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FOREWORD

Some forty years ago a young Negro named Benrings woke up
in his mother’s little house on the river bottoms at the edge of
Keosauqua, Jowa, in a very curious frame of mind. He ate his
oreakfast in silence and then went out to the shed and got a
hammer and a pocketful of nails.

“Lob,” said his mother, Minnie, “what are you foolin’ around
with? Mr. Neis will be waitin’ for you to help out at the mill.”

Lob looked over at the great, gaunt structure of cut limestone
on the river bank and shook his head. “I ain’t goin’ to the mill
today.”

“You ain’t goin’ to the milll” Laundry and the mill were the
essentials of the Bennings economy. Lob was general handy
man around the place. He shovelled coal under the boilers,
handled grain sacks and was general utility mar on milling
days. “Quit your jokin’ now and get down there to work.”

“I ain’t goin’ to the mill today. I'm goin’ to fix the pickets on
the fence.”

“There ain’t no hurry about those pickets. Why ain’t you
goin’ to the mill?”

“Because,” said Lob, “last night I dreamed I was fixin’ the
pickets on the fence and a hearse went by and went down to
the mill. Old hearse ain’t goin’ to bring me back from the
mill.”

A few hours later the mill boilers let loose and killed the
proprietors, two of the Neis’s, with ghastly immediacy and
completeness. Before Lob had finished patching his fence
Charley Dodds’ hearse went by on its way to the mill to gather
what was left of the victims.

The old shell of the mill has been torn down in the past ten

T
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years but all through my childhood it loomed blank-eyed and
desolate, gloomily towering over our favorite swimming place,
the old, massive, stone-bound locks. Once in a while we would
explore it; several high waters had swept through the lower
floors and left thick layers of black alluvium; we tiptoed up
decrepit stairs and over sagging floors, past ruined bins and
the moldy skeletons of the grain chutes until we came to the
high loading loft where we peered out from under the gallows
beam that had once supported the pulley for lifting the grain
sacks—peered out from darkness and ruin and mold at a
warm, green sunlit world; we felt, ourselves, like the reven-
ants of those men so suddenly thrust from the green warmth
of living into the ruinous and rotting darkness.

There are a hundred people or so alive who know that Lob,
in spite of his general steadiness and his family’s exigent need
for his earnings, skipped one day’s work at the mill because
he had dreamed that he saw a hearse going down there.

#* * *

One very hot summer day, my wife called me at my office
at Editor & Publisher in the Times Building in New York
City and asked me to walk up to Ed. Balzerit’s office on Fifti-
eth Street and pick up her beach robe, which Betty had
borrowed the week before.

I had a great deal to say about this project. In the first place,
the Balzerits’ lived about thirty steps from us on Eleventh
Street, and Ed could take the robe there; in the second place,
there was no possibility that we would go swimming before
the week-end; in the third place, my wife had another beach
robe, and so on and so on. Virginia was inexorable and even
passionately 0, for once; it sounded as if the beach robe were
a coronation’ gown and the Archbishop of Canterbury was
waiting.

At five o’clock, grumbling low curses, I went up and got
the robe. I was probably crossing Forty-third Street when
the subway train which I would otherwise have taken, scat-
tered pieces of passengers all over the IR.T. tracks. When
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I got home, after a long, hot walk, I woke my wife from a
nap; she had been crying in her sleep.

Now one of the pleasant things about the lady who shares
my fortunes is that, without being at all bovine, she is no
more neurotic than a Carnation cow.

“For God’s sake,” I said passionately, shaking a gallon of
sweat from my face and hurling down the cursed robe, “what
is the matter with you? It’s me (grammar is contemptible at
such moments) who ought to be bawling. I had to get your
blankety bathrobe and then I had to walk the whole blank
blankety blank way home.”

“I know,” she said. “Where was the wreck?”

She had been napping almost from the minute the wreck
occurred; there were no extras out and no way she could have
known about the accident except by direct report of some-
one who had got downtown before I could—as a matter of
fact she had been asleep all the time. Her subconscious might
have caught something from the shrieking of ambulances into
St. Vincent’s, even in her sleep, but her subconscious would
have had to be an unusually clever one to tell her about that
disaster—there were about twenty people killed as I remember
—a half hour before the wreck when she urged a completely
unreasonable errand in a completely unusual and Xantippic
manner to keep me off that train.

