The Pear-Shaped Man

George R. R. Martin

Copyright ©1987 by George R. R. Martin

Firgt published in Omni, October 1987




The Pear-shaped Man lives benegath the stairs. His shoulders are narrow and stooped, but his buttocks
areimpressvely large. Or perhapsit is only the clothing he wears, no one has ever admitted to seeing him
nude, and no one has ever admitted to wanting to. Histrousers are brown polyester double knits, with
wide cuffs and ashiny sedt; they are dways baggy, and they have big, deep, droopy pockets so stuffed
with oddments and bric-a-brac that they bulge against his sides. He wears his pants very high, hiked up
abovethe swdl of his stcomach, and cinchesthem in place around his chest with anarrow brown lesther
belt. He wears them so high that his drooping socks show clearly, and often an inch or two of pasty white
skinaswell.

His shirts are dways short-deeved, most often white or pae blue, and his breast pocket isdwaysfull of
Bic pens, the cheap throwaway kind that write with blueink. He has|ost the caps or tossed them out,
because his shirtsare al stained and splotched around the breast pockets. His head is a second pear set
atop the firgt; he has adouble chin and wide, full, fleshy cheeks, and the top of his head seemsto come
amost to apoint. Hisnoseis broad and flat, with large, greasy pores; hiseyesare small and pale, set
closetogether. His hair isthin, dark, limp, flaky with dandruff; it never looks washed, and there are those
who say that he cutsit himsalf with abowl and adull knife. He hasasmell, too, the Pear-shaped Man; it
isasweet smell, asour smell, arich smell, compounded of old butter and rancid meat and vegetables
rotting in the garbage bin. His voice, when he spesks, is high and thin and squeaky; it would be afunny
little voice, coming from such alarge, ugly man, but there is something unnerving about it, and something
even more chilling about histight, small smile. He never shows any teeth when he amiles, but hislipsare
broad and wet.

Of course you know him. Everyone knows a Pear-shaped Man.

* * * %

Jesse met hers on her firgt day in the neighborhood, while she and Angdawere moving into the vacant
gpartment on thefirst floor. Angelaand her boyfriend, Donald the student shrink, had lugged the couch
insde and accidentally knocked away the brick that had been holding open the door to the building.
Meanwhile Jessie had gotten the recliner out of the U-Haul dl by hersdf and thumped it up the steps,
only to find the door locked when she backed into it, the recliner in her arms. She was hot and sore and
irritable and ready to scream with frustration.

And then the Pear-shaped Man emerged from his basement apartment under the steps, climbed onto the
sidewalk at the foot of the stoop, and looked up at her with those small, pale, watery eyes of his. He
made no move to help her with her chair. He did not say hello or offer to let her into the building. He only
blinked and smiled atight, wet smile that showed none of histeeth and said in avoice as squeaky and
grating as nails on a blackboard, “ Ahhhh.There sheis.” Then he turned and walked away. When he
walked he swayed dightly from sdeto side. Jessielet go of the recliner; it bumped down two steps and
turned over. She suddenly felt cold, despite the sweltering July heat. She watched the Pear-shaped Man
depart. That was her first sght of him. She went inside and told Donald and Angela about him, but they
were not much impressed. “Into every girl'slife a Pear-shaped Man must fdl,” Angelasaid, with the
cynicism of the veteran city girl. “I bet | met him on ablind date once.”

Dondd, who didn't live with them but spent so many nightswith Angelathat sometimesit seemed as
though he did, had amore immediate concern. “Where do you want thisrecliner?’ he wanted to know.

Later they had afew beers, and Rick and Mally and the Heathersons came over to help them warm the
gpartment, and Rick offered to pose for her (wink wink, nudge nudge) when Molly wasn't there to hear,
and Donad drank too much and went to deep on the sofa, and the Heathersons had afight that ended
with Geoff storming out and Lureen crying; it wasanight like any other night, in other words, and Jessie
forgot al about the Pear-shaped Man.



But not for long.

The next morning Angelaroused Dondd, and the two of them went off, Angie to the big downtown firm
where shewas alegd secretary, Don to study shrinking. Jessie was afredance commercid illustrator.
She did her work at home, which asfar as Angelaand Donad and her mother and the rest of Western
civilization were concerned meant that she didn't work at al. “Would you mind doing the shopping?’
Angie asked her just before sheleft. They had pretty well devastated their refrigerator in the two weeks
before the move, so as not to have alot of food to lug across town. “ Seeing as how you'll be home dl
day?| mean, weredly need somefood.”

So Jessie was pushing afull cart of groceries down acrowded aidein Santino's Market, on the corner,
when she saw the Pear-shaped Man the second time. He was at the register, counting out change into
Santino's hand. Jessiefdt like making a U-turn and busying hersdf until held gone. But that would be
slly. Shed gotten everything she needed, and she was a grown woman, after dl, and he was standing at
the only open register. Resolute, she got in line behind him. Santino dumped the Pear-shaped Man's
coinsinto the old register and bagged up his purchase: abig plastic bottle of Coke and a one-pound bag
of Cheez Doodles. As he took the bag, the Pear-shaped Man saw her and smiled that little wet smile of
his. “ Cheez Doodles are the best,” he said. “Would you like some?’

“No, thank you,” Jessie said politely. The Pear-shaped Man put the brown paper sack ingde a
shapeless leather bag of the sort that schoolboys use to carry their books, gathered it up, and waddled
out of the store. Santino, abig grizzled man with thinning salt-and-pepper hair, began to ring up Jessie's
groceries. “ He's something, ain't he?” he asked her.

“Whoishe?’ she asked.

Santino shrugged. “Héll, | dunno. Everybody just cals him the Pear-shaped Man. He's been around
here forever. Comesin every morning, buys abottle of Coke and abig bag of Cheez Doodles. Once we
run out of Cheez Doodles, so | tell him he oughta try them Cheetos or maybe even potato chips, y'know,
for achange? He wasn't having none of it, though.”

Jessie was bemused. “He must buy something besides Coke and Cheez Doodles.”

“Wannabet, lady?’

“Then he must shop somewhere else.”

“Besides me, the nearest supermarket is nine blocks away. Charlie down at the candy store tells me the
Pear-shaped Man comes in every afternoon at four-thirty and has himsalf achocolate ice-cream soda,
but far aswe cantell, that'sdl he eats.” Herang for atotd. “ That's seventy-nine eighty-two, lady. You
new around here?’

“I live just above the Pear-shaped Man,” Jessie confessed.

“Congratulations,” Santino said.

Later that morning, after she lined the shelves and put away the groceries, set up her studio in the spare
bedroom, made afew desultory dabs on the cover she was supposed to be painting for Pirouette

Publishing, ate lunch and washed the dishes, hooked up the stereo and listened to some Carly Simon,
and rearranged haf of theliving room furniture, Jessie finaly admitted a certain restlessness and decided



thiswould be agood time to go around the building and introduce herself to her new neighbors. Not
many people bothered with that in the city, she knew, but she was fill asmal-town kid at heart, and it
made her feel safer to know the people around her. She decided to start with the Pear-shaped Man
down in the basement and got asfar as descending the sairsto hisdoor. Then afunny feding came over
her. There was no name on the doorbell, she noticed. Suddenly she regretted her impulse. She retreated
back upstairs to meet the rest of the building.

