “You have no other plans, I believe?” The clergyman smiled. “As I recall it, you told your uncle that your own festivities do not begin till Christmas Day.”


  Paul shifted miserably; for you see, it was true, his London companions did not arrive before then. If he told a direct lie he might be detected; a circumstance altogether too embarrassing. He toyed briefly with the notion of pleading illness; and that also was quite impracticable—he might be seen galloping across the downs. Before his confused brain could handle the situation Paul heard his lips say:


  “Thank you, sir, that’s very kind of you.” And then, as a desperate afterthought—“My friend and I will be happy to accept.”


  It became apparent from the clouding of the Reverend Alaric’s face that his invitation had not included Paul’s friend; but here, thankfully, the restraints of polite society worked in reverse. He could not bring himself to say he had excluded Mr. George Markham. So it came about that on Christmas Eve both young men sat down to dinner in St. Wilbrod’s rectory.


  The meal proved quite as excruciating as they had feared: a concoction of half-burnt meats and overdone vegetables served on cracked dishes, the entire menu redolent of frantic poverty and inefficient male cooking. Their host kept up a smooth flow of interesting, curious, and often amusing chatter; he had beyond question a most formidable charm—indeed, had it not been for those strange eyebrows he would have passed for a handsome man; the head well formed, the eyes darkly compulsive. He seemed completely at his ease. Uncle Nicholas, by contrast, appeared to be afflicted by a nervous tick, his speech impediment grew worse when thickened by wine, he seldom joined in the conversation and then only to defer to the rector. It came as a mild surprise when (the ordeal of eating mercifully finished) Alaric Halsey moved across the threadbare carpet, sat himself down at an old upright piano, and declared that his companion would entertain them with a song.


  It emerged that Nicholas, in common with others who suffer his disability, could sing with no trace of a stammer; he produced a moderate tenor voice and the company joined in a variety of carols. That done, the pianist changed key and the singer moved on to ballads, folk tunes, old roundelays . . .


  



  “Come, follow follow—follow follow—follow


  follow me!


  Whither shall I follow—follow—follow,


  follow thee?”


  



  The reedy notes echoed curiously in the gloom; only candles fought against the encroaching night, the rectory had not yet been equipped with gas. Melting wax splashed down onto the piano top.


  



  “Come, follow follow—follow follow”


  



  Paul turned abruptly; the high windows had no curtains and for one second he had an impression—the merest hint—of something peering through the glass.


  



  “Whither shall I follow—follow”


  



  A mistake of course. Black countryside lay all around the house.


  



  “To the greenwood, to the greenwood, to the greenwood tree”


  



  “Trees,” said the Reverend Alaric, “trees figure prominently in the ancient Saxon religion. My dear Mr. Bernays, what is the matter?”


  For Paul had leapt up: something, yes, positively Something, tapped on the window pane—a faint rattle as of drumming fingertips, a staccato impatient knock. But now he had gained the window and now he stared out and it had gone. He stood there feeling very slightly ridiculous. His mind clutched at the notion of a tree, for there were trees, certainly; a couple of elms etched sharply against the sky. But too far away, surely, to account for the sound and the singular impression he had received of a figure, just beyond the glass, waiting.


  “I thought I heard a noise,” said Paul foolishly.


  “Has it begun to snow?”


  “I think not.” And indeed the chill of the previous hours had passed off; not only was there no promise of the traditional Christmas white, but it had most disagreeably begun to rain again.


  “Oh dear, dear, dear.” The group round the piano broke up; Mr. Halsey crossed the room. “You heard a noise, you say? I do hope Elliot’s horse hasn’t broken out of the stables again.”


  His easy tone, and the natural-sounding explanation, calmed the visitor. We have already noted that Paul Bernays did not possess a remarkably quick mind; it did not strike him as monstrously unlikely that a horse should break out of a warm stable in the middle of a winter’s night to go wandering abroad. He knew the animal in question; it did from time to time escape and had in the past been the subject of irritated complaint from other farmers. He was about to resume his seat, satisfied, when the priest took his arm.


  “Shall we investigate, my dear boy? It might perhaps be prudent. I have no desire to see my fencing knocked down.”


  Again the fatal grip of good manners! A young man of sense had only to protest that it grew late, the countryside lay in inky blackness, and the pursuit of somebody’s else’s horse under such circumstances were mere folly. He did indeed open his mouth to remark on the rain; yet under the steely impact of Alaric Halsey’s gaze, the smile that would not brook refusal, he heard himself answer:


  “Yes, of course.” And then—clutching once more at straws—“Will you come with us, George?”


  It should have presented no problem. Clearly (given the improbable surmise that a farm animal was running loose outside) the more people to catch it the better. So much should have been self-evident; yet somehow Paul found himself being drawn out into the hall, while behind him Uncle Nicholas cried: “You must stay with me, Mr. Markham! I—I—I feel sure the others can manage! I—I—I must ask you not to leave me alone . . .”


  His voice rose to a plaintive yelp; and the door slammed shut. It must have been exasperated nerves which caused Paul to believe that, for a fraction before the door shut, Uncle Nicholas had looked to Alaric Halsey with frightened questioning eyes; and Alaric Halsey had almost imperceptibly nodded.


  They passed through the dim hall and, pausing only to snatch up their raincoats, they hurried out of the main porch, into the rainswept night. It really was most horribly dark, an absolute blackness hung over the fields; a blackness so complete the eye could not determine the curve of the downs or see with any certainty where the horizon ended and the sky began. And the silence too held some quality positively unnatural: save for the drumming of rain on sodden grass there was no sound whatsoever.


  “There’s nothing there!” cried Paul; and as the words left him he knew he lied. Oh, most certainly something was there: within that black void Something waited, holding its breath.


  “Beyond the gate, I imagine.” His companion’s hand fell on his shoulder, urging him forward. Paul stumbled against the wet shrubbery, precipitating a shower of cold drops; if only it were possible to see! He fumbled in the pocket of his raincoat for matches; they were not there! They should have been there, for he smoked a pipe and was in the habit of carrying . . .


  “Hurry! Hurry!” The Reverend Alaric’s voice, sharp with impatience, sounded behind him. “Come, come, you’re a young man, I’m relying on you, don’t loiter in the pathway! You’re not, I take it, afraid of the dark?”


  “Of course not!” yelled Bernays; he leapt forward and caught his foot against a stone. “It’s just that—Confound it—which way are we supposed to be going?”


  They were out of the garden by now. To the left lay a rising hill, to the right a flat stretch of meadow; this much he knew from memory—and memory was all he had to guide him; the land merged into an inky pool without form or definition. The rain appeared to be dropping in straight lines; the entire exercise seemed monstrously disagreeable and utterly pointless for there was no stray animal: no creature with a modicum of sense would be abroad in such abominable circumstances. Irritation began to replace alarm. What in the name of wonder were the two of them doing there? His dislike of Alaric Halsey hardened into a positive contempt. Blast the fellow, by what right did he drag a visitor from the house? He opened his mouth to protest, to voice his declared intention of returning indoors.


  “Come,” said Alaric in his ear. “Follow.”


  With fingers fastened onto Paul’s wrist, he led the way across a grassy incline, moving forward with a very complete confidence as if perfectly aware of his destination. Walking became more hazardous; rough ground and darkness combined to make each step a risky business; the earth (rendered soft by the downpour) sucked at their shoes and left a coating of mud which smelt of farmyard refuse. Bernays glanced over his shoulder: he could see blurred patches of light behind them, the hazy outline of the rectory windows: as he watched, the lights went out. A curious effect. It must be an optical illusion, caused no doubt by some contour of the landscape. He turned to comment on it; thank goodness the Reverend Halsey had let go of his arm and moved a few paces on into the night.


  “Did you notice that?” asked Paul; and then again, “I say, sir, did you notice that?”


  Rain drummed steadily on the grass. He strained his eyes, for surely the man must be there; he had been there only a second before.


  “Hullo!” He peered again—and yes, there he was, away on the left—No. That looked more like a tree; it was in fact a tree. Well, to the right, then, there had not been time for him to travel any great distance. “Mr. Halsey!”


  He got no answer, and now concern swept over him: had his guide slipped and fallen, was he lying on the ground?


  “Where are you, sir?”


  The rain grew slower, spat, and stopped.


  If there had been an accident he would have heard a cry, a shout for help. If his companion had gone on without him—unlikely in these difficult conditions—he should by now be aware of Paul’s absence.


  “I’m here!” cried Paul. The call was swallowed up in the surrounding darkness. “I’m here, where are you . . .?”


  No reply; and still blackness defeated his eyes and still he could not find a trace. He hurried forward, which was unwise and led to a stumbling fall; he spent several minutes in agitated search before deciding that he would have to return to the house and get help. It seemed that some calamity had overtaken the Reverend Alaric Halsey. He straightened; then realized that with the disappearance of the lights, he had lost his bearings; he did not know in which direction to walk—quite simply, he did not know where he was. Paul Bernays possessed slow reactions yet a fair degree of common sense; he pulled himself up and stood completely still. To advance blindly might easily lead to his wandering miles out into the open countryside; the best hope lay in waiting, in hoping that his eyes would finally grow accustomed to the gloom and enable him to identify a landmark.


  As he stood there a noise caught his attention: close at hand, close behind him, the sound of heavy breathing. Now there is no good reason why this should have alarmed him so extravagantly; it could have been a farm animal, a stray dog, a badger, a fox . . .


  He knew it to be none of these.


  The noise grew louder, a kind of panting followed by a hiss. It took all Paul’s courage to remain where he stood, for an overwhelming presentiment of evil gripped him, a profound conviction that horror walked the night. Two things alone kept him in his place: the first, a very real fear that if he turned and ran he might all too easily lose his footing and crash to the ground; the second, a curious yet mounting impression that this invisible creature was not looking at him. He froze. Perhaps the darkness cloaked him? Yet surely an animal could smell; no animal would be hampered by . . . Something soft and faintly slimy bumped against his leg. Paul let out a yell; and still the Thing glided on, indifferent, and now the breathing grew fainter and now it stopped.


  “Dear heaven!” muttered Bernays, and he wiped his face with a handkerchief. Luckily there was a handkerchief in the pocket of his raincoat, although he could not remember putting it there. Relief swept over him; whatever the threat, it had gone. The next moment the sky above him split into groups of leaden clouds and the merest fragment of a moon slid through.


  “That’s better!”


  The faint moonbeams did indeed throw some light across the country: the empty fields, the wide curve of the downs now came into view. Paul grimaced; he had been facing the wrong way; if he had continued he would have become most hopelessly lost. Thank goodness he had kept his head! He looked over toward the black outline of the rectory; and observed to his considerable annoyance a figure walking quite calmly up the path to the house. The Reverend Alaric.


  “Confound the man!” Paul swore briefly. “Would he have left me, wandering about in the dark?” He ran forward, forming a protest in his mind; in pity’s name, this lacked both hospitality and common sense.


  And then he saw it; some twenty yards behind Alaric Halsey.


  He took it at first to be a small rain puddle, and his eyes might have ignored it altogether but for one thing. It moved. As he watched, it heaved, swelling a little, and slid across the ground—it could have been a shadow but there was nothing there to account for a shadow; nothing between the wet earth and the moon. Heaving, pulsating, it moved with ever-increasing speed along the ground. The Reverend Alaric came to the gate and passed through; behind him the object swelled, sucked itself up, wobbled briefly on the top bar and dropped over. For no particular reason Bernays associated its movement with that panting, hissing breath. It had lessened the gap, a bare ten yards lay between it and the priest; it not only gathered speed as it went, but also seemed to grow, pushing outward in wide soft bulges.


  “Halsey!” cried Paul. “Halsey! Halsey!”


  The man looked round. The moonlight struck full on him and an expression that might have been surprise or rage or both showed in his face. Before the emotion could be identified he saw the Thing behind him and screamed.


  He broke into a run and Paul ran too, leaping across the fields, driven on by a rising panic, for distance could not dim the terror in Alaric Halsey’s voice. He fled around the corner of the rectory; the monstrous shadow gaining all the time. Paul had the advantage of youth; he cut round by the other side and caught up with him beyond the elm trees. The priest appeared to be in a state of advanced shock, his eyes stared blindly up and he shrieked:


  “Deliver me! Deliver me! Deliver me from evil!”


  Then he fell to the ground, senseless.


  Bernays stooped over him. Fear still pulsed through the night. For the moment he had lost sight of that dark stain—it might be crouched slackly under the trees, it might have vanished altogether. He had abandoned all rational thought, all attempt to work out what in heaven’s name it could be; his immediate concern was to get Halsey to safety. They were some little distance from the house; the church stood altogether more near, and there were practical considerations too; the elder man was above average height and heavy. Paul placed his arm around the unconscious figure and, half-pulling half-lifting, contrived to drag him through the stone porch and into the little Norman church. As he did so he got once more that extraordinary sensation. The tiny chapel seemed to open out around him, to change into a vast cathedral thronged with people whispering, muttering, praying—and high above them all a sudden triumphant laugh. He blinked; between them and the altar stood a formless Thing of towering height, growing larger even as he looked.


  Oh God, thought Paul confusedly. It lives here. And fainted.


  



  He came to his senses in the brightly lit bedroom of West Farthing; he had been ill, they told him, for three weeks. Out of concern for his health, another week passed before the doctor thought it proper to tell him that Alaric Halsey had died, presumably of a heart attack. The doctor (being a rational country physician) had no intention of repeating local gossip; the whispered story that the body had marks on it for all the world as if it had been trampled to death by a huge crowd. The marks were there; but must surely have been caused by something else, for the entire population of West Farthing village numbered no more than twenty people. Country folk were notorious for their imaginings, and the story struck the good doctor as a palpable absurdity.


  Christmas had come and gone while Paul lay in his bed; and it was not until the end of January that he nerved himself to revisit the rectory. It seemed deserted. No one answered his repeated knock; and of his Uncle Nicholas there was no sign whatsoever. He considered examining the chapel—but became conscious of a repugnance so extreme he abandoned the attempt. The Spring term beckoned, he had work to do, examinations to sit; Paul Bernays tidied his house and prepared to return to Cambridge. Sorting through various papers belonging to the estate he came across a bundle of ancient correspondence; letters apparently written by Nicholas Bernays to his father, the squire of West Farthing. The ink had faded and the words (which seemed to have been written by someone in a violent rage) proved uncommonly hard to decipher. Ill-formed characters sprawled across the page at an angle; at one point the nib of the pen had actually gone straight through the document.


  “. . . he is my friend! My friend! I do not care if you disinherit me! I shall devote my life to him! You have been listening to vile slanders, the babble of the village idiots who have all run away. He is a great man! It is not true that he worships the . . .”


  Here followed a word which might have been Devil; but Paul could not be certain—besides, he was pressed for time, and so he threw the letters away.


  Two events only remain to be told. On putting on his raincoat preparatory to leaving West Farthing, the young man discovered a pair of black leather gloves in the pocket; a curious circumstance as he did not possess any black leather gloves. Further consideration led him to the belief that he had in fact got the wrong raincoat—by some accident in the dim light of the rectory hall, he had picked up the Reverend Halsey’s coat, and that gentleman had picked up his. The two garments were not dissimilar. (In passing it might be well if the manufacturers were to make these items of clothing more distinctive, thus avoiding possibly—unfortunate—mistakes.)


  At Cambridge Paul resumed his studies, happily showing no ill effects from his disastrous adventure. But his friends did remark that from that date he evinced a marked dislike for the popular student song, “Come Follow”; and—on being present at a concert when the Glee Club performed that piece—he asked them to be good enough to desist.


  



  THE SMELL OF CHERRIES by Jeffrey Goddin


  



  Since that always-popular question: “Where do you get your ideas?” has been asked of authors probably since the first caveman started scribbling on his walls, it’s always a relief when some author manages to produce a coherent answer. “The Smell of Cherries,” according to Jeffrey Goddin, “is blatantly autobiographical, if somewhat romanticized. It derives from a period some years ago when I had to do security work to make ends meet—but it was fun. To keep myself awake on eight- or twelve-hour all-night shifts I’d fantasize about just what manner of bizarre things could take place in such a setting. On some nights the phenomenal world kicked in a few ideas of its own.”


  Jeffrey Goddin is a native Indianan, born in a small town there on July 7, 1950 and currently living in Bloomington. He describes himself as a “basically rural type, fond of rare books, botany, woods, rivers, target shooting and moths.” Goddin has had other stories in small press publications such as Space & Time, November, and Potboiler; he has written a biobibliographical study of Lafcadio Hearn and professes a fondness for Edwardian/Victorian writing. At present he has more short fiction and a couple of nature essays upcoming, and there are novels in progress.


  



  Taylor had never been in the army. Too young for Korea, he’d pulled a high number during the Vietnamese shindig. But he liked guns, and he liked excitement of the low-key variety. This might explain why he still found security work mildly interesting, even though he’d almost had his car shot up on an industrial espionage job, and had had to wrestle a coked-out robber to the floor on a pawnshop beat.


  The problem with Taylor was, he was a romantic, and more or less incapable of taking orders from anyone on an eight-hour basis. This was probably the reason that what he’d regarded as merely a stopgap job on the way to better things was heading into its second year.


  Now, near midnight, driving down a narrow river road on the Indianan side of the Ohio across from Louisville, he was humming softly to himself. He looked forward to a night of sipping spiced coffee and watching the perimeter of a small trucking company for intruders.


  This was a holiday job. Happy Thanksgiving. He’d never done the Coleman trucking shift before. All he knew about Coleman was that they had trouble keeping guards on it. The guards got spooked, for some reason. This, too, made the shift mildly attractive.


  The lights of Jeffersonville were fading in the distance. Night closed in around the inverted cones of his headlights. Skeletal November trees lined the road, with now and again a car parked by the roadside, interior lights on, kids smoking dope or drinking with the radio throbbing.


  Nice, calm, dark road. But Taylor had a slight uneasiness this night, a new feeling, as if in some way he were going into battle. And a part of him liked the feeling.


  He passed a stretch of river, distant lights, then the road ran back inland. Now on the left a series of large buildings came up, set well away from the road. A few, but only a few, of the buildings showed light.


  Taylor remembered that Coleman’s lay along the edge of a large World War II military base, now mostly empty barracks space, a seldom-used proving ground with a skeleton administrative staff.


  Almost there. He saw the red eyes of the reflectors marking the entrance to the wide staging lot, a dozen or so trailers ranged around the perimeter waiting for drivers. At the rear of the lot he recognized the El Camino of the day guard.


  On a whim, he killed his lights. He accelerated a little, then let the car coast up beside the El Camino, which was facing to the rear.


  It was one of those minor precognitions, like when he’d known that the next guy to walk into the pawnshop was the one he’d have to deal with. He’d also known in some strange fashion that the duty guard in the El Camino would be sleeping, and he was right.


  The driver’s head was thrown back, a cap pulled across his eyes. Taylor rolled down his window, smelled the cool country air, a scent of dead leaves and earth. He was tempted to blow his horn to wake the shift cop, but he didn’t.


  Funny, the man was talking to himself in his sleep. In the half-light, half-shadow of the interior, his face was contorted. He was talking quickly, then suddenly he screamed.


  The man’s eyes shot open. Immediately he saw Taylor, and his hand was halfway to the gun on the seat when he recognized him.


  “Snuck up on me, you bastard!”


  “Any kid could have. It’s a wonder you still have tires. Must have been some dream you were having!”


  Brewster laughed. “Hope I don’t have any more like it. Dreamed I was sitting right here in my Hillbilly Cadillac and some fucking monsters were creeping up on me out of the woods over there.”


  Inadvertently, Taylor looked over to the darkly wooded perimeter. A full moon made the nearer trees stand out starkly, dark shadows beneath. He could almost see things moving in there.


  “ ’Course, you’re the one they’re waitin’ for.”


  Taylor shook his head. “Your sense of humor hasn’t improved since the G.E. job, leaving that dead cat by the first keystop . . .”


  “Hey, it gets better.” Brewster consulted his watch. “Shit, past midnight, gotta haul, my momma’s waitin’.”


  “One thing,” said Taylor, reaching for the walkie-talkie that Brewster handed him through the window, “I hear you have trouble keeping people on this shift, why?”


  “Tales gettin’ to ya? Hell if I know. As far as action goes, don’t think anybody ever tried to hit this place. Nice and quiet and dead dull, out in the sticks like this. Maybe that’s it. City boys get lonesome. See ya.”


  Brewster slammed the Camino into low, shot gravel across the lot as he took off. Taylor watch the red tail lights wink at the turn and disappear up the road toward Jeffersonville.


  The beginning of a twelve-hour shift. A good time, as far as Taylor was concerned. He climbed out of the car, stretched, pulled out his shotgun, and walked across the loose gravel to the perimeter at the back of the lot.


  To the left, the woods; to his rear, the road. Ahead was an empty field of autumn weeds, with a few desultory crickets chiming under the full moon and, very far away it seemed, the nearest of the abandoned barracks.


  The night was quiet, so still. He took a deep breath of cool air, turned around.


  He could see his old Chevy quite clearly in the moonlight. Someone was standing beside it.


  Taylor’s nerves froze. He was an experienced guard. He had a twelve-gauge automatic shotgun with deer slugs under his arm. Yet there was something about the tall, apparently male figure beside his car that made him dizzy with fear. And there was only one thing to do about it.


  He began to walk slowly back across the lot, the shotgun in his hands. It seemed to take a very long time. With each step, the figure was slightly clearer. It was a man, bareheaded, wearing a loose overcoat, facing away from Taylor, peering into the car.


  Taylor suddenly remembered that, like an idiot, he’d left the keys in the ignition. All this dude had to do was climb in and drive away. He began to run, holding the shotgun across his chest.


  He was quite close. The man must have heard him, but he didn’t move. Fifteen, ten yards. Taylor slowed to a walk, brought the gun up in one hand, his flashlight in the other.


  “You, don’t move!” he yelled.


  The figure didn’t move. Five yards, four, three. He could see the fellow clearly now, hands in his pockets, shoulders hunched into the old khaki raincoat, a bald spot on the top of his head.


  “Take your hands out of your pockets, real slow, and turn around.”


  Slowly the figure took his hands out of his pockets. The bare fingers that protruded from the ends of the overcoat seemed very slender, very pale.


  It turned around, and Taylor shone his flashlight in its face.


  He didn’t scream, but he wanted to.


  There was no face.


  Taylor stood frozen, motionless.


  The man was gone. There was only a faint sweetish smell in the air.


  “Base calling 2101. Base calling 2101.”


  Taylor jerked open the door and collapsed in the front seat. He fumbled at the walkie-talkie.


  “2101 receiving.”


  “Everything 10-2 down on the ranch?”


  “Got a spook here, otherwise 10-2.”


  “Copy?”


  “Spook. S-P-O-O-K. But harmless. Everything 10-2.”


  “Lay off the funny cigarettes, 2101.”


  But the switchboard girl giggled.


  “10-4. 2101 over and out.”


  Taylor put down the walkie-talkie. What the hell had he seen? He’d never seen anything like it before, even when he’d dropped acid a few times. Was his psyche gunning for him? He put the thought out of his mind.


  It was a nice night. He turned on the radio low, and had a first sip of the sweet, scalding coffee. The moon was just touching the tops of the slender black trees, the paired lights of a car passed in the distance. It would be a good night, now that his unconscious had had its little fling.


  Taylor had a game he played with himself on long security shifts. He’d either mentally write the novel he’d promised himself he owed the world one day, or he’d reminisce about old girl friends.


  The girl friends generally came a bit more toward the early morning hours. He decided to pick up on the novel.


  The last time, he’d had his protagonist traveling across Ohio in a drunken haze. Now he would stop in a small Pennsylvania town, and meet a lonely woman who ran a rooming house. She would be in her early thirties, pale, divorced, and pretty. She would invite him to dinner one night. Outside the rain would be falling softly. Inside the candlelight danced across her face, softening its lines . . .


  Taylor heard a sound.


  His preconscious heard the sound and registered it before his conscious mind. His conscious mind didn’t want anything to do with it.


  Distant, but not too distant, the sound of a woman crying in pain.


  



  He scanned the lot. The moon rode high, the small floods illuminating the terminal building. The sound seemed to be coming from the far right rear of the perimeter, where a few trailers were parked.


  This is weird, but it is not as weird as it seems.


  Taylor climbed out of the car, taking shotgun and flashlight. He walked quickly across the lot, the sound of his boots crunching gravel loud in the night.


  It came again, the cry, louder, a catch of horrible pain in the woman’s voice. Taylor began to run.


  It was coming from directly behind the line of four trailers. Instead of running between them into the darkness, he slowed and went around them to the left.


  The moonlight was bright. It seemed as if that icy white moon were chilling the air. There were narrow black shadows behind the trailers, but the cries hadn’t come from there. Taylor paused to catch his breath.


  The cry came again, piercing, agonized. A young woman’s voice. It sounded as if she were dying, horribly.


  Beyond the edge of the lot there was a stand of dry cattails, perhaps ten yards deep, indicating swampy ground. Taylor walked cautiously toward them. A scent hit his nose, not of the swamp: a faint, sweetish scent.


  He almost did not go on, for it was the same scent that he’d smelled when he saw the man by his car.


  But that was insane. The cry had subsided to a horrible gasping sob. Carefully placing his feet in the soggy ground, Taylor flipped on his flashlight and pressed through the cattails.


  There was a small clearing in the center of the cattails. Here he saw a pool of water a few yards across, and lying half in the greenish pool was . . .


  The corpse of a young woman. A pale, mottled, decayed thing whose long fair hair was entangled in the weeds, and whose hands still clutched something long and dull and metal that it had plunged into its chest.


  Taylor shuddered, the light shaking in his hands, the odd, sweet smell very strong.


  This thing could have made no sound.


  Even as he watched, it slowly straightened, and the eyes rolled open and flashed moonlight into his.


  Taylor heard his own scream. The shotgun roared in his hand, and he fell back, stumbled to his feet, crashed through the cattails back to the parking lot, wiping frantically at bits of moist . . . something . . . that the blast had scattered across his face and clothes.


  He stood in the open, panting, looked back, terrified that the thing would follow. The smoke of the shotgun blast hung low over the little patch of cattails. There was no sound. He forced himself to turn and walk slowly back to the car.


  The walkie-talkie was calling. Taylor answered, grateful for the human voice.


  “See any more spooks, 2101?”


  Silence.


  “2101, copy?”


  “No, Base, no more spooks. Everything 10-2.”


  “You kinda sound like one, 2101. Base out.”


  “10-4, 2101 out.”


  Taylor turned his car so that he faced the terminal, and had the swamp to his left, the entrance to his right. His back was to the woods, but at the moment he was not worried about anything that might come out of the woods.


  His hands were shaking. He poured himself half a cup of coffee and filled it with bourbon from the pint he kept under the seat. For emergencies. This was an emergency.


  The bourbon felt good going down. Slowly he began to relax.


  He tried to consider the . . . things . . . he’d seen in a calm, rational manner. There were really only three alternatives: the most likely was that someone was playing tricks on him. Elaborate tricks, to be sure, but it was possible.


  The second possibility was that his own mind was playing tricks on him. But why now? Tonight? Why not at the LSD parties of the old days, when he’d sat cool, calm, and collected while everybody else was freaking their heads off? No, that was out. He was not an unstable person.


  The third alternative was that there were spooks out there. No, and no, and no. Taylor was a romantic, but he did not believe in spooks in any way, shape, or form.


  He raised the doctored coffee to his lips, savoring the old bourbon. Suddenly it came to him. It was so simple!


  They’d had trouble keeping guards out here before. A few had told crazy stories, but management would have put that down to boozing on the job.


  Someone was going to a lot of trouble to scare the guards off. He knew there were “hot loads”—booze or electronics—here occasionally. It was one thing to tackle an armed guard, but if you could just scare him off with some Dark Shadows routine, the rest would be a piece of cake!


  Tricky. Well, he’d show them a trick or two! Taylor finished the coffee and decided to take another walk back to the perimeter.


  Bright light filled the car. Someone was turning in off the river road.


  



  The big Ford passed him, heading for the side door of the terminal. Taylor was halfway across the lot when a tall man in a suede jacket and western hat climbed out.


  “Don’t shoot,” he said, “I gotta piss like a racehorse.”


  “Sorry, this place is—”


  “It’s okay. My name’s Stahl, day dispatch here. Yours is Taylor, right?”


  He produced a ring of keys from his pocket and proceeded to open the door.


  “Why don’t you come in for a minute? Just don’t drop that cannon. Browning auto, isn’t it? Good deer gun, close up.”


  Taylor followed the big man into a narrow paneled room with a half-window like a doctor’s office, when truckers picked up their lading bills and logged in. Stahl took off his jacket and put a tin pot on an old two-burner hotplate for coffee, then plugged in the large electric heater by the desk.


  Taylor sat close to the heater. It felt good. He hadn’t realized he was shivering.


  Stahl disappeared behind a door marked Private and returned a few minutes later, zipping up his trousers. In the light of a couple of bare bulbs, he looked older. Taylor placed his age at about sixty, a healthy sixty.


  “So you’re the new replacement guard,” said Stahl, half to himself.


  “Nope, I’ve got a regular beat over across the river, pawnshops and trucking, but they needed someone for the holidays.”


  Stahl shifted a pile of papers on his desk, spooned instant coffee into a couple of cups, poured the steaming water, and handed one to Taylor.


  “Well, hope you enjoy yourself out here. They kind of have a hard time keeping guards here.”


  Taylor had a brief suspicion that Stahl might know something about the “tricks” someone was playing. But looking into the brown, lined face, he thought not.


  “Spooks, probably,” said Taylor. “This is kind of a weird spot, what with the old barracks and all. Wouldn’t be surprised if somebody might try a few tricks to scare a guard off.”


  Stahl’s eyes narrowed, his nose twitching above his close-rimmed gray moustache, as if he might sneeze.


  “You seen something?”


  Taylor smiled, “Thought I did see somebody around earlier, but it turned out I was wrong.”


  Stahl sipped his coffee, watching Taylor closely.


  “You haven’t heard the history of this place, have you?”


  “Only that it was once part of the military base.”


  Stahl smiled almost mischievously.


  “Well, there’s a bit more to it than that. This was a real active base, on around World War II. Had two, three thousand men in training at a time. They’d work ’em up, outfit ’em, and send ’em on down to Fort Knot, Kentucky, to fly out for parts unknown.


  “I’ve lived around the Valley all my life. Soldiers used to come into town on weekends, raised holy hell. But we liked ’em.”


  Stahl paused, eyes distant.


  “But part of the history of this place is a little darker. Between World War II and Korea, they brought in some scientists, chemists. Top secret, hush-hush kind of thing. We’d see ’em around town sometimes, but they were a pretty close-mouthed bunch, wouldn’t say what they were up to.


  “They had a little factory, looked like, maybe fifty people workin’ there, sat right where this terminal is now, but nobody, I mean nobody, knew what they were makin’ in there. Most of us in town thought they were makin’ some kind of new rocket, missile, some such.


  “Well, one morning early, County Sheriff, old Thompson, has been out checkin’ on a burglary. He’s driving by here, and somebody almost walks in front of his car. He yells at the guy, thinks he’s some damned drunk. Then he takes a good look at him, the blood on his clothes.


  “He looks over at the factory, and sees maybe a dozen people, some of ’em lying on the ground, some of ’em just stumbling around, blood all over ’em. And he smells a smell, a funny sweet smell, real strong, that kind of makes him dizzy just to breathe it.


  “Thompson’s no fool. He doesn’t even get out of the car. He heads down the road, burns rubber up to the guard post, and has ’em wake up the Adjutant.


  “The Adjutant turns a dead shade of pale when he hears the Sheriff’s story, but tells him not to worry, that they’re keeping a few mental patients down by the factory, and that he’ll handle it.


  “Well, I’ve known Thompson a long time. He’s like me, he can smell something fishy about a mile off. He goes back to town, wakes up his deputies, calls up the National Guard, and has a small army together when he heads back.


  “By this time there’s almost no way of keeping it under wraps. The Adjutant, looking like he just wants to be somewhere else, drafts Thompson’s men and the Guard to help clean up the mess.


  “That factory,” Stahl paused, “was makin’ nerve gas.”


  “Jeeze!”


  “Yeah, Jesus and Mary, too. They had a whole batch set up to ship off God knows where, when there was a little fire and one of the big canisters blew. They had masks, sure, but the stuff spread so fast that most of ’em didn’t have time to get ’em on.


  “Well, like I was sayin’, the Adjutant got his men and us—I was there, ’cause I was in the Guard—together. We had to wear full gas suits. One thing he told us. If we smelled cherries, to get the hell out of there.”


  “Cherries?” Something, a recent memory, came to the back of Taylor’s mind, did not quite surface.


  “Cherries. The gas was scented with cherries so they could tell if it leaked. Lot of good it did ’em.


  “When we went in,” Stahl’s voice had gone dry, “when we went in, it was . . . like a horror movie, or one of those pictures of hell. Some of ’em were still alive, all with blood all over ’em, theirs or somebody else’s. They looked weird, some of ’em in those white lab suits. A couple of ’em attacked us, with knives, glass, their teeth, and a few people got hurt. But there weren’t too many left.


  “I mean, the people working in that factory had gone plain nuts, went at each other with chairs, nails, teeth. We found one guy disemboweled with a protractor.”


  Stahl shook his head at the memory and grinned.


  “Anyway, that’s the sweet story of this place. They buried a few of ’em over in that little woods across the lot, behind where you’re parked. County hassled the State until they made the Army take that factory out, and the building had one of those mysterious fires not so long after, burned it to the ground. The lot was vacant for a long time, Army sold off some land, and Coleman put in the depot here.”


  Taylor’s coffee was cold. He sipped it anyway to give his hand something to do.


  “Surprised you hadn’t heard that story.”


  “No,” said Taylor, “but it’s one of the damndest tales I’ve ever heard.”


  The story left him with an uneasy feeling, something more than just the horror of it, something he couldn’t pin down. He stood up and stretched, bumping the table with his knee. Automatically he checked his watch.


  “Thanks for the coffee and the yarn, gotta get back to the dispatcher. They’ll be wondering what’s happened to me.”


  “Sure thing. You be careful out there, you hear?”


  Taylor laughed and closed the door.


  The cold hit him like a wave, but it was stimulating. It also helped clear his mind of the thing that had been bugging him for some time.


  The nerve gas had smelled like cherries. And the goddamned sweet smell that had gone along with the two bizarre incidents he’d had this morning had been, yes, the smell of cherries.


  But, he told himself, there was no connection. There could be no logical connection. He’d probably imagined the smell, due to some odd mental association. It was the kind of thing that could weigh on a person’s mind—if you let it. Taylor would not be fool enough to let it.


  Before he went back to his car, Taylor walked behind the trailers to the rear of the lot and on into the small stand of cattails. Outside of a few broken stems from the shotgun blast, there were no traces of the thing he’d seen. Of course there weren’t. On his way back he checked each of the trailers, but all were completely empty, or closed, with their small aluminum seals intact.


  He walked through the pale moonlight, back to the old Chevy. He started the car and ran the engine for a while to get the heater up, then called in and took a mild chewing-out from the dispatcher. He let the engine run until the car was good and hot, then settled back to watch the lot.


  A half hour, the moon rose a little higher in the sky, a funny moon, near full, looking as if someone had just cut a thin sliver off the edge. He saw Stahl leave the terminal and drive away, and fought down the sudden sense of loneliness.


  An hour. He checked in. Everything 10-2, 10-4.


  Soon it was early morning. A faint trace of frost, unpleasantly like a face, etched across the window. Taylor started the engine, turned on the defroster, melted it away.