II

These are the only occurrences within my own experience,
outside of some poker runs, that have struck me as impres-
sive evidence of premonition; even in these I do not assent
to intervention from The Other World, for in the New
Science we have a suggestion of how “premonitions” might
cccur by some rare extension of our numerous undefined but
ordinary psychic potentialities. Too much fantastic literature
now is engaged with the idea, recently become respectable,
that Time is a dimension and that all events exist simul-
taneously on a plane—the other favorite figure is a spiral—
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over which we move in the figuratively lim
dimensions, without being able to glimps
dimensional entity, or cut across the spira.
mension.

It may be perfectly true that Time is a
Being is Time, as the Bergsonians said. T
things confuses me; so we will have no mc
new physics and philosophies should chanc
one can imagine that some critical and ¢
might transcend our conventional faculties
ception of such high events through faculti
yet furnished enough data for serious exan

I very definitely do not believe that depart
ing around as ghosts and I have never yet
who was not the most transparent kind
criminal, but I can see a little case for s
that are called—for want of a scientific tern
is yet present—simply “psychic.” I have s
the silent transference of thought demonstr
favorite relatives—beyond any suspicion of
ner which could not be questioned. She
of coming into a room and performing a
without communication. There are a gr
manage this, of course, but the proof of th
am concerned, is that she can be made to d
ingless things when she does not even kn
ment is on foot.

The “gift” is so pronounced that in her
used to torment her by suddenly impelling |
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Almost everyone has had the “Speak of the De
ence often enough tc suspect that presences are
recognized by impacts less defined than mere sense

Because such matters are still in the center, or :
suburbs, of sober philosophy or research, I have negl
altogether in the collection which follows. It is not
that pre-perception may sometime be metaphysic:
alized; it is a cheap and ancient figure, but “psychi
independent of our ordinary senses are not nearly
to us as wireless telegraphy would have been to an
much before the time of Volta and the differentia
namic and static electricities. The notion that suck
impacts are electrical is well enough; perhaps the
other effect as strange to us as Hertzian waves or c:
would have been to our great-grandfathers; strang
they may not be to our grandsons.

The first requirement of a good fantastic story
the magazines who specialize on these things 1
fact—is that it should not be even remotely possibl
of the fact that I have made three or four excepti
rule in the stories that follow, it seems to me that
story should be consistent within its own definitior
these definitions should be incredible.

Thus, in our first story, “The Considerate Hos
is by all odds one of the best short stories of the yea:
in which it was published, our condition is “gl
ghosts living very much in the manner that they v
lived if they had been granted an extension of t
veare. We cmile and cav. “All richt?” and then
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The enjoyment of such stories as these rests on one’s ac-
ceptance of an initial law which is completely irrational but
which is put down in a calm and matter of fact manner as an
obvious circumstance which you must accept if you are to
play the game and have any fun out of it.

Having put down this first rule for writing these stories,
I suggest that it is also a first rule for reading the stories. Any
one who starts out by saying, “But this is impossible,” should
be deprived of all Grimm, Lewis Carroll, Bierce, Wilde, Poe,
Hoffman, Dickens, Shakespeare—and so on and so on—and
put to work chopping wood by the cord or running a comp-
tometer. He’ll never be President or succeed in medicine, law
or most of the interesting imaginative pursuits.

For those nearsighted people who believe that a fantasy
is a brittle thing, God wot, whose principal appeal is to
weak minds or mildly addled ones willing to make the con-
cession described for the sake of a sensation, I may say first
that no story in this collection requires such concessions as
are regularly made to Sherlock Holmes, Lord Peter Wimsey,
Philo Vance, Lupin and the whole gallery of super-dicks who,
aside from their remarkably unreasonable performances in
general behavior, are gifted with the extra-perception which
invariably attracts their attention to circumstances of hidden
significance, as if they were in rapport with the murderer.
At one time I went through a short season of detective mys-
teries but I found that they strained my credulity and so 1
returned to fantasies.

As far as that is concerned, anyone with the least experience,
in the world and in narrative structure, could take almost any
novel, good or bad, and give a brief analysis of what the author
says happened, from his premises, and what would much more
probably have happened without the patient guidance of the
literary parent. As far as being “fairy tales” is concerned the
fantastic stories are quite as worthy of serious reading as the
works of William Shakespeare, P. G. Wodehouse or Ernest

Hemingway—to collect, casually, from three strata and man-
ners.
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I have occasionally glimpsed one of the most popular maga-
zines of our time which has built up a tremendous circulation
by the simple repetition of standard formulas of which its
audience apparently never wearies:

(1) Sports—hero pulls some trick and gets the girl.

(2) Military (navy or flying)—Ditto.

(3) Crime—Ditto.

In all of the following stories there is no “hero gets the girl”
story, per se.