The other tenants al knew him; most of them had spoken to him at least once or twice, trying to be
friendly. Old Sadie Winbright, who had lived acrossthe hal in the other first-floor gpartment for twelve
years, sad he was very quiet. Billy Peabody, who shared the big second-floor apartment with his
crippled mother, thought the Pear-shaped Man was creepy, especidly that little smile of his. Pete Pumetti
worked the late shift and told her how those basement lights were dways on, no matter what hour of the
night Pete came swaggering home, even though it was hard to tell on account of the way the Pear-shaped
Man had boarded up hiswindows. Jess and Ginny Harris didn't like their twins playing around the stairs
that led down to his apartment and had forbidden them to talk to him. Jeffries the barber, whose small
two-chair shop was down the block from Santino's, knew him and had no gregt desire for his patronage.
All of them, every one, called him the Pear-shaped Man. That waswho he was. “But who ishe?’ Jesse
asked. None of them knew. “What does he do for aliving?’ she asked.

“I think he'sonwelfare,” Old Sadie Winbright said. “The poor dear, he must be feebleminded.”
“Damned if | know,” said Pete Pumetti. “He sure as hell don't work. | bet he'saqueer.”

“I think he might be adrug pusher,” said Jeffries the barber, whose familiarity with drugs was limited to
witch hazdl.

“I betcha he writes them pornographic books,” Billy Pesbody surmised.

“He doesn't do anything for aliving,” said Ginny Harris. “Jessand | have talked about it. HEsa
shopping-bag man, he hasto be.”

That night, over dinner, Jessie told Angela about the Pear-shaped Man and the other tenants and their
comments. “He's probably an attorney,” Angie said. “Why do you care so much, anyway?’

Jessie couldn't answer that. “I don't know. He gives me goose bumps. | don't like the idea of some
maniac living right undernegth us”

Angedashrugged. “ That'sthe way it goesin the big, glamorous city. Did the guy from the phone
company come?’

“Maybe next week,” said Jessie. “That'sthe way it goesin the big, glamorous city.”

* k *x %

Jessie soon learned that there was no avoiding the Pear-shaped Man. When she visited the laundromat
around the block, there he was, washing abig load of striped boxer shorts and ink-stained short-deeved
shirts, snacking on Coke and Cheez Doodles from the vending machines. Shetried to ignore him, but
whenever she turned around, there he was, smiling wetly, his eyesfixed on her, or perhaps on the
underthings she was|oading into the dryer.

When she went down to the corner candy store one afternoon to buy a paper, there he was, durping his
ice-cream soda, his buttocks overflowing the stool on which he was perched. “It's homemade,” he



sgueaked at her. She frowned, paid for her newspaper, and |eft.

One evening when Angelawas seeing Donad, Jessie picked up an old paperback and went out on the
stoop to read and maybe socialize and enjoy the cool breeze that was blowing up the Street. She got lost
inthe story, until she caught awhiff of something unpleasant, and when shelooked up from the page,
there he was, standing not three feet away, staring at her. “What do you want?” she snapped, closing the
book.

“Would you like to come down and see my house?” the Pear-shaped Man asked in that high, whiny
voice.

“No,” she said, retreating to her own gpartment. But when shelooked out ahaf hour later, he was il
gtanding in the same exact spot, clutching his brown bag and staring at her windows while dusk fell
around him. He made her fed very uneasy. She wished that Angelawould come home, but she knew that
wouldn't happen for hours. In fact, Angie might very well decide to spend the night at Don's place.

Jessie shut the windows despite the hesat, checked the locks on her door, and then went back to her
studio to work. Painting would take her mind off the Pear-shaped Man. Besides, the cover was due at
Pirouette by the end of the week.

She spent the rest of the evening finishing off the background and doing some of the fine detail on the
heroine's gown. The hero didn't look quite right to her when she was done, so she worked on him, too.
Hewasthe usua dark-haired, virile, strong-jawed type, but Jessie decided to individuaize him abit, an
effort that kept her pleasantly occupied until she heard Angieskey in thelock.

She put away her paints and washed up and decided to have some teabefore calling it anight. Angela
was standing in the living room, with her hands behind her back, looking more than alittletipsy, giggling.
“What's so funny?’ Jessie asked.

Angelagiggled again. “Y ou've been holding out on me,” she said. “Y ou got yoursalf anew beau and you
didnttel.”

“What are you talking about?’

“He was standing on the stoop when | got home,” Angie said, grinning. She came across the room. “He
said to giveyou these.” Her hand emerged from behind her back. It wasfull of fat, orange worms, little
flaking twists of corn and cheese that curled between her fingers and left powdery stains on the pam of
her hand. “For you,” Angie repested, laughing. “For you.”

* k k %

That night Jessie had along, terrible dream, but when the daylight came she could remember only asmall
part of it. She was standing at the door to the Pear-shaped Man's apartment under the airs; shewas
gtanding there in darkness, waiting, waiting for something to happen, something awful, theworst thing she
could imagine. Slowly, oh so dowly, the door began to open. Light fell upon her face, and Jessie woke,
trembling

* * % %

He might be dangerous, Jessie decided the next morning over Rice Krispies and tea. Maybe he had a
crimina record. Maybe he was some kind of menta patient. She ought to check up on him. But she
needed to know his namefirst. She couldn't just call up the police and say, “ Do you have anything on the
Pear-shaped Man?’



After Angelahad goneto work, Jessie pulled achair over by the front window and sat down to wait and
watch. The mail usudly arrived about eeven. She saw the postman ascend the stairs, heard him putting
themalil in the big hall mailbox. But the Pear-shaped Man got his mail separately, she knew. He had his
own box, right under his doorbdll, and if she remembered right it wasn't the kind that locked, either. As
soon as the postman had departed, she was on her feet, moving quickly down the stairs. There was no
sign of the Pear-shaped Man. The door to his apartment was under the stoop, and farther back she
could see overflowing garbage cans, smell their rich, sickly sweet odor. The upper haf of the door wasa
window, boarded up. It was dark under the stoop. Jessie barked her knuckles on the brick as she
fumbled for his mailbox. Her hand brushed the loose metd lid. She got it open, pulled out two thin
envelopes. She had to squint and move toward the sunlight to read the name. They were both addressed
to Occupant.

She was stuffing them back into the box when the door opened. The Pear-shaped Man was framed by
bright light from within his gpartment. He smiled at her, so close she could count the pores on hisnose,
See the sheen of the sdivaon hislower lip. He said nothing.

“1,” shesad, sartled, “I, I ... | got some of your mail by mistake. Must be anew man on theroute. 1, |
wasjugt bringing it back.”

The Pear-shaped Man reached up and into his mailbox. For a second his hand brushed Jesse's. Hisskin
was soft and damp and seemed much colder than it ought to be, and the touch gave her goose bumps al
up and down her arm. He took the two lettersfrom her and looked at them briefly and then stuffed them
into his pants pocket. “It's just garbage,” squeaked the Pear-shaped Man. “They shouldn't be allowed to
send you garbage. They ought to be stopped. Would you like to see my things? | have thingsinsideto
look at.”

“I,” said Jessie, “uh, no. No, | can't. Excuse me.” She turned quickly, moved out from under the gairs,
back into the sunlight, and hurried back inside the building. All the way, she could fed hiseyeson her.

* * % %

She spent the rest of that day working, and the next aswell, never glancing outside, for fear that he would
be standing there. By Thursday the painting was finished. She decided to take it in to Pirouette herslf
and have dinner downtown, maybe do alittle shopping. A day away from the gpartment and the
Pear-shaped Man would do her good, soothe her nerves. She was being overimaginative. He hadn't
actualy done anything, after dl. It wasjust that he was so damnedcreepy .