  He felt fairly confident that the trickster, whoever, had gone home for the night. Taylor slipped into a half-doze, the images of old girl friends, each with their unique, ah, qualities, coming, as inevitably they did at this hour of the morning. He heard a train pass, and perhaps did fall into a doze momentarily.


  Suddenly he was wide awake. The wind had come up, the moon a shade lower. He saw something white. Something large, winged, grotesque, shuffling across the parking lot toward his car.


  This was too much. He could only watch it. Suddenly it rushed forward, leaped into the air . . .


  Taylor found himself clutching the seat, looking at the open newspaper plastered across the windshield.


  The newspaper blew away. One thing about it he had not noticed. The date on the paper had been 1949. November 22, 1949, thirty-two years to the day.


  Taylor sighed, reached for the whiskey under the seat. This shift had gotten on his nerves a bit, but it would only be a couple of hours until dawn.


  



  Then he heard the footsteps. Running. From behind him, the direction of the woods, coming quickly.


  And suddenly he just wanted to be out of there. His hands were shaking, but he did manage to start the car.


  The footsteps came up on the passenger side.


  In the moonlight he saw . . .


  He almost collapsed with relief. The face pressed to the window was that of a young girl. A pretty young girl, smiling and shivering and pointing at the lock on the door.


  He unlocked the door and pushed it open.


  She tumbled into the seat with a shy laugh, bouncing up and down. She was young, perhaps nineteen, with tousled black hair and bright dark eyes. Her cloth coat, loafers, and white knee socks seemed kind of dated, somehow this only added to her charm.


  “Brrrrr! Am I glad to see you! I never thought I’d find a way back to town!”


  “Well,” said Taylor, “I can’t take you right back, because I’m the security cop here tonight. But I can call in and have the dispatcher call you a cab. How would that be?”


  “Grrrrreat!”


  “What happened, car run out of gas?”


  She nodded, frowning.


  “I think so. Must have bumped my head or something when it stopped.”


  She rubbed her forehead briskly. “Ouch! Yep, there’s a bruise all right, funny . . .”


  Slowly she turned toward Taylor, a look of almost theatrical surprise on her face.


  “Yes! I kinda remember . . .”


  Her voice went flat on “remember,” but he hardly noticed. This girl was pretty indeed! Maybe he could put off calling a cab for a while, say, an hour or two. It wasn’t long to dawn. She might like a little breakfast.


  She was quiet, watching him with an almost embarrassing intensity. Nervously she pulled up those funny knee socks. He was not, he knew, entirely unattractive, as far as that went. Then for the first time he consciously noticed her perfume, a very faint, sweet scent. Fruity.


  Cherries.


  Her face contorted, maniacal, teeth bared like a beast.


  Long pointed nails streaking for his face.


  Cherries.


  Taylor screamed and lashed out. The impact of the blow flung her across the seat, against the half-latched passenger door as he jammed the car into gear, still screaming.


  The Chevy spun in a full circle in the loose gravel as he fought to straighten it out, not realizing that he had the accelerator all the way to the floor. He was vaguely aware of the passenger door swinging open and slamming shut again as it crashed against a post going through the entrance.


  Taylor did not slow until a State trooper racing beside him fired a shot across the hood. By that time, he was halfway through Kentucky.


  Slowly he rolled down the window. Somewhere deep inside a touch of rationality surfaced, reminding him of the size of the fine he could well wind up paying. Loss of money is always good for restoring sanity. The voice told him, gathering confidence, that he’d had one hell of a nightmare, a stupid, vivid nightmare, and that now he’d make a total ass of himself as a result.


  The trooper flashed his light around the front seat.


  “What’s the gun doing there?”


  “I’m a security cop.”


  “I’d hate to have you watching my place.”


  He flashed his light back to Taylor’s face.


  “Shoulda been a race driver, buddy. If you’re not sober, your ass is fried.” The cop peered closer. “Say what’s that on your face? Jesus Christ! You been makin’ out with a wildcat, or what?”


  But Taylor, whose hand had lightly traced the dried blood from the five deep scratches in his cheek, had fainted.


  



  A POSTHUMOUS BEQUEST by David Campton


  



  Robert Bloch has commented that horror and humor are two sides of the same coin, and while this is true, it demands a certain elegance of wit and precise control of language to preserve a genuine mood of fear in the presence of underlying humor, however morbid. David Campton is one of the few writers today who is capable of accomplishing this. A native of Leicester, Campton is far better known as a playwright, having written some seventy plays, in addition to numerous radio and television dramas. Born June 5, 1924, Campton served in the Royal Air Force during World War II and afterward performed on stage himself before giving up acting in 1963. Beginning with Going Home in 1950, Campton’s plays have ranged from romantic comedy (Roses Round the Door) to imaginative drama (The Life and Death of Almost Everybody) to science fiction satire such as Mutatis Mutandis, Then, Incident, Soldier from the Wars Returning, or Little Brother, Little Sister, a post-nuclear holocaust drama in which two children are raised in a bunker by the family cook. The Haymarket Theatre in Leicester recently produced Campton’s stage adaptation of Frankenstein. This past year, however, has been very ordinary: “The highest point has been the launching of a new soap opera I am writing for local radio here in Leicester—about an Asian immigrant family. However they are all very normal, and there is nothing horrific about it at all (except perhaps in the very idea of writing soap opera).”


  



  The message from Miss Coule turned up at the bottom of Hugo Pentrip’s morning mail. At first he refused to believe that it had really come from her, even though he recognized her distinctive handwriting: like sparrow tracks in the snow, as he had once described it. All the other letter’s had been considered and neatly stacked to await dictated replies. This sinister scrap alone lay in the middle of the polished expanse of the lawyer’s desk, disturbing and confusing. For Miss Coule had been buried almost a year earlier.


  This in fact was the anniversary of the day when a home-help had found her, slumped over a window sill, breadcrumbs still in her hand, having breathed her last while feeding the robins. Recalling his client’s death perfectly well, Pentrip at first refused to believe his eyes—changing his spectacles then cleaning them. At last, though, he was left with no alternative but to read on.


  “Pray do not allow me to take precedence over more important matters,” the note began. He could almost hear her voice, like a bird scratching dry leaves. “There is little urgency, as I have all the time in the world. I have been somewhat remiss in not communicating earlier; but I fail to mark the passing of time as I used to. I fear my birds wait in vain for their breakfast.” Until that point the lawyer had been prepared to believe the letter might have been delayed in the post for a year; but those words indicated not only that Miss Coule was dead, but that she was aware of the fact.


  “I wish to pursue the matter of my will,” she went on. “I realize, of course, that extra detail must constitute a considerable chore, but I trust you to bear such additional work in mind when you submit your account.


  “We have already agreed on the main bequests, have we not? My feathered friends must be provided for. The bulk of my estate is to be divided, therefore, among various ornithological charities—and how painstakingly you have researched those various headquarters and offices, thank you so much—with a little over for a local reminder of our mutual affection, to take the form of a bird sanctuary. But . . .” Pentrip could imagine Miss Coule holding up a forefinger which any bird might have mistaken for a twig. “But on reflection I have reached the conclusion that in my preoccupation with humbler creation, I have done less than justice to my nephew, Roger. I believe you yourself once brought up this very point, but at the time I failed to grasp the full import of your suggestion.”


  “Please take note, then,” concluded Miss Coule, “that I now wish my nephew to enjoy my garden. I leave my nephew to the garden.”


  “You mean leave the garden to your nephew,” mentally corrected the solicitor, then continued to repeat “garden to nephew” “nephew to garden” until his head swam and he paused to rub his eyes. But how does one reply to a communication not of this world? One doesn’t. Obviously the whole fabrication was an unfunny attempt at a practical joke, probably concocted by Roger Coule himself, who had always displayed an unreliable sense of humor. Pentrip picked up the offensive letter, and was about to tear it across before committing it to the waste-paper basket, when his hand froze. The document he held was a crisply typed acknowledgment of his of the third instant and promising a speedy consideration of the points detailed therein, and signed C. J. Williams of Mitchin, Mitchin and Barlow. Miss Coule’s straggling scribble had faded without a trace.


  



  Pentrip was roused by his secretary with his mid-morning coffee. Brenda with her blond curls, Delft-blue eyes and surplus twenty-eight pounds of puppy fat, at least belonged to this world. Pentrip passed off his slumped posture as a headache and demanded an aspirin. Brenda cast a curious glance over her shoulder as she left. Obviously she had reservations about the explanation, and Pentrip stifled an inclination to smack her fat bottom—not playfully as fantasy usually dictated, but viciously to pass on his own hurt.


  Gulping his hot drink he tried to concentrate into logical order thoughts that timorously skittered in all directions. With all its guilty secrets a lawyer’s office was an obvious setting for a ghost. But what guilty secrets? Better not dwell on them in case more ghosts be raised. Nonsense! What would a ghost be doing here among the expensively leased furnishings? The place for a ghost would be one of the crazy garrets in the old quarter where crumbling attorney’s offices huddled together for fear of falling down. One might expect to encounter a specter among cobwebs and black tin boxes; but certainly not amid the glass and teak of a modem tower block. And could such a phenomenon as a nonexistent letter be counted ghostly—even when seeming to come from Miss Coule?


  A mouthful of sticky syrup at the bottom of his cup reminded the solicitor that he had forgotten to stir his coffee. Brenda reappeared with a glass of water in one chubby hand, and an aspirin bottle in the other.


  “Feeling poorly, Mr. Pentrip?” she asked brightly. “You do look ghastly.”


  Her employer grunted and swallowed two pills.


  “Get me Roger Coule on the phone,” he growled. “If his office says he’s in conference, try the golf club. This is urgent.”


  As he waited for the call to come through, he doodled in the margin of the draft in front of him. He was hardly in the right frame of mind for working on a last will and testament. His scribbles developed into a flock of flying birds. Damn Miss Coule! Why had he ever agreed to draft her will? Anyway she had merely passed on before it could be properly signed and witnessed: unfortunate but not unusual. A complicated series of bequests takes time to arrange. Accuracy takes time; and Miss Coule had been ill when she first sought legal advice. Who was to blame if she died too soon? Hugo Pentrip had done nothing unlawful, nothing really unprofessional. Miss Coule’s estate had merely gone to her next of kin. Pentrip was convinced nephew Roger treated those feathered friends with the consideration his aunt would have wished for. Not perhaps so far as to establish a bird sanctuary, but that would have been unnecessarily ostentatious. Besides hadn’t the old lady herself now remembered Roger? No, she had not. The dead cannot remember anybody. Whoever heard of a posthumous bequest? The birds in the margin were no more than pencil marks, but they worried Hugo Pentrip. He buzzed his secretary. Where the devil was the call he had asked for?


  Roger Coule had not been located. Messages had been left for him at the office, at the club, at his home. Pentrip waited for the reply. And waited. Roger Coule was not available at office, club or home that day. Or the next.


  While he waited Pentrip worked on other wills. Probate formed the greater part of his professional routine. Other partners in the firm had their own specialties—conveyancing, company law, divorce—but Pentrip had just the right attitude for intimations of mortality. His workaday solemnity was tempered by his pink rotundity and a cultivated twinkle in the eye; just as his somber suiting was livened by an almost frivolous choice of shirt and tie. If witnessing a will reminded the testator of our universal destination, Pentrip was ready with a mild quip, folding up and filing away such funereal notions along with the legal documents. He was present, too, after the melancholy event, evenly weighing congratulations and condolences, and ready with advice on investments. Pentrip was an expert on glossing over grim realities; so after a few days Roger Coule’s non-availability became a matter for self-congratulation. How fortunate the man had not replied: what might have been conjectured about a solicitor whose imagination conjured up such figments as letters from deceased aunts? Too much indulgence in a different sort of spirit, eh? Pentrip thanked the circumstances that had kept Roger Coule out of touch.


  Until the crossed line.


  It is not an unknown experience to be cut off in the middle of a telephone call. It is not unusual for the ear to be filled instead with a jumble of clicks, crackles and garbled chatter. But it is unusual for a clear voice to emerge from the chaos and remark, “I am so glad the garden went to the right person. I believe Roger will be happy there. Don’t you, Mr. Pentrip? But I have just recalled . . .”


  Pentrip slammed down the receiver. He sat rigid until the ice, which had so suddenly congealed around his heart, began to thaw and his protesting lungs reminded him to draw breath. Although the telephone rang persistently afterwards, he refused to touch the instrument. Was that why there had been no response from Roger Coule? Was he, too, afraid to hear the old lady’s chirping?


  One half of Pentrip feebly protested. What had he done to deserve such persecution? His other half briskly reminded him. A procession of episodes flashed before his mind’s eye like a drowning man’s reputed recall.


  He remembered Miss Coule’s first appearance in his office—arriving solidly through the open door after making an orthodox appointment. He remembered her perching on the edge of the chair facing him. He could almost see her now with wispy gray hair escaping in sprays from underneath her period-piece of a hat (wobbling insecurely with her continuous nodding); her parchment skin crumpling into a hundred wrinkles as she smiled her painted smile; her long brown fingers, wasted with illness, laced together in an attitude of patience. She had cajoled her doctor into admitting that she had at most a few months to live: but she was thankful for breathing space in which to tidy her affairs. A will was an urgent necessity.


  Pentrip, after noting her wishes with regard to various charities, had tactfully brought up the question of next of kin—a suggestion treated with scant consideration by Miss Coule. Her nephew was capable of looking after himself: her birds were not. Pentrip had diplomatically stifled his contrary opinion that, with bankruptcy impending, Roger was patiently incapable of looking after himself, whereas every sparrow mastered the art on leaving its nest.


  Later, Pentrip appraised Roger Coule that his expectations were about to fade like a mirage. Touched by his friend’s distress, Pentrip had paid for the next round of drinks. Moreover, drawing Young Coule’s ear closer to his lips, he had breathed a message of hope. Ambiguously worded to the effect that there were more ways of killing a chicken than by wringing its neck, he had intimated that—without promising, you understand—all was not lost. In his turn Roger had intimated that Pentrip might count on a tangible expression of gratitude.


  Pentrip recalled how, thereafter, he had demonstrated every aspect of the law’s delay: appointments had proved difficult to make but easy to break; clauses had been queried; precedents and authorities had proved elusive—we don’t want anything to go wrong afterwards, do we? A contested will is such an embarrassment to the firm that drew it up. In the end Pentrip’s stamina had proved stronger than Miss Coule’s—after all his life-span had not been limited to a few weeks.


  Strangely, considering there had been no contract, Roger Coule had proved to be grateful. Generous even. He had been well able to afford it, of course, Miss Coule having died better off than anyone had suspected; but gratitude and generosity are not encountered so often these days. Roger Coule’s token of esteem had been managed very discreetly, giving Pentrip every reason to be satisfied with his Fabian tactics.


  Until now.


  Brenda clattered into the office, investigating the lack of response to her ringing. Had the telephone gone wrong again? More sympathetically, after a glance at her employer: was Mr. Pentrip feeling poorly again? There must be a bug going about.


  Hugo Pentrip abruptly left the office, ordering Brenda to clear up the mess of cancelled engagements. He had only a hazy idea of what he was to do next, but a conference with Roger Coule had priority.


  Pentrip made for Coule’s home. Roger and his wife had moved into his aunt’s vast Victorian villa after completely redecorating the place. Inga Coule fancied herself as a designer. An article with before-and-after photographs had even been incorporated into the new decor: the rest had gone to the salesroom, where they had considerably increased the size of Miss Coule’s estate. Having swept through the house from cellar to attic (the former becoming games-room-with-bar and the latter Inga’s studio), Roger’s wife was now well advanced in her campaign to tame the garden.


  Pentrip half expected to glimpse her flourishing secateurs as he crunched over the drive’s clean gravel. Instead a curtain twitched as he approached the front door. This was the only acknowledgement of his presence. No one answered his ringing or even, after an impatient five minutes, his more determined knocking. At last he was reduced to shouting through the letter box.


  “It’s all right,” he called, somewhat irritably. “It’s only me.”


  There was no reply: only the click of a door somewhere inside, and the twitching of a different curtain.


  Pentrip reapplied himself to the letter box, stressing that his errand was of the utmost urgency and that he refused to go away until he had been granted an interview. Even this declaration was greeted with silence. Having made it, though, he felt he could not ignominiously withdraw. If he was not to be admitted through the front door, he would lower his social status and apply to the Tradesman’s Entrance.


  As that was not open either, he rattled at doors round to the back of the house until he peered in at the French windows. To Hell with the Coules! He would show them. All may be locked and still, but he was convinced someone was about. He had said he would wait, so he would wait. While he waited he circumnavigated the garden. All was newly laid out and orderly except for a little wilderness at the far end; and an attack had been made recently even on that. Rough ground had been broken up behind unpruned bushes.


  “I wish my nephew to enjoy my garden,” Miss Coule had said. Pentrip shuddered. Bright sunlight on the early bulbs was not enough to dispel that memory. Suddenly the solicitor wanted nothing more to do with gardens.


  Then a bedroom window crashed open, and a woman was screaming at him. “Go away. Go away.” As he approached her, Pentrip was shocked by the change in Inga Coule’s appearance.


  “Mrs. Coule?” he murmured. Even as he spoke he comprehended that the words might have been more carefully chosen. Who else but Mrs. Coule should be leaning from her own bedroom window? His inflexion had implied that he had failed to recognize the poised, chic, sophisticated blonde (as the article had described her) in this hollow-eyed, hollow-cheeked, tousle-haired sloven waving wild arms at him from above. He hastened to put himself right. “Is your husband in?”


  “No,” she cried, after a banshee screech. “Go away.”


  “Mrs. Coule, this is critical,” he insisted. “It really is.” He was aware that he was treading on the thinnest of conversational ice. Was Inga Coule cognizant of the tacit arrangement between her husband and himself? Could she keep a secret? “If I can’t talk to Roger, perhaps I can talk to you. About his aunt.”


  Her reply was a scream that sent starlings fluttering from the trees at the bottom of the garden. The window slammed shut. Behind it she could be seen gesticulating and, the solicitor could have sworn, gibbering.


  This was as good an answer as any. Obviously Inga Coule knew something of Roger’s aunt, and the memory was not pleasant. The solicitor thoughtfully left. He had enough unpleasant memories of his own.


  And they were probably responsible for his nightmares. He dreamed of that rough patch behind the shrubbery. The lumpy soil heaved and shuddered like bedclothes over an uneasy sleeper, while Miss Coule’s voice chattered on—“I leave my nephew to the garden.” Hugo Pentrip woke in a lather. Not only that night, but night after night as the dream recurred.


  Brenda was concerned. With the unself-consciousness of the young, she wondered if Mr. Pentrip might not be working too hard. Why didn’t he relax occasionally? Pentrip smiled wanly at her concern; but at the same time recognized that, as an experienced seducer of secretaries, another triumph was within his grasp. How odd that he should need to thank Miss Coule for anything. He would play the strong man in need of ministering angel.


  His erotic daydreams were rudely dispelled by reading an unexpected clause in an otherwise impeccably typed draft. “Believing that a woman should always be provided for, I bequeath to my nephew’s widow a permanent residence with constant attendance.”


  Jeopardizing his romantic progress, he buzzed furiously for his secretary, and when she appeared, explosively demanded what the hell she thought she was doing. She indignantly defended her work, insisting that the words had been committed to paper exactly as Mr. Pentrip had dictated. To prove her point she produced the relevant tape, which had not been wiped. She was disconcerted when no trace of the intruding clause could be found. She was so sure that she had heard it. She even replayed it to check. Tearfully, she insisted that if she hadn’t heard it, how could she have known what to type? She would never have invented anything so absurd. If she’d been having a joke it would have been funnier than that.


  Pentrip’s fury quickly subsided. Ashen-faced he merely requested that the document be retyped, and feebly asked Brenda’s pardon for his outburst. His haggard appearance so touched her that she not only forgive him, but would probably have given herself to him on the spot if he had only made the appropriate advances. However, sunk deep in macabre speculation, he failed to take advantage of either the situation or the girl.


  Alone he somberly listed a sequence of events on his scratch pad:


  1) Miss Coule had outlined the terms of her will


  2) He had reached an accommodation with Roger Coule.


  3) Miss Coule had died intestate and Roger had inherited.


  4) Miss Coule had added to her will.


  5) Roger had disappeared.


  6) Miss Coule had added Roger’s wife to her will.


  7) ??????


  Pentrip preferred not to speculate on what “a permanent residence with constant attendance” might betoken, but guessed it to be less than agreeable to the legatee. Extending the steps he had numbered to 8) and even 9), the solicitor forecast that anyone else benefiting from Miss Coule’s misapplied estate might be due for a nasty shock. Roger and his wife had been the chief beneficiaries—but Hugo Pentrip himself had received a welcome moiety. He wished now to have nothing more to do with the money: if possible to return it.


  He suspected he might never talk to Roger Coule again, but that made an interview with Inga Coule even more imperative.


  He discovered her, spade in hand, at the bottom of the garden before she had time to take evasive action. She had just uncovered what was left of Roger Coule. “To make sure he was still there,” she explained simply afterwards.


  Pentrip glanced into the disturbed grave and instantly regretted the impulse. Professional instincts asserting themselves, he hastily retired behind an unkempt laurel to avoid being sick in front of a client. The worms and Miss Coule’s nephew had evidently got on well together; though the advantage had gone to the worms.


  Unsteadily Pentrip assisted Inga Coule into the house and poured out a large brandy for her—with an even larger one for himself. Stunned silence reigned until, two brandies later, Inga began to speak.


  “I’m glad it’s over,” she said. “At least it’s off my mind. I suppose the police will have to be told now?”


  Pentrip nodded. “How?” he whispered.


  “With the spade,” said Inga.


  Pentrip’s lips moved silently. “Why?” he mouthed.


  Sunlight reflected from an expanse of mirror brilliantly lit—House and Garden decor. In spite of the brandy Inga Coule sat stiffly upright on the strikingly reupholstered Victorian chaise lounge. Pentrip faced her from a severe pine chair. He had automatically assumed the expression usually produced when noting testamentary dispositions. On this occasion it encouraged confession. Inga sighed, then words streamed from her.


  “She began to follow me about,” she said. No need to inquire who. “Especially in the garden. Roger must have been aware too, because he became very jumpy. I didn’t mention her to him and he didn’t mention her to me. I don’t know whether he wanted to spare my feelings, or whether he knew that I knew so there was no point in talking.


  “We had discussed the will in the early days, and how his aunt had never quite got around to signing it. I gathered as our solicitor you were in some way connected, but Roger never went into details. He could be very cagey at times. The old girl was dying anyway and we certainly did nothing to hasten her end—so why should she haunt us?


  “Lately Roger had been on about putting a bird bath, or some such outrage in the middle of the lawn. I was completely against the idea—I’d as soon have had stone pixies. We even exchanged words. He seemed to have gone completely dotty about birds—stringing up coconuts, peanuts, lumps of suet . . . Every morning he sprinkled crumbs on the lawn. He even suggested bird houses round the fences, but I laughed at him.


  “I think it was just after that argument when I began to sense her near. At first there were merely quick glimpses—behind the hedge, for instance, hiding among leaves. Then she became more sure of herself, lurking behind me while I worked in the garden. Even though I couldn’t see her I knew she was there: I could feel her peering over my shoulder. She began to talk: if you could call it talking. No words. She twittered like a sparrow or a starling. How can I be certain it wasn’t a sparrow or a starling chirping away? Some things one knows. Working in the garden I’d hear birds all day and take no notice—after all one expects to hear birds in the garden—but I didn’t need to be told when she was holding forth: the prickling at the back of my neck warned me. She wanted something. Twitter, twitter, twitter. Well, if it was a bird-bath in the middle of my newly-laid turf, she’d have to twitter on. No baths, no feeding tables, no tit-houses. There are limits.


  “Wraith, spook, essence—call it what you like—reached the limit when it followed me into my garden house. Have you seen that rustic arbor where I store the tools? I was just putting away the fork and rake when the thing materialized in the doorway. Twitter, twitter, twitter. I turned round, facing up to her, and this time she didn’t even have the decency to fade. She stood there nodding and her outrageous old hat bobbing. Twitter, twitter. I asked what she wanted. Twitter, twitter, like a robin. I told her there was nothing here. She was dead, wasn’t she? Why didn’t she get back where she belonged? Twitter, twitter. You can’t hurt a ghost, can you? I had to show who owned the place now. I picked up the first thing handy and hit her with it. It was only a gesture. I knew I couldn’t hurt a ghost, but I hit her. With the spade. In the middle of that ridiculous hat.


  “She still didn’t fade, though. She crumpled. Twittering all the way down. And where the edge of the spade had sliced into her head, blood was spurting. Can a ghost bleed? As she lay there, giving a last few feeble tweets, her face melted and changed. Gray hair into black. Parchment cheek into tanned skin with a little moustache. Her staring eyes into his staring eyes. Until it was Roger lying there—bloody and dead.”


  Hugo Pentrip made a feeble gesture. What use were words?


  “I know I should have ’phoned the police,” she went on. “It was an accident. Anybody can have an accident. But when I tried to rehearse my story it became more and more confused. How could I explain why I hit anybody with a spade in the first place—whether I knew it was Roger or not? How could I have mistaken my husband for an old lady? Especially when I had been to her funeral. While I talked to myself I tied myself in knots, so I had no illusions about the chances I stood with the police. All this time a tiny voice at the back of my mind was telling me to bury him. So I did.


  “I hung on for days, knowing what lay behind the laurel bushes. I daren’t see anyone or even answer the ’phone in case I should be asked where he was. I tried to tell myself the—misunderstanding—hadn’t really happened. Until I began to wonder whether it had really happened. That’s when I uncovered him again. How could I have made such a mistake? Roger never looked like his aunt.”


  Pentrip made consoling noises. Inga Coule sat back at last and closed her dark-ringed eyes.


  “I must have been mad,” she murmured. “But I don’t feel mad.”


  Pentrip cleared his throat. “For the purpose of your defense, I would suggest that you remain a little mad. Diminished responsibility.”


  Inga almost smiled. “I wasn’t responsible at all. She arranged everything, didn’t she? Even my digging him up again for you to see. Will you come with me to the police?”


  Pentrip nodded solemnly, belying his mind’s frantic activity. What unsavory details might emerge during cross-examination? Might his own conduct be shown up in an unfortunate light?


  “I suggest that you make a clean breast,” he advised. “Then plead guilty. At least you’ll be spared the strain of a wearing trial.”


  “What will that mean to me?”


  “It will mean . . .”


  “A permanent residence with constant attendance,” cut in Inga. Or was that elderly voice Inga’s?


  



  Subsequent events moved as smoothly as Pentrip could have wished. In next to no time Inga Coule was put safely away, out of reach of garden tools. Pentrip even assumed heroic stature in Brenda’s eyes. Had he not single-handedly subdued a dangerous criminal lunatic? He took full advantage of his improved status. One morning soon he intended to waken with Brenda’s chubby face on the pillow next to his.


  When bedded he was grateful to discover that Brenda was virginal but enthusiastic. She went to sleep in his arms.


  Such an awkward position is bound to affect anyone’s dreams, but the intrusion of old Miss Coule into his was unwarranted and inexcusable. Especially as Pentrip’s late client was wagging a twiglike finger at him.


  “Ah, but I left nothing to you, Mr. Pentrip,” she insisted.


  His sleeping self protested that he had merely done his best in a professional capacity and desired no higher reward.


  “I want you to see things my way,” she decided firmly. “So I shall leave you my eyes.”


  She faded rapidly as such dreams sometimes do. It was sufficiently vivid and nasty to wake Pentrip. The light of dawn filtered through his half-opened eyes. Brenda’s yielding body was still pressed against his. He turned his head to admire his lately conquered pink and white cherub.


  But the face on the next pillow was even further gone in decay than Roger’s had been. Her cheekbone gleamed whitely through the rotten flesh. Eyesockets gaped dark and hollow. Was this how Miss Coule saw Brenda? But Miss Coule could not see anything. She was dead. Quite dead. Long since rotted away.


  Pentrip jerked back in revulsion away from the horrid object near his face, his only consolation being that this was still part of the nightmare. He would wake up any moment now. His sudden movement disturbed Brenda. As she stretched and yawned, withered lips parted to reveal blackened gums. In the decomposing recesses of her mouth a pale shape wriggled suggestively. And it was not her tongue.


  Brenda’s giggles eventually assured Pentrip that he was not still asleep. He had received Miss Coule’s final bequest: her eyes, long accustomed to the dark of the grave.


  Could she do this? He remembered a letter that had been something quite different. Inga had taken her husband for an old woman. Now what should have been a fresh-faced girl . . .


  “Kiss me, love,” gurgled Brenda, pulling him toward her.


  As their lips met Pentrip began to squeal. He was still screaming when he was taken away. Two orderlies were necessary to restrain him.


  Even now he lives a solitary life, with a peculiarly timid way of glancing at people and a tendency to scream if anyone approaches too near. He only eats under compulsion and then with his eyes shut. Psychiatrists have not yet agreed on the cause of his condition, but they keep him under observation. A peculiar case.


  



  SLIPPAGE by Michael Kube-McDowell


  



  Michael Kube-McDowell is one of the newer writers on the scene, and one who is fast making a name for himself—as a writer of “hard” science fiction. First published in 1979, he has already appeared several times in Amazing, Analog, and Isaac Asimov’s Science Fiction Magazine, as well as in a number of science fiction anthologies. Nonetheless, when “Slippage” appeared in Twilight Zone Magazine, editor T.E.D. Klein called the story “pure Twilight Zone from first line to last.” It is also pure terror.


  Born in Philadelphia in 1954, Kube-McDowell attended high school in Camden, New Jersey and graduated from Michigan State University with an M.A. in science education. He and his wife, Karla (who contributed the “Kube” to the family name), currently are living in Goshen, Indiana (a state that seems to be attracting more than its share of science fiction/fantasy writers), where he reviews science fiction for two area papers in addition to doing “whatever other writing I can scrounge that pays.” He plans to begin writing full time soon, and he takes his work seriously: “The only hobby I have any time for anymore is hugging Karla. I once knew how to play the viola and the roster for the Phillies, but both are slipping away.”


  



  It did not begin as a time of madness.


  Richard Hall tossed his rain-dampened ski cap into the nearest chair and ran his fingers back through his thinning hair. “Elaine?” he called.


  She appeared at the bedroom door and moved to hug him. “You look frazzled.”


  “Am,” he said, face buried in her hair. “Fought half the morning with a dimwit from Human Resources who tried to tell me I don’t know my Social Security number. Took the IRS’s word over mine. Ha!”


  “Take a short loving recharge,” she invited.


  “Glad to,” he said, tightening his embrace.


  “That’s enough,” she said, and pushed him back. “Choose: start dinner or get the mail in. My hands were full.”


  “Mail, thank you.” He took the key from her hand and the stairs to the lobby, returning with six pieces of junk mail—one promising “Sexually Oriented Advertisements”—one bill, a letter from Elaine’s mom, and a tattered copy of the Cross Creek Weekly Chronicle. Cross Creek, which was every bit as small as its name implied, had been Hall’s birthplace and home for seventeen years. His mother still lived there, and the subscription was an annual gift from her, about which he had never had the courage to say, “Please don’t bother.” The paper came an average of three weeks late, by the cheapest class of mail, and the high point of it was frequently a list of where townspeople had gone on vacation or the weights of the 4-H sheep.


  Settling back on the sofa and kicking off his shoes, Hall ripped out the staples and turned to the front page. He immediately frowned, and read quickly.


  “Elaine?” he called. “Listen to this.”


  “If it’s the balance of the Total Charge bill, I’d rather not hear it,” she called back.


  “No—something in the Chronicle. They’re closing my old high school.”


  “Why?” Elaine appeared, bringing him a cold soft drink.


  “According to this, the school board decided that they could get better value sending the students over to the new consolidated high school in Atlasburg. Cross Creek High School was too rundown and had too few students. So the last day of classes will be—” Hall looked at his watch “—tomorrow. Oh—and they’re going to hold an all-class reunion as a kind of going-away party.”


  “When’s that? You’ll want to go, won’t you?”


  “It’s . . .” Hall scanned for the date. “It was yesterday,” he said, his voice dropping.


  “Oh, Rick, I’m sorry. You missed it.”


  “I’ve been meaning to get back and visit the teachers, my old friends . . . what happened to the six years, Elaine? It doesn’t feel like it’s been that long,” he said, shaking his head. “Listen to this: ‘Class officers will be assisting Mr. Hutchins and Principal Jane Warden in contacting all graduates.’ Jim Harris is our class officer, and he has my address. I should have heard from them before this.”


  Elaine moved next to him and rubbed his shoulder, and he smiled at her.


  “I feel cheated. It would have meant a lot to be able to be there. I haven’t really kept in touch with some people that were good friends, either.”


  “It’s two hundred kilometers away,” Elaine said, trying to let him off his own hook.


  “I could have written.”


  “I’m surprised your mom didn’t let you know.”


  “So am I.” The timer on the oven began ringing, signaling that dinner was ready, and they rose together to rescue it. Cross Creek High was forgotten for the time.


  But that night, after Elaine had fallen asleep beside him, Richard Hall lay in the darkness with the hum of the clock and the creaking of the walls, and thought about high school and the friends he had lost track of, and felt alone.


  He eased out of bed without disturbing his wife, and moved quietly to the den. It was only nine-thirty in Cross Creek, and a good friend should be able to excuse a call at that hour. Hall dug the small white address book out of the back recesses of the desk. Some of the entries, he saw, were very old.


  Too old, in fact. The number he had for Jim Harris was no longer in service. The same was true when he tried calling his closest friend. The phone of Ruth, whom he had been both friend and boyfriend to, was answered by a sleepy man who said gruffly, “You got a wrong number.” And the phone of a teacher who’d been more than a teacher rang thirty times without being answered.


  Hall returned to bed, feeling both anger at himself and a deep depression. Something good that had been his had slipped away, and in the darkness it was easy to believe that it was forever beyond his grasp.


  



  A few days later, Richard and Elaine arrived home from work close enough together to take the same elevator to the fifth floor.


  “I’ll bet dinner didn’t cook itself tonight,” she said.


  He smiled. “I won’t take that bet.”


  When they reached the apartment, she disappeared for a moment into the kitchen. “I was right,” she said on her return.


  “Want me to fix it tonight?”


  “No. I want you to take me out.”


  “Suggestions?”


  “The little lakeside restaurant outside of North Springfield.”


  “Our old summer rendezvous. The one where we had the wedding reception.”


  “That’s the one.”


  “That’s a good hour’s drive away—and I’m not even sure I can find it again.”


  “You’d better be able to!”


  Hall showed a mock grimace. “We’d better get going, then.”


  The Halls were generally silent while driving—Richard disliked being distracted. But as they neared the lake, Elaine turned away from watching the scenery—it was growing too dark to see well—and spoke.


  “Do you think they still have our picture on the wall?”


  “I don’t see why not. Pictures of customers are the only decoration they use.”


  “It’s been a while since we’ve been here. Maybe they move the old ones out every so often.”


  Hall pursed his lips. “Would you be angry if I couldn’t remember the name of this place?”


  “No, because you never remember anything. But I won’t tell you what it is—you’ll have to work for it.”


  “The Benchcraft . . . the Beachhouse . . .”


  “Something like that.”


  “Beachbelch . . .”


  “Oh, come on!”


  “Beachwood!” he said triumphantly.


  “That’s it.”


  “I can’t claim any credit—just saw it on a sign back there. Isn’t this the exit up here?”


  “I think so.”


  They turned off the highway, headlights sweeping across the undisturbed grass-covered sandy mounds found everywhere near the lake. A kilometer farther on, the road turned to parallel the shore.


  “It’s not too far now,” Elaine said.


