
        
            
                
            
        

    


Meeting The Author
by Ramsey Campbell


 


My mother has often asked me why don’t I write children’s books instead of that awful horrible stuff. If I could get her to read “Meeting the Author,” she might leave well enough alone. Ramsey Campbell here explores the dark side of children’s books, and this seems fair enough. After all, Campbell was just a kid of sixteen when he was writing his first book of horror stories (The Inhabitant of the Lake, 1964), while more recently he has edited a collection of grisly delights designed to terrify young readers (The Gruesome Book, 1983). Campbell and his wife now have two little monsters of their own, and I know they’re a constant source of inspiration.

Born in Liverpool on January 4, 1946, Ramsey Campbell has become a mainstay of The Year’s Best Horror Stories and, indeed, of British horror fiction. Twenty-five years after, with dozens of novels, collections, and anthologies and hundreds of short stories to his credit, Campbell may justly be considered the dean of British horror writers. And he’s just a kid of forty-four. Campbell’s recent books include Obsession (1985), The Hungry Moon (1986), The Influence (1987), Ancient Images (1989), and Midnight Sun (1990). Just now he’s taking a short time out to write a novella, “Needing Ghosts,” for Legend and a batch of short stories. In addition, several of his stories are being adapted into graphic form for comic books. Should be fun reading for the kids.

 




I was young then. I was eight years old. I thought adults knew the truth about most things and would own up when they didn’t. I thought my parents stood between me and anything about the world that might harm me. I thought I could keep my nightmares away by myself, because I hadn’t had one for years — not since I’d first read about the little match girl being left alone in the dark by the things she saw and the emperor realizing in front of everyone that he wasn’t wearing any clothes. My parents had taken me to a doctor who asked me so many questions I think they were what put me to sleep. I used to repeat his questions in my head whenever I felt in danger of staying awake in the dark.

As I said, I was eight when Harold Mealing came to town. All my parents knew about him was what his publisher told the paper where they worked. My mother brought home the letter she’d been sent at the features desk. “A celebrity’s coming to town,” she said, or at least that’s what I remember her saying, and surely that’s what counts.

My father held up the letter with one hand while he cut up his meat with his fork. ” ‘Harold Mealing’s first book Beware of the Smile takes its place among the classics of children’s fiction,’ ” he read. “Well, that was quick. Still, if his publishers say so that’s damn near enough by itself to get him on the front page in this town.”

“I’ve already said I’ll interview him.”

“Robbed of a scoop by my own family.” My father struck himself across the forehead with the letter and passed it to me. “Maybe you should see what you think of him too, Timmy. He’ll be signing at the bookshop.”

“You might think of reviewing his book now we have children writing the children’s page,” my mother added. “Get some use out of that imagination of yours.”

The letter said Harold Mealing had written “a return to the old-fashioned moral tale for children — a story which excites for a purpose.” Meeting an author seemed an adventure, though since both my parents were journalists, you could say I already had. By the time he was due in town I was so worked up I had to bore myself to sleep.

In the morning there was an accident on the motorway that had taken the traffic away from the town, and my father went off to cover the story. Me and my mother drove into town in her car that was really only big enough for two. In some of the streets the shops were mostly boarded up, and people with spray paint who always made my father angry had been writing on them. Most of the town worked at the toy factory, and dozens of their children were queuing outside Books & Things. “Shows it pays to advertise in our paper,” my mother said.

Mrs. Trend, who ran the shop, hurried to the door to let my mother in. I’d always been a bit afraid of her, with her pins bristling like antennae in her buns of hair that was black as the paint around her eyes, but her waiting on us like this made me feel grown up and superior. She led us past the toys and stationery and posters of pop stars to the bookshop part of the shop, and there was Harold Mealing in an armchair behind a table full of his book.

He was wearing a white suit and bow tie, but I thought he looked like a king on his throne, a bit petulant and bored. Then he saw us. His big loose face that was spidery with veins started smiling so hard it puffed his cheeks out, and even his gray hair that looked as if he never combed it seemed to stand up to greet us. “This is Mary Duncan from the Beacon,” Mrs. Trend said, “and her son Timothy who wants to review your book.”