Adrian, the art director at Pirouette, was glad to see her, asaways. “ That's my Jessie,” he said after

hed given her ahug. “1 wish dl my artistswere like you. Never miss adeadline, never turn in anything but
the best work, area pro. Come on back to my office, well look at this one and talk about some new
assgnmentsand gossip abit.” Hetold his secretary to hold his calls and escorted her back through the
maze of tiny little cubicleswhere the editorslived. Adrian himsdf had a huge corner office with two big
windows, asign of his status in Pirouette Publishing. He gestured Jessie to a chair, poured her acup of
herb tea, then took her portfolio and removed the cover painting and held it up at arm'slength.

The silence went on far too long. Adrian dragged out a chair, propped up the painting, and retreated
severa feet to consider it from adistance. He stroked his beard and cocked his head thisway and that.
Watching him, Jessefdt athin prickle of alarm. Normally, Adrian was given to exuberant outbursts of
gpprova. Shedidnt likethisquiet. “What'swrong?’ she said, setting down her teacup. “Don't you like
it?



“Oh,” Adrian said. He put out ahand, pam open and level, waggled it thisway and that. “It'swell
executed, no doubt. Y our technique is very professond. Fine detail.”

“I researched dl the clothing. It'sdl authentic for the period, you know it is.”

“Y es, no doubt. And the heroineis gorgeous, as always. | wouldn't mind ripping her bodice myself. You
do amazing things with mammaries, Jesse”

She stood up. “Then what isit? I've been doing coversfor you for three years, Adrian. There's never
been any problem.”

“Wadl,” he said. He shook his head, smiled. “Nothing, really. Maybe you've been doing too many of
these. | know how it can go. They're so much dike, it gets boring, painting al those hot embraces one
after another, so pretty soon you feel an urge to experiment, to try something alittle bit different.” He
shook afinger at her. “It won't do, though. Our readers just want the same old shit with the same old
covers. | understand, but it won't do.”

“There's nothing experimental about thispainting,” Jesse said, exasperated. “ It'sthe samething I've
donefor you a hundred times before.What won't do?’

Adrian looked honestly surprised. “Why, the man, of course,” he said. “1 thought you'd done it
deliberately.” He gestured. “1 mean, look a him. Hes almostunattractive .”

“What?" Jesse moved over to the painting. “He'sthe same virile jerk I've painted over and over again.”

Adrian frowned. “Redly now,” hesaid. “Look.” He started pointing things out. “ There, around his
collar, isthat or isthat not just the faintest hint of adouble chin? And look at that lower lip! Beautifully
executed, yes, but it looks, well, gross. Like it was wet or something. Pirouette heroes rape, they
plunder, they seduce, they threaten, but they do not drool, darling. And perhapsit'sjust atrick of
perspective, but | could swear"—he paused, leaned close, shook his head—"no, it's not perspective, the
top of hishead is definitely narrower than the bottom. A pinhead! We can't have pinheads on Pirouette
books, Jesse. Too much fullnessin the cheeks, too. He looks as though he might be storing nuts for the
winter.” Adrian shook his head. “1t won't do, love. Look, no big problem. Therest of the painting isfine.
Just take it home and fix him up. How about it?’

Jessewas garing at her painting in horror, asif shewere seeing it for thefirgt time. Everything Adrian
had said, everything he had pointed out, wastrue. It was dl very subtle, to be sure; at first glance the man
looked mogt like your norma Pirouette hero, but there was something just thetiniest bit off about him,
and when you looked closer, it was blatant and unmistakable. Somehow the Pear-shaped Man had crept
into her painting. “1,” she began, “1, yes, you'reright, I'll do it over. | don't know what happened. There's
this man who livesin my building, a creepy-looking guy, everybody calls him the Pear-shaped Man. He's
been getting on my nerves. | swear, it wasn't intentional. | guess I've been thinking about him so much it
just crept into my work subconscioudy.”

“l undergtand,” Adrian said. “Wdll, no problem, just set it right. We do have deadline problems,
though.”

“I'll fix it thisweekend, have it back to you by Monday,” Jessie promised.

“Wonderful,” said Adrian. “Let'stalk about those other assgnments, then.” He poured her more Red
Zinger, and they sat down to talk. By the time Jessieleft his office, she was feding much better.



Afterward she enjoyed adrink in her favorite bar, met afew friends, and had anice dinner a an
excelent new Japanese restaurant. It was dark by the time she got home. There was no sign of the
Pear-shaped Man. She kept her portfolio under her arm as she fished for her keys and unlocked the
door to the building.

When she stepped inside, Jessie heard afaint noise and felt something crunch underfoot. A nest of
orange worms clustered against the faded blue of the hallway carpet, crushed and broken by her foot.

* * % %

She dreamed of him again. It was the same shapeless, terrible dream. She was down in the dark beneath
the stoop, near the trash bins crawling with al kinds of things, waiting at his door. She was frightened, too
frightened to knock or open the door, yet helplessto leave. Findly the door crept open of its own

accord. There he stood, smiling, smiling. “Would you like to stay?’ he said, and the last words echoed,to
stay to stay to stay to stay , and he reached out for her, and his fingers were as soft and pulpy as
earthworms when he touched her on the cheek.

The next morning Jessie arrived a the offices of Citywide Redlty just asthey opened their doors. The
receptionist told her that Edward Selby was out showing some condos; she couldn't say when held bein.
“That'sdl right,” Jessesaid. “I'll wait.” She settled down to leaf through some magazines, sudying
pictures of houses she couldn't afford.

Sdlby arrived just before e even. He looked momentarily surprised to see her, before his professiona
smile switched on automatically. “Jessie,” he said, “how nice. Something | can do for you?’

“Let'stak,” shesaid, tossng down the magazines.

They went to Selby's desk. He was gtill only an associate with the rental firm, so he shared the office
with another agent, but she was out, and they had the room to themselves. Selby settled himself into his
chair and leaned back. He was a pleasant-looking man, with curly brown hair and white teeth, hiseyes
careful behind slver aviator frames. “Isthere aproblem?’

Jessie leaned forward. “ The Pear-shaped Man,” she said.

Selby arched one eyebrow. “1 see. A harmless eccentric.”

“Areyou sure of that?’

He shrugged. “He hasn't murdered anybody yet, at least that | know of.”

“How much do you know about him? For Sarters, what's his name?’

“Good question,” Salby said, smiling. “Here a Citywide Redty we just think of him as the Pear-shaped
Man. | don't think I've ever gotten aname out of him.”

“What the hell do you mean?’ Jessie demanded. “ Are you telling me his checks have THE
PEAR-SHAPED MAN printed on them?’

Sdby cleared histhroat. “Well, no. Actualy he doesn't use checks. | come by on thefirst of every
month to collect, and knock on his door, and he pays mein cash. One-dollar bills, infact. | stand there,
and he counts out the money into my hand, dollar by dollar. I'll confess, Jessie, that I've never beeninsde



the gpartment, and | don't especidly careto. Kind of afunny smell, you know? But he's a good tenant,
asfar aswere concerned. Always has his rent paid on time. Never bitches about rent hikes. And he
certainly doesn't bounce checks on us.” He showed alot of teeth, abroad smileto let her know he was

joking.
Jessie was not amused. “He must have given aname when hefirst rented the gpartment.”

“I wouldn't know about that,” Selby said. “1've only handled that building for Sx years. He's been down
in the basement alot longer than that.”

“Why don't you check hislease?’