  “No.”


  They both watched the roadside ahead, expecting at any moment to see the sign, the building, lights, parked cars.


  “That’s odd,” Hall said, frowning. “I was positive it was just a bit after the road turned.”


  The car bored through the lakeside night for a minute more, and then Richard slowed the car and pulled onto the shoulder. “We must have passed it right at the beginning, when we were talking,” he said as he made a wide U-turn. “It was never that well lit.”


  “But it sits right out in the open—right on the shore. We couldn’t have missed it. I don’t think we went far enough.”


  “I’m not going to drive all the way to Cleveland. If we didn’t pass it, then we’re on the wrong road.”


  They drove back the way they had come, confused.


  “There’s someone walking,” Elaine said suddenly, as the headlights picked up the shape on the lake side of the road. “Let’s ask him.”


  Hall was already slowing down, and rolled down his window. The rushing roar of the small breakers filled the car for the first time. “Sir?” he called. “Could you help us with directions?”


  The man, carrying a fishing rod and tackle box, crossed the road slowly and came to Hall’s window. He was at least sixty years old. “If I can.”


  “We’re trying to find a restaurant called the Beachwood.”


  The old man pointed at the sands across the road. “Right there.”


  Richard looked where the old man was pointing. “There’s nothing there.”


  “That’s right. She burned down, mebbe six months ago—mebbe more. If it were day, you could see the pilings she sat on; that’s all that’s left.”


  “Oh, what a shame!” Elaine said.


  They thanked the fisherman, then watched him fold back into the darkness behind them as they drove away.


  “Home?” Hall asked.


  “Nonsense. You owe me dinner.”


  “The Hearth?” he offered.


  “That will be acceptable. Drive on, James.”


  “Yes, Madame,” he said, but the heartiness was false. For the second time in a week, Richard Hall felt the tug of something lost.


  The graphics department supervisor made his way slowly through the maze of drawing tables in the room, dropping off yellow paycheck envelopes as he went.


  “Afternoon, Richard,” he said as he reached Hall’s table. He riffled through the remaining checks. “How’s your day going?”


  “Pretty well.”


  The supervisor reached the end of the bundle of checks and started again at the top envelope, frowning. “You didn’t get your check early, did you?”


  “No.”


  “And you weren’t on an unpaid leave these last two weeks?”


  “I wasn’t on any kind of leave. I was right here.”


  “Well, your day just took a turn for the worse. There’s no check here for you.”


  “Let me see.”


  “Don’t you trust me? It’s not here.”


  “So what am I supposed to do?”


  “Well, you’ll have to go down to payroll and get it straightened out.”


  Hall started to push back his chair, and the supervisor held up his hand. “Oh, not now. We need those charts for the taping this afternoon. Go down on your lunch hour,” he said, and walked away to complete his rounds.


  “I can’t wait to tell you I quit,” Hall said in a diplomatically hushed voice, glaring at his supervisor’s receding back. He pulled the phone toward him, consulted a piece of paper in his wallet, and dialed.


  “Concept Execution. May I help you?”


  “Personnel.”


  “Thank you.” A new voice: “Mary Anders, Personnel. May I help you?”


  “This is Richard Hall,” Hall said, keeping his voice low. “I submitted an application to you several weeks ago—I wanted to make certain it was all in order.”


  “Yes, Mr. Hall, I remember. I’m glad you called. We recently reviewed your application when filling an opening, and found it is not yet complete. We still need a copy of your birth certificate and your educational transcripts.”


  “I sent for both the day I applied,” Hall said. “The transcript is coming to you directly—I can write and make sure it’s been sent. If you recall, I explained that my original birth certificate is gone, and I’m trying to get a duplicate from the state. It should be here soon, and I’ll see that you get it right away.”


  “Very good. By the way, we’ve also had a little difficulty tracking down one of the references you gave us. Would you confirm that we have the correct address? ‘Spark and Son, 213 High Street—’ ”


  “ ‘Cross Creek, Pennsylvania,’ ” he finished for her. “That’s correct. My supervisor was John Spark, the owner.”


  “Has the company moved or gone out of business, to your knowledge?”


  “No, Spark and Son is kind of a town fixture. I can’t imagine them moving. I can try and check on that, too, though.”


  When he had hung up, Hall turned to the artist working at the board to his right.


  “Chris?”


  “Yeah?” Chris Wood laid down his pen and looked at Hall.


  “Is it possible to catch a disease that causes everyone to try and ignore you?”


  “Why?”


  “Because if there is, I’ve got it,” he said, and laughed.


  



  There was a thick collection of mail, and Hall looked through it as he walked to the apartment. He shook his head unhappily as he walked through the door.


  “Have I been especially bad lately?” he asked Elaine, who was seated on the couch watching television.


  “What do you mean?”


  “I’m beginning to feel like a victim.”


  “Of what?” she asked, tilting her head quizzically.


  “Of a new crime—you take a guy and ignore him, pretend he’s not there, until he cracks up. I feel like Jimmy Stewart in It’s a Wonderful Life, only there’s no guardian angel.”


  “What’s making you feel that way?”


  “Here—here’s the perfect example. There’s ten pieces of junk mail here, all with your name. Two even have your maiden name.”


  “My lucky day,” she said, smiling and taking them from him. “When they’re in your name, you throw them out before I can see them. What else, besides the mail?”


  “No check for me this morning. I had to spend my whole lunch hour fighting with payroll, and I still don’t have one. I wasn’t in the computer, that’s how bad they screwed up, and they couldn’t process a check by hand until Monday.”


  “That’s enough to ruin your day,” she agreed.


  “I can’t wait to get out of there. Say—I didn’t get to see yesterday’s mail. Was there anything from the state on my birth certificate?”


  Elaine hesitated, but only briefly. “No. Nothing came.”


  “It figures. Where’s tonight’s newspaper?”


  “I left it in the kitchen.”


  “Okay.” When he had disappeared through the swinging saloon-style doors, Elaine moved quickly to the buffet and gathered up several folded sheets of paper that were lying there in a neat pile. She buried them in the back of the end table drawer nearest her chair, closing it just as Richard reappeared.


  “What do you have there?”


  “Oh, just some trash,” Elaine said, flustered.


  “Well, don’t put it in there. Give it to me and I’ll put it in the compactor.”


  “I don’t—”


  “Come on, give it to me while I’m still standing up.”


  “It’s not really trash, not yet.”


  “Are you trying to hide something from me?”


  “No—I—”


  “You are! Get them out. I want to see them.”


  “No!” she said angrily. “They’re private.”


  “Come on, Elaine, it took you too long to think of that. What could they be that they’re so terrible I can’t see them?”


  Slowly she retrieved the papers from the drawer and held them out. “I would have shown them to you. I just didn’t want you to see them tonight, feeling the way you do. Some of the things you said—”


  Hall took the papers gently, and reversed them so that he could read them. The first was from the university he had graduated from and Elaine had attended for a year. Elaine stood up and crossed the room, standing with her back to him as he read.


  “Can’t find my records to issue a transcript,” he said. “You’re right. I could have done without seeing that tonight.” He unfolded the second sheet, which bore the seal of the State of Pennsylvania—Bureau of Vital Statistics.


  “Oh, no,” was all he said, very quietly. He moved it to the bottom of the pile and looked at the final paper. It was smaller, of stiffer paper, and very official.


  He looked up from it at his wife. “Why did you change the title to the car?” he asked, and his voice had acquired a hard edge.


  “I didn’t,” she said, shaking her head. “I don’t know why it came that way.”


  “The car used to be in both our names,” he said more loudly. “Now it’s only in yours! You’re the only one who could do that.”


  “They must have made a mistake printing the registration—” she started. But she did not get to finish the sentence.


  “You! It’s been you doing these things!” He stepped forward, trembling from the force of will needed to restrain himself. “Why, Elaine? Why?”


  She stepped back. “You’re scaring me, Richard. Please don’t come near me,” she said in the calmest voice she could muster.


  “I don’t deserve this,” he said, tossing the papers on the floor behind him. He had lowered his voice, but that made it even more threatening.


  “Please, Richard . . .”


  He stepped toward her, and she turned to run to the bedroom with its locking door. She was too slow; he caught her by the shoulder of her loose-fitting blouse and yanked her back, the thin fabric tearing to the seam as he did. “Why are you doing this?” he shouted, his breath hot on her face. “What did I do to you?”


  “Richard, I didn’t—”


  “You want me out? You don’t have to make me think I’m crazy to get it.” He was shaking her, holding her by the upper arms in a powerful and painful grip. In the face of his anger, her strength had fled; without his hands, she would have collapsed. “You’ve got it, if that’s what you want! I won’t stay and let you mess with my mind!” He flung her into a chair, and, pausing only to scoop up his keys, stalked from the apartment.


  Elaine Hall half-stumbled, half-crawled to the chair beside the phone. She could not control the trembling in her limbs, and misdialed twice before making the connection she wanted.


  “Chris? This is Elaine.” Her voice communicated more than her words.


  “Are you all right?” Wood asked immediately.


  “I—I think so. Yes, I am. I’m just a little shook up. Can you come over, Chris? I need you to be here—and Rick, he—” The tears came streaming from her eyes. “Rick’s going to need both our help.”


  



  Reassured by the presence of a full fuel tank, Richard Hall turned up the radio to a level that precluded coherent thought and simply drove. Presently he became aware of where he was: on the highway that would bring him nearest to Cross Creek. Once he had realized that fact, he did not think about it further.


  It was nearly eleven-thirty when he turned off the engine, parked in front of the wood frame house in which he had grown up. There were no lights on inside, but by the glow of the porch lamp he could see that the house’s paint was departing in long, ragged strips. A cloud of insects—gnats, mosquitoes, and the occasional bulk of a moth—circled in the halo of yellow.


  Hall climbed out of the car to find that the street was as quiet as it had ever been. Only his footsteps on the walk and the chirrup-chirrup of crickets broke the silence. The doorbell button moved under his finger, but there was no sound inside the house, so Hall opened the screen door to knock.


  After a dozen heavy blows with his fist, Hall stepped back to look at the front of the house. A light now showed at the window marking his parents’ bedroom, and he followed his mother’s progress to the front door by the other lights that came on, one by one.


  Finally he heard a rustling on the other side of the door, and realized he had not thought of what he would say, how he would explain his presence. Before he could consider the question, though, the front door was yanked open to the limit of the security chain, and a woman’s face, old and marked by suspicion, peered out through the gap.


  “Mom—hi. How are you doing?” Hall said, smiling self-consciously.


  Anger crossed the woman’s face. “You disgusting drunk!” she screeched. “I’m not your mother. Go away now, and leave a woman to sleep. Go, or I’ll call the police.”


  For punctuation, she slammed the door shut with surprising strength.


  



  “Thank God I’ve found you,” Chris Wood said, his voice showing his relief.


  Hall stepped away from the motel door reluctantly and let his friend in. “I wish you hadn’t.”


  “That’s very well for you,” Wood said, sitting on the edge of the bed, “but I’ve used almost all my vacation time to do it. Elaine is very worried about you. I am too, only I’m a little more confused than she is.”


  “She didn’t need to worry,” Hall said, closing the door. “I’m all right.”


  “You might have called her and let her know.”


  Hall moved to the window and held the curtains apart with his hands so that he could look out. “I was afraid to.”


  “She’s eager to have you back. She’s not angry.”


  “You don’t understand,” Hall said, turning to face him. “I was afraid she wouldn’t be there—or that she would be, and wouldn’t know me.”


  “Why would you think that?”


  “Do you know where I went the night I ran out?”


  “No. If I’d known that, I’d have found you sooner.”


  “I drove to Cross Creek to see my mother. And she didn’t know who I was.”


  “Come on, Rick. You’re not making any sense.”


  “She denied that I was her son! She slammed the door on me, and after I got it open again, she slammed it a second time.”


  “Could she have been angry? You’d have gotten there late, wouldn’t you—”


  “No, no! She was right—I’m not her son.”


  “She’s getting on in years, isn’t she—”


  “You’re not listening to me!” Hall shouted. “She’d never known me!”


  “I wish you’d listen to yourself,” Wood said gently. “You’re standing there screaming some very strange things at your old friend.”


  Hall sighed, and sat down in the nearest chair. “I thought all those things you’re trying to say,” he said softly. “I thought them in about the first ten seconds, and then I couldn’t. I got her to open the door again, Lord knows how. There’s been a photograph—” Hall took a deep breath “—hanging above Mom’s couch for almost ten years. A picture of the four of us, taken when Diane was graduating from high school.”


  “Diane’s the oldest, right?”


  Hall nodded. “The picture is still hanging there, but I’m not in it anymore. There’s no blank space—nothing’s been cut out—Diane and Kris are just standing a little closer together.


  “Now do you understand? Now do you know why I was afraid to call Elaine or go home? Can you imagine what it would feel like to go home to your wife and have her deny that you are what you think you are? That would be too much, Chris. I’d crack.”


  “She’s there, and she isn’t going to deny you. She wants you.”


  Hall did not seem to hear. “I’ve never believed in God, Chris. Maybe—maybe He’s finally decided He resents that. No, I don’t really believe that. I’m trying to be rational. But the things that have been happening—they just aren’t.”


  “You mean the college records—and the registration . . .”


  “The restaurant, not being invited to the reunion, my mom—all of them. They have to be related.”


  Wood loosened his tie. “How?”


  Hall stood up and went to the window again, as if watching for something. “I feel like I’m being followed—like someone is tracking me down the paths I’ve taken through life and systematically tearing them up behind me. And getting closer to where I am, all the time. It’s as if I’ve done something terrible, and to punish me they are erasing the traces that I ever existed.”


  “Rick, please come sit down.”


  Hall reluctantly complied, “You think I’m crazy, don’t you?” he asked tiredly.


  Wood chose his words carefully. “I want you to listen to me for a couple of minutes. I’m going to offer you another explanation for the things that you’ve experienced. And you’ve got to try to accept it, and believe it, because if you can’t—if you can’t, Rick, then you’re going to have to admit that you’ve already cracked. There has been a series of unfortunate, but totally explainable occurrences that for some reason, overwork perhaps, has hit you in a very strange way. I’m going to take every single incident and explain it. If I miss any, you tell me.


  “The invitation to the reunion—lost in the mail, with a million other pieces of mail this year. The restaurant—does a fire need explanation? You’re not the only customers or the only couple that had a picture on those walls.


  “The check—would that be the first error ever coming from the man-machine interface? Your mother—the sudden onset of senility. I’m sorry, but it happens. The phone calls—the fact that you hadn’t called in years is explanation enough.


  “The junk mail—they all buy the same list, and add and remove names all the time. You’re off because you don’t buy, Elaine’s on because she does. The registration—the law has been changed so that joint ownership is automatic, and your wife’s name was first, so that’s the only one they printed.


  “The transcript—eight thousand people in your graduating class? That means they lost zero point triple-zero one percent of their records. The loss of your birth registration—do you think the flood that destroyed the regional office had you in mind when it swept the filing cabinets and microfiche away?


  “The picture in your mother’s home—that damning picture. Was that the only picture taken that day? Did they perhaps take one ‘just with the girls’?”


  “There were a lot of pictures,” Hall said slowly.


  “Is it impossible that something happened to the picture that’s been there for ten years, so that she had to put up another?”


  “Or I might have just not seen things clearly,” Hall said. “That night—I could have seen anything I wanted to.”


  “Did I leave anything out?”


  “Stark and Son, my first job. They couldn’t find them to use as a reference.”


  “And?”


  “I had the wrong address.” He rested his head on his folded hands. “I had myself thinking, ‘My God, they’ve moved the building.’ ” He looked up and sighed. “I want to go home to Elaine.”


  For a few days, anchored by overtime and bolstered by Elaine’s affection, Hall gave every sign of having stabilized. But inside he was still unsettled, fighting to understand his own foolishness. Chris had shown him how he had misread events, but not why.


  Presently, however, he became aware of a hollowness, a space left by friends lost and not replaced. My own doing, Hall thought. One group left in Cross Creek—another scattered by college graduation. Too much work to keep the friendships alive. But all I have here are acquaintances and coworkers—except for Elaine, no real friends. Even Chris is more Elaine’s friend than mine.


  Having fixed the blame on himself, Hall could do nothing else but to try to atone. He waited for a night when Elaine turned in early with a magazine. Old cold trails, he told himself as he opened the address book. But how much can we have changed? Still—start small.


  



  After eight rings, the phone was answered.


  “Greider residence,” said the voice.


  “This is Rick—Rick Hall, Mr. Greider,” Hall said happily. “I’ve been trying to call you for a couple of weeks, but no one’s been home.”


  “I’ve been quite busy cleaning out my things at the school. Who did you say you were again?”


  “Richard Hall—chemistry, six years ago. Remember? Our lab group didn’t get an experiment right until May, and you threw a party.”


  Greider didn’t answer right away. “Young man, I’m sorry, but I don’t remember you. I had a Kristen Hall, two years ago.”


  “That’s my sister.”


  “Hmm. You say you attended Cross Creek six years ago?”


  “That was my senior year. Then I went to MSU, in design.”


  “I’m really very sorry, but I don’t seem to be able to remember you very clearly.”


  “I’m surprised; I came over to your house several times that year. Do you still have the little file cards on us?”


  “No. I’m retiring this year, and I got rid of those. I do apologize, Mr. Hall, but there have been so many students over so many years . . .”


  “I understand.”


  “Is there something I can do for you?”


  “No, I just wanted to say hello.”


  It was a small failure, but substantial enough to blunt his enthusiasm. He sat quietly for a moment and flipped through the address book. There were names to which he could not even attach faces. Perhaps it has been too long.


  The yearbooks were on the top shelf, and Hall had to drag a chair over to the bookcase and stand on it to reach them. They were well coated with dust; it had been some time since he had looked at them.


  Hall permitted himself a few nasty thoughts at Greider’s picture in the faculty section, and then turned to the pictures of the clubs. He looked for his face among the dozen below the label, “Art Club,” but failed to find it. But that’s right—he had missed three days with the flu, and most of the photos had been taken those days. He had thought he had been listed below it as “Missing from photo: R. Hall,” but there was no such notation. He must have been wrong.


  Turning to the seniors section, he paused several times to admire the young beauty of the girls he had dated, frozen by silver chemistry and printer’s ink. Then he turned the page, and his own face smiled up from the page at him—cheerfully seventeen, the irrepressible lock of hair over his right ear sticking out.


  Hall reached for his drink, resting on a coaster on the table beside him, but his hand never closed on it; he stared, incredulous, at the page, the muscles in his left hand standing out as he gripped the yearbook tightly.


  The page had rippled, like water disturbed by a pebble, and when it had cleared, his picture was gone.


  



  “Chris?”


  “More trouble?”


  “Can you help me find him again?”


  “When did he leave?”


  “No more than an hour ago.”


  “Why not call the police this time, Elaine? I don’t like to have to say it, but we don’t know whether he might be dangerous—if not to others, then to himself.”


  “No. He’s my responsibility; I’m his wife.”


  “He’s his own responsibility, and right now, he can’t handle it.”


  “What are you saying?”


  “I’m saying that if we get him back, he needs more than a little extra attention this time. He needs more help than even you can give him.”


  “Professional help.”


  “The county mental health agency could decide what was best for him.”


  “What if he doesn’t agree with them?”


  “Your testimony in court would take care of that.”


  “I couldn’t,” Elaine said. “Not even now. I’ve got to love him back to health.”


  “That’s my condition for going out after him—that you promise to do whatever’s necessary for him to get better. And if you say no, I’m going to have to call the police myself.”


  “Oh, Chris . . .” She sounded tired. “Find him. I promise.”


  



  All Wood had to go on was what his friend had done the first time—head for Cross Creek. There were too many places Hall could have gone, and too few people searching. For the first time, Wood wished he had given in and bought a citizen’s band radio. But he hadn’t, and he could find little enthusiasm as he pulled onto the North-South Freeway.


  Not expecting to find Hall anywhere but on the road or in Cross Creek, Wood nearly drove past the unlit car on the shoulder. But as he neared it, he caught a glimpse of the many bumper stickers adorning the back of the car, and recognized it as Hall’s. He pulled onto the shoulder himself and stepped out of the car into a night well lit by a gibbous moon.


  The car was empty, and Wood started up the grassy hill to the row of trees above. A short trail led through the clump of trees and to a clearing, in the middle of which Hall sat cross-legged. Wood approached him cautiously.


  “I understand,” Hall said clearly.


  “Richard?” Wood said tentatively.


  Hall turned his head. “Hello, Chris.”


  “Richard, I want you to come back with me.”


  “I was nearly ready to go, even if you hadn’t come here.”


  “What are you doing?”


  “I was listening.”


  “Listening?”


  “Yes—to the world.”


  “Meditating.”


  “If you wish.” Hall rose and brushed the bits of grass and dirt from his jeans. He seemed exceptionally calm.


  “What did you hear?”


  “Nothing—nothing from outside. From inside, a great deal.”


  “Are you feeling all right?”


  “Perfectly. Are you ready to go?”


  They walked down the slope, and Wood steered Hall away from his car. “Leave it here, we’ll get it later. Please, ride with me.”


  Hall smiled understandingly. “You’re afraid I might run off again.”


  “Yes.” Wood admitted. “Shouldn’t I be?”


  “No. Not anymore. Of course I’ll come with you, if that’s what you prefer.”


  “I do.”


  “Can you explain it to me?”


  Wood found Hall’s almost beatific calm disturbing, but hesitated to say anything, for fear of setting Hall off once more. Finally he could not resist any longer. “You seem very different.”


  “It’s just that I understand what’s happening now.”


  “No.” Hall twisted on the seat so that he was facing Wood. “How can you see from the outside what I can barely grasp from the inside? I wish I could make you understand. You and Elaine both. I want you to be able to accept it. You have the closest ties to me, so it should happen to you last.”


  “All right, Richard. You don’t have to go on.”


  “I would if I knew what to say—that I’m slipping into the cracks between moments—that a mistake is being edited out of the cosmos—”


  “Please stop. It’s hard for me to listen to you talk like this.”


  “It’ll be harder when I’m gone and you don’t understand. There isn’t much time left. They’re very close to me now.”


  “We’ll protect you,” Wood said, near tears. “We’ll get you all the help you need.”


  “I don’t need any help.” They were nearing the city; traffic was building up and structures outnumbered trees along the highway. “I’m not afraid, Chris. When I’m gone, everything will be in the place that it was intended for it. At least that’s how I feel. I’ve made my peace.”


  Wood took his eye off the road. “Dammit, stop!” he blurted. “You’re sick but you’re going to get better. Just grab on to that thought, all right?”


  “That car is stopping,” Hall said in measured tones.


  Wood glanced back at the road. “Idiot drivers,” he said, braking and honking the horn. He looked in the side mirror, saw that the next lane was clear, and swung the car out of danger with a twitch on the steering wheel. The screech of tearing metal said that the car behind them had not done as well.


  To his credit, Wood did not cause an accident himself when he saw that his passenger was gone.


  



  The apartment door opened only moments after he knocked.


  “I’m sorry, Elaine,” Wood said. “I had him, and I lost him. I was distracted by traffic, and he must have taken that moment to jump out. I couldn’t look for him very long, because he was on foot and I had a car back on the highway.”


  “Find him? Find who? What are you talking about?” she said, kissing him perfunctorily.


  The kiss had the emotional impact of a heavyweight’s best punch. “Richard, of course.” When she showed no recognition or understanding, he added, “Your husband.”


  “You have a strange sense of humor sometimes,” she said stiffly. The phone rang. “Come in and sit; I’ll be ready in a few moments.”


  Wood stared as she disappeared into the kitchen, the folds of her long dress swishing with her precise steps. Then he looked at the rest of the room, seeking some clue that would relieve him of his confusion.


  Almost immediately his eye fell on the picture that hung by the front closet. It had been a huge print of Richard and Elaine’s wedding picture. Had been. Had been. Now there was a graduation photo of Elaine, and beside it in a second frame, her college diploma. Why had she changed it? No—how had she done it—the diploma she had never earned, because she had married Richard.


  Wood felt beside him for a chair and fell back into it. He held his head in his hands, fighting the pain of accepting the unacceptable. Then he looked back at the photo and diploma, and was confused. It had been a fine graduation—a beautiful clear day, a wild party at night.


  Elaine returned from the kitchen. “Now, will you please explain your joke about Richard? You make me feel like such a dummy sometimes.”


  Wood looked up at her and frowned. “Richard who?”


  Elaine sighed. “I’m not going through that again. Do you have the tickets? I’m ready to go.”


  Wood patted his pocket absently, as though something had happened that he had missed. “Yes.”


  That night, they enjoyed each other as though it were the first time.


  



  THE EXECUTOR by David G. Rowlands


  



  Born August 1, 1941, David G. Rowlands is a biochemist who makes his home in Buckinghamshire. Presumably such a technical profession would have predisposed Rowlands to direct his writing interests toward “hard” science fiction; instead, he discovered the ghost stories of M.R. James while at Eton College Choir School and had written his own first ghost story at age 13. Writing during college lectures instead of taking notes, Rowlands published numerous ghost stories in student publications between 1958-63, and thus was born Father D. O’Connor, whose reminiscences are very much in the classic English ghost story tradition. Since those days Rowlands’ stories have appeared in The Holly Bough and Ghosts & Scholars; Eye Hath Not Seen . . . a booklet of Father O’Connor stories, was published by Rosemary Pardoe’s Haunted Library recently, and a second such collection is being planned. Rowlands’ other interests include western films, campanology and model railways, and other facets of his writing reflect this: he was associate editor of Wild West Stars, and his books include Spliced Doubles, The Tralee and Dingle Railway, and The Dingle Train (with W. McGrath).


  M.R. James observed that “places are prolific in suggestion,” and David. G. Rowlands agrees: “My stories invariably encapsulate a setting that has impressed me. It needs no deep penetration to recognize my ‘Longbury’ of the story as an amalgam of Longville and Rushbury—the latter being one of the loveliest villages in Shropshire. The house/wash-house/chapel complex was situated in my old home village (Iver, Bucks), however, and was only demolished as part of a redevelopment scheme in 1973. It was much as I’ve described it—the scullery with range, the chapel and that dank, dark, gloomy washhouse. I did indeed hear children’s voices all about me—it was a very strange house—and to this day it remains quite inexplicable.”


  



  Fr. O’Connor made it a regular custom to invite other clergy to dinner from time to time, a pleasant little ecumenical exercise resisted only by a somewhat dour Presbyterian. On such occasions the table talk might center on ‘shop,’ local gossip, antiquities or anecdotes.


  



  One particular evening, the Baptist and Anglican ministers only were present—a Mr. Cummings and a Rev. Timothy, respectively. A remark from the Rev. Timothy about the grievous matter of one of his church bells needing to be recast had launched Fr. O’Connor into anecdotes of early itinerant bellfounders. Beginning with Robert Catlin, who had cast the local tenor bell in the churchyard, he came by devious routes to a sixteenth-century monk of St. Milburg’s—the Cluniac Abbey at Much Wenlock in Shropshire—one William of Corvehill: noted for many mechanical and artistic talents, but especially for bell casting and bell hanging . . . but—by your leave—I will keep that for another occasions.


  Mention of Wenlock sufficed to enthuse the Rev. Timothy, who was a keen student of architecture, and we had a long exposition of the beauties of the Guildhall in that quiet little Shropshire town. His panegyric on the paneling was interrupted by Mr. Cummings, who inquired whether the wheeled stocks were still there.


  “I believe so, my dear fellow,” replied the Anglican, “but why do you mention them? There are a much better set in the Cardiff Folk Museum, you know.”


  Mr. Cummings laughed. “No reason, really. It just reminded me that my great aunt Lucy was threatened once by the vicar of Wenlock (or is it Rector? I forget) with being put in the stocks and wheeled through the town and surrounding villages.”


  “She must have been a character,” I commented.


  “Yes,” he said musingly. “She was widely believed to be a Wise Woman or witch; certainly people came from miles around for her cures.” He laughed (the Baptist congregation being very small in our village). “It’s a pity I haven’t inherited her talents, maybe.” He grew suddenly serious: “Though I’m glad I haven’t.”


  Fr. O’Connor caught my eye and winked so that Mr. Cummings could see.


  “Ha,” he said, “that sounds like the basis of a good story, Cummings; what about it?”


  Mr. Cummings thought for a moment. “I don’t see why not,” he said. “It reflects badly on my relatives, but as they’re all dead and buried long ago, I don’t suppose any harm can come of telling the story now.”


  “Well then, gentlemen, I propose we adjourn to the study, where we can talk in comfort over a pipe or two,” said the good Father, rising to say Grace.


  When we were all comfortably ensconced, Mr. Cummings began his story:


  My grandfather was the son of a Shropshire yeoman farmer,” he began. “He blotted his copybook by marrying a Romany girl (of all people!) and his father threw him out in consequence. The couple went to Hereford, where my father was born, and they both worked in the cattle market. However the girl tired of the restricted life, upped and went off with a drover, leaving him to raise my father alone. He moved to Gloucester as stockman for an auctioneer and lost touch with his family, apart from his sister, this eccentric old dame who lived on Wenlock Edge. (The family farm went to my grandfather’s younger brother). My father entered the auctioneer’s as a trainee clerk, married the boss’s daughter and ultimately managed the business for her family. All this is by the way however; what concerns my story is that at the age of ten, or thereabouts, I succumbed badly to bronchitis and the doctor recommended a holiday away from the lower reaches of Gloucester. My poor Dad was at his wits’ end what to do about it, since he was too proud to ask help from my mother’s family, despite her urgings. Then he remembered his old aunt. Somehow, it was settled that I should go and stay there for six weeks or so.


  Longbury, where she lived, was a tiny community on the Wenlock Edge, immortalized by Houseman’s verses. Even such a communal backwater was a microcosm of a divided Christendom, however, for there were Anglicans (of ‘high’ leaning), Methodists, Congregationalists, Baptists, Roman Catholics and even a few ‘Friends’ of austere persuasion, who met over the village shop.


  My great aunt’s residence, “Rose Cottage,” was a rambling place that had belonged to her husband’s parents, who used to run the village school; and it was situated at the end of a little lane that led off the main street through the village. A singlestory wing had been added about a hundred years earlier and this was fitted out and used as the Baptist chapel. There was some mystique surrounding my great uncle, who had been custodian of the chapel and lay preacher as well, and I was told he had gone abroad in ‘The Lord’s Service.’ It was only later that I learned he had actually disappeared—at the same time as, and presumably in the company of, a buxom young farm girl who had attended the chapel and in whose spiritual welfare he had shown great interest. Needless to say it had been the scandal of the district for years, though I daresay any eloping couple need have gone no further than had my grandfather to escape local opinion. So far as Shropshire villagers of that period were concerned Hereford and the North Pole were equidistant!


  My aunt had assumed the caretaker’s role and a minister used to bicycle over from Stokesay; there being no Sunday train service.


  From the start of my visit I was afraid of the old lady, though she was kind enough to me in a gruff sort of way. She must have been in her sixties then, I suppose, dressed always in black material that had gone greenish with age, and which had been polished to a sheen from long use. She had rounded, vaguely benevolent features, belied both by a sharp pair of hazel eyes and a curiously sibilant voice that instilled respect far more than any stridency could have achieved. Her greeting was typical:


  “Well, Harold,” she said, peering at me from top to toe, “I don’t suppose you want to be here any more than I want you, but I suppose we must make the best of it; blood is blood, after all. Mind your manners and keep out of my way, and we shall get along, I daresay.”


  How well I remember that cottage! There were two downstairs rooms; the one—termed the ‘Scullery’—was dining and kitchen combined, dominated by a huge kitchen range which I had to ‘blacklead’ every day as one of my tasks, and with red enameled doors that had to be polished until I could see my face in them. The other downstairs room was next to the chapel, sharing a wall (though there was no door connection); cool and dark with chintzy furniture and pervaded by that unmistakable smell of the long-unlit coal fire. Occasionally if I entered on a Sunday, I could hear the chapel piano through the wall—played with more vigor than skill—and the discordant mumble of singing. There was a little alcove, curtained off, with scrubbed table, pair of scales, huge stoneware pestle and mortar and other impedimenta of the herbalist; for the old lady was much in demand locally as a ‘Healer’ or ‘Wise Woman’ and was clearly a thorn in the flesh of the local doctor. Indeed, she had a daily stream of visitors—some furtive, some defiant, some afraid, a few resigned; but all clearly in awe of the old curmudgeon. Since she was both astute and imperious, I imagine she must have accumulated more knowledge about local people and their affairs than was good for them. The path outside divided in two—one main sweep going from the front door (there was no back!) to the gate into the lane; the other went past the new wing, crossing the chapel path (worshippers came in by a different gate) and on to a long dark shed, called ‘The Wash House,’ with sagging rainwater barrel outside and mangles, stones, flatirons and sinks inside. A substantial hook and pulley system ran on a rusty wire the length of the shed, for easy handling of laundry baskets.


  My aunt lived alone since her husband’s defection, and a ‘daily woman’ came in: a Mrs. Bardette, who was as taciturn as my aunt and a hard taskmistress. The reading matter available was unquestionably moral and wholesome for a young lad (Mary Webb herself could have grown up with my aunt), but the rewards of the excessively virtuous have never appealed to me as a theme. Missing the company of my Gloucester street chums, as I rubbed the graphite paste onto the range one day, I ventured to ask Mrs. Bardette who there was of my age for me to play with.


  She gave a short bark of a laugh. “Playmates?” she cried. “You won’t get local lads coming here, my boy, and that’s a fact.” When I asked the obvious, she retorted, “Because Mistress won’t have them, that’s why. She’d take her stick to them . . . or something.” (This last being something of an afterthought). She looked sideways at me, a slightly malicious nuance coming into her voice. “Not to say you mightn’t get company sometimes; this was once a school you know,” and she cackled to herself as she deposited the washing she was doing on to the big rubbing board and ladled more hot water from the iron pot on the range into the sink. She jumped rather guiltily as my aunt spoke from the doorway; neither of us knew how long she had been standing there.


  “Mrs. Bardette, why are you washing in here? The Wash House is the place for that as you know very well. There’s the copper ready for lighting and plenty of firewood.”


  Mrs. Bardette shook the suds of Sunlight soap from her arms before folding them akimbo.


  “You know why,” she almost shouted. At this juncture my aunt seemed to notice my ears flapping and sent me off to the shop on a pretext. She watched me go, and since the scullery window overlooked the entire path, I could not creep back to overhear more. As I left she was hissing, “Now, Mrs. Bardette, you know perfectly well . . .” And I heard the louder voice reply, “Oh yes, I know all right . . .”


  



  Now, whatever Mrs. B. might feel about the Wash House, I soon discovered what she had meant about the school and company (I only mention this, gentlemen, to give some idea of the atmosphere of the place; so far as I know it has absolutely nothing to do with the rest of the story). There was a wide staircase leading up to the bedroom and a bend in the stairs where a window looked across the slopes to Long Mynd. One afternoon, while all was quiet in the house I was running upstairs to my room, and I paused to look out of this window. To my amazement, childrens’ voices—like the far-off clamor of a school playground—were all around me in the air; confused and incoherent, coming from nowhere. I shook my head, but it continued; without rhyme or reason. Then it ceased as suddenly as it had begun. I was strangely frightened and ran back downstairs and into the garden where my aunt was gathering herbs. She was muttering to herself as usual, a wooden lath basket over her arm. It was a measure of my fright that I poured it all out to her. She rose to her feet and put out a hand as if to touch me; then withdrew it.