Of course, there have been plenty of fantastic love stories,
but somehow the casual fantasy does not often tolerate the
overshadowing presence of the perennial fantasy. I think
Frank Stockton wrote more of these than most standard au-
thors—his, “Two-Horned Alexander” is to be commended,
especially—but his fantasy in his best stories was generally an
applique on a human situation, rather than a fantasy in itself,
though he did some good ones in the pure school.

We must make the evident differentiation here between the
story in which ordinary human relationships are affected by a
fantastic development, and stories in which fantastic premises
are worked out in realistically human terms. Both deserve to
be called fantastic stories but the difference is that between
such stories as “Markheim,” which is not really fantastic at all,
but merely allegorical, and “The Monkey’s Paw,” or “The
Bottle Imp,” or “Doctor Jekyll and Mr. Hyde.” In one the
trick is disclosed to end an ordinary story; in the other the
story is told from a fantastic premise.

The modern school, especially in America, whose style Au-
gust Derleth accredits to Mary E. Wilkins Freeman, has gone
in largely for the homely tale which winds up with a fan-
tastic or so-called supernatural turn in the last paragraph or
sentence. Ambrose Bierce, in his leisurely moments, was an
exponent of this story; with his native sense of economy be
stripped the yarn of the niceties and details in which Mrs.
Freeman and Mrs. Wharton indulged and finished a story
with a revengeful rifle shot, or the print of a dead woman’s
three-toed foot, or, in his Owl Creek classic, with the informa-
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tion that the character whose adventures the reader has been
following has just died of hanging.

These turns do not seem to me to get the most out of fan-
tasy. Without some structurally dubious forewarning some
of the tales would be dull indeed. Suppose one ended the Owl
Creek story with the man in hic wife’s arms and a casual re-
mark that he has had a deuce of 2 time to escape from the
Union soldiers: There is nothing but a small tale. Does the
fact, belatedly revealed that all of the circumstances of the
narrative have occurred between the dropping of a body and
the stretching of a rope magically convert this structure into
a valid drama? No, the effect of the story is solely in the
“snapper”; it is much the same as if one learned in the last
scene of Hamlet that Hamlet was a ghost, too, like his father.

The fantasy for my money, as we purists say, is one in which
the fantastic premise is known to the reader from the start
of the story. Two of the most entertaining novels I have read
recently are of this genre, “The Flying Yorkshireman,” and
“The Sword in the Stone.” O, yes, these things are quite
respectable in the book publishing business—still by far the
most liberal field of literary expression. Even motion pictures
and radio are somewhat ahead of the standard magazines in
the field of fantasy—“Dracula,” the very great picture called
“The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari,” the very silly one, “King
Kong,” “Tarzan of the Apes,” and so on.

In spite of Orson Welles, the Martian invasion is not one
of H. G. Wells’ better imaginative stories and in spite of hun-
dreds of imitations in the magazines of fantasy or so-called
“scientifiction,” “The Time Machine” doesn’t seem to me to
amount to a great deal, either, except that it was first or early
in the field of capitalizing a new notion in physics. The stories
by H. G. Wells which are not generally imitated are such
elegant little ideas as the story of the magic shop, the man who
could do miracles, and the time accelerator.

Nor must the fantasy run completely wild. The story in
which all things are possible seems to me extraordinarily dull
because there is no conflict. Mr. Wells has taken care of this
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item in “The Man Who Could Work Miracles” by limiting
the imagination of the hero; establishing a governor on the
limitless powers of the hero by not giving him enough sense
to use them. Curiously enough, two of the most popular
narratives in the field of “Scientifiction” (a word coined by
the magazines which do fancies based on current scientific
hypotheses—rocket ships, fourth dimensional stuff, and so on)
are subject to this error. To me, E. E. Smith’s “Skylark”
stories and the “Superman” episodes, besides being clumsily
written are as dull as ditch-water because there is no possible
way for the hero to lose out. When the pilot of the Skylark
finds himself in a difficulty he quickly works out a ray, for-
mula or dimensional trick which is more invulnerable—and
if you think that “invulnerable” is not subject to modification
you should read the stories—than the one that has failed him.
“Superman” has only the handicap of not wanting to reveal
himself to human beings as the ineluctable force he is—this
is not enough to produce a truly dramatic struggle, even if
the narrative thread were not flimsy and cheap.