Sdby frowned. “Wel, | could dig it up, | suppose. But redly, is his name any of your business? What's
the problem here, anyway? Exactly what has the Pear-shaped Mandone 7’

Jessie sat back and crossed her arms. “He looks at me.”

“Wel,” Sdby sad, carefully, “I, uh, well, you're an attractive woman, Jessie. | seem to recal asking you
out mysdf.”

“That'sdifferent,” shesad. “You're normdl. It'stheway helooksa me.”

“Undressing you with hiseyes?’ Sdlby suggested.

Jessewas nonplussed. “No,” shesaid. “That isn't it. It's not sexua. Not in the normal way, anyhow. |
don't know how to explain it. He keeps asking me down to his gpartment. He's dways hanging around.”

“Wdl, that'swhere helives.”

“He bothers me. He's crept into my paintings.”

Thistime both of Selby's eyebrowswent up. “Into your paintings?’ he said. Therewasafunny hitchin
hisvoice.

Jess e was getting more and more discomfited: thiswasn't coming out right at dl. “Okay, it doesn't sound
like much, but he'screepy . Hislips are dwayswet. The way he amiles. His eyes. His squesky little voice.

And that smell. Jesus Chrigt, you collect his rent, you ought to know.”

The redltor spread his hands helplesdly. “It's not against the law to have body odor. It's not even a
violation of hislesse”

“Last night he snuck into the building and Ieft apile of Cheez Doodlesright where I'd step in them.”

“Cheez Doodles?” Selby said. Hisvoicetook on asarcastic edge. “God, notCheez Doodles ! How
fucking heinous! Have you informed the police?’

“It'snot funny. What was he doing ingde the building anyway?’

“Helivesthere”

“Helivesin the basement. He has his own door, he doesn't need to come into our hallway. Nobody but



the six regular tenants ought to have keysto that door.”

“Nobody does, asfar as| know,” Selby said. He pulled out a notepad. “Wdll, that's something, anyway.
I'll tell you what, I'll have thelock changed on the outer door. The Pear-shaped Man won't get akey.
Will that make you happy?’

“A little” said Jessie, dightly mollified.

“I can't promise that he won't get in,” Selby cautioned. “Y ou know how it is. If | had anicked for every
time some tenant has taped over alock or propped open adoor with a doorstop because it was more
convenient, well...”

“Don't worry. I'll seethat nothing like that happens. What about his name? Will you check the lease for
me?’

Sdby sghed. “Thisisredly aninvason of privacy. But I'll doit. A persond favor. Y ou owe me one.”
He got up and went across the room to ablack metd filing cabinet, pulled open a drawer, rummaged
around, and came out with alegal-sized folder. He was flipping through it as he returned to his desk.

“Wdl?" Jessie asked, impatiently.

“Hmmmm,” Selby said. “Here'syour lease. And herésthe others.” He went back to the beginning and
checked the papers one by one. “Winbright, Peabody, Pumetti, Harris, Jeffries.” He closed thefile,
looked up at her, and shrugged. “No lease. Well, it'sacrummy little apartment, and he's been there
forever. Either welve misfiled hislease or he never had one. It's not unknown. A month-to-month
bass...”

“Oh, great,” Jessie said. “Are you going to do anything about it?’

“I'll changethat lock,” Selby said. “Beyond that, | don't know what you expect of me. I'm not going to
evict the man for offering you Cheez Doodles.”

* * * %

The Pear-shaped Man was standing on the stoop when Jessie got home, his battered bag tucked up
under one arm. He smiled when he saw her gpproach.Let him touch me, shethought,just let him touch
me when | walk by, and I'll have him booked for assault so fast it'll make his little pointy head
swim. But the Pear-shaped Man made no effort to grab her. “I have things to show you downgtairs,” he
said as Jessie ascended the sairs. She had to passwithin afoot of him; the smell was overwhelming
today, arich odor like yeast and decaying vegetables. “Would you like to look a my things?’ he called
after her. Jessie unlocked the door and dammed it behind her.

I'm not going to think about him, shetold hersalf insde, over a cup of tea. She had work to do. Shed
promised Adrian the cover by Monday, after al. Shewent into her studio, drew back the curtains, and
st to work, determined to eradicate every hint of the Pear-shaped Man from the cover. She painted
away the double chin, firmed up the jaw, redid those tight wet lips, darkened the hair, made it blacker
and bushier and more wind tossed so the head didn't seem to come to such apoint. She gave him sharp,
high, pronounced cheekbones—cheekbones like the blade of a knife—made the face amost gaunt. She
even changed the color of hiseyes. Why had she given him those wesk, pale eyes? She made the eyes
green, acrigp, clean, commanding green, full of vitaity.

It was amost midnight by the time she was done, and Jessie was exhausted, but when she stepped back



to survey her handiwork, she was delighted. The man was ared Pirouette hero now: arakehell, arogue,
ahdl-raiser whose robust exterior conceded a brooding, melancholy, poetic soul. There was nothing the
least bit pear-shaped about him. Adrian would have puppies. It was agood kind of tiredness. Jessie
went to deep feding dtogether satisfied. Maybe Salby was right; she wastoo imaginative, shed redly let
the Pear-shaped Man get to her. But work, good hard old-fashioned work, was the perfect antidote for
these shapel essfears of hers. Tonight, she was sure, her deep would be deep and dreamless.

* k k %

She waswrong. There was no safety in her deep. She stood trembling on his doorstep once again. It
was S0 dark down there, sofilthy. Therich, ripe smell of the garbage cans was overwheming, and she
thought she could hear things moving in the shadows. The door began to open. The Pear-shaped Man
smiled and touched her with cold, soft fingerslike anest of grubs. He took hold of her by the arm and
drew her indde, inade, insde...

* * % %

Angedaknocked on her door the next morning at ten. “ Sunday brunch,” she called out. “Don is making
waffles. With chocolate chips and fresh strawberries. And bacon. And coffee And O.J. Want some?’

Jessesat upin bed. “Don?Ishe here?’
“He stayed over,” Angelasaid.

Jessie climbed out of bed and pulled on a paint-splattered pair of jeans. “Y ou know I'd never turn down
one of Don's brunches. | didn't even hear you guys comein.”

“I stuck my head into your studio, but you were painting away, and you didn't even notice. Y ou had that
intent look you get sometimes, you know, with thetip of your tongue peeking out of one corner of your
mouth. | figured it was better not to disturb the artist at work.” She giggled. “How you avoided hearing
the bedsprings, though, I'll never know.”

Breskfast was atriumph. There were timeswhen Jessie couldn't understand just what Angelasaw in
Dondd the student shrink, but mealtimes were not among them. He was a splendid cook. Angelaand
Dondd were il lingering over coffee, and Jessie over tea, a eleven, when they heard noises from the
hall. Angelawent to check. “ Some guy's out there changing thelock,” she said when shereturned. “I
wonder what that's all about.”

“I'll be damned,” Jessie said. “ And on the weekend, too. That'stime and ahalf. | never expected Selby
to move so fagt.”

Angelalooked at her curioudy. “What do you know about this?’

S0 Jessietold them al about her meeting with the redtor and her encounters with the Pear-shaped Man.
Angelagiggled once or twice, and Donadd dipped into hiswise shrink face. “Tdl me, Jesse” hesad
when she had finished, “don't you think you're overreacting a bit here?’

“No,” Jessesad curtly.

“You're stonewdling,” Dondd said. “Redlly now, try and look at your actions objectively. What hasthis
man doneto you?’