“A pleasure, I’m sure.” Harold Mealing reached across the table and shook us both by the hand at once, squeezing hard as if he didn’t want us to feel how soft his hands were. Then he let go of my mother’s and held onto mine. “Has this young man no copy of my book? He shall have one with my inscription and my blessing.”

He leaned his elbow on the nearest book to keep it open and wrote “To Timothy Duncan, who looks as if he knows how to behave himself: best wishes from the author.” The next moment he was smiling past me at Mrs. Trend. “Is it time for me to meet the little treasures? Let my public at me and the register shall peal.”

I sat on the ladder people used to reach the top shelves and started reading his book while he signed copies, but I couldn’t concentrate. The book was about a smiling man who went from place to place trying to tempt children to be naughty and then punished them in horrible ways if they were. After a while I sat and watched Harold Mealing smiling over all the smiles on the covers of the books. One of the children waiting to have a book bought for him knocked a plastic letter-rack off a shelf and broke it, and got smacked by his mother and dragged out while nearly everyone turned to watch. But I saw Harold Mealing’s face, and his smile was wider than ever.

When the queue was dealt with, my mother interviewed him. “A writer has to sell himself. I’ll go wherever my paying public is. I want every child who will enjoy my book to be able to go into the nearest bookshop and buy one,” he said, as well as how he’d sent the book to twenty publishers before this one had bought it and how we should all be grateful to his publisher. “Now I’ve given up teaching I’ll be telling all the stories I’ve been saving up,” he said.

The only time he stopped smiling was when Mrs. Trend wouldn’t let him sign all his books that were left, just some in case she couldn’t sell the rest. He started again when I said goodbye to him as my mother got ready to leave. “I’ll look forward to reading what you write about my little tale,” he said to me. “I saw you were enjoying it. I’m sure you’ll say you did.”

“Whoever reviews your book won’t do so under any coercion,” my mother told him, and steered me out of the shop.

That evening at dinner my father said, “So how did it feel to meet a real writer?”

“I don’t think he likes children very much,” I said.

“I believe Timmy’s right,” my mother said. “I’ll want to read this book before I decide what kind of publicity to give him. Maybe I’ll just review the book.”

I finished it before I went to bed. I didn’t much like the ending, when Mr. Smiler led all the children who hadn’t learned to be good away to his land where it was always dark. I woke in the middle of the night, screaming because I thought he’d taken me there. No wonder my mother disliked the book and stopped just short of saying in her review that it shouldn’t have been published. I admired her for saying what she thought, but I wondered what Harold Mealing might do when he read what she’d written. “He isn’t entitled to do anything, Timmy,” my father said. “He has to learn the rules like the rest of us if he wants to be a pro.”

The week after the paper printed the review we went on holiday to Spain, and I forgot about the book. When we came home I wrote about the parts of Spain we’d been to that most visitors didn’t bother with, and the children’s page published what I’d written, more or less. I might have written other things, except I was too busy worrying what the teacher I’d have when I went back to school might be like and trying not to let my parents see I was. I took to stuffing a handkerchief in my mouth before I went to sleep so they wouldn’t hear me if a nightmare woke me up.

At the end of the week before I went back to school, my mother got the first phone call. The three of us were doing a jigsaw on the dining table, because that was the only place big enough, when the phone rang. As soon as my mother said who she was, the voice at the other end got so loud and sharp I could hear it across the room. “My publishers have just sent me a copy of your review. What do you mean by saying that you wouldn’t give my book to a child?”

“Exactly that, Mr. Mealing. I’ve seen the nightmares it can cause.”

“Don’t be so sure,” he said, and then his voice went from crafty to pompous. “Since all they seem to want these days are horrors, I’ve invented one that will do some good. I suggest you give some thought to what children need before you presume to start shaping their ideas.”