  “Ah,” she said. “You have the gift of hearing . . . don’t worry, it runs in the family. Sometimes you hear things; sometimes you don’t; sometimes you see things . . .” and here she put her hand on my shoulder. I felt a strange sensation, that odd sweetness when a voice or timbre fascinates one; it vanished as she removed her hand . . . “Sometimes you don’t. It’s nothing to worry about. You’ll hear—yes, and see too—more than that in your life, Harold.”


  Not a word more did I get from her on the subject; though I was conscious of her speculative glance on occasion and certainly her manner was less severe from that moment on.


  There was nothing to be got from Mrs. Bardette either. “Pooh; that’s nothing,” she scoffed with a toss of her head to the window—which I took to indicate the Wash House.


  With the temerity of youth, and the curiosity of a kitten, I hung about the shed in the daytime. (I was not allowed out after six at night). It was a gloomy, dank place frequented by the occasional frog and lit only by a much-dirtied skylight. It could be brilliant sunshine outside, but the minute I entered (there was no door), darkness closed in on me and had the physical effect of making me breathless. Overall hung an indescribable mustiness. I could see the old wrought-iron mangles, and the two ‘coppers’ for heating water. In the dimness my eyes could just discern a brace of heavy flatirons on a stove top, and between the intangible outlines of the coppers gleamed the dull white of a sink. Close by this, further into the shadows, hung an inverted face. It was so grotesquely unrecognizable that I stared at it for several moments without realizing what it was. It was bloated and puffy and it began to drip water from the dangling hair to the floor. I had unconsciously advanced into the shed and I turned to run, only to be confronted by another, between me and the doorway. The hair from its sodden features trailed onto the floor. I shut my eyes and hurled myself at where I judged the opening to be, and so ran out into the sunlight; straight into the apron of Mrs. B. who was on the chapel path.


  “Hmm, I know where you’ve been,” said she, dryly, and frog-marched me off to the chapel, where I sat on one of the chairs, trembling now, while she collected up the coconut mats. We hung them over the privet hedge and I helped her to beat them with the ‘spider.’ She made no further allusion to the cause of my fright, except to growl, “I’d keep out of there, my lad—and, whatever you do, say nothing to the mistress,” but she kept me beside her, and we went indoors and had a cup of tea together.


  That was the eve of my departure, and nothing else untoward happened. I had expected fearsome dreams but in fact passed a quiet night. In the morning, my aunt walked with me to the—getting much salutation from local people—and put me on to the train home. To my utter amazement, she kissed my cheek and pressed half-a-crown into my hand. I was moved to wave from the carriage, but she had gone, and the interest of the journey dispelled all other thoughts.


  



  “Doubtless you have already anticipated the outcome of my little experience, gentlemen?” remarked Mr. Cummings, stirring in his chair and lighting a vile little cheroot that smelled like burning cowpost. (I had visions of poor Mrs. Bailey trying to get the smell out of the curtains.) He waved the thing about like a joss-stick, describing smoke trails in the air, and at our lack of response, settled down again and continued.


  



  I heard nothing of my aunt for years, save that thereafter she sent me a pound on each successive birthday. My father’s long illness intervened, and he died. She did not attend the funeral, nor did any others from the family in Shropshire; though I wrote to them all.


  I was at theological college when I got a letter forwarded from home. It was written in large, badly formed letters, and was from a second cousin I had never met, telling me of the old Lady’s sudden death. Due to the delay in forwarding, the funeral was imminent and it seemed that she had named me to the family lawyer, and they were inviting me to attend and—later—to execute the will. I got compassionate leave and caught a train within a couple of hours.


  The vagaries of railway timetables meant that I had to break my journey at Hereford. I could not resist revisiting the magnificent cathedral. Then, after a bun and an unpleasantly warm glass of milk in a teashop, I caught the Shrewsbury train and headed for Craven Arms.


  There I crossed to the platform for the Wellington Branch, where a diminutive tank engine—running backwards—and two coaches were hopefully awaiting passengers. At 5 pm by the station clock we puffed out. Nostalgia awoke in me, for it had been this same train I had caught as a child of ten; a large and embarrassing label with my name and destination affixed to my best (and only) coat. The guard of the Shrewsbury train had handed me over to his counterpart of the branch line to ensure my alighting at Longbury. This time I would have to fend for myself! Even the engine was the same; for I remembered the number well—4401. Surely the carriage too? Had I not seen the sepia picture of Dawlish sea wall before? (But then it is in so many carriages!)


  The little train left the main line at Marsh Farm Junction and headed out across Wenlock Edge, that lovely country of Houseman’s verses. (I will refrain from comment on Mary Webb, that other Salopian writer of note—since I know her bilge is popular with Mr. Timothy!) The sun was behind Long Mynd and one could not have guessed from the wild beauty of the scene that a little farther along this rural railway lay Shropshire’s ‘black country’—the iron foundries of Coalbrookdale and Horsehay & Dawley (what a deceptively lovely name!), dating back to 1709 and the Dudley family; though I believe charcoal forges had heated iron in those hills since Tudor times.


  I was the only passenger to alight in the soft warm air at Longbury. The porter took my ticket, and replied to my compliment in the well-kept flower beds on the platform. “A welcome to you, Mr. Cummings,” he said, with a rather odd look at me, and signaled to a waiting car outside before marching off to the little cabin at the end of the platform to receive the tablet back from the engine driver. Clearly my coming was known in the village.


  As I stepped forward to meet my cousin I could hear the explosive staccato bark of the train pulling away from the station and off toward Much Wenlock.


  My cousin Sefton was a likeable enough chap, who was obviously intending me to stay at his farm. However in course of conversation on details of the morrow’s funeral, it transpired that my great aunt’s body was lying alone at her cottage. “Harry Jones, the Undertaker, wouldn’t take her to his parlor of course,” was the bald statement in Sefton’s Shropshire accents. When I asked the reason, and why “of course,” I was met with a shrug of the shoulders. In my stubborn way, I therefore determined to spend the night at the cottage, if only for the remembrance of her kiss, half-crown and annual pound! Seeing I meant what I said, Sefton made no argument—though he was clearly surprised—gave me the key and said there would doubtless be provisions in the larder. He gave me his telephone number “in case” (there were phones at the pub, village store and vicarage). As he dropped me with my suitcase at the gate to the cottage, I said brightly, “Well, if I’m lonely, I’ll drop into the pub.”


  “Mebbee you’d better not,” he said, with an odd look. “In any case, you won’t lack for company.” And with that he drove off.


  



  I walked up the well-remembered path through the tidy garden, full of the scent of thyme and other herbs, and with roses and honeysuckle over the porch and walls; opened the door and put on the light. Great Aunt Lucy was lying in her open coffin in the old parlor. Even the tang of medication could not mask the all-pervading smell of unlit fire. What memories that smell evoked! I looked at my aunt’s waxen features; she was smaller than I remembered and her face had got thinner and more lined. As I bent and kissed her cold forehead, I became conscious of a murmur of voices from beyond the chapel wall. There must be a ‘Convenanters’ meeting or something in progress—though six o’clock of an evening was an odd time to have it. I put my ear to the wall; the murmur resolved into the voices of a man and woman, but I could catch nothing of what they had said. I went outside to look at the chapel wing, but it was immediately obvious in the gloaming that there were no lights within; indeed, the door was locked. How peculiar! However, remembering my childhood tenor on the stairs, I just had to accept that this was a house of inexplicable sounds. This put me in mind of my other fright and I looked apprehensively toward the louring bulk of the Wash House, thought better of it and went back into the cottage. The muffled voices had, I thought, sunk to whispers, but might have ceased altogether. I gave it up and went into the scullery to forage.


  My accomplishments of yesteryear returned, and I soon had a fire going in the range and a kettle on the hob before the open enamel door. I managed very well with some eggs that proved to be quite fresh and some slices of cured ham. There was a big valve radio and I switched it on to have some noise about me: the place was deathly quiet, which I found uncanny—there were not even the usual mice or cockroaches of the country cottage. Maybe my aunt’s herbal knowledge had kept them at bay. Thinking of this, I returned to the front room where she lay, and looked into the curtained alcove. Her equipment was still there. I swung the pans of the scale idly and my eye caught a protruding knothole in the wall paneling. It came out easily into my hand leaving a small black hole. Selecting a dried grass stem from a small bundle on the table top, I poked it into the hole—it went through. So, the old lady had a peephole into the chapel from her seat at the table. I leaned forward to apply my eye to the hole, but of course all was dark within; though, I must say, I felt there was a cautious shifting movement beyond me in the murk. After all, it was now quite dark outside. However, in leaning forward I had put all my weight on the edge of the table, which must have loosed some spring or catch, for an unsuspected drawer appeared—stealthily as it were—without a sound from underneath. It gave me quite a start. The drawer was large and shallow, cleverly concealed to fit flush to the side of the table and remain undetected. In it were several books of the ledger type. Pushing the drawer back I took them to read beside the scullery range, for the room was becoming decidedly chilly. At any rate they might make better reading than Virtue’s Reward or Little Jeremy’s Prayers, offered by the bookcase.


  As I crossed to the door I got a severe shock and dropped the books. Aunt Lucy’s head had turned in the coffin and had tensed or contracted into a distinctly malevolent leer, as if she were sharing a secret—and that none too pleasant a one—with me. Startled, but reassuring myself from my ignorance, that such muscular contractions might be quite normal in corpses, I bent and put my ear to her chest (I must admit to a fear that her arms would rise from her sides and clasp me!) but there was no heartbeat of course. I took a small glass dish from the herb table and held its cold surface to her lips and nostrils, but there was no dimming at all: that was enough for me . . . I left the range fire to die out, put out the lights and radio, and scuttled off down the drive to the pub. I had fully intended to visit the Wash House with an electric torch to dispel my childish dread of its gloomy shadows, but now—admitting my unreasoning cowardice to myself—I no longer had any such notion.


  Clearly both publican and villagers knew who I was. They weren’t hostile—simply wary and offhand. There was no room to let it seemed. (I almost expected the landlord to add “Leastways not to you.”) A fine situation: either I could go back to the cottage, or phone Sefton and admit that I couldn’t stay with one dead old lady for whom I had previously and arrogantly asserted pity and dutiful affection. Clearly I should get nowhere asking any villager for a bed . . .


  So I went back to the cottage, poked and fuelled the fire back to life and put the radio on loud for company. Jeff and Luke, and the other “Riders of the Range,” investigating a ghost town in the West did not help my mood much, what with the creaking doors and mysterious footsteps: I found some music instead. Then I settled myself in the chimney corner, back to the two walls, to browse through the books. All were painstakingly compiled in longhand, making use of extensive but simple abbreviations. Although not copper-plate, the hand was bold and clear and the first tome proved to be the old girl’s Herbal; clearly a valuable compilation. (I subsequently presented it to the library at Kew.) Aunt Lucy had obviously been an amateur botanist of very practical bent: there were notes of where plants could be found in the locality, sketches of their anatomy and counsel on how to propagate them. There was an extensive cross-indexing of entries and a long list of ailments and cures, some of the latter distinctly odd. The second book was heavier and thicker, and had an alphabetical thumb-index. It was rather like a doctor’s case book, for under family names it contained details of treatments and transactions she had carried out. To my surprise and dismay however, on closer reading it also contained a great deal of intimate, scandalous and often sordid detail about persons in the parish. Clearly her view had been ‘knowledge is power’ and there could be no doubt she had shamelessly and callously exploited the confidence (willing or unwilling) of her ‘clients.’ Thus I could read of Maisie Bassett’s indiscretions, unwanted pregnancy and the conclusion of that little affair, and the subsequent use my Aunt had made of her knowledge; or—again—the ‘threats’ of local doctor and clergy—to whom one hapless victim had obviously confessed; and so on. I’m ashamed to say that the horrible fascination of the pathetic (and very human) errors catalogued in detail, kept me reading. By the time I’d read for several hours, I was feeling extremely tired. In a fit of disgust I threw the book on to the range fire and poked and stoked at it, until the ghastly catalog of human frailties was consumed.


  To be quite frank, I did not fancy going upstairs, and arranged chairs before the fire so that I could stretch out; made some more milkless tea and settled down with the final volume.


  This appeared to be an attempt at a narrative/journal based on her daily round, but the writing—which started out legible and clear—became much less so, showing clear signs of hasty setting down and lack of care, in contrast to the other books. It deteriorated so that letters were often unformed or words missed out—so fast, I judged, had the writer’s thoughts flowed ahead of the pen. With the heat from the range and the sighing of the fire within (the radio broadcasts having ceased), I drowsed over the lines of barbed-wire script, which blurred before my eyes as if water had poured across the page.


  I found myself rethinking some details of my visit of ten years earlier. I had slept in the little front room upstairs where the ceiling sloped down to a tiny window that overlooked the pathways and village lane. In my mind’s eye, I could see that fresh, whitewashed room with rush mats on the floor and rough but comfortable bedding scented with dried lavender heads. There was a biblical picture, “The Light of the World,” over the bed. I knew I had suddenly woken, for the harvest moon shone direct on my face through the open window. I heard a sound outside and climbed up, with some difficulty for my legs were short, into the tiny window recess up in the wall, to look out. The gardens and paths were bathed in ethereal brilliance and there was a slight ground mist. To my surprise, two figures were standing by the chapel, locked in each-other’s arms. A stealthy sound came from the house below me and someone—it could only be my aunt—came out of the front room and into the garden. She came from under the porch into my range of vision, down the chapel path to the herb garden, and toward the couple, making shooing gestures with her hands. They had turned to face her, the man’s arm protectingly round the woman; then I must have blinked or something, for all of an instant they were gone, and my aunt was pacing sedately back to the house. As luck would have it, she looked up and saw me leaning from the window, and that strange grimace I had seen earlier crossed her face. I shot back into bed, overturning the chair with a clatter, and lay quiet; frozen with fear between the sheets. I heard her come upstairs and pause on the landing outside my door, with creaking of floorboards. “Please don’t let her come in,” my child’s mind was praying. Came a further creaking of the boards and a low laugh . . . and I awoke, with that laugh still held in my ears, to find myself back in the present, a grown man, but upstairs in the dark, crouched on the small bed and clutching a handful of counterpane!


  As a grown man, I could stand on the chair (which I righted!) and look out of the window without getting on to the ledge. It was nearly morning; the moon had waned and there was nothing to be seen. It was, indeed, that ‘darkest hour.’ I pulled myself together, put on the landing light and went downstairs, nerving myself to enter the front room. There lay Aunt Lucy in her coffin, head returned to face the ceiling; the risus sardonicus, or whatever it might be, had gone and her features were composed.


  There was plenty of life in the range fire, and I drew it up to boil water for tea and to fry some eggs. I picked up the books where they had fallen to the floor and put them on the table. After eating I washed myself at the sink and went up the lane for a walk, to see the welcome dawn break over the hills and to enjoy the birds’ chorus.


  I was listening to the nine o’clock news on the radio when the undertaker’s men arrived to close the coffin. Not long after, Sefton and some others of the family arrived, and after introductions we preceded the pall bearers into the chapel, where the itinerant preacher was removing his bicycle clips. After a brief service and tribute to Aunt Lucy’s long years of caretaker duty, we marched ahead of the hearse up the village street to the new burial ground beyond the churchyard. Few if any of the villagers were about and none had attended the service; yet curtains twitched and a few heads were looking over the churchyard wall . . . no doubt wondering if their secrets had gone to the grave with her.


  As we walked away leaving her in the ground, a formally dressed young man touched my arm and introduced himself as my aunt’s lawyer. He gave me an ordinary manila envelope addressed in her writing. I undertook to contact him about the will in due course, and he got into his 14 hp Austin and drove off.


  I declined Sefton’s invitation and returned to the cottage as I wanted to catch the afternoon train back to Craven Arms and college, if possible. Outside the pub, the landlord was shiftily watering his potted geraniums in the window boxes. He turned reluctantly as I spoke: “I found some notes of my aunt’s concerning the business of folk in the village.” He swallowed hard and eyed my tie-knot. “You may like to tell them that I have burned the lot and that their privacy is respected.” He mumbled something, then—spontaneously—shook my hand and turned away as if in embarrassment. I guessed that at any rate, he and Maisie Bassett would sleep the easier now.


  My aunt’s letter was brief and to the point, enclosing a copy of her will. “You have my gift of sight,” she wrote. “Do what you will with it. Meantime you will find in my herb table” (here she gave directions for opening the drawer I had already discovered) “some books—use them as you see fit. If you should care to succeed me as a healer you will find that the villagers will support you because of the great knowledge in these books. My journal will explain that which mystified you as a child and I leave you to do what you think necessary.” In essence, the will itself left the cottage and effects to me if I chose to occupy them, or—if sold—to divide the proceeds between Sefton and myself.


  Clearly then, the ‘Journal’ that I had mistaken for an embryo novel, was the one I wanted; so I settled down to read it there and then. As I did so, my hair began to rise.


  By this account, my Uncle’s ministry had not been confined to the spiritual plane where the females of his congregation were concerned. Certainly the decisive involvement with that farm lass—a distant relative—had deteriorated from spiritual to physical in remarkably short time; and the undue amount of spiritual guidance given to her alone in the chapel would have aroused suspicion in far less astute a person than Aunt Lucy, who had clearly put her peephole to good use. Her writing grew less and less legible as she vengefully recorded some of their inane utterances and the more sacrilegious aspects of their behavior in the apparent security and privacy of the chapel. She bode her time and thus became aware of the girl’s pregnancy as soon as her husband. Rage almost obliterated her meaning when she wrote of their plans to run away together, and I had a hard time deciphering the scrawl.


  Once they had arranged a rendezvous at the chapel gate for a certain evening, she acted with speed and decision. Suffice it to say that along with an appetite for the females of his flock, my uncle liked ‘Welsh cakes,’ those unleavened sweet buns baked in the oven from flour and water. My aunt simply substituted flour made from the roots of Hawthorn (For obvious reasons this identity is incorrect. However, there are well-documented cases where multiple hawthorn scratches—hedging etc—have produced nausea and vertigo) which contain a virulent poison that baking would reduce in toxicity to a general paralytic agent.


  Inert as he was; paralyzed, but horribly conscious, she had dragged her offending spouse on a carpet out to the Wash House, humped him upright, then—with the aid of the laundry basket hook and line—upended him, head first, into the water butt. There she left him to drown, upside down, while she returned the carpet to the cottage and swept it clean.


  I was so horrified at this ‘confession,’ that I could hardly continue reading.


  However, the agitated, eccentric handwriting continued relentlessly to relate how, later that night, the girl had arrived at the chapel gate to rendezvous with my uncle. Aunt Lucy had put a thick sack over her head and dragged her into the Wash House, where a hurricane lamp was lit. The first thing the terrified girl saw when the sack was removed was the flaccid body of her dead lover hanging upside down out of the big sink—his inverted face toward her, eyes staring blankly and hair dripping on to the floor. She had shrieked and fallen in a fit, which had made it easy for Auntie to hoist her similarly into the butt—head first again, to prevent any chance of her getting out even if she revived. Aunt then went off to make a cup of tea, gathering up the girl’s bag of belongings en route. An hour or so later she hoisted the sodden bundle of dead girl out with the basket hook and reunited the lovers in the sink. It seems incredible to me, but she left them there all next day, during which she instituted a search for her missing husband and played the worried wife. Simultaneously the police were looking for the missing girl, and they soon concluded—in the light of local opinion—that the two had run away together. A report of a couple seen boarding an early train to Hereford at Craven Arms seemed to confirm the theory. That night my aunt dug up a portion of her herb garden and buried them both, bags and all beneath the thyme. When the local policeman came with tidings of the ‘Craven Arms couple’ she was placidly hoeing the topsoil around the thyme plants—which (she said) were doing rather badly that year.


  (Mr. Cummings paused. We all sat in silence, surprised at the sudden blunt turn of his narrative. With a heavy sigh, he continued . . .)


  I sat down for a long time, thinking over this chronicle of events which—if true—would scandalize Wenlock for years. On the other hand, the protagonists were all dead, with no direct family links remaining; what possible benefit to anyone to stir up a mess of this nature, now? My prospect of catching the afternoon train vanished, for I needed a talk with Sefton: his common-sense would be a lifeline to my somewhat disordered wits.


  In the event, we left things as they were and burned the journal. Clearly, if the ground contained remains that could eventually be uncovered, then it was best kept in the family. Sefton turfed over the herb garden, and we let the cottage to his brother-in-law, and then to a cousin. Neither stayed; both moving out soon after arrival, claiming the place was haunted and that they could not stay. Since then we have not even been able to get a local jobber to tend the gardens—word has spread, you see—and they have run wild; the cottage is fast going to ruin, though of course the chapel has remained in use and they keep their path clear. There you have it, gentlemen: the story of the skeletons that literally lurk in our family gardens, if not cupboard.


  



  I had noticed that as Mr. Cummings concluded his narrative, Fr. O’Connor became fidgety and flushed. Now he looked decidedly uncomfortable and exchanged glances with the Rev. Timothy.


  “It is embarrassing to say this, Mr. Cummings, and please don’t misunderstand me; I’m not quarrelling with your handling of this matter except in one respect. If they were indeed murdered, then I think you have wronged that couple by doing nothing.” (Rev. Timothy made noises of assent.)


  Mr. Cummings looked surprised. “You think we should exhume them, Father?”


  “My dear chap, whatever we do, we must at least ensure their rest. See here now, this is no time for sectarian differences; obviously I don’t expect you to share my very real belief in purgatory; but if there is a haunting, and I suppose there must be—from your experiences and from those who won’t stay there—then it’s due to one of two things surely? Either a ‘place memory:’ an emotional crisis recorded at that spot by the couple or your aunt; or else a genuine haunting and their spirits cannot rest. The unusual reason I have found for the latter is lack of proper burial and absolution.”


  The old priest leaned forward and patted Mr. Cummings’ hand. “We will go to Longbury, you and I, and when it is dark, we will read the burial service over the ground, after praying for absolution of their sins, eh? If their poor bodies are not there; well, there’s no harm done. If they are buried there, then it may be that we can help them to gain the rest they are seeking.”


  Mr. Cummings rose and held out his hand. “Thank you, Father O’Connor. I believe you are right and I should value your company and your help in righting my neglect.”


  They duly went, and I can only report what Cummings said subsequently. The cottage has been refurbished and occupied without incident. The Wash House has been demolished and his nephew and family are happily installed.


  



  MRS. HALFBOOGER’S BASEMENT by Lawrence C. Connolly


  



  Lawrence C. Connolly is another of the new writers in the science fiction/fantasy field who got a start in the pages of the patriarchal Amazing and the late Fantastic during the heroic struggle of former editor Elinor Mavor to keep the companion magazines afloat on a budget that wouldn’t feed a parking meter. Connolly’s fiction has also appeared in Twilight Zone Magazine, and a story he published there previous to “Mrs. Halfbooger’s Basement” was selected by Martin Greenberg for his upcoming anthology, 100 Great Fantasy Short-Short Stories. Connolly, who now lives in Pittsburgh, has worked as a newspaper reporter, print shop manager, folk singer, and studio musician. He is also a poet. When asked for biographical information, Connolly reports: “This is all quite a shock. I really thought I would grow up to be a folk singer. Maybe I would have if I hadn’t given it up a few years ago to write scary stories. My novel will be done any month now—at least, that’s what I keep telling myself.”


  



  It was early summer. It was early night. And Mrs. Halfbooger hadn’t been out of the house in nearly a week, the group of nine-year-old boys noticed.


  Buckeye was thinking seriously about going home when Max Swanson got the window open. Lanny Rosenberg looked at Max’s puffed cheeks, then up at the window, then back at Max. “Can’t you do any better?”


  Max stopped straining against the window and looked down at Lanny like he was looking at a maggot. “Maybe you can do better, booger face.”


  “Maybe I can but don’t want to.”


  “Maybe I can come down there and break your nose.” Max was standing on an old 7-Up case that Buckeye had found lying by the creek. Buckeye had picked it up, figuring it was valuable, but Max had taken it from him. Max was one of the bad things that had entered Buckeye’s life since being thrown out of Mother of Christ Elementary School. If it hadn’t been for Max, Thomas Edison Elementary might have been heaven. Most of the new friends he’d met there were pretty wimpy, except for Max.


  “Sure don’t look very wide, Max,” said Willy Haynek, standing on his toes to get a look at the open window.


  Max gave another push. “I think it’s warped, or something.”


  “Can you get through?” asked Lanny.


  “What do I look like? A rail?”


  “What about Sean?” asked Lanny. “I bet Sean could get through.”


  Max smiled. “Hey, yeah.” He looked around. “Hey, Buckeye! What’re you doing over there, Buckeye?”


  That was another thing Buckeye didn’t like about Max. Max called him Buckeye like it was something creepy, and it made him feel like a weirdo every time the fat kid said it. He was beginning to wish he’d never told anyone at Edison that his old friends had called him Buckeye.


  Not that it mattered. Max went through life looking for things to pick on, and Buckeye, who’d had an accident with a garden rake a few years back, was an easy mark. It’s hard not to be obvious with a left eye that looks like a horse chestnut.


  “Hey, Buckeye! You dreaming, or what? Get over here.”


  “What?”


  “You’re going inside,” said Max.


  Buckeye looked at the tight space between window and window sill. The light was bad. The sun had gone down. The round summer moon wasn’t up yet. And there wasn’t much to see—a thin strip of darker shadow in the dusk-grey wall of old Mrs. Halfbooger’s house.


  The house was an old thing with peeling wood and sagging gutters. And it leaned—though that wasn’t so noticeable up close. Up close it just looked old—almost as old as Mrs. Halfbooger, who was at least a hundred. You could tell she was a hundred by the way she walked. Mrs. Halfbooger was the stoopingest woman in West Fenton.


  The four of them had been watching her nearly three weeks now, sitting across the creek, on a tree-covered hill almost as high as the one Mrs. Halfbooger lived on. They would sit in Lanny’s tree fort, drink Orange Crush, and fight over Buckeye’s telescope.


  There wasn’t much to see. Her name was Eva Hofburger. Calling her Halfbooger had started as a joke. No one laughed at the joke anymore, but the name lingered out of habit.


  She was fifteen years a widow and all her life lonely. Albert Hofburger had “lived away” for the better part of the marriage. They had no children. And all the boys ever got to see from their across-the-creek tree fort were the comings and goings of an old, empty-eyed woman. Sometimes she would return home carrying packages from Kiddy Mart. Other times she would go out an hour or so before dark and not return until after the boys had gone home . . .


  But these were mysteries too mundane for nine-year-old boys looking to fill an empty summer. They watched her because the tree fort made it handy. They made her a witch because she was old.


  They would watch her driving away, spotted hand perched on the steering wheel of her ’47 Buick, and they would scare themselves silly with made-up stories about where she was going—about things she was going to do. They filled their stories with monsters, and ghouls, and werewolves, and bloodsuckers . . .


  But they didn’t start getting close to the real horror until one day when Mrs. Halfbooger didn’t go out. That had been Tuesday.


  They didn’t see her Wednesday either.


  They saw her Thursday evening. She came out dressed in neat old-lady clothes and stood by the Buick. She looked sick. Lanny had the telescope, but the other three could tell just as well without it. She put her hand on the hood and stared down the hill, out toward the road that led to Kiddy Mart, out at the setting sun and the hazy glow that was Philadelphia. She stood that way a long time. Then she wiped her eyes and went back inside.


  She didn’t come out Friday.


  Saturday it rained. The tree fort didn’t have a roof, so they got together at Willy’s and told stories about her.


  When she didn’t come out Sunday, Max said they ought to see if she was dead. But they didn’t.


  Nor did they go when she didn’t come out Monday.


  But when it was Tuesday again—when the long boring afternoon began fading to dusk, they decided to have a look. And a look was all it was supposed to have been until Max got the window open.


  Buckeye stared at the window and wondered if being part of this was such a good idea.


  “I don’t think I’ll fit, Max.”


  “Don’t be a creep. You haven’t even tried.”


  “What am I supposed to do if I get in there?”


  Max jumped down from the 7-Up case. He was fat—probably the fattest kid Buckeye had ever seen. There were a few older kids at Edison who could get away with calling him Maximum Swanson or even Tiny Tuba. But the only nine-year-old who’d ever tried it had ended up having to eat a green fly before Max would get off him. That kid had been Buckeye. And the green fly had been worth it.


  “When you get in there,” said Max, “you open the front door and let us in.”


  “What if it won’t open?” said Buckeye.


  “Don’t be stupid. It’s a door, isn’t it? It’s just locked—that’s all. All you have to do is slide inside and unlock it.”


  “Maybe he doesn’t want to,” said Willy, who’d been looking at the house and thinking there might be Dangerous Things inside. Dangerous Things to Willy usually meant animals. It didn’t matter what kind. If it was larger than a squirrel it was a Dangerous Thing.


  But Max wasn’t taking arguments. His arms were already wrapping around Buckeye. “Naw, he wants to go in there. Don’t you, Buckeye?” Max heaved him up and set him on the 7-Up case. Buckeye looked down and saw the red-lettered slogan between his summer-torn sneakers: YOU LIKE IT, IT LIKES YOU.


  He looked through the open space below the window, “It smells funny in there.”


  “C’mon, Buckeye. Try it!”


  Buckeye stuck his head through the crack. The room smelled old.


  “What do you see?” asked Willy.


  Buckeye looked through the dimness. The room was full of old furniture. A table. Chairs. A sofa with its insides starting to come through. The wallpaper was water-stained—in some places it had crumbled away. Flaking paint hung from the ceiling. The floor was bare, and in it, below the window, was a grill-covered hole that went through to what looked to be the basement.


  “Looks spooky,” said Buckeye.


  “Can you get through?” said Max.


  “I don’t know. It’s awful tight.”


  “Like fun!” said Max, and Buckeye felt the fat boy’s hands close on his ankles, lifting him off the pop case.


  “Hey!”


  Buckeye slid forward until he dangled from the waist, looking down at the floor. Something slipped from his shirt pocket. It fell, landed on the floor, stood on edge . . . It teetered, a one-legged dancer going off balance. And then it fell—sideways, right through the grill-covered hole in the floor.


  “My key!”


  “What’d he say?” asked Max.


  “Monkey!” shrieked Willy, thinking of Dangerous Things.


  Max climbed up beside Buckeye, looking through the dirty glass. “There ain’t no monkey in there.”


  



  Buckeye knew there was no way out of it now. He was going inside. The key was his mother’s only one to the front door. She’d given it to him earlier that day so he could let himself in while she was up the street having tea with Mrs. Gruber. It was a silly thing, always having to lock the door. His mother was a lot like Willy. Everything scared her—especially things she read in the newspaper. Lately she’d been worrying about Buckeye not being home by eight-thirty each night. It had something to do with the Philadelphia Missing Persons Bureau not being able to locate some missing kids. Usually Buckeye got in the house at a quarter to nine, and usually he got strapped for it. He wished his mom would stop reading the paper.


  And he wished he’d remembered to return the key when she’d gotten back from Mrs. Gruber’s.


  “I said, my key. It fell through the floor.”


  She was going to kill him this time. She was going to take the television and pitch his comic books. She was going to put a lock on his bike and make him be an altar boy like wimpy Stevie Steedle. She was going to come down on him the same way she had the morning after he and Tommy Baker broke into the Catholic school looking for vampires—only this time it was going to be worse . . .


  He didn’t realize he was all the way inside the house until he turned around and saw Max staring at him through the dirty window.


  “He got through,” Max was saying. “You see that? The little creep went right through.”


  Buckeye looked around. The room looked creepier from all the way in. There was a closed-up smell, like the room was full of last year’s air.


  He got on his knees and looked through the grill on the floor—nothing there. Nothing but darkness. He was going to have to look in the basement.


  Max banged on the window. “Hey, Buckeye! How about the door?”


  He looked up. All three boys were standing on the pop case now—their faces pressed against the dirty glass. Willy was on one side, his uncombed hair sticking out everywhere. He looked scared. Lanny was on the other side, looking more sure of himself. Max was in the middle. Buckeye thought they looked like Moe, Larry, and Curly.


  “C’mon, creepo! The door!”


  He stepped out of the room and moved into a wide hall. There was a light switch on the wall. He snapped it. A bulb came on in the high ceiling. Weak forty-watt light oozed down the faded walls, spreading out over the floor. He could see the wallpaper design dimly now. It was a flower design, flowers and children dancing in floor-to-ceiling helices—all but scrubbed away from too many washings. This ceiling was the same as the other room’s, cracked and peeling. The floor was the same too, bare and wooden.


  He came to the front door, wrapped his hands around the knob and tried turning. It wouldn’t turn. He tried pulling. Pulling didn’t work either. He kicked it with his foot and hit it with his hand. No good. It was locked on both sides.


  He kicked it again. It was like kicking a tree.


  Buckeye went back to the window.


  “It won’t open,” he said.


  Max looked mad. Lanny and Willy looked ready to leave.


  Max said, “Maybe we should smash in the window.”


  “Isn’t that against the law?” said Willy. And, when Max didn’t answer: “I’m going home.”


  “Hey, wait a minute!” Buckeye leaned out the window. “We gotta find my key.”


  “How’re we gonna do that if you won’t let us in?” said Max.


  Willy said, “Let’s go home, Max.”


  Max pretended he didn’t hear. “What’s it like in there, Buckeye?”


  “Just an old house.”


  “Is the witch in there?”


  “I didn’t see her.”


  “This isn’t even fun,” said Lanny, who was now standing where, a short time ago, Buckeye had been thinking about going home. “Come on, Sean. Get out of there and let’s go.”


  “But my key!” said Buckeye.


  “Is it that important?” asked Willy.


  “They’ll kill me!” he said.


  “You guys are a bunch of queers,” said Max.


  “Okay,” said Lanny. “We’ll wait for you.”


  “Hurry,” said Willy. “I don’t like it here.”


  “I don’t like your face,” said Max.


  And Buckeye slid his shoulders and head back through the window. He looked one more time through the glass, then turned back into the hall, wondering why this stuff always happened to him.


  This time he turned the other way, moving deeper into the house, passing a dark second-floor stairway. There was a room at the end of the hall. The weak ceiling light spilled into it, and he could see a table, some cabinets, and—dimly at first—hear water running. He thought of turning back, forgetting the key, taking his chances at home . . .


  The water stopped running. Footsteps moved toward the hall. A little face peeked around the door.


  For a brief, gut-stabbing moment, Buckeye was sure he was going to pee his pants. Then the initial fear vanished, and, as the after-shocks echoed through him, he realized it was a little girl.


  They looked at each other for a long time. Buckeye expected her to call the old woman. But she didn’t. She only stood there, and finally she asked, “Are you new?”


  “Huh?”


  “What happened to your eye?”


  Her hair was dark. She was pretty. “I had a fight with a vulture,” he said. It was the usual story he used to impress people. “I had to break its neck.”


  “Oh.” She had a glass of water in her hand. She drank some and poured the rest on the floor. “I heard you moving around. I thought maybe you were Billy or Paul. But I don’t know you.”


  “I just got here.”


  “You didn’t come with her?”


  “I came with Max.”


  “Max Palmer?” she asked.


  “Uh-uh. Max Swanson.”


  “I don’t know him either.”


  “I—I’m really not supposed to be here,” he said. “I lost my mom’s key, see. And I think it fell into your basement.”


  She looked confused.


  “It was Max’s idea,” he said. “I wouldn’t even be here except he couldn’t fit through the window . . . Could you show me where the basement is?”


  “You don’t know?”


  “No.”


  “Oh, my.”


  Laughter rolled from the upstairs.


  Four boys came tumbling down the steps. Three were riding pillows, one was riding the banister. They got to the bottom and started pelting one another with the pillows.


  They stopped when they saw Buckeye.


  “What happened to your eye?”


  “A vulture,” said the girl.


  There were more questions, almost identical to the girl’s.