“Nothing, and | intend to keep it that way,” Jesse snapped. “1 didn't ask you for your opinion.”



“You don't haveto ask,” Dondd said. “Werefriends, aren't we? | hate to see you getting upset over
nothing. It sounds to me as though you're developing some kind of phobiaabout a harmless
neighborhood character.”

Angdagiggled. “He'sjust got acrush onyou, that's all. Y ou're such a heartbreaker.”

Jessie was getting annoyed. “Y ou wouldn't think it was funny if he was leaving Cheez Doodlesfor you,”
shesad angrily. “ Thereés something ... well, somethingwrong there. | canfed it.”

Donald spread his hands. “ Something wrong? Most definitely. The man isobvioudy very poorly
socidized. He's unattractive, doppy, he doesn't conform to normal standards of dress or personal
hygiene, he has unusud eating habits and agreat ded of difficulty relating to others. He's probably avery
lonely person and no doubt deeply neurctic aswell. But none of this makes him akiller or arapist, does
it? Why are you becoming so obsessed with him?”

“I am not becoming obsessed with him.”
“Obvioudy you are,” Dondd said.
“She'sinlove” Angelateased.

Jessie stood up. “1 amnot becoming obsessed with him!” she shouted, “ and this discussion has just
ended.”

* * % %

That night, in her dream, Jessie saw inside for thefirst time. He drew her in, and she found she wastoo
weak to resst. The lightswere very bright insgde, and it was warm and oh so humid, and the air seemed
to move asif she had entered the mouth of some great beast, and the walls were orange and flaky and
had a strange, sweet smell, and there were empty plastic Coke bottles everywhere and bowls of
half-eaten Cheez Doodles, too, and the Pear-shaped Man said, “Y ou can see my things, you can have
my things,” and he began to undress, unbuttoning his short-deeved shirt, pulling it off, revealing deed,
white, hairless flesh and two floppy breasts, and the right breast was stained with blue ink from his
leaking pens, and hewas smiling, smiling, and he undid histhin belt, and then pulled down thefly on his
brown polyester pants, and Jessie woke screaming.

* k% k %

On Monday morning, Jessie packed up her cover painting, phoned amessenger service, and had them
take it down to Pirouette for her. She wasn't up to another trip downtown. Adrian would want to chat,
and Jessie wasn't in avery sociable mood. Angelakept needling her about the Pear-shaped Man, and it
had |eft her in afoul temper. Nobody seemed to understand. There was something wrong with the
Pear-shaped Man, something serious, something horrible. He was no joke. He was frightening.
Somehow she had to proveit. She had to learn hisname, had to find out what he was hiding.

She could hire a detective, except detectives were expensive. There had to be something she could do
on her own. She could try his mailbox again. She'd be better off if she waited until the day the gas and
eectric bills came, though. He had lightsin his apartment, so the e ectric company would know his name.
The only problem was that the eectric bill wasn't due for another couple of weeks.

The living room windows were wide open, Jessie noticed suddenly. Even the drapes had been drawn al
the way back. Angdamust have done it that morning before taking off for work. Jesse hesitated and



then went to the window. She closed it, locked it, moved to the next, closed it, locked it. It made her fed
safer. Shetold hersalf shewouldn't look out. It would be better if she didn't ook out.

How could she not ook out? She looked out. He was there, standing on the sidewalk below her,
looking up. “Y ou could see my things,” he said in hishigh, thin voice. “1 knew when | saw you that you'd
want my things. Y ou'd like them. We could havefood.” He reached into a bulgy pocket, brought out a
single Cheez Doodle, held it up to her. His mouth moved silently.

“Get away from here, or I'll call the policel” Jessie shouted.
“I have something for you. Cometo my house and you can haveit. It'sin my pocket. I'll giveit to you.”

“No you won't. Get away, | warn you. Leave me done.” She stepped back, closed the drapes. It was
gloomy in here with the drapes pulled, but that was better than knowing that the Pear-shaped Man was
looking in. Jessie turned on alight, picked up a paperback, and tried to read. She found hersdlf turning
pages rapidly and redlized she didn't have the vaguest idea of what the words meant. She dammed down
the book, marched into the kitchen, made a tuna salad sandwich on whole whest toast. She wanted
something with it, but she wasn't sure what. She took out adill pickle and diced it into quarters, arranged
it negtly on her plate, searched through her cupboard for some potato chips. Then she poured abig fresh
glass of milk and sat down to lunch.

Shetook one hite of the sandwich, made aface, and shoved it away. It tasted funny. Like the
mayonnaise had gone bad or something. The pickle was too sour, and the chips seemed soggy and limp
and much too salty. She didn't want chips anyway. She wanted something else. Some of thosellittle
orange cheese curls. She could picture them in her head, d mogt taste them. Her mouth watered.

Then she redlized what she was thinking and almost gagged. She got up and scraped her lunch into the
garbage. She had to get out of here, she thought wildly. Sheld go see amovie or something, forget all
about the Pear-shaped Man for afew hours. Maybe she could go to asingles bar somewhere, pick
someone up, get laid. At his place. Away from here. Away from the Pear-shaped Man. That was the
ticket. A night away from the apartment would do her good. She went to the window, pulled aside the
drapes, peered out.

The Pear-shaped Man smiled, shifted from side to sde. He had his misshapen briefcase under hisarm.
His pockets bulged. Jessiefelt her skin crawl. He wasrevolting , she thought. But she wasn't going to let
him keep her prisoner.

She gathered her things together, dipped alittle steak knife into her pursejust in case, and marched
outside. “Would you like to seewhat | have in my case?’ the Pear-shaped Man asked her when she
emerged. Jessie had decided to ignore him. If shedid not reply at dl, just pretended he wasn't there,
maybe he'd grow bored and leave her alone. She descended the steps briskly and set off down the
street. The Pear-shaped Man followed close behind her. “They're al around us,” he whispered. She
could smell him hurrying astep or two behind her, puffing as he walked. “They are. They laugh a me.
They don't understand, but they want my things. | can show you proof. | haveit down in my house. |
know you want to come see.”

Jessi e continued to ignore him. He followed her al the way to the bus stop.

* * * %

The movie was adud. Having skipped lunch, Jesse was hungry. She got a Coke and atub of buttered
popcorn from the candy counter. The Coke was three-quarters crushed ice, but it still tasted good. She



couldn't eat the popcorn. The fake butter they used had avaguely rancid smell that reminded her of the
Pear-shaped Man. Shetried two kernels and felt sick.

Afterward, though, she did alittle better. His name was Jack, he said. He was a sound man on alocal
TV news show, and he had an interesting face: an easy smile, Clark Gable ears, nice gray eyeswith
friendly little crinklesin the corners. He bought her adrink and touched her hand, but the way he did it
was alittle clumsy, like he was abit shy about thiswhole scene, and Jessie liked that. They had afew
drinks together, and then he suggested dinner back at his place. Nothing fancy, he said. He had some
cold cutsin the fridge; he could whip up some jumbo sandwiches and show her his stereo system, which
was some kind of specid super setup held rigged himself. That al sounded fineto her.

His gpartment was on the twenty-third floor of amidtown high rise, and from his windows you could see
sailboats tacking off on the horizon. Jack put the new Linda Ronstadt abum on the stereo while he went
to make the sandwiches. Jesse watched the sailboats. She wasfindly beginning to relax. 1 have beer or
icetea,” Jack called from the kitchen. “What'll it be?’

“Coke,” she said absently.