My mother laughed so hard it must have made his earpiece buzz. “I must say I’m glad you aren’t in charge of children any longer. How did you get our home number, by the way?”

“You’d be surprised what I can do when I put my mind to it.”

“Then try writing something more acceptable,” my mother said, and cut him off.

She’d hardly sat down at the table when the phone rang again. It must have been my imagination that made it sound as sharp as Harold Mealing’s voice. This time he started threatening to tell the paper and my school who he was convinced had really written the review. “Go ahead if you want to make yourself look more of a fool,” my mother said.

The third time the phone rang, my father picked it up. “I’m warning you to stop troubling my family,” he said, and Harold Mealing started wheedling: “They shouldn’t have attacked me after I gave them my time. You don’t know what it’s like to be a writer. I put myself into that book.”

“God help you, then,” my father said, and warned him again before cutting him off. “All writers are mad,” he told us, “but professionals use it instead of letting it use them.”

After I’d gone to bed I heard the phone again, and after my parents were in bed. I thought of Harold Mealing lying awake in the middle of the night and deciding we shouldn’t sleep either, letting the phone ring and ring until one of my parents had to pick it up, though when they did nobody would answer.

Next day my father rang up Harold Mealing’s publishers. They wouldn’t tell him where Harold Mealing had got to on his tour, but his editor promised to have a word with him. He must have, because the phone calls stopped, and then there was nothing for days until the publisher sent me a parcel.

My mother watched over my shoulder while I opened the padded bag. Inside was a book called Mr. Smiler’s Pop-Up Surprise Book and a letter addressed to nobody in particular. “We hope you are as excited by this book as we are to publish it, sure to introduce Harold Mealing’s already famous character Mr. Smiler to many new readers and a state-of-the-art example of pop-up design” was some of what it said. I gave the letter to my mother while I looked inside the book.

At first I couldn’t see Mr. Smiler. The pictures stood to attention as I opened the pages, pictures of children up to mischief, climbing on each other’s shoulders to steal apples or spraying their names on a wall or making faces behind their teacher’s back. The harder I had to look for Mr. Smiler, the more nervous I became of seeing him. I turned back to the first pages and spread the book flat on the table, and he jumped up from behind the hedge under the apple tree, shaking his long arms. On every two pages he was waiting for someone to be curious enough to open the book that little bit farther. My mother watched me, and then she said, “You don’t have to accept it, you know. We can send it back.”

I thought she wanted me to be grown-up enough not to be frightened by the book. I also thought that if I kept it Harold Mealing would be satisfied, because he’d meant it as an apology for waking us in the night. “I want to keep it. It’s good,” I said. “Shall I write and say thank you?”

“I shouldn’t bother.” She seemed disappointed that I was keeping it. “We don’t even know who sent it,” she said.

Despite the letter, I hoped Harold Mealing might have. Hoped. Once I was by myself I kept turning the pages as if I would find a sign if I looked hard enough. Mr. Smiler jumped up behind a hedge and a wall and a desk, and every time his face reminded me more of Harold Mealing’s. I didn’t like that much, and I put the book away in the middle of a pile in my room.

After my parents had tucked me up and kissed me good night, early because I was starting school in the morning, I wondered if it might give me nightmares, but I slept soundly enough. I remember thinking Mr. Smiler wouldn’t be able to move with all those books on top of him.

My first day at school made me forget him. The teacher asked about my parents, who she knew worked on the paper, and wanted to know if I was a writer too. When I said I’d written some things she asked me to bring one in to read to the class. I remember wishing Harold Mealing could know, and when I got home I pulled out the pop-up book as if that would let me tell him.

At first I couldn’t find Mr. Smiler at all. I felt as if he was hiding to give me time to be scared of him. I had to open the book still wider before he came up from behind the hedge with a kind of shivery wriggle that reminded me of a dying insect. Once was enough. I pushed the book under the bottom of the pile and looked for something to read to the class.