  One of the boys took out a crayon and started drawing on the wall. Buckeye watched. The crayon made a big face with a long nose, squinty eyes, glasses—it was the old woman.


  Buckeye asked, “Won’t you get in trouble?”


  The face had big lips and a long tongue. The tongue stuck straight out, catching snot from the running nose. The artist said, “What’s she going to do to us?”


  “You ought to go upstairs,” said another. “She’s still in bed. Dying maybe.”


  “Is she your grandmother?” asked Buckeye.


  “Naw,” said another. “She’d just like to be. Silly old bag. Did you really come through the window?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Then for sure you have to go up there. You’ll scare the daylights out of her, I bet. Get up real close and look at her with your eye. Can you see through it?”


  “No.”


  “Then just pretend. She hasn’t given a good yell all day.”


  Buckeye looked at the stairs.


  “Go on.”


  There was more laughter upstairs. Girls and boys.


  “I’ve really got to get my key.”


  “I’ll get it for you,” said the girl. “You go up.”


  “She won’t be mad?” he asked. “I mean, I sort of broke in.”


  “But that’s the idea,” said the boy with the crayon. “The idea is to get her mad. The old creep.”


  Buckeye looked up the stairs. The boys got behind him and started pushing. And before he knew it, he was starting up.


  The stairs were narrow and full of the same stuffy smell he’d noticed when first coming into the house. He turned on another light and saw that the stairway walls were covered with more drawings. He moved past them, stepping into the second-floor hall just as another band of kids burst through a door at the hall’s end. They plowed into him, grabbing the banister, making screeching-tire sounds as they turned, starting down. One of the kids looked at him and stopped. “Oh, we got her good this time. Boy, did we ever!”


  And then they were gone, tumbling down, spilling into the first floor, laughing, screaming, yelling.


  Buckeye looked at the open door down the hall and turned on another light. There was writing on the wall beside the door—large letters in black crayon: HOME OF THE CAVE HOG.


  He moved toward it, set his hand on the door, and peeked inside. Mrs. Halfbooger lay in bed, looking old and sick. There was a mound of dirt sitting on top of her, spilling over the bed and onto the floor. They’d gotten her good, all right.


  He eased into the room, stepping softly, coming alongside the bed. She looked even older up close, almost like a skeleton. It hardly seemed there was a body under the blankets, under the dirt. She opened her eyes and saw him. He was looking at the dirt and didn’t know she was watching until she whispered, “Which one are you?”


  He jumped, turning to look . . .


  “I didn’t bring you here,” she said.


  “No,” he said. He looked at her, afraid to say much else, looking at how her faded gray skin pulled across chin and cheeks—the facial bones looked nearly sharp enough to break through.


  At last he said, “They put dirt on you.”


  She looked down, wincing. It was as though she were seeing the dark mound for the first time. Her head trembled and fell back again, barely pressing a dent in the pillow. “From the basement,” she said. “They’ve made a mess of my basement, you know?” She breathed deep, or tried to. Her face buckled, showing an empty mouth, dark gums. “They spite me,” she said. “All I want is to love them, and they spite me.”


  “Are you their aunt, or something?”


  “No. I just brought them here. All I wanted . . . all that I . . . all that . . . What’s your name?”


  “Sean.”


  “That’s a nice name . . . nice . . . nice . . . I bought them things, you know? I would buy them things and go driving. I’d bring things home and wrap them up nice . . . and I’d go driving . . . and sometimes I’d see a boy or a girl playing alone, and I’d go talk to them. I know all about being alone, you know? All about it. I’d tell them I had presents and they’d come . . . to the car. And we’d unwrap things and sing and drive away . . . Nobody ever suspects an old woman. I’d walk away with them . . . I’d drive away with them . . . and nobody ever suspected that . . . that . . . Did you tell me your name?”


  “Sean.”


  “Yes. That’s right. I didn’t bring you here, did I?”


  “I came through the window.”


  “I should buy you something too, Sean. When I get better we’ll drive down to Kiddy Mart and get you . . . get you . . . whatever . . . anything you want. We’ll wrap it too, so you can open it . . . like Christmas or a birthday . . . When I’m better. When the headaches stop. Oh my, but I do get the headaches. Like battering rams . . .”


  “You don’t have to buy me things.”


  There was a crazy look on her face—a spastic, thin-lipped scowl. “I be so nice to them and they get like this. They say they don’t want to stay and I have to . . . make them . . . and they get like this. You should see the basement. Oh my . . . I try so hard and they get like this . . .”


  “Want me to push off some of this dirt?”


  “Dirt?”


  “They put dirt on your bed. Remember?”


  She looked up again. “Oh, dear me. I thought that was yesterday . . . or . . . Isn’t it something how it’s all gotten outside my head like this. Push it off for me. Oh yes.”


  He leaned over and started shoving heaped clay onto the floor. It thumped on the wooden boards.


  “You’re different, aren’t you?” she said. “I won’t have to make you stay.”


  “Stay?”


  “With me. Like a family.”


  “Never go home?” he asked.


  “This can be your home.”


  There was an awful look on her face. Buckeye didn’t like it. “I could come visit,” he said. “It’s just that right now I’ve got to leave and—”


  “No!” Her head rose off the pillow. Her yellow eyes turned ugly—like Ol’ Yeller’s eyes right before they shot him.


  And suddenly he remembered the key and the three friends waiting outside.


  “I gotta go.”


  He turned and ran toward the stairs, stopping once to see if she was following. She wasn’t. Her head had fallen back again. Her eyes were shut. But he was scared now. The woman was nuts.


  He ran down the stairs, looking for the other kids, looking for the girl who’d promised to find the key. But they weren’t in the hall. They weren’t in the kitchen, either.


  “Hey!” he shouted.


  No answer. Only his own echo in the lonely house.


  There was a door open by the stove—a door with steps leading down. They’d gone to the basement. He leaned inside the door and fumbled for a light. There was no switch on the wall. He looked around. Above his head a dirty string dangled from a bare bulb. He pulled. The light came on. And below him, at the bottom of the stairs, was another string—another bare bulb.


  He moved down. “Hey, you guys. You down here? What’re you doing in the dark any—?” He pulled the second string. The second light came on, and at first he thought the basement was empty.


  Then he saw them. All in rows. Ten neat little mounds rising out of the basement floor.


  And on one of them was the key.


  He walked toward it, head spinning. You should see the basement . . . I try so hard and they get like this . . .


  He fell, dropping to grass-stained knees. What kind of crazy woman would . . .?


  His hands shot toward the key, sinking past it, clawing at the soft mound of dirt. They say they don’t want to stay and I have to make them . . .


  And then he saw.


  And then he was up, running, stumbling, falling up the stairs, through the hall. There were no pictures on the wall. No kids in the kitchen.


  He tripped and skidded into the dark living room. The moon was up, glowing thinly through the trees, through the window.


  He pulled himself up and ran. Scared. Thinking of the woman. Thinking of her coming down the stairs. Thinking of her grabbing him as he squeezed through the window, holding him with cold dead fingers, pulling him, dragging him to the basement. Oh, God, please, this is Buckeye talking. Get me out of here and I’ll be Pope . . . anything you want . . . just get me out of here!


  He was halfway through, struggling, pulling, praying he wouldn’t get stuck. And then he was falling, tumbling. The ground raced up. He hit and rolled, losing his wind, but scrambling up anyway—scrambling to his feet and running down the hill.


  The creek was cold. He splashed through the deep part, forgetting the stones.


  They hadn’t waited. None of them. Not even Max—big-talking Max who wasn’t afraid of anything. They’d all gone home. Or maybe they’d been back there hiding, waiting for him to come through the window so they could jump out at him. Maybe they were still back there, wondering what had happened . . .


  It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered. There was only running. There was only getting away from the house.


  He ran past Lanny’s tree fort and then down the hill to the highway and then across the field to home. His stomach hurt. His chest hurt. His clothes were wet from the creek and there were splinters in his hands from falling in the house.


  But he didn’t stop. He kept seeing the little face in the shallow grave. The little eyes that hadn’t closed. The little nose. The dark hair. She wasn’t so pretty after lying in the dirt all that time.


  And then he was on his street. He was turning the bend, climbing the walk. Home. The door. He fell against the screen, forgetting the key, pounding, kicking . . .


  The television was on inside. Laughter. A family show. Happy people. Happy endings.


  His mother moved toward the door. “You’ve done it this time, Sean. It’s after nine. Don’t you know there’s crazy people out . . .”


  But he didn’t hear. There was only the little girl looking at him from the dirt halo. There was only the sound of his own screams.


  



  ROUSE HIM NOT by Manly Wade Wellman


  



  Manly Wade Wellman is generally considered to be the dean of American fantasy writers. Born May 21, 1903 in the village of Kamundongo in Portuguese West Africa (now Angola), Wellman’s career seems almost the romanticized ideal of a writer’s life. After boyhood visits to London, Wellman moved to the U.S., where he attended prep school in Utah, played football for Wichita University, and received a degree from Columbia. Early jobs ranged from harvest hand to bouncer in a Prohibition Era roadhouse, but Wellman was working as a reporter in Wichita when he quit his job in 1930 to begin his career as a professional writer—moving to New York in 1934 in order to be closer to his markets. His first professionally published story appeared in the May 1927 issue of Thrilling Tales, where he was billed as “The King of Jungle Fiction.” Later that same year Wellman first appeared in Weird Tales, where some fifty of his nearly 300 stories were published. Although he is best known as a science fiction and fantasy writer, Wellman’s 75 books have ranged from mystery to mainstream, civil war history to regional history, and include numerous juveniles.


  Wellman has written a number of series centering upon occult investigators, beginning with Judge Pursuivant (1938) and followed by John Thunstoe (1943), both in Weird Tales. His best known character is John (no last name, just plain John), a balladeer with a silver-string guitar who wandered through the Southern Appalachians via the pages of The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction during the 1950s. The John stories were collected in Who Fears the Devil? (Arkham House, 1963), while the Pursuivant and Thunstone tales were gathered together in Lonely Vigils (Carcosa, 1981). In recent years Wellman has again begun to write new stories and novels about John the Balladeer, and it was inevitable that he would revive Judge Pursuivant and John Thunstone as well. “Rouse Him Not,” a new John Thunstone tale, was published in Kadath, an English-language amateur magazine from Italy. It would have been perfectly at home in an issue of Weird Tales forty years ago.


  Wellman’s seventy-fifth book, due from Doubleday later this year, is What Dreams May Come, a new John Thunstone novel set in England. He is currently at work on his seventy-sixth book, also for Doubleday, The Voice of the Mountain, the fifth of his new novels about John the Balladeer. A sixth novel in the series is under contract. Since 1951 Wellman has lived in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, a town he now calls home. At 80 years of age and with several other books under contract, Manly Wade Wellman is himself a legendary figure—and a very active legend, at that.


  



  The side road in from the paved highway was heavily graveled but not tightly packed except for two ruts. John Thunstone’s black sedan crept between trees that wove their branches together overhead. Gloom lay in the woods to right and left. Once or twice he thought he heard a rustle of movement there. Maybe half a mile on, he came to the house.


  It was narrow and two-storied, of vertical planks stained a soft brown. A tan pickup truck was parked at a front corner. Thunstone got out of the sedan. He was big and powerfully built, with gray streaks in his well-combed dark hair and trim mustache. He wore a blue summer suit. In one broad hand he carried a stick of spotted wood with a bent handle and a silver band, but he did not lean on it. Walking the flagged path to the front steps, he studied the house. Two rooms and a kitchen below, he guessed, another room and probably a bath above.


  A slender girl in green slacks and a paint-daubed white blouse came to the open door. “Yes, sir?” she half-challenged.


  He lifted a hand as though to tip the hat he did not wear. “Good afternoon. My name is John Thunstone. A researcher into old folk beliefs. I came because, yonder at the county seat, they told me an interesting story about this place.”


  “Interesting story?” She came out on the stoop. Thunstone thought she was eighteen or nineteen, small but healthy, with a cascade of chestnut hair. Her long face was pretty. In one hand she held a kitchen knife, in the other a half-peeled potato. “Interesting story?” she said again.


  “About a circle in your yard,” said Thunstone. “with no grass on its circumference. It’s mentioned briefly in an old folklore treatise, and I heard about it at your courthouse today.”


  “Oh, that,” she said. “Here comes Bill—my husband. Maybe he can tell you.”


  A young man carrying a big pair of iron pincers came around the corner of the house. He was middle-sized and sinewy, in dungarees and checked shirt, with a denim apron, He had heavy hair and a close-clipped beard, and a blotch of soot on his nose. No older than, say, twenty-two. This couple, reflected Thunstone, had married early. “Yes, sir?” said the young man.


  “This is Mr. Thunstone, Bill,” said the girl. “Oh, I didn’t say who we were. This is my husband Bill Bracy, and my name’s Prue.”


  “How do you do?” said Thunstone, but Bill Bracy was staring.


  “I’ve seen your picture in the papers,” he said. “Read about your researches into the supernatural.”


  “I do such things.” Thunstone nodded. “At your county seat, I looked up the old colonial records of the trial of Crett Marrowby, for sorcery.”


  “Yes, sir,” said Bill Bracy. “We’ve heard of that, too.”


  “Mr. Packer, the clerk of the court, mentioned this house of yours,” went on Thunstone. “He called it the Trumbull house. And said that there’s a circular patch in the yard, and some old people connect it with the Marrowby case.”


  He looked around him, as though in quest of the circular patch.


  “That’s around in the back yard,” said Prue Bracy. “We’ve only lived here a few months. When we bought from the Trumbulls, they said we’d do well to leave the thing alone.”


  “Might I see it?” asked Thunstone.


  “I’ll show it to you,” said Bill Bracy. “Prue, could you maybe fix us some drinks? Come this way, sir.”


  He and Thunstone rounded the corner of the house and went into the back yard. That was an open stretch of coarse grass, with woods beyond.


  “There it is,” and Bracy pointed with his tongs.


  Almost at the center of the grassy stretch lay a moist roundness, greener than the grass. Thunstone walked toward it. The circle seemed nine or ten feet across. It was bordered with a hard, base ring of pale brown earth. Thunstone paced all around, moving lightly for so large a man. The inner expanse looked somewhat like a great pot of wet spinach. It seemed to stir slightly as he studied it. It seethed. He reached out with the tip of his spotted stick.


  “Don’t,” warned Bracy, but Thunstone had driven the stick into the mass.


  For a moment, something seemed to fasten upon the stick, to drag powerfully upon it. Thunstone strongly dragged it clear and lifted it. Where it had touched the dampness showed a momentary churning whirl. He heard, or imagined, a droning hum.


  “I did that when we first came here,” Bill Bracy said, a tremble in his voice. “I put a hoe in there, and the hoe popped out of my hand and was swallowed up before I looked.”


  “It didn’t get my cane,” said Thunstone. “This happens to be a very special cane.” He looked at Bracy. “Why did it take your hoe?”


  “I’ve wondered myself. I haven’t fooled with it again.” Bracy’s bearded face was grave. “I should explain, Prue and I came here from New York, because the house was so cheap. She paints—she’s going to do a mural at the new post office in town—and I make metal things, copper and pewter, and sell them here and there. Mr. and Mrs. Trumbull wanted to get rid of the house, so we got it for almost nothing. They told us what I told you, leave that sink hole thing alone. ‘Do that,’ Mr. Trumbull said, ‘and it will leave you alone.’ ”


  “But you lost a hoe in it,” Thunstone reminded.


  “Yes, sir,” Bracy nodded heavily. “And when it came to evening that day, we heard noises. Sort of a growling noise, over and over. I wanted to go out and check, but Prue wouldn’t let me. She was frightened, she prayed. And that’s the last time we’ve meddled in it, and how about a drink now?”


  “In a moment.”


  Thunstone studied the outer ring intently. It was of bald, hard earth, like baked pottery. Again he measured the distance across with his eyes. Rings of that dimension had been common in old witchcraft cases, he reflected; they were about the size to hold a coven of thirteen sorcerers standing together, perhaps dancing together. Circles were always mysterious things, whether they were old or new. He turned back to Bracy.


  “I’ll be glad for that drink you mentioned,” he said.


  They returned to the house and entered a small, pleasant front room. There were chairs and a table and a sofa draped in a handsome Indian blanket. A small fireplace was set in a corner. Prue Bracy was making highballs at the table. Thunstone accepted his glass. Ice clinked pleasantly in it. They sat down and drank.


  “I explained to Mr. Thunstone how we were advised to leave that thing alone,” said Bracy.


  “I’m not sure it should be left alone,” said Thunstone, sipping. “Let me tell you some things I found out earlier today, when I was at the courthouse.”


  He referred to a sheaf of notes to read some of his conversation with the clerk Packard. He quoted what brief record the ancient county ledgers had of the execution, long ago, of Crett Marrowby. At that time in Colonial history, George II’s act of 1735 obtained, to repeal the death penalty for witchcraft; but for a mass of odd charges Marrowby had been put in jail for a year, with a public appearance in the pillory every three months. His execution had been simply for the murder of a minister of the local church, the Reverend Mr. Herbert Walford.


  “And it was ordered that he be buried outside the churchyard,” Thunstone finished.


  “Confession or not, they thought he was evil,” suggested Bill Bracy. “Is that all you have on the case?”


  “So far, it is,” replied Thunstone. “Yet I hope for more. Mr. Packer spoke of an old resident named Ritson—”


  “That one!” broke in Bill Bracy, not very politely. “He’s one of those crusty old characters that got weaned on a pickle. We met him when we first came here, tried to make friends, and he just turned the acid on us.”


  “I’ll try to neutralize his acid,” said Thunstone, and he rose. “I’ll go now, but I have a cheeky favor to ask. I want to come back here tonight and stay.”


  Prue blinked at him, very prettily. “Why,” she said, “we don’t have a spare room, but there’s this sofa if you don’t have a place to stay.”


  “I’m checked into the Sullivan Motel in town, but right here is where I want to be tonight,” said Thunstone. “The sofa will do splendidly for me.” He went to the door. “Thank you both. Will you let me fetch us something for supper? I’ll shop around in town.”


  



  He went to the soft-lighted grill room of the Sullivan Motel, for there, Packer had told him, old Mr. Ritson habitually sat and scowled into a drink. Sure enough, there at the bar sat a gray man, old and hunched, harshly gaunt where Thunstone was blocky. It must be Ritson. He was dressed in shabby black, like an undertaker’s assistant. His lead-pale hair bushed around his cars. His nose and chin were as sharp as daggers. Thunstone sat down on the stool next to him. From the bartender he ordered a double bourbon and water. Then he turned to the old man.


  “I think you’re Mr. Ritson,” he said.


  The other turned bitter, beady eyes upon him, clamped the thin mouth between sharp nose and sharp chin. “So you know who I am,” came the grumpiest of voices. “I know who you are, too—this Thurston fellow who’s come to poke into what ain’t none of his business, huh? And you want to ask me something.”


  “Yes,” said Thunstone evenly. “I thought I’d ask you what you’d like to drink.”


  “Eh?” The beady eyes quartered him, then gazed into an empty glass. “I’ll have what you’re having.”


  The bartender brought the drinks. Ritson gulped at his. Thunstone lifted his own glass but did not sip.


  “I’ve been told that you know past history here, Mr. Ritson,” he tried again. “About the case of a man named Marrowby, long ago hanged for murder and buried here.”


  Skimpy gray brows drew above the unfriendly eyes. “Why in hell should I tell you a word of what I know?”


  “If you don’t,” said Thunstone, “I’ll have to go to Mr. Packer, the clerk.”


  “Packer?” Ritson squealed. “What does he know? Hell, Mister, he wasn’t even born here. He doesn’t know old-time town history, he just sort of mumbles about it.”


  “But if you won’t talk to me, I must look for information wherever I can get it.”


  “What information could Packer give you? Look here, my folks was here ever since the town was built, away back before the Revolution. Sure I know about the Marrowby thing. When I was a boy, my great-grandmother told me what she’d heard from her grandfather, who was young here at the time—better than two hundred and forty years back, I calculate.”


  Ritson swigged down the rest of his drink.


  “Bring this gentleman another, Thunstone told the bartender, putting down some money. “Now, Mr. Ritson, what did you hear from your great-grandmother?”


  “It happened long lifetimes ago. They’d had Marrowby up for his magic doings—he could witch people’s dinners off their tables to his house, he’d made a girl leave her true love to come to him. All the law gave him for that was just a year in the jailhouse.”


  “But he was hanged at last,” said Thunstone.


  “That he was, higher than Haman,” Ritson nodded above his second drink. “The way it was told to me, he killed a preacher—can’t recollect the preacher’s name—who’d read him out of the church.”


  “The preacher’s name was Walford,” supplied Thunstone.


  “Whatever the name was, he died of a stab in the heart. And at Marrowby’s house, they found a wax dummy of the preacher, with a needle stuck in it.”


  “Where was Marrowby’s house?” asked Thunstone.


  “Why, out yonder where the Trumbull house is, where them young folks took over. Maybe the charge wouldn’t have stood, but Marrowby pleaded guilty in court. And they built a scaffold in the courthouse yard and strung him up.” Ritson drank. “I heard the whole tale. He stood up there and confessed to black magic, confessed to murder. He said he had to repent, or else he’d go to hell. He warned the folks who watched.”


  “What was his confession?” Thunstone asked.


  “Seemed like he warned all who were there, not to follow black magic. Said he must confess and repent. And he said a tiling I don’t know the meaning of.”


  “Here,” said Thunstone, “I haven’t touched this drink.” He shoved the glass to Ritson’s hand. “What did he say?”


  “It didn’t make sense. He warned them not to be familiar.”


  “Familiar?” echoed Thunstone, interested.


  “Said, ‘Let familiar alone.’ The like of that—strange words. Said, ‘Rouse him not.’ And swung off.”


  “And that’s all?”


  “Yes. They buried him outside the churchyard, and drove an ash stake into his heart to make sure he wouldn’t rise up. That’s the whole tale. But don’t you go writing it.”


  “I won’t write it,” Thunstone promised him.


  “Mind that you don’t. Now, I’ve told you what I heard, and I hope it’s enough.”


  “I hope the same,” said Thunstone. “Will you excuse me? Good afternoon.”


  “What’s good about it?” snorted Ritson, halfway through his third drink.


  Thunstone went to his motel room and changed into tougher clothes, chino slacks and a tan shirt and a light brown jacket. He threw a flashlight into the jacket pocket. Around his neck he hung a tarnished copper crucifix. He found a lunch stand and bought a plastic bucket of barbecued ribs, a container of slaw, and bottles of beer. Then he drove to the Bracy house.


  The Bracys welcomed him in and enthused hungrily over the barbecue. “It just so happens that I’m baking cornbread,” said Prue. “That will go well with it.”


  As the sun sank toward the trees, they ate with good appetite. Prue asked about Thunstone’s crucifix, and he told her he had inherited it from his mother. When they had finished eating, Prue carried the dishes to the kitchen and came back with blankets over her arm.


  “Will these be all right for tonight?” she asked.


  “They’ll be splendid, many a night I’ve lain on harder beds than your sofa. But before I do that, there’s business to be done outside, as soon as it gets dark.”


  “I’ll come along,” volunteered Bill, but Thunstone shook his massive head.


  “No, two of us out there will be a complication,” he said quietly. “This business will require careful handling, and some luck and playing by ear.”


  “Whatever you say,” granted Bill, and Prue looked relieved.


  “I won’t promise to win ahead of things,” went on Thunstone, “but I’ll be specially equipped. Look here.”


  He grasped the shank of his cane in his left hand and turned the crook with his right. The cane parted at the silver ring, and he drew out a lean, pale-shining blade.


  “That’s a beautiful thing,” breathed Prue. “It must be old.”


  “As I understand, it was forged by Saint Dunston, something like a thousand years ago. See what these words say at the edge.”


  Both Bracys leaned to study. Bill moved his bearded lips soundlessly.


  “It looks like Latin,” he said. “I can’t make it out.”


  “Sic pereant inimici tui, Domine,” Thunstone read out the inscription. “So perish all thine enemies, O Lord,” he translated. “It’s a silver blade, and Saint Dunstan was a silversmith, and faced and defeated Satan himself.”


  Bill was impressed. “That must be the only thing of its kind in the world,” he ventured.


  “No, there’s another.” Thunstone smiled under his mustache. “It belongs to a friend of mine, Judge Keith Hilary Pursuivant. Once I defeated a vampire with this blade, and twice I’ve faced werewolves with it. As well as other things.”


  “I don’t feel right, letting you go out while I stay here,” said Bill, almost pleadingly.


  “Do me a favor and stay here with Prue,” Thunstone bade him. “Stay inside, even if you hear trouble out there.”


  He got to his feet, the bared blade in his hand.


  “It’s dark now,” he said. “Time for strange things to stir.”


  “Stir?” Bill echoed him, his hand to his bearded chin. “Will that old sorcerer stir, the one they called Marrowby?”


  “Not as I see it,” said Thunstone. “Not if they drove an ashen stake through him to keep him quiet in his grave. No, something else, as I judge. I expect to see you later, when things are quieter.”


  He went to the front door and through it, and closed it behind him.


  



  Night had crawled swiftly down around the house. Thunstone’s left hand rummaged out his flashlight and turned it on, while his right hand carried the silver blade low at his side. The light showed him the grass of the yard, the corner of the house. He went around to the open space at the back. He heard something, a noise like a half-strangled growl. It led him toward the circle, while the bright beam of the flash quested before him. He came to where the ring of hard brownness bordered the soft, damp greenness. Again the noise stole upward, the strangled snarl of it.


  Thunstone stooped and directed the beam of the light, then thrust the mess with the keen point of his blade. Powerfully he stirred it around.


  “All right,” he said, hoping his words would be understood. “All right. Come out and let’s settle things.”


  The snarl rose to a ready shrillness, and he felt a clutch on his silver weapon. He drew it out, and thought the edge sliced something. Louder rose the voice, a true scream now, and something showed itself there in the swampiness.


  A lump like a head rose into view, with two larger lumps like shoulders just below it. Thunstone made a long, smooth stride backwards, keeping his light trained on what was there. Two slablike paws caught the bald rim of the circle, and a great, shaggy shape humped itself up and out and stood erect before him.


  It was taller even than Thunstone, broader even than he was. And it looked like nothing natural. In the dancing light of the torch, it seemed to be thatched over with dark, wet fronds and tussocks. Its head was draped with such stuff, through which gleamed to closely set eyes, pale as white-hot iron.


  A mouth opened in the tangle and out came a grumbling shout, like the roar of a great beast.


  It slouched heavily toward him, on two feet like shovels.


  Thunstone slid warily to one side, keeping the beam of the light upon the creature, at the same time poising his blade.


  “So here you’ve stayed,” he said to it. “Marrowby repented, forswore you. He’s dead, but you’re alive. You’re evil.”


  It roared again. Its great, long forelimbs rose like derricks. Thunstone saw talons, pale and deadly.


  “Well, come on,” said Thunstone, his voice quiet and steady. “Come on and see what you can do, and what I can do.”


  It approached in a squattering charge. Thunstone sidestepped at the last instant and sped a slashing cut at the bulk as it floundered past. This time it screamed, so shrilly that his ears rang. It swung around toward him, and he turned the ray of his flash back upon it.


  “Hurt you, did I?” said Thunstone. “That’s the beginning. Come again. Maybe I won’t dodge this time.”


  It rushed at him with ungainly speed. He stood his ground. As it hurtled almost upon him, he lunged, a smooth fencer’s lunge.


  His point went home where its chest should be. The blade went smoothly, sleekly in, with a whisper of sound. It penetrated to the very hilt, and liquid gushed upon Thunstone’s hand. He smelled an odor as of ancient decay.


  A louder, more piercing scream than before. The weedy bulk almost forced him back. Then, abruptly, it fell away and down, and as it went he cleared his point with a strong, dragging pull. He stood over his adversary, shining his light to see it thrash and flounder on the ground.


  “Did that do for you?” he asked it. “Perhaps not quite. Here, I’ll do this.”


  He probed with the point where the neck would be, and lifted the blade and drove it down with all his strength, as he would swing an axe.


  The head-lump went bounding away on the coarse grass, full a dozen feet. The body slumped flaccidly and lay still.


  “Sic pereant inimici tui, Domine,” intoned Thunstone, like a priest saying a prayer for the dead. He stood tense and watched. No motion. He walked to where the head lay. It, too, was as silent as a weed-tufted rock.


  A moment, and then he turned back and went to the house, finding his way with the flash beam. His feet felt tired and heavy as he mounted the steps. Pocketing his flashlight again, he opened the door.


  Bill and Prue Bracy stood inside, arms around each other, eyes strained wide in terror.


  “It’s all over,” Thunstone comforted them, and went to the sofa and sat down heavily. He fished out a handkerchief and wiped his silver blade. The liquid on it was thick and slimy, like blood, but it was green and not red.


  “When old Mr. Ritson said that Marrowby had warned about something familiar, I felt pretty sure,” he said.


  “F-familiar?” stammered Prue.


  “A sorcerer makes his pact with the powers of evil,” said Thunstone, “and from the powers of evil he receives a familiar. Marrowby repented and died repenting, but his familiar stayed here, stayed hidden, without guidance, but wishing to do evil. I’ve put an end to that.”


  “What was it?” wondered Bill Bracy.


  “It’s hard to describe. When it’s light tomorrow morning, maybe you and I will take spades and bury it. It’s not pretty, I promise you that. But its evil is finished. I know words to say over its grave to insure that.”


  He smiled up at the blank-faced Prue.


  “My dear, could we have a fire there on the hearth? I want to burn this filthy handkerchief.”


  Still smiling, he slid the cleaned blade into the cane again.


  



  SPARE THE CHILD by Thomas F. Monteleone


  



  Thomas F. Monteleone is another of those writers who were drawn into the field through an early love for science fiction. His first effort was a juvenile science fiction novel written at summer camp; writer’s block developed by page 40, and his mother later inadvertently threw the manuscript away. Monteleone persevered, and his first published story appeared ten years ago in the March 1973 issue of Amazing, followed in 1975 by his first novel, Seeds of Change. This was the first in the unlamented Laser science fiction line from Harlequin, and the publisher used his novel as a promotional give-away. Subsequent science fiction novels (not for Laser) include The Time Connection and Time Swept City. In ten years Monteleone has had nine novels published as well as about forty short stories; in addition he has edited an anthology, The Arts and Beyond, and has had two of his plays produced. Two more novels are scheduled for 1983: Day of the Dragonstar (with David Bischoff) from Berkley and Night Train, a mainstream horror novel from Pocket Books.


  Monteleone was born in Baltimore in 1946 and currently makes his home there with his wife, Linda, and son, Damon. Again, as has happened with other writers who began in science fiction, Monteleone has become disenchanted with the genre: “I don’t write any sf any more, preferring fantasy/horror because of the freedom to work more thoroughly with character development.” Monteleone’s last horror novel, Night Things, has recently been optioned for a film, while the following story has been optioned for a new cable television horror/suspense series called Darkside. Monteleone reports that he is working on “a new horror/suspense novel about Sicily, the Cosa Nostra, and the Devil.”


  



  The nightmare began quite simply.


  In fact, Russell Southers had not the slightest inkling that he was entering into a nightmare at the time. He was passing his Sunday as he always did in the fall: seated before the Zenith Chromacolor III, watching the Giants invent new ways to lose a football game, while his wife Mitzi read The New York Times.


  “Jesus Christ!” yelled Russell, as the Giants’ fullback bucked the middle of the Packer’s goal-line defense for the fourth time without scoring.


  “Oh, Russell, look at this picture . . .” said Mitzi, showing him a page from The Times Magazine.


  “First down on the two! On the two, and they can’t score! I can’t believe it . . .”


  “Russell?”


  “What, honey?” He looked at his wife as the thought of how she could dare interrupt him during a football game (especially after thirteen years of marriage) crossed his mind.


  “Look at this picture,” she said again.


  A razor blade commercial blared from the Zenith, and he turned to regard his wife. She was holding up a full-page advertisement from The Times Magazine, which featured a sad-eyed child in rags, framed by a desolate village background. It was a typical plea from one of those foster-parent programs which sponsor foreign orphans in far-away countries stricken with war, famine, and disease. SPARE THE CHILD said the banner line atop the picture, while smaller print explained the terrible level of life, then informed the reader how much money to send, where, and how the money would help the poor, starving children.


  “Yeah, so what?” asked Russell as he glanced at the page.


  “So what? Russell, look at the little boy. Look at those big, dark eyes! Oh, Russell, how can we sit here—in the lap of luxury—while those little babies are starving all over the world!”


  “Lap of luxury!” The commercial had ended and the Packers were driving upfield from their two-yard line with short passes and power sweeps.


  “Well, you know what I mean, Russell . . . it says here that we can be foster parents for a child for as little as fifteen dollars a month, and that we’ll get a picture of our child and letters each month, and we can write to him too.”


  “Uh-huh . . .” The Giants’ middle linebacker had just slipped, allowing the Packers’ tight end to snare a look-in pass over the middle. “Jesus!”


  “So I was thinking that we should do something to help. I mean, we pay more than fifteen dollars a month for cable TV, right?”


  “What? Oh, yes, Mitzi . . .” The Packers’ quarterback had just been thrown for a loss, momentarily halting their surge upfield.


  “Well, can we do it?”


  Another commercial, this time about the new Chrysler, hit the screen, and Russell looked at his wife absently. “Do what?”


  “Why, become foster parents! Russell, look at this picture!”


  “I looked at the picture, Mitzi! What do you want me to do with it . . . frame it and put it over the mantel, for Christ’s sake!”


  Mitzi remained calm. “I said I want to join the ‘Spare the Child’ program, Russell. Can we do it?”


  “What? You want to send money overseas? How do we know the kids are even getting it? Look at that ad—do you know what it costs to run a full-page ad in the Times! They don’t seem like they need our measly fifteen bucks . . .”


  “Russell, please . . .” She smiled and tilted her head the way she always did when she wanted something. The game was back on, and he was tired of being interrupted. What the hell? What was another fifteen bucks?


  “All right, Mitzi . . . we can do it.” He exhaled slowly and returned to his game. The Giants lost anyway.


  



  About twelve weeks after Russell and Mitzi filled out the Spare the Child application and had sent in their first monthly check (and their second and third), they received a letter and picture from their foster child. The air mail envelope carried the return address of Kona-Pei—a small atoll in the Trobriand Islands group. Russell would not have known this piece of arcane geographical knowledge had not he received an official welcoming/confirming letter from the World Headquarters of Spare the Child several weeks previously. The letter also provided additional data.


  His foster child’s name was Tnen-Ku. She was a twelve-year-old girl, whose parents had been killed in a fishing-canoe accident, and who now lived at the island’s missionary post, under the guardianship of her kinship-uncle, Goka-Pon, the village shaman.


  Tnen-Ku’s picture was a small, cracked, 3-x-5 black-and-white Polaroid snap, featuring a gangly pre-pubescent girl. She had long, straight, dark hair; large, darker almond-eyes; cheekbones like cut-crystal; and a pouting mouth that gave the hint of a wry smile at the corners. She wore a waist-to-knee wrap-around skirt and nothing else. Her just-developing breasts were tiny, suntanned cones, and she looked oddly, and somewhat chillingly, seductive to Russell when he first looked at her photograph.


  Somewhat fascinated, Russell scanned her first correspondence:


  



  Dear Second-Papa Russell:


  This is to say many thanks for becoming my Second-Papa. The U.S.A. money you send will let me not live at Mission all the time. You make my life happy.


  Tnen-Ku


  



  Mitzi was not altogether pleased with the first correspondence because Russell was named and she was not. And it was Mitzi’s idea in the first place!