“No Coke,” he called back. “Beer or icetea.”
“Oh,” she said, somehow annoyed. “Iceteg, then.”
“You got it. Rye or wheat?’

“I don't care,” she said. The boats were very graceful. Sheld like to paint them someday. She could
paint Jack, too. He looked like he had anice body.

“Herewego,” he said, emerging from the kitchen carrying atray. “I hope you're hungry.”

“Famished,” Jessie said, turning away from the window. She went over to where he was setting the table
and froze.

“What'swrong?’ Jack said. He was holding out awhite stoneware plate. On top of it wasatruly
gargantuan ham-and-Swiss sandwich on fresh deli rye, lavishly dathered with mustard, and next to it,
filling up the rest of the plate, was apile of puffy orange cheese curls. They seemed to writhe and move,
to edge toward the sandwich, toward her. “ Jessie?’ Jack said.

She gave achoked, inarticulate cry and pushed the plate away wildly. Jack lost his grip; ham, Swiss
cheese, bread, and Cheez Doodles scattered in al directions. A Cheez Doodle brushed againgt Jessi€'s
leg. Shewhirled and ran from the apartment.

* * % %

Jessie spent the night alone at a hotel and dept poorly. Even here, miles from the gpartment, she could
not escape the dream. It was the same as before, the same, but each night it seemed to grow longer,

each night it went alittle further. She was on the stoop, waiting, afraid. The door opened, and he drew
her insde, the orange warm, the air like fetid breath, the Pear-shaped Man smiling, “Y ou can see my
things,” he said, “you can have my things,” and then he was undressing, his shirt first, his skin so white,
dead flesh, heavy breastiswith ablueink stain, hisbdlt, his pantsfaling, polyester puddling around his
ankles, dl the trash in his pockets scattering on the floor, and he realy was pear-shaped, it wasn't just the
way he dressed, and then the boxer shortslast of dl, and Jessie looked down despite herself and there
was no hair and it was small and wormy and kind of yellow, like acheese curl, and it moved dightly and



the Pear-shaped Man was saying, “I want your things now, give them to me, let me see your things,” and
why couldn't she run, her feet wouldn't move, but her hands did, her hands, and she began to undress.

The hotel detective woke her pounding on her door, demanding to know what the problem was and
why she was screaming.

* * % %

Shetimed her return home so that the Pear-shaped Man would be awvay on his morning run to Santino's
Market when she arrived. The house was empty. Angelahad aready gone to work, leaving theliving
room windows open again. Jessie closed them, locked them and pulled the drapes. With luck, the
Pear-shaped Man would never know that she'd come home.

Already the day outside was swelteringly hot. It was going to be areal scorcher. Jessiefelt sweaty and
soiled. She stripped, dumped her clothing into the wicker hamper in her bedroom and immersed herself
inalong cold shower. Theicy water hurt, but it was agood clean kind of hurting, and it left her fedling
invigorated. She dried her hair and wrapped hersdlf in ahuge, fluffy blue towel, then padded back to her
bedroom, leaving wet footprints on the bare wood floors.

A hater top and apair of cutoffswould be al she'd need in this heat, Jessie decided. She had aplan for
the day firmly in mind. Sheld get dressed, do alittle work in her studio, and after that she could read or
watch some sogps or something. She wouldn't go outside; she wouldn't even look out the window. If the
Pear-shaped Man was &t hisvigil, it would be along, hot, boring afternoon for him.

Jessie laid out her cutoffs and awhite halter top on the bed, draped the wet towel over abedpost, and
went to her dresser for afresh pair of panties. She ought to do alaundry soon, she thought absently as
she snatched up apair of pink bikini briefs.

A Cheez Doodlefdl out.

Jessie recoiled, shuddering. It had beeninside , she thought wildly, it had been insgdethe briefs. The
powdery cheese had left ayelow stain on the fabric. The Cheez Doodle lay whereit had falen, inthe
open drawer on top of her underwear. Something like terror took hold of her. She balled the bikini briefs
up in her fist and tossed them away with revulsion. She grabbed another pair of panties, shook them, and
another Cheez Doodle legpt out. And then another. Another. She began to make athin, hysterical sound,
but she kept on. Five pairs, Sx, nine, that was al, but that was enough. Someone had opened her drawer
and taken out every pair of panties and carefully wrapped a Cheez Doodle in each and put them all back.

It was a ghastly joke, she thought. Angedla, it had to be Angdawho'd doneit, maybe she and Donald
together. They thought this whole thing about the Pear-shaped Man was abig laugh, so they decided to
seeif they could redly freak her out.

Except it hadn't been Angela. She knew it hadn't been Angdla

Jess e began to sob uncontrollably. She threw her balled-up panties to the floor and ran from the room,
crushing Cheez Doodlesinto the carpet. Out in the living room, she didn't know whereto turn. She
couldn't go back to her bedroom,couldn't , not just now, not until Angela got back, and she didn't want
to go to the windows, even with the drapes closed. He was out there; Jessie could fed it, could fed him
staring up at the windows. She grew suddenly aware of her nakedness and covered hersaf with her
hands. She backed away from the windows, step by uncertain step, and retreated to her studio.

Inside she found a big square package leaning up against the door, with anote from Angelataped to it.



“Jess, thiscamefor you last evening,” signed with Angiesbig winged A. Jessie Stared at the package,
uncomprehending. It was from Pirouette. It was her painting, the cover sheéld rushed to redo for them.
Adrian had sent it back. Why?

She didn't want to know. She had to know.

Jessie ripped at the brown paper wrappings, tore them away in long, ragged strips, baring the cover
sheld painted. Adrian had written on the mat; she recognized his hand. “Not funny, kid,” he'dd scrawled.
“Forgetit.”

“No,” Jessie whimpered, backing off.

Thereit was, her painting, the familiar background, the trite embrace, the period costumes researched so
carefully, but no, she hadn't done that, someone had changed it, it wasn't her work, the woman was her,
her, her, dender and strong with sandy blond hair and green eyesfull of rapture, and he was crushing her
to him, tohim , the wet lips and white skin, and he had ablueink stain on hisruffled lace shirtfront and
dandruff on hisvelvet jacket and his head was pointed and his hair was greasy and the fingerswrapped in
her locks were stained ydlow, and he was smiling thinly and pulling her to him and her mouth was open
and her eyes half closed and it was him and it was her, and there was her own signature there, down at
the bottom.

“No,” she said again. She backed away, tripped over an easdl, and fell. She curled up into alittle bal on
the floor and lay there sobbing, and that was how Angelafound her, hourslater.

* * * %

Angelalaid her out on the couch and made a cold compress and pressed it to her forehead. Donad
gtood in the doorway between the living room and the studio, frowning, glancing first at Jesseand thenin
at the painting and then at Jessie again. Angela said soothing things and held Jessie's hand and got her a
cup of teg; little by little her hysteria began to ebb. Donad crossed his arms and scowled. Findly, when
Jessie had dried the last of her tears, he said, “ This obsession of yours has gone too far.”

“Don't,” Angdlasad. “ She'sterrified.”
“I can seethat,” Dondd said. “ That's why something has to be done. She's doing it to herself, honey.”

Jessie had ahot cup of Morning Thunder hafway to her mouth. She stopped dead till. “I'm doing it to
myself?’ she repeated increduloudly.

“Certainly,” Donad said.