There wasn’t anything I thought was good enough, so I wrote about meeting Harold Mealing and how he’d kept phoning, pretty well as I’ve written it now. I finished it just before bedtime. When the light was off and the room began to take shape out of the dark, I thought I hadn’t closed the pop-up book properly, because I could see darkness inside it that made me think of a lid, especially when I thought I could see a pale object poking out of it. I didn’t dare get up to look. After a while I got so tired of being frightened I must have fallen asleep.

In the morning I was sure I’d imagined all that, because the book was shut flat on the shelf. At school I read out what I’d written. The children who’d been at Books & Things laughed as if they agreed with me, and the teacher said I wrote like someone older than I was. Only I didn’t feel older, I felt as I used to feel when I had nightmares about books, because the moment I started reading aloud I wished I hadn’t written about Harold Mealing. I was afraid he might find out, though I didn’t see how he could.

When I got home I realized I was nervous of going to my room, and yet I felt I had to go there and open the pop-up book. Once I’d finished convincing my mother that I’d enjoyed my day at school I made myself go upstairs and pull it from under the pile. I thought I’d have to flatten it even more to make Mr. Smiler pop up. I put it on the quilt and started leaning on it, but it wasn’t even open flat when he squirmed up from behind the hedge, flapping his arms, as if he’d been waiting all day for me. Only now his face was Harold Mealing’s face.

It looked as if part of Mr. Smiler’s face had fallen off to show what was underneath, Harold Mealing’s face gone gray and blotchy but smiling harder than ever, straight at me. I wanted to scream and rip him out of the book, but all I could do was fling the book across my bed and run to my mother.

She was sorting out the topics she’d be covering for next week’s paper, but she dropped her notes when she saw me. “What’s up?”

“In the book. Go and see,” I said in a voice like a scream that was stuck in my throat, and then I was afraid of what the book might do to her. I went up again, though only fast enough that she would be just behind me. I had to wait until she was in the room before I could touch the book.

It was leaning against the pillow, gaping as if something was holding it open from inside. I leaned on the corners to open it, and then I made myself pick it up and bend it back until I heard the spine creak. I did that with the first two pages and all the other pairs. By the time I’d finished I was nearly sobbing, because I couldn’t find Mr. Smiler or whatever he looked like now. “He’s got out,” I cried.

“I knew we shouldn’t have let you keep that book,” my mother said. “You’ve enough of an imagination without being fed nonsense like that. I don’t care how he tries to get at me, but I’m damned if I’ll have him upsetting any child of mine.”

My father came home just then, and joined in. “We’ll get you a better book, Timmy, to make up for this old rubbish,” he said, and put the book where I couldn’t reach it, on top of the wardrobe in their bedroom.

That didn’t help. The more my mother tried to persuade me that the pop-up was broken and so I shouldn’t care about not having the book, the more I thought about Mr. Smiler’s face that had stopped pretending. While we were having dinner I heard scratchy sounds walking about upstairs, and my father had to tell me it was a bird on the roof. While we were watching one of the programs my parents let me watch on television a puffy white thing came and pressed itself against the window, and I almost wasn’t quick enough at the window to see an old bin-liner blowing away down the road. My mother read to me in bed to try and calm me down, but when I saw a figure creeping upstairs beyond her that looked as if it hadn’t much more to it than the dimness on the landing, I screamed before I realized it was my father coming to see if I was nearly asleep. “Oh, dear,” he said, and went down to get me some of the medicine the doctor had prescribed to help me sleep.

My mother had been keeping it in the refrigerator. It must have been years old. Maybe that was why, when I drifted off to sleep although I was afraid to in case anything came into my room, I kept jerking awake as if something had wakened me, something that had just ducked out of sight at the end of the bed. Once I was sure I saw a blotchy forehead disappearing as I forced my eyes open, and another time I saw hair like cobwebs being pulled out of sight over the footboard. I was too afraid to scream, and even more afraid of going to my parents, in case I hadn’t really seen anything in the room and it was waiting outside for me to open the door.