  Russell Southers tried to placate his wife by saying that it was probably island custom to address only the male members of families, and that Mitzi could not expect the Trobriand Islanders to be as liberated as all the folks in northern suburban New Jersey. The tactic seemed to please Russell’s wife, and soon her little foster child, Tnen-Ku, was the prime subject of conversation and pride at Mitzi’s bridge games and garden parties. In fact, she began carrying the picture of the young girl about in her purse, so that everyone would be able to see what her new child looked like.


  Even though Russell found Mitzi’s behavior effusive and a bit embarrassing, he said nothing. After thirteen years of marriage, if he had discovered anything, it was that as long as the indulgence was not harmful or detrimental, it was usually better to give in to make Mitzi happy. And it seemed as though it was the little things in life that gave his wife the most joy. So fine, thought Russell, what’s fifteen bucks, if it makes my wife happy?


  And so each month, he wrote a check to the Spare the Child Foundation, and about once every third month, he and Mitzi would receive a short, impersonal note from the young island girl with the hauntingly deep, impossibly dark eyes.


  



  Dear Second-Papa Russell,


  This is to say many-thanks for more U.S.A. dollars. Maybe now I never go back to Mission. My life is happy.


  Tnen-Ku


  



  Perhaps the most exasperating part of the young girl’s letters was the unvarying sameness of them, and although this did not bother Russell, it began to prey upon Mitzi.


  “You know, Russell, I’m getting sick of this little game,” said Mitzi, out of the blue, while she and Russell were sitting in bed reading together.


  “What little game, honey?” asked Russell absently. He was right in the middle of The Manheist Malefaction, the latest Nazi spy-thriller on The Times bestseller list, and was not surprised to be interrupted by Mitzi’s non sequitur, since it had been one of her most enduring attributes.


  “That foster-child thing . . .” she said in some exasperation, as though Russell should have known what had been preying on her mind.


  “You mean Tnen-Ku? Why? What’s the matter?” Russell laid down the book (he was at a familiar part of the plot—where the confused, but competent, protagonist has just met the standard young and beautiful companion), and looked at his wife.


  “Well,” said Mitzi, “I mean, it’s nice being a foster parent and all that, and I guess I should feel good about helping out a poor child, but . . .”


  “But what?” asked Russell. “Is it getting to be old hat?”


  “Well, something like that. I mean, those letters she writes, Russell. If you can even call them letters . . . They’re so boring, and she never says anything interesting, or nice to us . . . I feel like we’re just being used.”


  “Well, we are being used a little, but that’s what it’s all about, Mitzi.”


  “Maybe so, but I thought it would be more exciting, more gratifying to be a foster parent for a little foreign child . . .” Mitzi looked to the ceiling and sighed.


  “But we’re supposed to be doing it so that Tnen-Ku feels happier, not necessarily for our own betterment or happiness. Isn’t that what’s important?”


  “Oh, I don’t know, Russell. You’ve seen that picture they sent us . . . that little girl doesn’t look like she’s so bad off.” Mitzi harrumphed lightly. “She looks like a little tart, if you ask me!”


  Russell chuckled. “Well, you certainly have changed your tune lately!”


  “No, I haven’t! It’s just that being a foster parent isn’t what I thought it would be . . .”


  “Are you sure that you’re not just getting tired of it, that the novelty is wearing off? Remember how you were at first about backgammon? The aerobic dancing? And when’s the last time you went out jogging?”


  “Russell, this is different . . .”


  “Okay, honey. We can drop out of the program any time you want. We didn’t sign any contract, you know.”


  Mitzi sighed and looked up at the ceiling as though considering the suggestion. “Well, if you really don’t think she needs our help . . .”


  “Wait a minute, this is your idea, remember!” Russell smiled, as it was always Mitzi’s way—to twist things around so that it always seemed like Russell was the one who would bear responsibility for all decisions.


  “Well, I know, but I wouldn’t want to do anything behind your back. Besides, I was thinking that we could use some new drapes in the living room. The sun is starting to fade those gold ones, and we could use that fifteen dollars each month to pay for them . . .”


  



  And so, having planted the seed, not another month went by before Mitzi announced to Russell that it was okay to drop out of the Spare the Child program, having already picked up a sample fabric book, trying to decide which new color would look best in her chrome-and-glass living room. Russell wrote a letter to the Spare the Child offices in New York City, politely explaining that financial pressure had forced them to withdraw from the program. He expressed the hope and good wishes that Tnen-Ku would continue to receive assistance from a new foster parent, and thanked them for the opportunity to be of some help, at least for a brief time.


  Before the new drapes were delivered, he received a letter from the Trobriand Islands:


  



  Dear Second-Papa Russell,


  The mission-peoples say that you will send no more U.S.A. dollars for me. I am very sad by this. That means I must live at Mission again, and I do not like that. Goka-Pon say a father cannot give up his child. Do you know it is forbidden? Please do not stop U.S.A. dollars. For you and me.


  Tnen-Ku


  



  “Now isn’t that strange,” said Russell, reading the young girl’s letter over a Saturday breakfast. “Forbidden, she says . . . I wonder what that means? And what about this ‘for you and me’?”


  “Don’t pay any attention to it dear. She’s probably trying to make you feel guilty. You know what they say about people who get used to charity—they lose all incentive to do things for themselves, and all they learn is how to become professional beggars. By us stopping that money, we’re probably doing the best thing in the world for her. Maybe she’ll grow up now, and be somebody.” Mitzi poked at the bacon which sizzled in the pan, turned over the more crispy pieces.


  Russell tossed away the letter and did not think about it for several weeks, until he received a plea from the Spare the Child Program to reconsider canceling his donation. It was similar to the form letters one gets from magazines when you have obviously intended not to renew a subscription. He was going to throw it out but decided that a final, short note to the offices would stop any further correspondence. He wrote telling them that he did not intend to contribute to the foster-parent plan ever again and wished that they would stop badgering him. That ended it, or so he thought.


  Two months later, he received a hand-written note from the Trobriand Islands group:


  



  Dear Second-Papa Russell,


  Mission-peoples say no more U.S.A. dollars from you. This very bad. Goka-Pon say you must be punished.


  Tnen-Ku


  



  Understandably, Russell was outraged and fired off another letter to the Spare the Child Program, enclosing a xerox of what he termed an “ungrateful, arrogant, and threatening” letter. He informed the agency that if he received any more correspondence from Tnen-Ku, he would initiate legal actions against the agency.


  A secretary from the Spare the Child offices wrote a perfunctory apology which promised that Russell Southers would not be troubled again, and this seemed to appease both him and Mitzi, until three weeks later, when the cat died.


  Actually, their cat, Mugsy, did not die; it had been killed—strangled and then nailed to Russell’s garage door above a jerkily scrawled inscription which could have been in blood: Tnen-Ku. It was as though the young girl had sent them more correspondence, although of a different nature.


  At first, Mitzi was horrified and Russell infuriated. They called the police, who did not seem terribly interested; the Spare the Child agency, which denied any culpability; and Russell’s lawyer, who said that perhaps a flimsy case could be made against the agency but suggested that one of Russell’s friends was most likely playing a very bad joke on him.


  Russell was shocked to see the high levels of indifference and lack of true concern for what was happening to him but felt helpless to do much more than complain himself. He thought of writing a long threatening letter to Tnen-Ku, but something held him back. After all, it was impossible that the child had anything to do with Mugsy’s demise—the island of Kona-Pei was thousands of miles from New Jersey. But what the hell was going on?


  



  Second-Papa? Second-Papa . . .?


  Russell was awakened from a deep sleep by the voice. In the first moments of wakefulness; he found himself thinking that her voice sounded very much like he would have imagined it to sound.


  Whose voice!? Bolting straight up, Russell stared down to the foot of the bed and felt his breath rush out of him. His flesh drew up and pimpled and he felt immediately chilled. There was a figure, a young girl, bathed in a shimmering aura of spectral light, facing him. Her hair was long and dark, and her eyes seemed like empty holes in her face. Her thin, bronzed arms were reaching out to him . . .


  “It can’t be . . .” whispered Russell, his voice hoarse and full of uncontrollable fear, a fear he had never known.


  Second-Papa, said Tnen-Ku. I would have been happy. I would have been grateful to you forever. I would have come to you . . . like this . . . for make you happy . . . not sad.


  Russell blinked, looked over at Mitzi, who was still sleeping. For an instant, he wondered why she had not heard the child; then he realized that he was only hearing the words in his mind.


  “Why?” he whispered. “What do you mean? Why are you doing this?”


  I would have given you this . . .


  Russell stared at the young girl, watching her hands move slowly to her waist, to the simple knot which held the wraparound skirt about her body. With a deliberate slowness, Tnen-Ku worked at the knot.


  No! thought Russell, as a conflicting rush of feelings jolted him. He wanted to look away from the vision, but something held him. The shining figure had taken on a strangely erotic, yet fearsome aspect, and he was transfixed.


  As the knot loosened, Russell found himself entranced by the deep tan of her flesh, and as the cloth began to slowly fall away, he became fascinated by the suggestion of flaring hips, the roundness of her soon-to-be-a-woman’s belly. He felt himself becoming sexually aroused as he had never in his life, and a fire seemed to be raging in his groin. Tnen-Ku held the fabric of the skirt by a small corner so that it hung limply in front of her, flanked by her naked hips and thighs.


  Russell felt that he would explode from the throbbing pressure inside his trembling body, and watching her fingers release the skirt, he screamed involuntarily.


  Instantly the vision of the girl disappeared, cloaking the bedroom in darkness and the echo of his scream. Mitzi had jumped up, grabbing him.


  “Russell, what’s the matter with you? You’re soaking wet! What happened?”


  Still trembling, Russell continued to stare at the foot of the bed. “Bad dream,” he said weakly. “Bad dream . . . I’ll be okay.”


  



  But he was not okay and was never okay again.


  For the first few days after the vision of Tnen-Ku, Russell Southers had convinced himself that it had not actually happened, that he had witnessed nothing more than a singularly, realistic dream of some of his darker subconscious desires. He found that he could not rid his mind, however, of the disturbing image of the young girl untying her native skirt. He was thinking of her constantly as though becoming obsessed. While commuting to work, while at the office in Manhattan, and even at home with Mitzi watching TV, Russell was plagued by the vision of Tnen-Ku at the foot of his bed. When he concentrated on it, he could hear her voice calling out his name.


  But that was only the beginning.


  While watching the evening news after his daily martini, while Mitzi prepared dinner, Russell was shocked to see a bulletin teletype-overlay snake across the screen while the commentator spoke of a warehouse fire in Brooklyn:


  



  TNEN-KU IS WATCHING YOU SECOND-PAPA RUSSELL


  



  “Jesus Christ!” yelled Russell, sitting straight up, staring at the TV screen, waiting for the message to roll across the bottom of the picture again. Impossible! I didn’t see it! But you did see it . . . He felt a lump in his throat as he sat gripping the arms of his chair, waiting for a repeat of the words which did not come. He thought that he was starting to lose his sanity, and that scared him too. He was thinking about that little sexy brat too much, that was it. Got to stop thinking about it, that’s all.


  Shaken, he watched the news commentator drone on about more local happenings, but he heard little of it. He toyed with the idea of telling Mitzi what had been happening but thought that she would think he was losing his marbles. Mitzi had always depended on him to be strong and pragmatic and rational; he shuddered to think of how she would react to him showing such obvious signs of mental weakness. No, Mitzi should not know anything. Russell was going to have to handle this himself.


  But it did bother him that Mitzi was not sharing in his . . . his what? His delusions? His guilt? She was blithely rolling along, having totally forgotten the Spare the Child Program in turn for some new, fleeting, but always enjoyable project. And it was Mitzi who had gotten him into the whole mess in the first place. It wasn’t fair, thought Russell . . .


  



  That night she returned to him and he sat up in bed, transfixed and captivated by her little brown body, wrapped in a shimmering cloak of light. She held something in her hands, which she slowly placed on the covers of his bed, then quickly disappeared.


  Russell’s throat was so tight that he could not swallow, could not have uttered a sound if he had wanted to. His hands were trembling badly, keeping pace with the thumping of his heart and his ragged breath. His mind was slipping away from him, and he sat in the darkness, resolved to see a psychiatrist the next day. Take the afternoon off and see one of his golf partners, Dr. Venatoulis.


  Then he noticed something on the covers of the bed, something where the image of the girl had placed her hands, and he felt the fear grip him again. Pushing back the sheets, Russell groped about on the softness of the quilt and felt something hard and solid. What the hell . . .?


  It was a small, hand-carved box with a fitted top which slid open. Shaking it, something rattled inside, and he feared for a moment that the sound might awaken Mitzi. Quickly, Russell slipped out of bed and went into the bathroom, switching on the fluorescent lights around the mirror, and shutting the door. The box, when he opened it, contained scores of small white sticks, about half the size of kitchen matches, of uneven shapes. They seemed to be polished smooth and resembled ivory . . . or perhaps bone. The thought held him for an instant as Russell stared at the box, realizing fully and for the first time that the presence of the box was physical proof that he was not delusional, that he was not imagining things, and that, somehow, Tnen-Ku had actually been inside his bedroom, ten thousand miles away from her island home.


  No! His mind screamed out the rejection of such a thought. And yet he stared at the evidence with eyes that were starting to water and sting from nervous tension.


  The little white sticks were scattered across the top of the vanity formica, and as Russell watched them, they began to move. Vibrating ever so slightly at first, tingling as if touched by a slight breeze, the bones—and Russell knew now that they were indeed bones—moved like iron filings over a magnet to form a caricature of a skull.


  Screaming involuntarily, he swept the pieces off the counter scattering them across the bathroom tile. It was getting too crazy, too unbelievable!


  “Russell, is that you . . .!” Mitzi was knocking loudly at the bathroom door.


  “No! . . . I mean, yes, it’s me! Who the hell do you think it would be!”


  “Russell, are you all right? What’s the matter with you?” Mitzi tried the knob, but it was locked. “Russell?!”


  “Oh Christ, what?! Yes, Mitzi, I’m all right. Go back to bed, will you please? I’ve got an upset stomach that’s all . . .”


  “I thought I heard you scream, Russell, are you okay? Why is the door locked? You never lock the bathroom door, Russell.”


  “I’ve got some bad gas pains, that’s all. I—I didn’t want to disturb you, honey. I’ll be out in a minute.”


  He looked down to the floor and saw that the little bones had been moving while he spoke to his wife, gathering themselves together like a small herd of animals. They were arranging themselves into letters, like tiny runic symbols, which at first were indecipherable. But the more Russell stared at the configurations, he could read the message that was forming:


  



  PUNISH WITH DEATH


  



  He wanted to scream again, and he held the sound in his throat only by the greatest force of will. He could taste bile at the back of his mouth as he bent down and scooped up all the little white pieces, throwing them into the toilet and flushing it repeatedly, until all the bones were sucked into the small porcelain maelstrom.


  Luckily, when he returned to bed, Mitzi was already asleep.


  



  He could not bring himself to tell his wife about the delusions he had been suffering, and he was ashamed to call up a psychiatrist, especially someone he played golf with on occasion. Since no real, hard evidence, no proof actually existed, Russell had convinced himself that what had been happening to him was the product of an overworked mind, a heavily wracked, guilty conscience, and too much displaced imagination. And so he tried to ignore the messages which Tnen-Ku sent him: the warning headline on the New York Post which disappeared when he picked up the paper from the subway newsstand; the skull-like configuration of the coffee grounds in his cup at Nedick’s in Grand Central; the pair of dark eyes which seemed to be staring at him through the glass of the speedometer of his Monte Carlo; the familiar, half-whispering voice that he thought he could hear in the telephone in between the beeps of the touch-tone dial; the movie marquee he glanced at from the corner of his eye on 56th Street, which for a moment, until he had looked for a second time, had said: “Tnen-Ku Is Coming!”


  Normally Russell Southers would have been greatly disturbed by the portents and omens jumping up unexpectedly from all parts of his everyday life. But he was becoming almost accustomed to the preternatural for one simple reason: he was losing his mind. Simply and totally. He just didn’t care anymore.


  Let her come, goddamn it! he thought as he rode the train home that night. Let her come, ’cause I’m sure as shit ready for her . . .


  The conductor called out his stop, and he stood up in ritual-commuter fashion, single-filing out of the car and onto the platform with his fellow riders. Descending the staircase to the parking lot below, Russell scanned the amassed cars for his white Monte Carlo where Mitzi would be waiting to pick him up. It was wedged in between a big Ford station wagon and a TR-7, and as Russell approached the familiar vehicle he was shocked to see the dark eyes and long straight hair of Tnen-Ku watching him from behind the wheel. His first impulse was to stop in shock and surprise, but instead he forced himself to walk naturally, even waving and smiling as he approached the car. Better, he thought, not to let the little shit think she had rattled him. He would take the element of surprise and twist it back into her face. Surely the girl would not expect him to act so naturally.


  He tried to keep thoughts of Mitzi from his mind, tried not to think about what that young brat might have done with his wife so that she could be replaced behind the wheel. No, it was better to concentrate on what must be done . . .


  “Hello, Second-Papa Russell . . .” she said as he opened the passenger’s side door and slid in beside her.


  She was smiling and leaning forward as though she would like him to kiss her. The little tramp! Russell looked past her face to her slim neck, then reached out and wrapped his fingers around it. As he began to squeeze and he felt her struggle helplessly under his grip, he smiled slowly, feeling a wellspring of elation bubble through his mind.


  “I’ve got you!” he screamed. “I’ve got you now, and you won’t get away this time!”


  Tnen-Ku opened her mouth, no longer a tart, sly curve to her young lips, but a silent circle of panic and pain. Russell tightened his grip on her neck and began to yank her back and forth. His hands and forearms were enveloped in a numbness, an absence of sensation, as though he were watching someone else’s hands strangling the darkly tanned woman-child.


  As her face seemed to become bloated and puffy, the color of her cheeks turning gray and her bottomless eyes bulging whitely, Russell’s other senses seemed to desert him. The lights from the station parking lot grew dim, and he could barely discern the features of the dying face in front of him. He could hear nothing but the pounding of his own pulse behind his ears and was not aware of the excited shouts of people who were crowding around his Monte Carlo. Nor did he feel the strong, capable hands grabbing him, separating him from his dead wife, pulling him from the car.


  Hitting the hard surface of the parking lot, Russell looked up at the ragged oval of faces peering down at him. Someone called for the police as he lay still, feeling the shadows of evening and fear crawl across his eyes. When the sound of the sirens pierced the night, Russell began to scream, spiraling down into the mind-darkness of defeat.


  



  Somewhere in Manhattan, someone opened to a full-page ad in The Times Magazine.


  



  THE NEW RAYS by M. John Harrison


  



  Horror and science fiction are by no means mutually exclusive, and when a story does cross genre lines, the results are often memorably frightening—as witness “The New Rays.” Of course, “The New Rays” is not typical science fiction—but then, M. John Harrison’s fantasy/horror stories can scarcely be termed traditional, either. A question often asked of editors is, “Why did you choose this particular story?” In this case because, after reading “The New Rays” before going to bed, it gave me recurrent nightmares of the most disquieting unpleasantness. Harrison accepted this as a compliment: “I’m glad (if you see what I mean) that ‘The New Rays’ gave you nightmares; it was built out of a couple of mine, and if you can spread it around a little . . .”


  When not spreading nightmares about, M. John Harrison amuses himself by running where it’s level and by rock-climbing where it’s not. Born in 1945 near Catesby Hall, Harrison was educated at Rugby and lived for several years in London. Between 1968-75 he served as literary editor of the New Wave science fiction magazine, New Worlds. Harrison sold his first story in 1966 and until recently was primarily considered a science fiction writer, through such well-regarded novels as The Committed Men and The Centauri Device and the collection, The Machine in Shaft Ten. His most recent novel is In Viriconium, the third novel of a sequence that includes The Pastel City and A Storm of Wings. Harrison lives with his wife Di in a cottage in the Holme Valley, on the edge of the Peak District National Park. A new collection of his short fiction would be most welcome.


  



  When I first arrived here it was after a hideous journey. We were ten hours on the train, which stopped and started constantly at provincial stations and empty sidings. It was packed with young conscripted soldiers shouting and singing or else staring desperately out of the windows as if they wished they had the courage to jump. We got one cup of coffee at a halt in the Midlands. In the confusion of getting back into our seats I took out the little gilt traveling clock which W.B. had given me the first time I was ill, and somehow lost it. A young boy pushing his way down the carriage helped us look for it. For a moment he seemed to forget where he was; then he looked round suddenly and lurched off. I was inconsolable. Two nights in succession I had dreamed the name of a street, Agar Grove.


  We arrived late in the afternoon, just in time to watch the city dissolve into black rain, water and darkness. During the night I woke up and had to go down the corridor to the lavatory. The hotel was cold and squalid at that hour. There was a gas leak. When I looked out of a window some men were digging up the street. It was still raining.


  The next morning I had my preliminary visit to Dr. Alexandre in Camden Town. I was reluctant to leave the hotel, and delayed by pretending I had lost my money along with the clock. “Perhaps the young soldier stole it. Anyway we can’t afford the taxi fare.” Then I went to the wrong address and banged on the door until W.B. lost his temper and we had one of our typical quarrels in the road. I told him that the journey had confused me: but really I was frightened that Dr. Alexandre would prove unsympathetic. In the end he drove off in the taxi, shouting, “I wash my hands of you. It was you who wanted to come here.” I went immediately to the right house and stood on the doorstep, not wanting to go in. After I rang the bell I could hear scampering and laughter inside, followed by a faint drumming sound as if a machine had been switched on and off.


  Dr. Alexandre had a beautiful crippled girl who answered the door and acted as interpreter. Through her he told me that he could effect a complete cure. I didn’t believe that for a moment. Everything seemed suddenly useless and shabby—although the clinic itself, with its odd maroon decor and chromium lamps, seemed nice.


  To get rid of this depression I had a cup of coffee at the corner, then went to a picture gallery for the rest of the morning. In one or two small rooms at the back they had an exhibition of new artists. I was particularly struck by a picture of a woman of my own age. The background was a buff-colored wall with two trees in front if it; completely flat trees which looked as if they had been pasted on to the wall. Behind this, from a ledge or balcony, two more flat trees emerged. They were all lifeless and stunted. In front of them a youngish woman was sitting listlessly, her sullen unfocused stare the same color as the wall, her throat swollen with goiter. Everything was flat except her throat, which had a massive, sculptural quality.


  When I got back to the hotel W.B. had gone, leaving a note which said, “I know you are frightened but you have to have some thought for other people. Write to me when you have settled in.”


  I can describe Dr. Alexandre quite easily. I have the feeling that he can help people but also the feeling that he is an unscrupulous imposter. He is the kind of man who wears a dark suit. His eyes are blue and demanding, quite unintelligent in the wrong light. He is frightened that soon he will be repatriated or interned. He has a soothing voice but one which, you sense, could easily say; “I cannot have you here disturbing the other patients if you do not give me your full cooperation. We are in this together. You must cooperate with me fully and then we will make good progress together against your disease.” When the lame girl translates for him she unconsciously mimics his fussy gestures.


  



  The new rays are intermittent and difficult to focus. When they come they are sometimes the stealthy gold or russet color of a large, reassuring animal; sometimes a wash of rose like a water-color sunset. (I warm to these particular rays and, despite the knowledge of the pain to follow, allow them to comfort me. I feel no time pass, I feel no physical sensation at all; I am laved, washed quite clean, and experience nothing.) But most of the time they are a blue-black color which fills the bare treatment shed with shadows and imparts to the teeth and spectacles of Dr. Alexandre and his assistant a kind of jetty gloss. They come with a desultory buzzing which you feel in the bones of your jaw; or a drumming noise which rises and falls, the sound of heels drumming briefly on an iron pipe, sometimes near, sometimes unbearably far away. It is the sound of loss, and the giving up of all dignity. Dr. Alexandre and his assistant put on their goggles and nod at one another.


  It appears now that they are not even sure where the new rays are from. The discovery was accidental, and took place many years ago in some laboratory where it was ignored. Since he does not yet fully understand the nature of the rays, it’s entirely possible that Dr. Alexandre will kill me sooner than my disease. Standing there in my dressing gown, feeling sore and violated by the laxatives which are an important part of the treatment, I couldn’t help but laugh out loud at this idea; but when I tried to explain, the lame girl thought I was making a complaint and refused to translate. I was embarrassed.


  At the hotel I sat in the bathroom trying to write a letter. Two cockroaches crawled from under the carpet and crawled back again. “Dear W.B., When I try to imagine you at home in our lovely house all I can remember is one yellow chair and the smell of Vinolia Soap.”


  



  On treatment mornings I get up early and walk through the rainy streets by the river, or travel aimlessly here and there on the Underground, so I have some part of the day to remember unspoiled. We aren’t supposed to eat and drink for five hours before a treatment, but all my good intentions go by the board in warm damp cafes at Baker Street or Mornington Crescent. At that time of the morning no one speaks to you. All you have for company is the image of yourself in the steamy mirrors behind the counter, a woman younger than middle-aged, in a good coat, drinking another cup of coffee to stop herself fainting on the train.


  Off a corridor at the back of the clinic there are two or three pleasant little waiting rooms. They are very modem and aseptic, with contract furniture, aluminum window frames, and a bed over which is stretched a white plastic sheet: but the walls are a cheerful yellow and you can switch on a little radio. You undress here. After a few minutes Dr. Alexandre’s assistant comes in and gives you a kind of bluish milk to drink, explaining that it will clear out your insides and at the same time coat them with a paste which will attract the rays. He goes out of the room and you begin to feel dizzy and nauseous almost immediately. Soon you have to choose between the sink or the little lavatory with its yellow paper on a roll. You can’t lock the door in case you faint. By the time he comes back with the wheelchair you are too tired to stand. He will put your clothes away and help you comb your hair and then wheel you out to the treatment shed.


  The shed has a sour concrete floor sloping to a drain in the middle. It is cold and, unlike the waiting rooms, retains the smell of vomit, rubber, and Jeyes fluid. It occupies a muddy open space thirty yards behind the main building. This is for reasons of safety, claims Dr. Alexandre. I suspect he is afraid of accidentally curing passersby, but you cannot risk a joke like this with the crippled girl. “The doctor is so sorry for the present inconvenience to patients,” she translates earnestly. “He hopes they will not complain.” And she gives me a savage stare. In fact I quite like the shabby bit of garden which is the last thing you see before you go into the shed. A few lupins, gone desperately to seed, add something human to the clutter of duckboards thrown down hastily to prevent the wheelchairs and builders’ barrows from bogging down in the mud. There is often a fire burning here, as if a gardener or workman were about, but you never see him.


  In the black and chaotic moment when the rays arrive, Dr. Alexandre and his assistant struggle into their loose yellowish rubber suits and round tinted goggles. Once they are covered from head to foot like this all their kindness seems to be replaced by panic. They grab you roughly: there is no turning back: up on the table you go, trembling as you help them fasten the straps. Before you can open your mouth they force into it the vile rubber wedge which stops you biting your tongue. The focusing machine has already begun to buzz and rattle faintly as it picks up the initial burst of rays. Soon the whole hut is vibrating. Dr. Alexandre stares at his watch: he wasn’t ready for this: there’s real panic behind those round blue lenses now. Hurry up, he urges you with gestures. Hurry up! You bruise your feet pushing them into the stirrups. A thick vibration like the taste of licorice creeps into your lungs and along your spine. The buzzing has invaded you. Black light splashes across the room. Here it comes, here it comes . . .


  If you are getting your treatment free of charge, you have to agree to have it without an anesthetic. You mustn’t pass out.


  Through the most abysmal vomits and discharges, when the rays seem to be laying down a thick coat of poison in every organ, you can still hear the urgent, earnest voice of the crippled girl. “Are you conscious? Can you raise your head? Are you aware that you have lost control of your bowels? We must know.” Into your field of vision, blackness spraying off his smooth goggled rubber head, bobs Dr. Alexandre’s assistant, anxious that nothing should escape the record. And into the exhausted calm after the blue-black shower has abated and all three of them have taken off their goggles, the uncertain foreign tones of Dr. Alexandre fall, and you must be awake to answer his questions.


  Sometimes the rays don’t arrive at all. What bliss to be let off with a cup of tea in the reception room and told to go home again!


  



  A fortnight after I got here it turned foggy, first a black fog, then a yellow one which filled the streets like gas; but I didn’t miss a treatment. One of the blue bodies got out and drifted about in the garden for a while before it was caught. There was such an expression of puzzlement on its face; as if it knew it had been in the garden before but could not remember when. After a while a man came out and pushed it back into the treatment shed, grumbling and flapping his arms.


  The same day I fell asleep on the train on the way back to the hotel, and dreamed I was disembarking from a ship. When I went up on deck with my case and umbrella, a cold wind came off the land and blew my hair into my eyes. It was just before dawn, and the funnels of the ship were dark against a greenish sky like heavily worked oil paint. Down on the shadowy quay muffled figures waited for the passengers. Everybody except me knew where to go and what to do. I shuffled forward, trying to pretend that I knew too. The sun rose while the queue was still slowly leaving the ship. The land never seemed to get any brighter. When I woke up somebody had stolen my red gloves, which had been on the seat beside me.


  W.B.’s letters, full of solicitude and domestic calm and ‘the dark woods lighted so mysteriously by the white boughs of the ash trees when I take my evening walk,’ drove me out into the fog, to the picture galleries and cafes. I couldn’t stay in the hotel on my own; they look at you so accusingly if you are ill and on your own. In a cafe nobody notices you at all. You can eat your piece of sponge cake, read your letter, and leave. “Seventy pence please.” “Fifty-two pence please.” And you go out with the simple vision of a human face turning away forever, into streets which seem to be populated with wounded soldiers—big, lost-looking boys whose surprised eyes stare past you at something which isn’t there.


  “I’m feeling so much better,” I wrote untruthfully to W.B. The rays seemed to have settled in my bones like a deposit of poisonous metal, and I could hardly get out of bed the day after a treatment. “And I get on well with the other women.”


  Actually we have no time for one another. Despite our diversity we are all very much alike—a desperate, frightened bunch, concentrating on the only important business we have left, which is survival. We exchange nods as we are hurried along the corridors by wheelchair, too self-involved to speak. In the common room—where without turning your head you can see a countess with ‘anaemia of the brain,’ the mistress of the discredited novelist, and three young prostitutes seeking a cure for some new venereal complaint—we sit like stones. Many of the others have been here for a year or more. If we have a social hierarchy, these old hands are the cream of it. They have their heads shaved once a month so that their hair doesn’t soak up the smell of the treatment shed. They ‘live in’ and look down on the out-patients, whom they call ‘weekend invalids.’ Through their stiff cropped stubble, which gives them as surprised a look as the wounded boys in the streets, I perceive the bony vulnerable plates of their skulls.


  



  When the blue bodies get loose they sometimes wander into the clinic itself, as if looking for something. One evening when the fog was at its height, Dr. Alexandre’s assistant took us downstairs to see one. They were keeping it in a small room with white lavatory-tiled walls. It was supposed to have been left on a bench, but when we arrived it had somehow fallen off and got itself into a corner among some old metal cylinders and stretcher-poles. Its face was pressed into them as if it had been trying to escape the light of the unshaded overhead bulb. Dr. Alexandre’s assistant ran his hand through his hair and laughed. What could he do, he seemed to be asking, with something so stupid? He pulled it back on to the table where it lay blindly like a mannequin made of transparent blue jelly.


  “Come and touch it,” he encouraged us. “There’s nothing to be frightened of. As you can see it has no internal organs.” It was quite cold and inert. When you touched it there was a slight tautness, a resistance to your fingertip similar to the resistance you would get from a plastic bag full of water; and a dent was left which remained for two or three minutes. When one of the women began to cry and left the room, Dr. Alexandre’s assistant said, “They have no internal organs. They are not alive in any way medical science can define.”


  Before he could move away I asked him, “What becomes of the poor things after we have finished with them?”


  I lay in bed for three days at the hotel, very ill and depressed, wondering if it was all worth it. To W.B. I wrote, “Why this mania of mine to stay alive? I feel no better. I can’t even go for a walk or eat a piece of cake! I hate myself for hanging on.” When I caught sight of myself in the mirror I was so thin that my shoulder blades looked like two plucked chicken wings. Sleeping fitfully during the day, I dreamed that I had a goiter which drained all the virtues of the world around me. Everything around me grew two-dimensional and unrealistic, while the thing on my neck fattened up like a huge purple plum. I woke up in a sweat and found myself staring out of the window at a square of sky the colour of zinc.


  Later I found that someone had telephoned me, but the hotel people hadn’t thought to wake me up. They said they had made a mistake about my name.


  At night I could hardly sleep at all. I stared out of the window; listened to the boys singing under the sodium lamps in their mournful, half-broken voices. Far away a man blew inexpertly on a bugle. One boy lifted up the stump of his arm, which looked as if it was covered with black tar. I thought that if W.B. would let me change my mind and start paying for the treatments I might feel less downcast.


  



  The mornings are dark now, and quite cold. You cannot see inside the cafes for steam; it billows over the pavement where people are buttoning themselves into their overcoats. As Winter approaches, and the women wheel their prams a little quicker along the streets by the river, a thin wind rises round Dr. Alexandre’s clinic. Some little-understood property of the new rays, it seems, is rotting the walls of the treatment shed, so that when you get down on the table now you are surrounded at once by little icy draughts smelling of decayed wood. The wallclock, a very delicate mechanism, stopped and had to be replaced. When they opened it up all its working parts were covered with damp furry mould.


  Outside Dr. Alexandre’s office window a couple of low shrubs struggle with the desolation of the treatment shed garden, their grayish leaves and waxy orange berries covered with a film of dust or thin mud according to the weather. Inside, the doctor sits impatiently behind a desk piled high with papers, manila envelopes, rubber tubes. Behind him are some green metal shelves, so overloaded with the patients’ files that they curve in the middle. It was raining the afternoon I was there. A desk lamp was burning in the dim room and the crippled girl was staring out across the garden through the streaming window pane. “The doctor wishes to say something to you,” she told me, turning reluctantly to face into the room. “He asks me to say that you must not worry the other patients with questions. It will only hold up your own progress, as well as interfering with theirs. A positive attitude is very important.”


  I cleared my throat. “I can see that,” I said cautiously.


  The doctor wrote something on the margin of the file in front of him. Suddenly he held up his hand for silence, stared hard at me, and said with great difficulty and slowness: “Matter is cheap in the universe. It is disorganized, but yearns to be of use. Do you see? We do nothing wrong when we create these blue bodies. We violate no laws.” He put the cap carefully on his pen then leaned back in his chair and remained silent for some minutes, as if the effort of speaking English had tired him out. The crippled girl watched me triumphantly from the window.


  “I only want to be sure I’m doing the right thing,” I explained. “It’s that I don’t quite understand what happens to them when they’re finished with.”


  “Do we not give you these treatments free?” Dr. Alexandre reminded me gently.


  After this he made the girl translate for him again while he examined me. “The doctor says you are not making fast progress. You are not sleeping. Why is this? He thinks you should move into the clinic if you wish your treatments to have the best effect. Your disease does not wait. Please do not talk to the other women in the common room. Everything here is humane and legal.”


  



  All I want from life is this room. If I can successfully identify myself with its red candlewick bedspread, the mustard wallpaper and the thin light coming in through the curtains, I won’t have to admit to anything else.


  I decided not to move into the clinic. But I couldn’t stand the hotel any longer. When I went to the lavatory in the small hours there was always someone there to stare at my hair or clothes; if I found the courage to complain at the desk about the silverfish in the bathroom, the woman said it wasn’t very convenient for them to have me always asleep in the room during the day. Then W.B. arrived, and there was a fuss about transferring us to a double room. They weren’t going to let us have one at all until I said I would be moving out soon.