The complacency in histone made Jessie suddenly, blazingly angry. “Y ou stupid ignorant callous son of
abitch,” sheroared. “I'm doing it to mysdf,I'm doing it,I'm doing it, howdare you say thatl'm doingit.”
She flung the teacup across the room, aiming for hisfat head. Donald ducked; the cup shattered and the
tea sent three long brown fingers running down the off-whitewall. “ Go on, let out your anger,” he said. “I
know you're upset. When you cam down, we can discuss thisrationaly, maybe get to the root of your
problem.”

Angeatook her arm, but Jessie shook off the grip and stood, her hands balled into figts. “ Go into my
bedroom, you jerk, go in there right now and look around and come back and tell me what you see.”

“If you'd like,” Donad said. He walked over to the bedroom door, vanished, re-emerged several



momentslater. “All right,” he said patiently.
“Wdl?" Jessie demanded.

Donad shrugged. “It'samess,” he said. “Underpantsal over the floor, lots of crushed cheese curls. Tdll
mewhat you think it means.”

“Hebrokein herel” Jessesaid.
“The Pear-shaped Man?’ Dondd queried pleasantly.

“Of courseit was the Pear-shaped Man,” Jessie screamed. “He snuck in here whilewe were dl gone
and he went into my bedroom and pawed through al my things and put Cheez Doodles in my underwesr.

Hewashere | Hewastouching my stuff.”

Donald wore an expression of patient, compass onate wisdom. “Jessie, dear, | want you to think about
what you just told us.”

“Therés nothing to think about!”

“Of coursethereis,” hesaid. “Let'sthink it through together. The Pear-shaped Man was here, you
think?’

13 Ya”
“WI,1y?1
“Todo ... to dowhat hedid. It'sdisgusting. HE's disgusting.”

“Hmmm,” Don said. “How, then? The locks were changed, remember? He can't even get in the building.
He's never had akey to this gpartment. There was no sign of forced entry. How did he get in with hisbag

of cheese curls?’
Jessie had him there. “ Angdaleft the living room windows open,” shesaid.

Angelalooked stricken. “I did,” she admitted. “Oh, Jessie, honey, I'm so sorry. It was hot. | just wanted
to get abreeze, | didn't mean...”

“Thewindows are too high to reach from the sdewak,” Donald pointed out. “He would have needed a
ladder or something to stand on. He would have needed to do it in broad daylight, from abusy siret,
with people coming and going dl the time. He would have had to have left the same way. And then
there'sthe problem of the screens. He doesn't look like avery athletic sort, either.”

“Hedidit,” Jesseindsed. “Hewas here, wasn't he?’

“I know you think so, and I'm not trying to deny your fedings, just explore them. Has this Pear-shaped
Man ever been invited into the apartment?’

“Of coursenot!” Jesse said. “What are you suggesting?’

“Nothing, Jess. Just consder. He climbsin through the windows with these cheese curls heintends to



secrete in your drawers. Fine. How does he know which room isyours?’
Jessie frowned. “He. ... | don't know ... he searched around, | guess.”

“And found what clue? Y ou've got three bedrooms here, one a studio, two full of women's clothing.
How'd he manageto pick the right one?’

“Maybe hedid it in both.”
“Angela, would you go check your bedroom, please?’ Donad asked

Angelarose hesitantly. “Well,” she said, “okay.” Jesse and Donald stared at each other until she
returned aminute or so later. “All clean,” shesaid.

“I don't know how he figured out which damned room was mine,” Jesse said. “All | know isthat hedid.
He had to. How el se can you explain what happened, huh? Do you think | did itmyself ?”

Dondd shrugged. “I don't know,” he said calmly. He glanced over his shoulder into the studio. “Funny,
though. That painting in there, him and you, he must have done that some other time, after you finished it
but before you sent it to Pirouette. It's good work, too. Almost as good as yours.”

Jessie had been trying very hard not to think about the painting. She opened her mouth to throw
something back at him, but nothing flew out. She closed her mouth. Tears began to gather in the corners
of her eyes. She suddenly felt weary, confused, and very alone. Angela had walked over to stand beside
Dondd. They were both looking &t her.

Jessie looked down at her hands helplesdy and said, “What am | going to do? God. What am | going to
do?

God did not answer; Donad did. “ Only onethingto do,” he said briskly. “Face up to your fears.
Exorcise them. Go down there and talk to the man, get to know him. By the time you come back up, you
may pity him or have contempt for him or didike him, but you won't fear him any longer, you'll see that
he's only ahuman being and arather sad one.”

“Areyou sure, Don?” Angelaasked him.

“Completely. Confront this obsession of yours, Jessie. That's the only way you'l ever be free of it. Go
down to the basement and visit with the Pear-shaped Man.”

“Therésnothing to be afraid of,” Angdlatold her again.

“That's easy for you to say.”

“Look, Jess, the minute you'reinside, Don and | will come out and sit on the stoop. WEell be just an
earshot away. All you'll haveto doislet out the teeniest little yell and well come rushing right down. So
you won't be done, not redly. And you've il got that knife in your purse, right?”

Jessie nodded.

“Come on, then, remember the time that purse snatcher tried to grab your shoulder bag? Y ou decked
him good. If this Pear-shaped Man tries anything, you're quick enough. Stab him. Run away. Ydl for us.



Youll be perfectly safe”

“I supposeyou'reright,” Jesse said with asmal sigh. Theywere right. She knew it. It didn't make any
sense. Hewas adirty, foul-smelling, unattractive man, maybe alittle retarded, but nothing she couldn't
handle, nothing she had to be afraid of, she didn't want to be crazy, she was etting thisridiculous
obsession eat her dlive and it had to stop now, Donald was perfectly correct, sheld been doing it to
hersdf adl along and now she was going to take hold of it and stop it, certainly, it all made perfect sense
and there was nothing to worry about, nothing to be afraid of, what could the Pear-shaped Man possibly
do to her that was so terrifying? Nothing. Nothing.

Angela patted her on the back. Jessie took a deep bregth, took the doorknob firmly in hand, and
stepped out of the building into the hot, damp evening air. Everything was under control.

So why was she so scared?

* k k %

Night wasfaling, but down under the Sairsit had falen dready. Down under the sairsit was dways
night. The stoop cut off the morning sun, and the building itsalf blocked the afternoon light. It was dark,
30 dark. She stumbled over acrack in the cement, and her foot rang off the side of ameta garbage can.
Jessie shuddered, imagining flies and maggots and other, worse things moving and breeding back there
where the sun never shone.No, mustn't think about that, it was only garbage, rotting and festering
in the warm, humid dark, mustn't dwell on it. She was at the door.

She raised her hand to knock, and then the fear took hold of her again. She could not move.Nothing to
be frightened of, shetold hersdlf,nothing at all. What could he possibly do to her? Y et till she could
not bring herself to knock. She stood before his door with her hand raised, her breath raw in her throat.
It was so hot, so suffocatingly hot. She had to breathe. She had to get out from under the stoop, get back
to where she could breathe. A thin vertica crack of yellow light split the darkness.No, Jessie thought,oh,
please no.

The door was opening.

Why did it have to open so dowly? Sowly, likein her dreams. Why did it have to open at dl? Thelight
was 0 bright in there. Asthe door opened, Jessie found hersdlf squinting. The Pear-shaped Man stood
amiling & her.

“I,” Jessebegan, “I, uh, 1...”

“Theresheis,” the Pear-shaped Man said in histinny little squeak.

“What do you want from me?’ Jessie blurted.

“I knew sheld come,” he said, as though she wasn't there. “I knew sheld come for my things.”