I was still jerking awake when the dawn came. It made my room even more threatening, because now everything looked flat as the hiding-places in the popup book. I was frightened to look at anything. I lay with my eyes squeezed shut until I heard movements outside my door and my father’s voice convinced me it was him. When he inched the door open I pretended to be asleep so that he wouldn’t think I needed more medicine. I actually managed to sleep for a couple of hours before the smell of breakfast woke me up.

It was Saturday, and my father took me fishing in the canal. Usually fishing made me feel as if I’d had a rest, though we never caught any fish, but that day I was too worried about leaving my mother alone in the house or rather, not as alone as she thought she was. I kept asking my father when we were going home, until he got so irritable that we did.

As soon as he was in his chair he stuck the evening paper up in front of himself. He was meaning to show that I’d spoiled his day, but suddenly he looked over the top of the paper at me. “Here’s something that may cheer you up, Timmy,” he said. “Harold Mealing’s in the paper.”

I thought he meant the little smiling man was waiting in there to jump out at me, and I nearly grabbed the paper to tear it up. “Good God, son, no need to look so timid about it,” my father said. “He’s dead, that’s why he’s in. Died yesterday of too much dashing about in search of publicity. Poor old twerp, after all his self-promotion he wasn’t considered important enough to put hi the same day’s news.”

I heard what he was saying, but all I could think was that if Harold Mealing was dead he could be anywhere — and then I realized he already had been. He must have died just about the time I’d seen his face in the pop-up book. Before my parents could stop me, I grabbed a chair from the dining suite and struggled upstairs with it, and climbed on it to get the book down from the wardrobe.

I was bending it open as I jumped off the chair. I jerked it so hard as I landed that it shook the little man out from behind the hedge. I shut my eyes so as not to see his face, and closed my hand around him, though my skin felt as if it was trying to crawl away from him. I’d just got hold of him to tear him up as he wriggled like an insect when my father came in and took hold of my fingers to make me let go before I could do more than crumple the little man. He closed the book and squeezed it under his arm as if he was as angry with it as he was with me. “I thought you knew better than to damage books,” he said. “You know I can’t stand vandalism. I’m afraid you’re going straight to bed, and think yourself lucky I’m keeping my temper.”

That wasn’t what I was afraid of. “What are you going to do with the book?”

“Put it somewhere you won’t find it. Now, not another word or you’ll be sorry. Bed.”

I turned to my mother, but she frowned and put her finger to her lips. “You heard your father.”

When I tried to stay until I could see where my father hid the book, she pushed me into the bathroom and stood outside the door and told me to get ready for bed. By the time I came out, my father and the book had gone. My mother tucked me into bed and frowned at me, and gave my forehead a kiss so quick it felt papery. “Just go to sleep now and we’ll have forgotten all about it in the morning,” she said.

I lay and watched the bedroom furniture begin to go flat and thin as cardboard as it got dark. When either of my parents came to see if I was asleep I tried to make them think I was, but before it was completely dark I was shaking too much. My mother brought me some of the medicine and wouldn’t go away until I’d swallowed it, and then I lay there fighting to stay awake.

I heard my parents talking, too low for me to understand. I heard one of them go out to the dustbin, and eventually I smelled burning. I couldn’t tell if that was in our yard or a neighbor’s, and I was too afraid to get up in the dark and look. I lay feeling as if I couldn’t move, as if the medicine had made the bedclothes heavier or me weaker, and before I could stop myself I was asleep.

When I jerked awake I didn’t know what time it was. I held myself still and tried to hear my parents so that I’d know they hadn’t gone to sleep and left me alone. Then I heard my father snoring in their room, and I knew they had, because he always went to bed last. His snores broke off, probably because my mother had nudged him in her sleep, and for a while I couldn’t hear anything except my own breathing, so loud it made me feel I was suffocating. And then I heard another sound in my room.