  At night we lay in bed talking. Suddenly he asked me, “What are you thinking?” and I had to answer, “That I had died and one of our friends had gone to tell you.”


  I thought that if I could get furnished accommodation somewhere I would feel better. In furnished accommodation you can sleep all day, come and go as you like. But in Bayswater in November it was difficult. They were all too expensive or they didn’t want single women. At first I didn’t mind. I treated it as a holiday. A tremendous lonely wind blew us up and down the streets, past the cats, milk bottles, and pots of geraniums in basement areas. I felt elated, as if we had recovered something of our youth. Then came a week of really difficult treatments; the rays were more intractable than ever; I was very tired. We started to argue about Dr. Alexandre. W.B. was all for him now. “After all it was your decision to come here.” Soon we were having a blazing row in the hotel lobby. The woman behind the desk watched exactly as if she were at the cinema, nodding slyly to the other guests when they came down to see what was happening.


  “You disgust me, stewing in your self-concern!” shouted W.B. I ran out into the street for some air and fell over.


  After that I walked around for a while not quite knowing where I was, until I got the idea of going into a gallery and sitting down in front of the first picture I came to.


  It showed a woman standing by a yellowish shoreline covered with boulders. The sea was slack and cold. In the background, where the bay curved round into a promontory, some wooden frame houses, and a gray sky streaked with more yellow, were one or two indistinct figures—a man, another woman, perhaps a child in a white confirmation dress—with their backs turned. It had a sort of exhausted calm. I heard myself say quietly: “There is something detestable about all these attempts to preserve yourself.” Once I had understood this a complete tranquility came over me, and I realized I hadn’t felt so well for a long time. I laughed softly. I was hungry. Soon I would get up and run all the way back to the hotel, but first I would have a cup of coffee and perhaps some battenburg cake.


  A man in a lovely gray suit came and stood next to me. “It has a certain atmosphere, this one, doesn’t it?” he said. He sighed. “A certain atmosphere.” He had come to tell me the gallery was closing; I saw that it was almost dark outside and suddenly remembered W.B.


  When I got up to go I felt odd and a bit tired. The attendant put out his hand to help me and I was horrified to see vomit pour unexpectedly and painlessly out of my mouth all over the sleeve of his suit. I stood trembling with cold, surrounded by the sour smell of it, until they got the name of the hotel from me and put me in a taxi. “At least I didn’t do it on the picture,” I thought on the way back. “At least it was only his sleeve.” In the hotel lobby I found all my cases piled by the door. The woman behind the desk wouldn’t let me go up to my room.


  “Your friend left some time ago, I’m afraid,” she said. I stared at her. “If you recall my dear, you did tell us you’d be moving into furnished accommodation when your friend left.”


  In the end they agreed to let me have the room for one more week.


  



  I was ill all the next day. I stayed in the room trying to eat soup but I couldn’t keep anything down, not even water, and if I closed my eyes and concentrated I could hear a far-away buzzing, like a noise at the end of a corridor. I wrote letters to W.B. (“Please forgive me and take me away from here”) and tore them up. When the maid came in there was a row about the state of the sheets, but they can’t get rid of me now until the end of the week. I made them change the bed. In the end I was so frightened I decided to go and see Dr. Alexandre and find out why I was this ill.


  It was quite late when I arrived at the clinic. A strange woman came out of the common room wiping her mouth on a paper serviette, and walked off down the passage without speaking. There was the distant sound of a tray being dropped in the kitchens. I had the impression that things were going on here much as they did during the day, but at a reduced and much duller pace. I went to the rooms I knew, one after the other, hoping I would remember how to find Dr. Alexandre’s office. The waiting rooms were unlocked: I sat in one of them for a bit, touching the familiar plastic bedsheet with my hand and turning the hot water on and off in the little sink. Later I stood in the dark in the garden in case I could see the office from there. But a bluish light came from under the treatment shed door, so I went back in.


  By now I couldn’t remember where anything was. I went downstairs and tried a door with frosted glass panels, but it was only an empty linen cupboard. While I was in there I heard someone coming. One of the blue bodies had got into the passage and was drifting toward me, pale and bemused-seeming under the downstairs lights. It kept looking back over its shoulder, blundering into doorways, and entangling its limbs in the heating pipes which ran along the walls. The crippled girl came round a corner and began to urge it along impatiently.


  I stared at her in surprise. I said, “I didn’t know you were having treatment.”


  “You aren’t allowed down here,” she said. “Go back upstairs before someone finds you.”


  The blue body bobbed gently between us, waving its hands about in the air like a policeman directing the traffic. It touched her face; examined its own fingertips. It was the exact image of her, moulded in cool blue jelly. She pushed it away.


  “I’m sorry,” I said. “I can’t seem to find the doctor. Perhaps you could help me. I feel rather ill.”


  She looked at me like a stone. “Patients aren’t allowed downstairs after nine o’clock,” she said. She drove the blue body out of the linen cupboard, where it had been trying to thrust its head in among the pillow slips, and started to manhandle it through a door farther along the corridor. I followed her and stood outside watching. She had to struggle with it physically to keep it moving. Her hair fell into her eyes. Once she got it into the room, which was similar to the one in which Dr. Alexandre’s assistant had shown us our first blue body, she dragged it on to a table and lay down next to it. It stared inertly at the ceiling for a time, then slowly turned to face her. One of its legs slipped off the table. She put her arms round it and tried to get it to press itself against her, encouraging it with little clicks of her tongue.


  When nothing happened she got off the table with an irritable sigh, went to the door, and looked up and down the corridor. No one was there. Then she got back to the table again. This time something seemed to happened but before I could see what it was the blue body fell off the table, pulling her down with it. She began to shout and scream with pain. I went closer and saw that they were partly joined together along their legs. The blue body had penetrated the muscles of her calves. She was flailing about, calling, “Push us together! Help!” The blue body stared at the ceiling, opening and closing its mouth.


  “What are you doing?” I said.


  “For God’s sake!” cried the crippled girl. “Help us join back together!”


  I backed away and ran upstairs to the common room and sat down. Later that night there was a lot of coming and going, and I heard Dr. Alexandre and his assistant shouting in the passages.


  



  When I first came here it was like a picture painted on a sodden, opened-out cardboard box. I remember the train slowing down between garden fences from which dangled bits of rag; and convolvulus spilling like white of egg out of a rusty old car abandoned in a scrapyard. Some of the soldiers said good-bye to us; most of them went silently away up the platform. All I want now is to stay in this room sleeping and reading. The maid says very politely, “Could you go downstairs for a bit, miss, we want to give the place a thorough going over.” They know they will be getting rid of me tomorrow. W.B. will come and fetch me. We are going over to France, where he has heard of a man who has had above-average success with a new chemical.


  Last night, listening to the barges full of conscripts being towed up and down the river, the men singing their mournful songs, I thought: “Places are not so easy to escape from.” I will never go back to Agar Grove, but I see the blue bodies everywhere. Spawned in the violence and helplessness of the treatment shed, shadows of myself cast somehow by rays that no-one properly understands, they bob and gesticulate dumbly at the edge of vision. How many times have I said, “I would do anything at all to be cured!”


  Now that I have done everything I feel as if I have been complicit in some appalling violation of myself.


  



  CRUISING by Donald Tyson


  



  Donald Tyson was born on January 12, 1954 in Halifax, Nova Scotia, where he still resides. He developed an appetite for science fiction and fantasy at an early age through the works of such favorite writers as Bradbury, Bloch and Blackwood, and began to write during his university years, winning literary competitions for both prose and poetry. Tyson’s short stories have appeared in publications ranging from Black Belt to Black Cat Mystery, while he has written articles for such diverse magazines as The Woodworker’s Journal and Fate Magazine. In 1982 his original radio drama, “The Hitchhiker,” was presented on the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation program, Audio Stage. Its success resulted in the commission of an original television script, “The Far-Off Land,” due to be produced by CBC Television in the near future. Currently Tyson is working on a novel-length fantasy-adventure epic set at the dawn of the Iron Age. With “Cruising” Donald Tyson shows us he can pack a lot of power into just a thousand words.


  



  Tires shrieked on sun-baked asphalt, and the music of a car radio emptied itself across the quiet city intersection. Inside the car Johnny Sheen tapped his fingers impatiently on the steering wheel and looked up at the red light. He was bored. Aching for something to happen. It was a summer Sunday afternoon, and the streets of the city were like lanes through a graveyard.


  Sheen was young and tough—what they call street smart. He had never read a book, but he knew what he wanted from life. His hair was razored in a spiky punk look and he wore mirror shades to hide his eyes. Drove a ’78 Camaro with custom flame painted on the sides. Days he worked as a mechanic in a garage to earn enough for the upkeep on the car. Nights and weekends he cruised the streets. Cruising for action was his life.


  An old Chevy sedan pulled up beside him in the fast lane. He gunned his engine and looked across with the faint mocking smile that never left his lips. Two teenage girls with long greasy hair and T-shirts sat in the front seat of the Chevy. His eyes measured the car professionally. Dented and covered with dust, it had come a long way. The windows were rolled down against the heat. He noticed a steel ring around the roof column, probably to keep the front door shut, and a line of ugly red decals on the front fender.


  The brunette, who sat nearest him, looked over archly at the sound of his engine. Johnny smiled, knowing she could not read his eyes. She leaned over to the blonde driver and whispered into her ear, then glanced back at him. The blonde looked and laughed.


  The light went green. He let them win and fell in behind, stalking them with animal patience. This was his game and he always came out on top in the end. They looked like sluts, but he was in no mood to be critical. Sunday afternoon was slow. He followed close and drafted them around a corner, the tires of both cars screaming. The brunette waved her hand at him through the dusty rear window, laughing, as the driver wove her way through the light traffic. Sheen stayed on her bumper, his interest growing. She might be a slut, but she drove like a bitch.


  Another red. He swerved right and pulled close beside the Chevy, the music from his radio pacing his pulsebeat. The faces of the girls were flushed with excitement, the driver’s red mouth cruel as she raced her engine. Laughing wildly, her friend reached across through the open window of the Camaro and caressed Sheen’s cheek. He took her finger into his mouth and bit it lightly, then leaned out of the car and met her lips with his in a bruising kiss that was broken abruptly as the blonde raced through the changing light.


  Cursing, Sheen opened his four-barrel and went after them. The Chevy was a sleeper with dual pipes and big inches under the beaten metal, but the Camaro pulled even as the girls got held up in traffic. Waiting for an open stretch, he swung in close beside and reached through the window of the Chevy with both cars moving fast. Tauntingly the brunette let him touch her breast, then pulled away across the seat. The blonde cut the Chevy left and Sheen followed, his nerves tingling as his eyes flicked between the road ahead and the wicked faces beside him.


  Once again he reached through the window of the other car. Something hard closed on his seeking arm. He looked across and saw a shining steel ring around his wrist, a short chain trailing from it to a similar ring around the roof column. The brunette held a key up by her face and shook it in front of him like a little bell. Leaning forward to watch, the driver smiled and trailed the tip of her tongue wetly over her lips.


  It was a second before he understood. Then he felt a tear so naked that his stomach churned and his throat constricted and his skin went cold in the summer heat. He began to stop his car and hesitated, foot over the brake, realizing that he could not. As the Camaro slowed, the steel chain of the handcuffs pulled tight and sent a stab of pain lancing down his left arm. He carefully pressed the gas and matched speed with the Chevy.


  The cruel smile left the face of the blonde driver and was replaced by calculation. The other watched him breathlessly. With deliberate skill the blonde swung the Chevy in slow curves from side to side, careful to let the Camaro keep pace. Sheen shouted and begged, forced to use every fraction of his skill to control the distance between the cars. His eyes flicked to the speedometer. Forty-five. The Chevy began to accelerate.


  Ahead in the right lane was a slow-moving car that grew rapidly as they overtook it. Desperately Sheen swung into the Chevy, trying to force it wide to the left. Metal shrieked on metal as the doors ground against each other, but the old sedan was like a rock on the road. Pulling away, he tried to climb out his open window, almost lost the Camaro, and fought frantically to regain control. The girl with the key to the handcuffs leaned over and playfully bit one of his fingers.


  Sheen never felt it. As the Chevy swerved to pass the slow car, drawing him tight against his door, time jammed like a single frame of film in a projector. He saw the looming rear of the slow car ahead; the excited, soulless faces watching him. For the first time he noticed that the line of decals under the road dust on the fender of the Chevy were tiny red hands broken off at the wrists and dripping blood.


  Then time started up again and Johnny Sheen screamed.


  



  THE DEPTHS by Ramsey Campbell


  



  Ramsey Campbell has been in all but one of the eleven volumes of DAW’s Year’s Best Horror Stories to date, this under three different editors, and Series XI marks the third volume in which Campbell has appeared twice. After all this, your present editor has a disturbing sense of deja vu in writing introductions to Campbell’s stories. No doubt Campbell could write a disturbing horror story about all this.


  The circumstances are that Campbell is perhaps the best writer of horror fiction active today, and that Campbell is very active indeed. In his twenty-year career, he has written some 175 short stories—about ten of which saw first publication this past year. Not surprisingly, there have already been four volumes of Campbell’s collected short stories. In the last few years Campbell has concentrated on writing novels, and he has not written any new short fiction since early 1980. I would hope that he finds time for new short stories before his present backlog is exhausted. If not, his five-year-old daughter, Tamsin, may have to carry on the family tradition; she may well have broken the world record for the shortest horror story with her recent remark; “When I’m dead, I’ll be hungry.” Like father, like daughter.


  



  As Miles emerged, a woman and a pink-eyed dog stumped by. She glanced at the house; then, humming tunelessly, she aimed the same contemptuous look at Miles. As if the lead were a remote control, the dog began to growl. They thought Miles was the same as the house.


  He almost wished that were true; at least it would have been a kind of contact. He strolled through West Derby village and groped in his mind for ideas. Pastels drained from the evening sky. Wood pigeons paraded in a tree-lined close. A mother was crying, “Don’t you dare go out of this garden again.” A woman was brushing her driveway and singing that she was glad she was Bugs Bunny. Beyond a brace of cars, in a living room that displayed a bar complete with beer pumps, a couple listened to Beethoven’s Greatest Hits.


  Miles sat drinking beer at a table behind the Crown, at the edge of the bowling green. Apart from the click of bowls the summer evening seemed as blank as his mind. Yet the idea had promised to be exactly what he and his publisher needed: no more days of drinking tea until his head swam, of glaring at the sheet of paper in the typewriter while it glared an unanswerable challenge back at him. He hadn’t realized until now how untrustworthy inspirations were.


  Perhaps he ought to have foreseen the problem. The owners had told him that there was nothing wrong with the house—nothing except the aloofness and silent disgust of their neighbors. If they had known what had happened there they would never have bought the house; why should they be treated as though by living there they had taken on the guilt?


  Still, that was no more unreasonable than the crime itself. The previous owner had been a bank manager, as relaxed as a man could be in his job; his wife had owned a small boutique. They’d seemed entirely at peace with each other. Nobody who had known them could believe what he had done to her. Everyone Miles approached had refused to discuss it, as though by keeping quiet about it they might prevent it from having taken place at all.


  The deserted green was smudged with darkness. “We’re closing now,” the barmaid said, surprised that anyone was still outside. Miles lifted the faint sketch of a tankard and gulped a throatful of beer, grimacing. The more he researched the book, the weaker it seemed to be.


  To make things worse, he’d told the television interviewer that it was near completion. At least the program wouldn’t be broadcast for months, by which time he might be well into a book about the locations of murder—but it wasn’t the book he had promised his publisher, and he wasn’t sure that it would have the same appeal.


  Long dark houses slumbered beyond an archway between cottages, lit windows hovered in the arch. A signboard reserved a weedy patch of ground for a library. A gray figure was caged by the pillars of the village cross. On the roof of a pub extension, gargoyles began barking, for they were dogs. A cottage claimed to be a sawmill, but the smell seemed to be of manure. Though his brain was taking notes, it wouldn’t stop nagging.


  He gazed across Lord Sefton’s estate toward the tower blocks of Cantril Farm. Their windows were broken ranks of small bright perforations in the night. For a moment, as his mind wobbled on the edge of exhaustion, the unstable patterns of light seemed a code which he needed to break to solve his problems. But how could they have anything to do with it? Such a murder in Cantril Farm, in the concrete barracks among which Liverpool communities had been scattered, he might have understood; here in West Derby it didn’t make sense.


  As he entered the deserted close, he heard movements beneath eaves. It must be nesting birds, but it was as though the sedate house had secret thoughts. He was grinning as he pushed open his gate, until his hand recoiled. The white gate was stickily red.


  It was paint. Someone had written SADIST in an ungainly dripping scrawl. The neighbors could erase that—he wouldn’t be here much longer. He let himself into the house.


  For a moment he hesitated, listening to the dark. Nothing fled as he switched on the lights. The hall was just a hall, surmounted by a concertina of stairs; the metal and vinyl of the kitchen gleamed like an Ideal Home display; the corduroy suite sat plump and smug on the dark green pelt of the living room. He felt as though he were lodging in a show house, without even the company of a shelf of his books.


  Yet it was here, from the kitchen to the living room, that everything had happened—here that the bank manager had systematically rendered his wife unrecognizable as a human being. Miles stood in the empty room and tried to imagine the scene. Had her mind collapsed, or had she been unable to withdraw from what was being done to her? Had her husband known what he was doing, right up to the moment when he’d dug the carving knife into his throat and run headlong at the wall?


  It was no good: here at the scene of the crime, Miles found the whole thing literally unimaginable. For an uneasy moment he suspected that that might have been true of the killer and his victim also. As Miles went upstairs, he was planning the compromise to offer his publisher: Murderers’ Houses? Dark Places of the World? Perhaps it mightn’t be such a bad book after all.


  When he switched off the lights, darkness came upstairs from the hall. He lay in bed and watched the shadows of the curtains furling and unfurling above him. He was touching the gate, which felt like flesh; it split open and his hand plunged in. Though the image was unpleasant it seemed remote, drawing him down into sleep.


  The room appeared to have grown much darker when he woke in the grip of utter panic.


  He didn’t dare move, not until he knew what was wrong. The shadows were frozen above him, the curtains hung like sheets of lead. His mouth tasted metallic, and made him think of blood. He was sure that he was alone in the dark. The worst of it was that there was something he mustn’t do—but he had no idea what it was.


  He’d begun to search his mind desperately when he realized exactly what he ought not to have done. The threat had been waiting in his mind. The thought which welled up was so atrocious that his head began to shudder. He was trying to shake out the thought, to deny that it was his. He grabbed the light cord, to scare it back into the dark.


  Was the light failing? The room looked steeped in dimness, a grimy fluid whose sediment clung to his eyes. If anything the light had made him worse, for another thought came welling up like bile, and another. They were worse than the atrocities which the house had seen. He had to get out of the house.


  He slammed his suitcase—thank God he’d lived out of it, rather than use the wardrobe—and dragged it onto the landing. He was halfway down, and the thuds of the case on the stairs were making his scalp crawl, when he realized that he’d left a notebook in the living room.


  He faltered in the hallway. He mustn’t be fully awake: the carpet felt moist underfoot. His skull felt soft and porous, no protection at all for his mind. He had to have the notebook. Shouldering the door aside, he strode blindly into the room.


  The light which dangled spiderlike from the central plaster flower showed him the notebook on a fat armchair. Had the chairs soaked up all that had been done here? If he touched them, what might well up? But there was worse in his head, which was seething. He grabbed the notebook and ran into the hall, gasping for air.


  His car sounded harsh as a saw among the sleeping houses. He felt as though the neat hygienic facades had cast him out. At least he had to concentrate on his driving, and was deaf to the rest of his mind. The road through Liverpool was as unnaturally bright as a playing Field. When the Mersey Tunnel closed overhead he felt that an insubstantial but suffocating burden had settled on his scalp. At last he emerged, only to plunge into darkness.


  



  Though his sleep was free of nightmares, they were waiting whenever he jerked awake. It was as if he kept struggling out of a dark pit, having repeatedly forgotten what was at the top. Sunlight blazed through the curtains as though they were tissue paper, but couldn’t reach inside his head. Eventually, when he couldn’t bear another such awakening, he stumbled to the bathroom.


  When he’d washed and shaved he still felt grimy. It must be the lack of sleep. He sat gazing over his desk. The pebbledashed houses of Neston blazed like the cloudless sky; their outlines were knife-edged. Next door’s drain sounded like someone bubbling the last of a drink through a straw. All this was less vivid than his thoughts—but wasn’t that as it should be?


  An hour later he still hadn’t written a word. The nightmares were crowding everything else out of his mind. Even to think required an effort that made his skin feel infested, swarming.


  A random insight saved him. Mightn’t it solve both his problems if he wrote the nightmares down? Since he’d had them in the house in West Derby—since he felt they had somehow been produced by the house—couldn’t he discuss them in his book?


  He scribbled them out until his tired eyes closed. When he reread what he’d written he grew feverishly ashamed. How could he imagine such things? If anything was obscene, they were. Nothing could have made him write down the idea which he’d left until last. Though he was tempted to tear up the notebook, he stuffed it out of sight at the back of a drawer and hurried out to forget.


  He sat on the edge of the promenade and gazed across the Dee marshes. Heat-haze made the Welsh hills look like piles of smoke. Families strolled as though this were still a watering place; children played carefully, inhibited by parents. The children seemed wary of Miles; perhaps they sensed his tension, saw how his fingers were digging into his thighs. He must write the book soon, to prove that he could.


  Ranks of pebbledashed houses, street after street of identical Siamese twins, marched him home. They reminded him of cells in a single organism. He wouldn’t starve if he didn’t write—not for a while, at any rate—but he felt uneasy whenever he had to dip into his savings; their unobtrusive growth was reassuring, a talisman of success. He missed his street and had to walk back. Even then he had to peer twice at the street name before he was sure it was his.


  He sat in the living room, too exhausted to make himself dinner. Van Gogh landscapes, frozen in the instant before they became unbearably intense, throbbed on the walls. Shelves of Miles’ novels reminded him of how he’d lost momentum. The last nightmare was still demanding to be written, until he forced it into the depths of his mind. He would rather have no ideas than that.


  When he woke, the nightmare had left him. He felt enervated but clean. He lit up his watch and found he’d slept for hours. It was time for the Book Programme. He’d switched on the television and was turning on the light when he heard his voice at the far end of the room, in the dark.


  He was on television, but that was hardly reassuring; his one television interview wasn’t due to be broadcast for months. It was as though he’d slept that time away. His face floated up from the gray of the screen as he sat down, cursing. By the time his book was published, nobody would remember this interview.


  The linkman and the editing had invoked another writer now. Good God, was that all they were using of Miles? He remembered the cameras following him into the West Derby house, the neighbors glaring, shaking their heads. It was as though they’d managed to censor him, after all.


  No, here he was again. “Jonathan Miles is a crime novelist who feels he can no longer rely on his imagination. Desperate for new ideas, he lived for several weeks in a house where, last year, a murder was committed.” Miles was already losing his temper, but there was worse to come; they’d used none of his observations about the creative process, only the sequence in which he ushered the camera about the house like Hitchcock in the Psycho trailer. “Viewers who find this distasteful,” the linkman said unctuously, “may be reassured to hear that the murder in question is not so topical or popular as Mr. Miles seems to think.”


  Miles glared at the screen while the program came to an end, while an announcer explained that “Where Do You Get Your Ideas?” had been broadcast ahead of schedule because of an industrial dispute. And now here was the news, all of it as bad as Miles felt. A child had been murdered, said a headline; a Chief Constable had described it as the worst case of his career. Miles felt guiltily resentful; no doubt it would help distract people from his book.


  Then he sat forward, gaping. Surely he must have misheard; perhaps his insomnia was talking. The newsreader looked unreal as a talking bust, but his voice went on, measured, concerned, inexorable. “The baby was found in a microwave oven. Neighbors broke into the house on hearing the cries, but were unable to locate it in time.” Even worse than the scene he was describing was the fact that it was the last of Miles’ nightmares, the one he had refused to write down.


  Couldn’t it have been coincidence? Coincidence, coincidence, the train chattered, and seemed likely to do so all the way to London. If he had somehow been able to predict what was going to happen, he didn’t want to know—especially not now, when he could sense new nightmares forming.


  He suppressed them before they grew clear. He needed to keep his mind uncluttered for the meeting with his publisher; he gazed out of the window, to relax. Trees turned as they passed, unraveling beneath foliage. On a platform a chorus line of commuters bent to their luggage, one by one. The train drew the sun after it through clouds, like a balloon.


  Once out of Euston Station and its random patterns of swarming, he strolled to the publishers. Buildings glared like blocks of salt, which seemed to have drained all moisture from the air. He felt hot and grimy, anxious both to face the worst and to delay. Hugo Burgess had been ominously casual: “If you happen to be in London soon we might have a chat about things . . .”


  A receptionist on a dais that overlooked the foyer kept Miles waiting until he began to sweat. Eventually a lift produced Hugo, smiling apologetically. Was he apologizing in advance for what he had to say? “I suppose you saw yourself on television,” he said when they reached his office.


  “Yes, I’m afraid so.”


  “I shouldn’t give it another thought. The telly people are envious buggers. They begrudge every second they give to discussing books. Sometimes I think they resent the competition and get their own back by being patronizing.” He was pawing through the heaps of books and papers on his desk, apparently in search of the phone. “It did occur to me that it would be nice to publish fairly soon,” he murmured.


  Miles hadn’t realized that sweat could break out in so many places at once. “I’ve run into some problems.”


  Burgess was peering at items he had rediscovered in the heaps. “Yes?” he said without looking up.


  Miles summarized his new idea clumsily. Should he have written to Burgess in advance? “I found there simply wasn’t enough material in the West Derby case,” he pleaded.


  “Well, we certainly don’t want padding.” When Burgess eventually glanced up he looked encouraging. “The more facts we can offer the better. I think the public is outgrowing fantasy, now that we’re well and truly in the scientific age. People want to feel informed. Writing needs to be as accurate as any other science, don’t you think?” He hauled a glossy pamphlet out of one of the piles. “Yes, here it is. I’d call this the last gasp of fantasy.”


  It was a painting, lovingly detailed and photographically realistic, of a girl who was being simultaneously mutilated and raped. It proved to be the cover of a new magazine, Ghastly. Within the pamphlet the editor promised “a quarterly that will wipe out the old horror pulps—everything they didn’t dare to be.”


  “It won’t last,” Burgess said. “Most people are embarrassed to admit to reading fantasy now, and that will only make them more so. The book you’re planning is more what they want—something they know is true. That way they don’t feel they’re indulging themselves.” He disinterred the phone at last. “Just let me call a car and we’ll go into the West End for lunch.”


  Afterward they continued drinking in Hugo’s club. Miles thought Hugo was trying to midwife the book. Later he dined alone, then lingered for a while in the hotel bar; his spotlessly impersonal room had made him feel isolated. Over the incessant trickle of muzak he kept hearing Burgess: “I wonder how soon you’ll be able to let me have sample chapters . . .”


  Next morning he was surprised how refreshed he felt, especially once he’d taken a shower. Over lunch he unburdened himself to his agent. “I just don’t know when I’ll be able to deliver the book. I don’t know how much research may be involved.”


  “Now look, you mustn’t worry about Hugo. I’ll speak to him. I know he won’t mind waiting if he knows it’s for the good of the book.” Susie Barker patted his hand; her bangles sounded like silver castanets. “Now here’s an idea for you. Why don’t you do up a sample chapter or two on the West Derby case? That way we’ll keep Hugo happy, and I’ll do my best to sell it as an article.”


  When they’d kissed good-bye Miles strolled along Charing Cross Road, composing the chapter in his head and looking for himself in bookshop displays. Miles, Miles, books said in a window stacked with crime novels. NIGHT OF ATROCITIES, headlines cried on an adjacent newspaper stand.


  He dodged into Foyles. That was better: he occupied half a shelf, though his earliest titles looked faded and dusty. When he emerged he was content to drift with the rush-hour crowds—until a newsvendor’s placard stopped him. BRITAIN’S NIGHT OF HORROR, it said.


  It didn’t matter, it had nothing to do with him. In that case, why couldn’t he find out what had happened? He didn’t need to buy a paper, he could read the report as the newsvendor snatched the top copy to reveal the same beneath. “Last night was Britain’s worst night of murders in living memory . . .”


  Before he’d read halfway down the column the noise of the crowd seemed to close in, to grow incomprehensible and menacing. The newsprint was snatched away again and again as if he were the victim of a macabre card trick. He sidled away from the newsstand as though from the scene of a crime, but already he’d recognized every detail. If he hadn’t repressed them on the way to London he could have written the reports himself. He even knew what the newspaper had omitted to report: that one of the victims had been forced to eat parts of herself.


  



  Weeks later the newspapers were still in an uproar. Though the moderates pointed out that the murders had been unrelated and unmotivated, committed by people with no previous history of violence or of any kind of crime, for most of the papers that only made it worse. They used the most unpleasant photographs of the criminals that they could find, and presented the crimes as evidence of the impotence of the law, of a total collapse of standards. Opinion polls declared that the majority was in favor of an immediate return of the death penalty. “MEN LIKE THESE MUST NOT GO UNPUNISHED,” a headline said, pretending it was quoting. Miles grew hot with frustration and guilt—for he felt he could have prevented the crimes.


  All too soon after he’d come back from London, the nightmares had returned. His mind had already felt raw from brooding, and he had been unable to resist; he’d known only that he must get rid of them somehow. They were worse than the others: more urgent, more appalling.


  He’d scribbled them out as though he had been inspired, then he’d glared blindly at the blackened page. It hadn’t been enough. The seething in his head, the crawling of his scalp, had not been relieved even slightly. This time he had to develop the ideas, imagine them fully, or they would cling and fester in his mind.


  He’d spent the day and half the night writing, drinking tea until he hardly knew what he was doing. He’d invented character after character, building them like Frankenstein out of fragments of people, only to subject them to gloatingly prolonged atrocities, both the victims and the perpetrators.


  When he’d finished, his head felt like an empty rusty can. He might have vomited if he had been able to stand. His gaze had fallen on a paragraph he’d written, and he’d swept the pages onto the floor, snarling with disgust. “Next morning he couldn’t remember what he’d done—but when he reached in his pocket and touched the soft object his hand came out covered with blood . . .”


  He’d stumbled across the landing to his bedroom, desperate to forget his ravings. When he’d awakened next morning he had been astonished to find that he’d fallen asleep as soon as he had gone to bed. As he’d lain there, feeling purged, an insight so powerful it was impossible to doubt had seized him. If he hadn’t written out these things they would have happened in reality.


  But he had written them out: they were no longer part of him. In fact they had never been so, however they had felt. That made him feel cleaner, absolved him of responsibility. He stuffed the sloganeering newspapers into the wastebasket and arranged his desk for work.


  By God, there was nothing so enjoyable as feeling ready to write. While a pot of tea brewed he strolled about the house and reveled in the sunlight, his release from the nightmares, his surge of energy. Next door a man with a beard of shaving foam dodged out of sight, like a timid Santa Claus.


  Miles had composed the first paragraph before he sat down to write, a trick that always helped him write more fluently—but a week later he was still struggling to get the chapter into publishable shape. All that he found crucial about his research—the idea that by staying in the West Derby house he had tapped a source of utter madness, which had probably caused the original murder—he’d had to suppress. Why, if he said any of that in print they would think he was mad himself. Indeed, once he’d thought of writing it, it no longer seemed convincing.


  When he could no longer bear the sight of the article, he typed a fresh copy and sent it to Susie. She called the following day, which seemed encouragingly quick. Had he been so aware of what he was failing to write that he hadn’t noticed what he’d achieved?


  “Well, Jonathan, I have to say this,” she said as soon as she’d greeted him. “It isn’t up to your standard. Frankly, I think you ought to scrap it and start again.”


  “Oh.” After a considerable pause he could think of nothing to say except, “All right.”


  “You sound exhausted. Perhaps that’s the trouble.” When he didn’t answer he said, “You listen to your Auntie Susie. Forget the whole thing for a fortnight and go away on holiday. You’re been driving yourself too hard—you looked tired the last time I saw you. I’ll explain to Hugo, and I’ll see if I can’t talk up the article you’re going to write when you come back.”


  She chatted reassuringly for a while, then left him staring at the phone. He was realizing how much he’d counted on selling the article. Apart from royalties, which never amounted to as much as he expected, when had he last had the reassurance of a check? He couldn’t go on holiday, for he would feel he hadn’t earned it; if he spent the time worrying about the extravagance, that would be no holiday at all.


  But wasn’t he being unfair to himself? Weren’t there stories he could sell?


  He turned the idea over gingerly in his mind, as though something might crawl out from beneath—but really, he could see no arguments against it. Writing out the nightmares had drained them of power; they were just stories now. As he dialed Hugo’s number, to ask him for the address of the magazine, he was already thinking up a pseudonym for himself.


  



  For a fortnight he walked around Anglesey. Everything was hallucinatorily intense: beyond cracks in the island’s grassy coastline, the sea glittered as though crystallizing and shattering; across the sea, Welsh hills and mist appeared to be creating each other. Beaches were composed of rocks like brown crusty loaves decorated with shells. Anemones unfurled deep in glassy pools. When night fell he lay on a slab of rock and watched the stars begin to swarm.


  As he strolled he was improving the chapters in his mind, now that the first version had clarified his themes. He wrote the article in three days, and was sure it was publishable. Not only was it the fullest description yet of the murder, but he’d managed to explain the way the neighbors had behaved: they’d needed to dramatize their repudiation of all that had been done in the house, they’d used him as a scapegoat to cast out, to proclaim that it had nothing to do with them.


  When he’d sent the manuscript to Susie he felt pleasantly tired. The houses of Neston grew silver in the evening, the horizon was turning to ash. Once the room was so dark that he couldn’t read, he went to bed. As he drifted toward sleep he heard next door’s drain bubbling to itself.


  But what was causing bubbles to form in the grayish substance that resembled fluid less than flesh? They were slower and thicker than tar, and took longer to form. Their source was rushing upward to confront him face to face. The surface was quivering, ready to erupt, when he awoke.


  He felt hot and grimy, and somehow ashamed. The dream had been a distortion of the last thing he’d heard, that was all; surely it wouldn’t prevent him from sleeping. A moment later he was clinging to it desperately; its dreaminess was comforting, and it was preferable by far to the ideas that were crowding into his mind. He knew now why he felt grimy.


  He couldn’t lose himself in sleep; the nightmares were embedded there, minute, precise, and appalling. When he switched on the light it seemed to isolate him. Night had bricked up all the windows. He couldn’t bear to be alone with the nightmares—but there was only one way to be rid of them.


  The following night he woke, having fallen asleep at his desk. His last line met his eyes: “Hours later he sat back on his haunches, still chewing doggedly . . .” When he gulped the lukewarm tea it tasted rusty as blood. His surroundings seemed remote, and he could regain them only by purging his mind. His task wasn’t even half finished. His eyes felt like dusty pebbles. The pen jerked in his hand, spattering the page.


  Next morning Susie rang, wrenching him awake at his desk. “Your article is tremendous. I’m sure we’ll do well with it. Now I wonder if you can let me have a chapter breakdown of the rest of the book to show Hugo?”


  Miles was fully awake now, and appalled by what had happened in his mind while he had been sleeping. “No,” he muttered.


  “Are there any problems you’d like to tell me about?”


  If only he could! But he couldn’t tell her that while he had been asleep, having nearly discharged his task, a new crowd of nightmares had gathered in his mind and were clamoring to be written. Perhaps now they would never end.