“No,” Jesse said. She wanted to run away, but her feet would not move.

“You can comein,” he said. Heraised his hand, moved it toward her face. He touched her. Fivefat
white maggots crawled across her cheek and wriggled through her hair. Hisfingers smelled like cheese

curls. His pinkie touched her ear and tried to burrow inside. She hadn't seen his other hand move until
shefdt it grip her upper arm, pulling, pulling. Hisflesh felt damp and cold. Jessie whimpered.



“Comein and see my things,” he said. “ Y ou haveto. Y ou know you haveto.” And somehow she was
ingde then, and the door was closing behind her, and she wasthere, insde, done with the Pear-shaped
Man.

Jessietried to get agrip on herself.Nothing to be afraid of, she repeated to hersdlf, alitany, acharm, a
chant,nothing to be afraid of, what could he do to you, what could he do?

Theroom was L-shaped, low cellinged, filthy. The sckly sweet smdll was overwhelming. Four naked
light bulbs burned in the fixture above, and along onewall was arow of old lamps without shades, bare
bulbs blazing away. A three-legged card table stood against the opposite wall, its fourth corner propped
up by abroken TV set with wires dangling through the shattered glass of its picture tube. On top of the
card table was abig bowl of Cheez Doodles. Jessie looked away, feding sick. Shetried to step
backward, and her foot hit an empty Coke bottle. She dmost fell. But the Pear-shaped Man caught her
in his soft, damp grip and held her upright.

Jessie yanked hersdlf free of him and backed away. Her hand went into her purse and closed around the
knife. It made her fed better, stronger. She moved close to the boarded-up window. Outside she could
make out Donad and Angelataking. The sound of their voices, so close at hand—that hel ped, too. She
tried to summon up al of her strength. “How do you live like this?” she asked him. “Do you need help
cleaning up the place? Areyou sick?’ It was so hard to force out the words.

“Sick,” the Pear-shaped Man repeated. “ Did they tell you | was sick? They lie about me. They lie about
medl thetime. Somebody should make them stop.” If only he would stop smiling. Hislipswere so wet.
But he never stopped smiling. “I knew you would come. Here. Thisisfor you.” Hepulled it from a
pocket, held it out.

“No,” said Jessie. “I'm not hungry. Redlly.” But shewas hungry, she redlized. She was famished. She
found hersdf staring at the thick orange twist between hisfingers, and suddenly she wanted it
desperately. “No,” she said again, but her voice was weaker now, barely more than awhisper, and the
cheese curl wasvery close.

Her mouth sagged open. Shefdlt it on her tongue, the roughness of the powdery cheese, the sweetness
of it. It crunched softly between her teeth. She swallowed and licked the last orange flakes from her
lower lip. She wanted more.

“I knew it was you,” said the Pear-shaped Man. “Now your thingsare mine.” Jessie stared at him. It
was likein her nightmare. The Pear-shaped Man reached up and began to undo the little white plastic
buttons on his shirt. She struggled to find her voice. He shrugged out of the shirt. His undershirt was
ydlow, with huge damp circles under hisarms. He peded it off, dropped it. He moved closer, and heavy
white breasts flopped againgt his chest. Theright one was covered by awide blue smear. A dark little
tongue did between hislips. Fat white fingersworked at his bdlt like ateam of dancing dugs. “ Theseare
for you,” hesad.

Jessie's knuckles were white around the hilt of the knife. “ Stop,” she whispered.
His pants settled to the floor.

She couldn't takeit. No more, no more. She pulled the knife free of her bag, raised it over her head.
"Sop!"

“Ahh,” said the Pear-shaped Man, “thereitis.”



She stabbed him.

The blade went in right to the hilt, plunged deep into his soft, white skin. She wrenched it down and out.
The skin parted, a huge, meaty gash. The Pear-shaped Man was smiling hislittle smile. There was no
blood, no blood at al. His flesh was soft and thick, all pale dead mest.

He moved closer, and Jessie stabbed him again. Thistime he reached up and knocked her hand away.
The knife was embedded in his neck. The hilt wobbled back and forth as he padded toward her. His
dead, white arms reached out and she pushed againgt him and her hand sank into his body like he was
made of wet, rotten bread. “Oh,” he said, “oh, oh, oh.” Jessie opened her mouth to scream, and the
Pear-shaped Man pressed those heavy wet lipsto her own and swallowed al her sound. His pale eyes
sucked at her. Shefelt histongue darting forward, and it was round and black and oily, and then it was
snaking down inside her, touching, tasting, fegling al her things. She was drowning in asea of soft, damp
flesh.

* * * %

She woke to the sound of the door closing. It wasonly asmal click, alatch diding into place, but it was
enough. Her eyes opened, and she pulled hersalf up. It was so hard to move. Shefelt heavy, tired.
Outsde they were laughing. They were laughing at her. It was dim and far-off, that laughter, but she
knew it was meant for her.

Her hand wasresting on her thigh. She stared at it and blinked. She wiggled her fingers, and they moved
likefivefat maggots. She had something soft and yellow under her nails and deep dirty yellow stainsup
near her fingertips.

She closed her eyes, ran her hand over her body, the soft heavy curves, the thicknesses, the strange hills
and valeys. She pushed and the flesh gave and gave and gave. She stood up weakly. There were her
clothes, scattered on the floor. Piece by piece she pulled them on, and then she moved across the room.
Her briefcase was down beside the door; she gathered it up, tucked it under her arm, she might need
something, yes, it was good to have the briefcase. She pushed open the door and emerged into the warm
night. She heard the voices above her: “...wereright al dong,” awoman was saying, “I couldn't believe
I'd been so sllly. Theré's nothing sinister about him, really, he'sjust pathetic. Donald, | don't know how to
thank you.”

She came out from under the stoop and stood there. Her feet hurt so. She shifted her weight from oneto
the other and back again. They had stopped talking, and they were staring at her, Angelaand Donad
and adender, pretty woman in blue jeans and work shirt. “Come back,” she said, and her voice wasthin
and high. “Give them back. Y ou took them, you took my things. Y ou have to give them back.”

Thewoman'slaugh waslike ice cubestinkling in aglass of Coke.

“I think you've bothered Jessie quite enough,” Donad said.

“She hasmy things,” shesad. “Please”

“| saw her come out, and she didn't have anything of yours,” Donald said.

“Shetook dl my things,” she said.

Dondd frowned. The woman with the sandy hair and the green eyeslaughed again and put ahand on his



arm. “Don't look so serious, Don. He's not Al there”

They were dl againgt her, she knew, looking &t their faces. She clutched her briefcaseto his chest.
They'd taken her things, he couldn't remember exactly what, but they wouldn't get her case, he had stuff
in there and they wouldn't get it. She turned away. He was hungry, she realized. She wanted something to
eat. He had half abag of Cheez Doodles |&ft, she remembered. Downstairs. Down under the stoop.

As she descended, the Pear-shaped Man heard them talking about her. He opened the door and went
insdeto stay. The room smelled like home. He sat down, laid his case across his knees, and began to
eat. He stuffed the cheese curlsinto his mouth in big handfuls and washed them down with spsfrom a
glass of warm Coke straight from the bottle he'd opened that morning, or maybe yesterday. It was good.
Nobody knew how good it was. They laughed at him, but they didn't know, they didn't know about dl
the nice things he had. No one knew. No one. Only someday he'd see somebody different, somebody to
give histhingsto, somebody who would give him al their things. Y es. Hed like that. HEd know her
when he saw her.

He'd know just what to say.