It was a creaking as if something was trying to straighten itself. It might have been cardboard, but I wasn’t sure, because I couldn’t tell how far away from me it was. I dug my fingers into the mattress to stop myself shaking, and held my breath until I was almost sure the sound was ahead of me, between the door and me. I listened until I couldn’t hold my breath any longer, and it came out in a gasp. And then I dug my fingers into the mattress so hard my nails bent, and banged my head against the wall behind the pillow, because Harold Mealing had risen up in front of me.

I could only really see his face. There was less of it than last time I’d seen it, and maybe that was why it was smiling even harder, both wider and taller than a mouth ought to be able to go. His body was a dark shape he was struggling to raise, whether because it was stiff or crippled I couldn’t tell. I could still hear it creaking. It might have been cardboard or a corpse, because I couldn’t make out how close he was, at the end of the bed and big as life or standing on the quilt in front of my face, the size he’d been in the book. All I could do was bruise my head as I shoved the back of it against the wall, the farthest I could get away from him.

He shivered upright until his face was above mine, and his hands came flapping toward me. I was almost sure he was no bigger than he’d been in the book, but that didn’t help me, because I could feel myself shrinking until I was small enough for him to carry away into the dark, all of me that mattered. He leaned toward me as if he was toppling over, and I started to scream.

I heard my parents waken, far away. I heard one of them stumble out of bed. I was afraid they would be too late, because now I’d started screaming I couldn’t stop, and the figure that was smaller than my head was leaning down as if it meant to crawl into my mouth and hide there or drag what it wanted out of me. Somehow I managed to let go of the mattress and flail my hands at him. I hardly knew what I was doing, but I felt my fist close around something that broke and wriggled, just as the light came on.

Both my parents ran in. “It’s all right, Timmy, we’re here,” my mother said, and to my father “It must be that medicine. We won’t give him any more.”

I clenched my fist harder and stared around the room. “I’ve got him,” I babbled. “Where’s the book?”

They knew which one I meant, because they exchanged a glance. At first I couldn’t understand why they looked almost guilty. “You’re to remember what I said, Timmy,” my father said. “We should always respect books. But listen, son, that one was bothering you so much I made an exception. You can forget about it. I put it in the bin and burnt it before we came to bed.”

I stared at him as if that could make him take back what he’d said. “But that means I can’t put him back,” I cried.

“What’ve you got there, Timmy? Let me see,” my mother said, and watched until I had to open my fist. There was nothing in it except a smear of red that she eventually convinced me was ink.

When she saw I was afraid to be left alone she stayed with me all night. After a while I fell asleep because I couldn’t stay awake, though I knew Harold Mealing was still hiding somewhere. He’d slipped out of my fist when I wasn’t looking, and now I’d lost my chance to trap him and get rid of him.

My mother took me to the doctor in the morning and got me some new medicine that made me sleep even when I was afraid to. It couldn’t stop me being afraid of books, even when my parents sent Beware of the Smile back to the publisher and found out that the publisher had gone bankrupt from gambling too much money on Harold Mealing’s books. I thought that would only make Harold Mealing more spiteful. I had to read at school, but I never enjoyed a book again. I’d get my friends to shake them open to make sure there was nothing inside them before I would touch them, only before long I didn’t have many friends. Sometimes I thought I felt something squirming under the page I was reading, and I’d throw the book on the floor.

I thought I’d grown out of all this when I went to college. Writing what I’ve written shows I’m not afraid of things just because they’re written down. I worked so hard at college I almost forgot to be afraid of books. Maybe that’s why he kept wakening me at night with his smile half the height of his face and his hands that feel like insects on my cheeks. Yes, I set fire to the library, but I didn’t know what else to do. I thought he might be hiding in one of those books.

Now I know that was a mistake. Now you and my parents and the rest of them smile at me and say I’ll be better for writing it down, only you don’t realize how much it’s helped me see things clear. I don’t know yet which of you smilers Harold Mealing is pretending to be, but I will when I’ve stopped the rest of you smiling. And then I’ll tear him up to prove it to all of you. I’ll tear him up just as I’m going to tear up this paragraph.
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