  “Come and see me if it would help,” Susie said.


  How could he, when his mind was screaming to be purged? But if he didn’t force himself to leave his desk, perhaps he never would. “All right,” he said dully. “I’ll come down tomorrow.”


  When tomorrow came it meant only that he could switch off his desk lamp; he was nowhere near finishing. He barely managed to find a seat on the train, which was crowded with football fans. Opened beer cans spat; the air grew heady with the smell of beer. The train emerged roaring from a tunnel, but Miles was still in his own, which was far darker and more oppressive. Around him they were chanting football songs, which sounded distant as a waveband buried in static. He wrote under cover of his briefcase, so that nobody would glimpse what he was writing.


  Though he still hadn’t finished when he reached London, he no longer cared. The chatter of the wheels, the incessant chanting, the pounding of blood and nightmares in his skull had numbed him. He sat for a while in Euston. The white tiles glared like ice, a huge voice loomed above him.


  As soon as she saw him Susie demanded, “Have you seen a doctor?”


  Even a psychiatrist couldn’t help him. “I’ll be all right,” he said, hiding behind a bright false smile.


  “I’ve thought of some possibilities for your book,” she said over lunch. “What about that house in Edinburgh where almost the same murder was committed twice, fifty years apart? The man who did the second always said he hadn’t known about the first . . .”


  She obviously hoped to revive him with ideas—but the nightmare which was replaying itself, endless as a loop of film, would let nothing else into his skull. The victim had managed to tear one hand free and was trying to protect herself.


  “And isn’t there the lady in Sutton who collects bricks from the scenes of crimes? She was meaning to use them to build a miniature Black Museum. She ought to be worth tracing,” Susie said as the man seized the flailing hand by its wrist. “And then if you want to extend the scope of the book there’s the mother of the Meathook Murder victims, who still gets letters pretending to be from her children.”


  The man had captured the wrist now. Slowly and deliberately, with a grin that looked pale as a crack in clay, he—Miles was barely able to swallow; his head, and every sound in the restaurant, was pounding. “They sound like good ideas,” he mumbled, to shut Susie up.


  Back at her office, a royalty fee had arrived. She wrote him a check at once, as though that might cure him. As he slipped it into his briefcase, she caught sight of the notebooks in which he’d written on the train. “Are they something I can look at?” she said.


  His surge of guilt was so intense that it was panic. “No, it’s nothing, it’s just something, no,” he stammered.


  Hours later he was walking. Men loitered behind boys playing pinball; the machines flashed like fireworks, splashing the men’s masks. Addicts were gathering outside the all-night chemist’s on Piccadilly; in the subterranean Gents’, a starved youth washed blood from a syringe. Off Regent Street, Soho glared like an amusement arcade. On Oxford Street figures in expensive dresses, their bald heads gleaming, gestured broken-wristed in windows.


  He had no idea why he was walking. Was he hoping the crowds would distract him? Was that why he peered at their faces, more and more desperately? Nobody looked at all reassuring. Women were perfect as corpses, men seemed to glow with concealed aggression; some were dragons, their mouths full of smoke.


  He’d walked past the girl before he reacted. Gasping, he struggled through a knot of people on the corner of Dean Street and dashed across, against the lights. In the moments before she realized that he’d dodged ahead of her and was staring, he saw her bright quick eyes, the delicate web of veins beneath them, the freckles that peppered the bridge of her nose, the pulsing of blood in her neck. She was so intensely present to him that it was appalling.


  Then she stepped aside, annoyed by him, whatever he was. He reached out, but couldn’t quite seize her arm. He had to stop her somehow. “Don’t,” he cried.


  At that, she fled. He’d started after her when two policemen blocked his path. Perhaps they hadn’t noticed him, perhaps they wouldn’t grab him—but it was too late; she was lost in the Oxford Street crowd. He turned and ran, fleeing the police, fleeing back to his hotel.


  As soon as he reached his room he began writing. His head felt stuffed with hot ash. He was scribbling so fast that he hardly knew what he was saying. How much time did he have? His hand was cramped and shaking, his writing was surrounded by a spittle of ink.


  He was halfway through a sentence when, quite without warning, his mind went blank. His pen was clawing spasmodically at the page, but the urgency had gone; the nightmare had left him. He lay in the anonymous bed in the dark, hoping he was wrong.


  In the morning he went down to the lobby as late as he could bear. The face of the girl he’d seen in Oxford Street stared up at him from a newspaper. In the photograph her eyes looked dull and reproachful, though perhaps they seemed so only to him. He fled upstairs without reading the report. He already knew more than the newspaper would have been able to tell.


  



  Eventually he went home to Neston. It didn’t matter where he went; the nightmares would find him. He was an outcast from surrounding reality. He was focused inward on his raw wound of a mind, waiting for the next outbreak of horrors to infest him.


  Next day he sat at his desk. The sunlit houses opposite glared back like empty pages. Even to think of writing made his skin prickle. He went walking, but it was no good: beyond the marshes, factories coughed into the sky; grass blades whipped the air like razors; birds swooped, shrieking knives with wings. The sunlight seemed violent and pitiless, vampirizing the landscape.


  There seemed no reason why the nightmares should ever stop. Either he would be forced to write them out, to involve himself more and more deeply in them, or they would be acted out in reality. In any case he was at their mercy; there was nothing he could do.


  But wasn’t he avoiding the truth? It hadn’t been coincidence that had given him the chance he’d missed in Oxford Street. Perhaps he had been capable of intervention all along, if he had only known. However dismaying the responsibility was, surely it was preferable to helplessness. His glimpse in Oxford Street had made all the victims unbearably human.


  He sat waiting. Pale waves snaked across the surface of the grass; in the heat-haze they looked as though water was welling up from the marshes. His scalp felt shrunken, but that was only nervousness and the storm that was clotting overhead. When eventually the clouds moved on, unbroken, they left a sediment of twilight that clung to him as he trudged home.


  No, it was more than that. His skin felt grimy, unclean. The nightmares were close. He hurried to let his car out of the garage, then he sat like a private detective in the driver’s seat outside his house. His hands clenched on the steering wheel. His head began to crawl, to swarm.


  He mustn’t be trapped into self-disgust. He reminded himself that the nightmares weren’t coming from him, and forced his mind to grasp them, to be guided by them. Shame made him feel coated in hot grease. When at last the car coasted forward, was it acting out his urge to flee? Should he follow that street sign, or that one?


  Just as the signs grew meaningless because he’d stared too long, he knew which way to go. His instincts had been waiting to take hold, and they were urgent now. He drove through the lampless streets, where lit curtains cut rectangles from the night, and out into the larger dark.


  He found he was heading for Chester. Trees beside the road were giant scarecrows, brandishing tattered foliage. Gray clouds crawled grublike across the sky; he could hardly distinguish them from the crawling in his skull. He was desperate to purge his mind.


  Roman walls loomed between the timber buildings of Chester, which were black and white as the moon. A few couples were window-shopping along the enclosed rows above the streets. On the bridge that crossed the main street, a clock perched like a moon-faced bird. Miles remembered a day when he’d walked by the river, boats passing slowly as clouds, a brass band on a small bandstand playing “Blow the Wind Southerly.” How could the nightmare take place here?


  It could, for it was urging him deeper into the city. He was driving so fast through the spotless streets that he almost missed the police station. Its blue sign drew him aside. That was where he must go. Somehow he had to persuade them that he knew where a crime was taking place.


  He was still yards away from the police station when his foot faltered on the accelerator. The car shuddered and tried to jerk forward, but that was no use. The nearer he came to the police station, the weaker his instinct became. Was it being suppressed by his nervousness? Whatever the reason, he could guide nobody except himself.


  As soon as he turned the car the urgency seized him. It was agonizing now. It rushed him out of the center of Chester, into streets of small houses and shops that looked dusty as furniture shoved out of sight in an attic. They were deserted except for a man in an ankle-length overcoat, who limped by like a sack with a head.


  Miles stamped on the brake as the car passed the mouth of an alley. Snatching the keys, he slammed the door and ran into the alley, between two shops whose posters looked ancient and faded like Victorian photographs. The walls of the alley were chunks of spiky darkness above which cramped windows peered, but he didn’t need to see to know where he was going.


  He was shocked to find how slowly he had to run, how out of condition he was. His lungs seemed to be filling with lumps of rust, his throat was scraped raw. He was less running than staggering forward. Amid the uproar of his senses, it took him a while to feel that he was too late.


  He halted as best he could. His feet slithered on the uneven flagstones, his hands clawed at the walls. As soon as he began to listen he wished he had not. Ahead in the dark, there was a faint incessant shriek that seemed to be trying to emerge from more than one mouth. He knew there was only one victim.


  Before long he made out a dark object farther down the alley. In fact it was two objects, one of which lay on the flagstones while the other rose to its feet, a dull gleam in its hand. A moment later the figure with the gleam was fleeing, its footsteps flapping like wings between the close walls.


  The shrieking had stopped. The dark object lay still. Miles forced himself forward, to see what he’d failed to prevent. As soon as he’d glimpsed it he staggered away, choking back a scream.


  



  He’d achieved nothing except to delay writing out the rest of the horrors. They were breeding faster in his skull, which felt as though it were cracking. He drove home blindly. The hedgerows and the night had merged into a dark mass that spilled toward the road, smudging its edges. Perhaps he might crash—but he wasn’t allowed that relief, for the nightmares were herding him back to his desk.


  The scratching of his pen, and a low half-articulate moaning which he recognized sometimes as his voice, kept him company. Next day the snap of the letter box made him drop his pen; otherwise he might not have been able to force himself away from the desk.


  The package contained the first issue of Ghastly. “Hope you like it,” the editor gushed. “It’s already been banned in some areas, which has helped sales no end. You’ll see we announce your stories as coming attractions, and we look forward to publishing them.” On the cover the girl was still writhing, but the contents were far worse. Miles had read only a paragraph when he tore the glossy pages into shreds.


  How could anyone enjoy reading that? The pebbledashed houses of Neston gleamed innocently back at him. Who knew what his neighbors read behind their locked doors? Perhaps in time some of them would gloat over his pornographic horrors, reassuring themselves that this was only horror fiction, not pornography at all: just as he’d reassured himself that they were only stories now, nothing to do with reality—certainly nothing to do with him, the pseudonym said so—


  The Neston houses gazed back at him, self-confident and bland: they looked as convinced of their innocence as he was trying to feel—and all at once he knew where the nightmares were coming from.


  He couldn’t see how that would help him. Before he’d begun to suffer from his writer’s block, there had been occasions when a story had surged up from his unconscious and demanded to be written. Those stories had been products of his own mind, yet he couldn’t shake them off except by writing—but now he was suffering nightmares on behalf of the world.


  No wonder they were so terrible, and that they were growing worse. If material repressed into the unconscious was bound to erupt in some less manageable form, how much more powerful that must be when the unconscious was collective! Precisely because people were unable to come to terms with the crimes, repudiated them as utterly inhuman or simply unimaginable, the horrors would reappear in a worse form and possess whoever they pleased. He remembered thinking that the patterns of life in the tower blocks had something to do with the West Derby murder. They had, of course. Everything had.


  And now the repressions were focused on him. There was no reason why they should ever leave him; on the contrary, they seemed likely to grow more numerous and more peremptory. Was he releasing them by writing them out, or was the writing another form of repudiation?


  One was still left in his brain. It felt like a boil in his skull. Suddenly he knew that he wasn’t equal to writing it out, whatever else might happen. Had his imagination burned out at last? He would be content never to write another word. It occurred to him that the book he’d discussed with Hugo was just another form of rejection: knowing you were reading about real people reassured you they were other than yourself.


  He slumped at his desk. He was a burden of flesh that felt encrusted with grit. Nothing moved except the festering nightmare in his head. Unless he got rid of it somehow, it felt as though it would never go away. He’d failed twice to intervene in reality, but need he fail again? If he succeeded, was it possible that might change things for good?


  He was at the front door when the phone rang. Was it Susie? If she knew what was filling his head, she would never want to speak to him again. He left the phone ringing in the dark house and fled to his car.


  The pain in his skull urged him through the dimming fields and villages to Birkenhead, where it seemed to abandon him. Not that it had faded—his mind felt like an abscessed tooth—but it was no longer able to guide him. Was something anxious to prevent him from reaching his goal?


  The bare streets of warehouses and factories and terraces went on for miles, brick-red slabs pierced far too seldom by windows. At the peak hour the town center grew black with swarms of people, the Mersey Tunnel drew in endless sluggish segments of cars. He drove jerkily, staring at faces.


  Eventually he left the car in Hamilton Square, overlooked by insurance offices caged by railings, and trudged toward the docks. Except for his footsteps, the streets were deserted. Perhaps the agony would be cured before he arrived wherever he was going. He was beyond caring what that implied.


  It was dark now. At the ends of rows of houses whose doors opened onto cracked pavement he saw docked ships, glaring metal mansions. Beneath the iron mesh of swing bridges, a scum of neon light floated on the oily water. Sunken rails snagged his feet. In pubs on street corners he heard tribes of dockers, a sullen wordless roar that sounded like a warning. Out here the moan of a ship on the Irish Sea was the only voice he heard.


  When at last he halted, he had no idea where he was. The pavement on which he was walking was eaten away by rubbly ground; he could smell collapsed buildings. A roofless house stood like a rotten tooth, lit by a single streetlamp harsh as lightning. Streets still led from the opposite pavement, and despite the ache—which had aborted nearly all his thoughts—he knew that the street directly opposite was where he must go.


  There was silence. Everything was yet to happen. The lull seemed to give him a brief chance to think. Suppose he managed to prevent it? Repressing the ideas of the crimes only made them erupt in a worse form—how much worse might it be to repress the crimes themselves?


  Nevertheless he stepped forward. Something had to cure him of his agony. He stayed on the treacherous pavement of the side street, for the roadway was skinless, a mass of bricks and mud. Houses pressed close to him, almost forcing him into the road. Where their doors and windows ought to be were patches of new brick. The far end of the street was impenetrably dark.


  When he reached it, he saw why. A wall at least ten feet high was built against the last houses. Peering upward, he made out the glint of broken glass. He was closed in by the wall and the plugged houses, in the midst of desolation.


  Without warning—quite irrelevantly, it seemed—he remembered something he’d read about years ago while researching a novel: the Mosaic ritual of the Day of Atonement. They’d driven out the scapegoat, burdened with all the sins of the people, into the wilderness. Another goat had been sacrificed. The images chafed together in his head; he couldn’t grasp their meaning—and then he realized why there was so much room for them in his mind. The aching nightmare was fading.


  At once he was unable to turn away from the wall, for he was atrociously afraid. He knew why this nightmare could not have been acted out without him. Along the bricked-up street he heard footsteps approaching.


  When he risked a glance over his shoulder, he saw that there were two figures. Their faces were blacked out by the darkness, but the glints in their hands were sharp. He was trying to claw his way up the wall, though already his lungs were laboring. Everything was over—the sleepless nights, the poison in his brain, the nightmare of responsibility—but he knew that while he would soon not be able to scream, it would take him much longer to die.


  



  PUMPKIN HEAD by Al Sarrantonio


  



  Born May 25, 1952, Al Sarrantonio is another of a growing conclave of horror writers who live in the Bronx. Lovecraft foresaw such things. For six years Sarrantonio edited science fiction, fantasy, horror and westerns for Doubleday, before leaving his position there this past year to become a full-time writer. His career is off to a quick start, with sales to Heavy Metal, Isaac Asimov’s Science Fiction Magazine, Analog, Amazing, Twilight Zone Magazine, Whispers, Fantasy Book, Mike Shayne’s Mystery Magazine, as well as to such anthologies as Shadows, Chrysalis, Ghosts, Terrors, and Death. He has just finished work on two horror/fantasy novels, The Worms and The Wood, and is assembling a collection of his short fiction, entitled Toybox. All of which proves that reading too much of this sort of thing can warp a pure young mind.


  



  An orange and black afternoon.


  Outside, under baring but still-robust trees, leaves tapped across sidewalks, a thousand fingernails drawn down a thousand dry blackboards.


  Inside, a party beginning.


  Ghouls loped up and down aisles between desks, shouting “Boo!” at one another. Crepe paper, crinkly and the colors of Halloween, crisscrossed over blackboards covered with mad and frightful doodlings in red and green chalk: snakes, rats, witches on broomsticks. Windowpanes were filled with cut-out black cats and ghosts with no eyes and giant O’s for mouths.


  A fat jack-o’-lantern, flickering orange behind its mouth and eyes and giving off spicy fumes, glared down from Ms. Grinby’s desk.


  Ms. Grinby, young, bright, and filled with enthusiasm, left the room to chase an errant goblin-child, and one blackboard witch was hastily labeled “Teacher.” Ms. Grinby, bearing her captive, returned, saw her caricature, and smiled. “All right, who did this?” she asked, not expecting an answer and not getting one. She tried to look rueful. “Never mind; but I think you know I don’t really look like that. Except maybe today.” She produced a witch’s peaked hat from her drawer and put it on with a flourish.


  Laughter.


  “Ah!” said Ms. Grinby, happy.


  The party began.


  Little bags were handed out, orange and white with freshly twisted tops and filled with orange and white candy corn.


  Candy corn disappeared into pink little mouths.


  There was much yelling, and the singing of Halloween songs with Ms. Grinby at the piano, and a game of pin the tail on the black cat. And then a ghost story, passed from child to child, one sentence each:


  “It was a dark and rainy night—”


  “—and . . . Peter had to come out of the storm—”


  “—and he stopped at the only house on the road—”


  “—and no one seemed to be home—”


  “—because the house was empty and haunted—”


  The story stopped dead at the last seat of the first row.


  All eyes focused back on that corner.


  The new child.


  “Raylee,” asked Ms. Grinby gently, “aren’t you going to continue the story with us?”


  Raylee, new in class that day; the quiet one, the shy one with black bangs and big eyes always looking down, sat with her small, grayish hands folded, her dark brown eyes straight ahead like a rabbit caught in a headlight beam.


  “Raylee?”


  Raylee’s thin pale hands shook.


  Ms. Grinby got up quickly and went down the aisle, setting her hand lightly on the girl’s shoulder.


  “Raylee is just shy,” she said, smiling down at the unmoving top of the girl’s head. She knelt down to face level, noticing two round fat beads of water at the corner of the girl’s eyes. Her hands were clenched hard.


  “Don’t you want to join in with the rest of us?” Ms. Grinby whispered, a kindly look washing over her face. Empathy welled up in her. “Wouldn’t you like to make friends with everyone here?”


  Nothing. She stared straight ahead, the bag of candy, still neatly wrapped and twisted, resting on the varnished and dented desktop before her.


  “She’s a faggot!”


  This from Judy Linthrop, one of the four Linthrop girls, aged six through eleven, and sometimes trouble.


  “Now, Judy—” began Ms. Grinby.


  “Faggot!” from Roger Mapleton.


  “A faggot!”


  Peter Pakinski, Randy Feffer, Jane Campbell.


  All eyes on Raylee for reaction.


  “A pale little faggot!”


  “That’s enough!” said Ms. Grinby, angry, and there was instant silence; the game had gone too far.


  “Raylee,” she said, softly. Her young heart went out to this girl; she longed to scream at her, “Don’t be shy! There’s no reason, the hurt isn’t real, I know, I know!” Images of Ms. Grinby’s own childhood, her awful loneliness, came back to her and with them a lump to her throat.


  I know, I know!


  “Raylee,” she said, her voice a whisper in the party room, “don’t you want to join in?”


  Silence.


  “Raylee—”


  “I know a story of my own.”


  Ms. Grinby nearly gasped with the sound of the girl’s voice, it came so suddenly. Her upturned, sad little face abruptly came to life, took on color, became real. There was an earnestness in those eyes, which looked out from the girl’s haunted, shy darkness to her and carried her voice with them.


  “I’ll tell a story of my own if you’ll let me.”


  Ms. Grinby almost clapped her hands. “Of course!” she said. “Class,” looking about her at the other child-faces: some interested, some smirking, some holding back with comments and jeers, seeking an opening, a place to be heard, “Raylee is going to tell us a story. A Halloween story?” she asked, bending back down toward the girl, and when Raylee nodded yes she straightened and smiled and preceded her to the front of the room.


  Ms. Grinby sat down on her stool behind her desk.


  Raylee stood silent for a moment, before all the eyes and the almost jeers and the smirks, under the crepe paper and cardboard monsters and goblins.


  Her eyes were on the floor, and then she suddenly realized that she had taken her bag of candy with her, and stood alone clutching it before them all. Ms. Grinby saw it too, and, before Raylee began to shuffle her feet and stand with embarrassment or run from the room, the teacher stood and said, “Here, why don’t you let me hold that for you until you’re finished?”


  She took it from the girl’s sweaty hand and sat down again.


  Raylee stood silent, eyes downcast.


  Ms. Grinby prepared to get up, to save her again.


  “This story,” Raylee began suddenly, startling the teacher into settling back into her chair, “is a scary one. It’s about a little boy named Pumpkin Head.”


  Ms. Grinby sucked in her breath; there were some whisperings from the class which she quieted with a stare.


  “Pumpkin Head,” Raylee went on, her voice small and low but clear and steady, “was very lonely. He had no friends. He was not a bad boy, and he liked to play, but no one would play with him because of the way he looked.


  “He was called Pumpkin Head because his head was too big for his body. It had grown too fast for the rest of him, and was soft and large. He only had a little patch of hair, on the top of his head, and the skin on all of his head was soft and fat. You could almost pull it out into folds. His eyes, nose, and mouth were practically lost in all the fat on his face.


  “Someone said Pumpkin Head looked that way because his father had worked at an atomic plant and had been in an accident before Pumpkin Head was born. But this wasn’t his fault, and even his parents, though they loved him, were afraid of him because of the way he looked. When he stared into a mirror he was almost afraid of himself. At times he wanted to rip at his face with his fingers, or cut it with a knife, or hide it by wearing a bag over it with writing on it that said, ‘I am me, I am normal just like you under here.’ At times he felt so bad he wanted to bash his head against a wall, or go to the train tracks and let a train run over it.”


  Raylee paused, and Ms. Grinby almost stopped her, but noting the utter silence of the class, and Raylee’s absorption with her story, she held her tongue.


  “Finally, Pumpkin Head became so lonely that he decided to do anything he could to get a friend. He talked to everyone in his class, one by one, as nicely as he could, but no one would go near him. He tried again, but still no one would go near him. Then he finally stopped trying.


  “One day he began to cry in class, right in the middle of a history lesson. No one, not even the teacher, could make him stop. The tears ran down Pumpkin Head’s face, in furrows like on the hard furrows of a pumpkin. The teacher had to call his mother and father to come and get him, and even they had trouble taking him away because he sat in his chair with his hands tight around his seat and cried and cried. There didn’t seem to be enough tears in Pumpkin Head’s head for all his crying, and some of his classmates wondered if his pumpkin head was filled with water. But finally his parents brought him home and put him in his room, and there he stayed for three days, crying.


  “After those three days passed, Pumpkin Head came out of his room. His tears had dried. He smiled through the ugly folds of skin on his face, and said that he wouldn’t cry any more and that he would like to go back to school. His mother and father wondered if he was really all right, but secretly, Pumpkin Head knew, they sighed with relief because having him around all the time made them nervous. Some of their friends would not come to see them when Pumpkin Head was in the house.


  “Pumpkin Head went back to school that morning, smiling. He swung his lunch pail in his hand, his head held high. His teacher and his classmates were very surprised to see him back, and everyone left him alone for a while.


  “But then, in the middle of the second period, one of the boys in the class threw a piece of paper at Pumpkin Head, and then another. Someone hissed that his head was like a pumpkin, and that he had better plant it before Halloween. ‘And on Halloween we’ll break open his pumpkin head!” someone else yelled out.


  “Pumpkin Head sat in his seat and carefully brought his lunch box up to his desk. He opened it quietly. Inside was his sandwich, made in a hurry by his mother, and an apple, and a bag of cookies. He took these out, and also the Thermos filled with milk, and set them on the desk. He closed the lunch pail and snapped shut the lid.


  “Pumpkin Head stood and walked to the front of the room, carrying his lunch pail in his hand. He walked to the door and closed it, and then walked calmly to the teacher’s desk, turning toward the class. He opened his lunch box.


  “ ‘My lunch and dinner,’ he said, ‘my dinner and breakfast.’


  “He took out a sharp kitchen knife from his lunch pail.


  “Everyone in the classroom began to scream.


  “They took Pumpkin Head away after that, and they put him in a place—”


  Ms. Grinby abruptly stepped from behind her desk.


  “That’s all we have time for, Raylee,” she interrupted gently, trying to smile. Inside she wanted to scream over the loneliness of this child. “That was a very scary story. Where did you get it from?”


  There was silence in the classroom.


  Raylee’s eyes were back on the floor. “I made it up,” she said in a whisper.


  To make up something like that, Ms. Grinby thought. I know, I know!


  She patted the little girl on her back. “Here’s your candy; you can sit down now.” The girl returned to her seat quickly, eyes averted.


  All eyes were on her.


  And then something that made Ms. Grinby’s heart leap:


  “Neat story!” said Randy Feffer.


  “Neat!”


  “Wow!”


  Roger Mapleton, Jane Campbell.


  As she sat down Raylee was trembling but smiling shyly.


  “Neat story!”


  A bell rang somewhere.


  “Can it be that time already?” Ms. Grinby looked at the full moon-faced wall clock. “Why it is! Time to go home. I hope everyone had a nice party—and remember! Don’t eat too much candy!”


  A small hand waved anxiously at her from the center of the room.


  “Yes, Cleo!”


  Cleo, red-freckled face and blue eyes, stood up. “Can I please tell the class, Ms. Grinby, that I’m having a party tonight, and that I can invite everyone in the class?”


  Ms. Grinby smiled. “You may, Cleo, but there doesn’t seem to be much left to tell, does there?”


  “Well,” said Cleo, smiling at Raylee, “only that everyone’s invited.”


  Raylee smiled back and looked quickly away.


  Books and candy bags were crumpled together, and all ran out under crepe paper, cats, and ghouls, under the watchful eyes of the jack-o’-lantern, into darkening afternoon.


  



  A black and orange night.


  Here came a black cat walking on two legs; there two percale sheet ghosts trailing paper bags with handles; here again a miniature man from outer space. The wind was up: leaves whipped along the serpentine sidewalk like racing cars. There was an apple-crisp smell in the air, an icicle down your spine, here-comes-winter chill. Pumpkins everywhere, and a half-harvest moon playing coyly with wisps of high shadowy clouds. A thousand dull yellow night-lights winked through breezy trees on a thousand festooned porches. A constant ringing of doorbells, the wash of goblin traffic: they traveled in twos, threes, or fours, these monsters, held together by Halloween gravity. Groups passed other groups, just coming up, or coming down, stairs, made faces, and said “Boo!” There were a million “Boo!” greetings this night.


  On one particular porch in all that thousand, goblins went up the steps but did not come down again. The door opened a crack, then wider, and groups of ghosts, wizards, and spooks, instead of waiting patiently for a toss in a bag and then turning away, slipped through into the house and disappeared from the night. Disappeared into another night.


  Through the hallway and kitchen and down another set of stairs to the cellar. A cellar transformed. A cellar of hell, this cellar—charcoal-pit black with eerie dim red lanterns glowing out of odd corners and cracks. An Edgar Allan Poe cellar—and there hung his portrait over the apple-bobbing tub, raven-bedecked and with a cracked grin under those dark-pool eyes and that ponderous brow. This was his cellar, to be sure, a Masque of the Red Death cellar.


  And here were the Poe-people; miniature versions of his evil creatures; enough hideous beasts to fill page after page and all shrunk down to child size. Devils galore, with papier-mâché masks, and hooves and tails of red rope, each with a crimson fork on the end; a gaggle of poke-hole ghosts; a mechanical cardboard man; two wolfmen; four vampires with wax teeth; one mummy; one ten-tentacled sea beast; three Frankenstein monsters; one Bride of same; and one monster of indefinite shape and design, something like a jellyfish made of plastic bags.


  And Raylee.


  Raylee came last; was last to slip silently and trembling through the portal of the yellow front door, was last to slip even more silently down the creaking cellar steps to the Poe-cellar below. She came cat silent and cautious, holding her breath—was indeed dressed cat-like, in whiskered mask, black tights, and black rope tail, all black to mix silently with the black basement.


  No one saw her come in; only the black-beetle eyes of Poe over the apple tub noted her arrival.


  The apple tub was well in use by now, a host of devils, ghosts, and Frankensteins clamoring around it and eagerly awaiting a turn at its game under Poe’s watchful eyes.


  “I got one!” shouted one red devil, triumphantly pulling a glossy apple from his mouth; no devil mask here, but a red-painted face, red and dripping from the tub’s water. It was Peter, one of the taunting boys in Raylee’s class.


  Raylee hung back in the shadows.


  “I got one!” shouted a Frankenstein monster.


  “And me!” from his Bride. Two crisp red apples were held aloft for Poe’s inspection.


  “And me!” “And me!” shouted Draculas, hunchbacks, little green men.


  Spooks and wolfmen shouted too.


  One apple left.


  “Who hasn’t tried yet?” cried Cleo, resplendent in witch’s garb. She was a miniature Ms. Grinby. She leaned her broom against the tub, called for attention.


  “Who hasn’t tried?”


  Raylee tried to sink into the shadows’ protection but could not. A deeper darkness was what she needed; she was spotted.


  “Raylee! Raylee!” shouted Cleo. “Come get your apple!” It was a singsong, as Raylee held her hands out, apple-less, and stepped into the circle of ghouls.


  She was terrified. She trembled so hard she could not hold her hands still on the side of the metal tub as she leaned over it. She wanted to bolt from the room, up the stairs and out through the yellow doorway into the dark night.


  “Dunk! Dunk!” the ghoul circle began to chant, impatient.


  Raylee stared down into the water, saw her dark-reflection and Poe’s mingled by the ripples of the bobbing apple.


  “Dunk! Dunk!” the circle chanted.


  Raylee pushed herself from the reflection, stared at the faces surrounding her. “I don’t want to!”


  “Dunk! . . .” the chant faded.


  Two dozen cool eyes surveyed her behind eye-holes, weighed her dispassionately in the sharp light of peer pressure. There were ghouls behind those ghoulish masks and eyes.


  Someone hissed a laugh as the circle tightened around Raylee. Like a battered leaf with its stem caught under a rock in a high wind, she trembled.


  Cleo, alone outside the circle, stepped quickly into it to protect her. She held out her hands. “Raylee—” she began soothingly.


  The circle tightened still more, undaunted. Above them all, Poe’s eyes in the low crimson light seemed to brighten with anticipation.


  Desperate, Cleo suddenly said, “Raylee, tell us a story.”


  A moment of tension, and then a relaxed “Ah” from the circle.


  Raylee shivered.


  “Yes, tell us a story!”


  This from someone in the suffocating circle, a wolfman, or perhaps a vampire.


  “No, please,” Raylee begged. Her cat whiskers and cat tail shivered. “I don’t want to!”


  “Story! Story!” the circle began to chant.


  “No, please!”


  “Tell us the rest of the other story!”


  This from Peter in the back of the circle. A low voice, a command.


  Another “Ah.”


  “Yes, tell us!”


  Raylee held her hands to her ears. “No!”


  “Tell us!”


  “No!”


  “Tell us now!”


  “I thought you were my friends!” Raylee threw her cat-paw hands out at them, her eyes begging.


  “Tell us.”


  A stifled cry escaped Raylee’s throat.


  Instinctively, the circle widened. They knew she would tell now. They had commanded her. To be one of them, she would do what they told her to do.


  Cleo stepped helplessly back into the circle, leaving Raylee under Poe’s twisted grin.


  Raylee stood alone shivering for a moment. Then, her eyes on the floor, she ceased trembling, became very calm and still. There was a moment of silence. In the dark basement, all that could be heard was the snap of a candle in a far corner and the slapping of water against the lone apple in the tub behind her. When she looked up her eyes were dull, her voice quiet-calm.


  She began to speak.


  “They took Pumpkin Head away after that, and they put him in a place with crazy people in it. There was screaming all day and night. Someone was always screaming, or hitting his head against the wall, or crying all the time. Pumpkin Head was very lonely, and very scared.


  “But Pumpkin Head’s parents loved him more than he ever knew. They decided they couldn’t let him stay in that place any longer. So they made a plan, a quiet plan.


  “One day, when they went to visit him, they dressed him up in a disguise and carried him away. They carried him far away where no one would ever look for him, all the way across the country. They hid him, and kept him disguised while they tried to find some way to help him. And after a long search, they found a doctor.


  “And the doctor did magical things. He worked for two years on Pumpkin Head, on his face and on his body. He cut into Pumpkin Head’s face, and changed it. With plastic, he made it into a real face. He changed the rest of Pumpkin Head’s head too, and gave him real hair. And he changed Pumpkin Head’s body.


  “Pumpkin Head’s parents paid the doctor a lot of money, and the doctor did the work of a genius.


  “He changed Pumpkin Head completely.”


  Raylee paused, and a light came into her dull eyes. The circle, and Poe above them, waited with indrawn breath.


  Waited to say “Ah.”


  “He changed Pumpkin Head into a little girl.”


  Breath was pulled back deeper, or let out in little gasps.


  The light grew in Raylee’s eyes.


  “There were things that Pumpkin Head, now not Pumpkin Head any more, had to do to be a girl. He had to be careful how he dressed, and how he acted. He had to be careful how he talked, and he always had to be calm. He was very frightened of what would happen if he didn’t stay calm. For his face was really just a wonderful plastic one. The real Pumpkin Head was still inside, locked in, waiting to come out.”


  Raylee looked up at them, and her voice suddenly became something different. Hard and rasping.


  Her eyes were stoked coals.


  “All he ever wanted was friends.”


  Her cat mask fell away. Her little girl face became soft and bloated and began to grow as if someone were blowing up a balloon inside her. Her hair began to pull into the scalp, forming a circle knot at the top. Creases appeared up and down her face.


  With a sickening, rubber-inflated sound, the sound of a melon breaking, Raylee’s head burst open to its true shape. Her eyes, ears, and nose became soft orange triangles, her mouth a lazy, grinning crescent. She began to breathe with harsh effort, and her voice became a sharp, wheezing lisp.


  “He only wanted friends.”


  Slowly, with care, Raylee reached down into her costume for what lay hidden there.


  She drew it out.


  In the black cellar, under Poe’s approving glare, there were screams.


  “My lunch and dinner,” she said, “my dinner and breakfast.”


  
    [image: ]

  

OEBPS/Images/TYBHS11Title.jpg
The Year’s
BEST

HORROR
STORIES

SERIES XI

Edited by
KARL EDWARD WAGNER

DAW BOOKS, INC.

DONALD A. WOLLHEIM, PUBLISHER
1633 Broadway, New York, NY 10019





cover.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/TYBHS11Back.jpg
HORRORS GALORE!

“Wagner has done his work well, and DAW deserves

the thanks of horror readers, and librarians catering

to them, for keeping this znthology going, its price
low, and its quality high?”

So comments the American Library Association’s
Booklist about this series, and this latest volume will
uphold their estimate. Once again Karl Edward
Wagner has probed the horror tales of the past year
and come up with a headsman’s basket of
spine-chilling goodics.

Among the authors you will find Ramsey Campbell,

Dennis Etchison, Michacl Kube-McDowell, Manly

Wade Wellman, M. John Harrison, Sheila Hodgson,
and many more.

All sure to give you the willics! Don't try reading
them all at one sitting!

00878

125'00295
ISBN D-87997-878-3

Cover by Michael Welan