Many crimes are entitled to call Mr. Wells and Jules Verne
“Papa.” They did not know what they were starting, of
course, but neither did Peer Gynt when he bred an imp on
the Elf King’s daughter by mere desire. Mr. Wells, Verne
and Poe started the space flights, time machines, overgrown
insects, transplanted brains—possibly Bassett Morgan set the
pattern in this last matter—ray weapons, etc., which have been
altered and reiterated in scientifiction times without end—no
Amen. In this book I have indulged in scientifiction only—
with one exception—when the scientific twists were new and
amusing. “The Adaptive Ultimate” considers a commonplace
in biology—the ability of an organism to adjust itself to an
environment. The author has done no more than to extend
and accelerate this phenomenon, which occurs in its more
usual routine every time we cut a finger, with the results
represented in the story.

The exception to the rule will be included as an apology in
the preliminary note to the second section—the story is “The
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9

Fourth Dimensional Demonstrator,” which is not as fresh a
variant as one might desire, but seems to me the best of several
stories using the same general idea.

Of the other stories in the first section, one can say of
“Escape,” and “The Woman in Grey” that they are, as far
as I know, not related in conception to any stories I have ever
read before; that they are in first rate literary condition, and
that they have a wry humor which seems to me the final test-
ing of a certain type of story.

“The House of Ecstasy” has more of this, without any very
distinguished plot apart from the problem it sets up for all
of us. Was it truly you or was it I who visited that house?
It wasn’t I, I'm sure, because my house is three miles from
the nearest cigar store.

* ¥ *

It is needless to reiterate that most of our very greatest
writers in every age have indulged in these fancies. But with-
out disturbing the classics it may be added that even in our
times some very respectable gentlemen have taken moments
out to do excellent bits for the little magazines that timid peo-
ple hide under their arms for fear of being thought eccentric.
August Derleth, who has given me assistance on this book, is
the serious author of a series of folk-novels about his region
in Wisconsin, and four volumes of verse. John Taine and A.
Hyatt Verrill are not represented because their best things
are too long for an anthology—Taine is the pseudonym of a
mathematics professor in one of the largest universities of the
Pacific Coast; Verrill is an archaeologist whose history is re-
cited at length in “Who’s Who In America.” E. F. Benson
who died this year, too soon—any time would have been too
soon—is not here because his best fantastic stories have already
been included in many anthologies. He was an author in
many manners, of course, the best of them, to my mind, being
the magnificent comedies of “Lucia.” Fletcher Pratt’s serious
studies in contemporary history are very well known; he ap-
parently rests from them with fantasies and mysteries.
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The book naturally avoids such people as Machen, Black-
wood, Morgan, Dunsany and so on since nearly all of theit
best stories are available in collections or anthologies. This
is an attempt to collect and preserve some yarns that may or
may not be inferior to those of the gentlemen mentioned, but
which might be lost because of obscure publication or because
of the very occasional performances of the authors.

III

The stories are divided into three groups. The “Strange
Ideas” are simply short story notions involving the fantastic
that I had never heard of before. In selection, of course, some
little attention was given to the writing of these ideas, in order
to reduce a possible seventy from some five hundred odd
copies of magazines, to the comfortable number included here.

The second group, “Fresh Variants,” is of much the same
genre, except that the ideas of origin are of earlier use, though
pleasantly and ingeniously diverted into new channels and
conclusions.

The third part, “Horrors,” is the most conventional—it is
simply the old quivery or shivery story in its best new pre-
sentations. It derives from M. Valdemar and the Black Cat.

There are some omissions in this book which I hope are
significant. There are no ghost stories resting simply on their
merits as ghost stories—the sort of story that winds up like this:
—“My dear fellow, it was pure hallucination,” said the doctor.
“You have overworked and your nerves are suffering.”

“Very well,” I said, “but you know that before I shot him, Sir
Devillish Nawsty had chopped off his trigger finger to escape
the draft!” (At this point we must by all means have italics.)
“Then what THING left this imprint of a thumb and three
fingers on my trachealll??2?7”

“The doctor stared and then idly chewed and swallowed
his cocktail glass.”—(End quote from a story which, God
willing, I shall never write.)

There is one slight error in the last line—it would not have
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been a cocktail glass because in fanciful stories and mysteries
all doctors and detectives drink only Scotch and soda or vint-
age wines. '

Ambrose Bierce, to my mind the best ghoster who ever
lived, did one of his poorer stories about a lady ghost who
left footprints which lacked some toes, but the best ghost story
Bierce ever did, and one of the best that anyone ever did,
has no ghost in it. It tells with almost cruel deliberation and
detail of the slow drawing together of two gentlemen who,
for excellent reasons, are going to mistake each other for
ghosts. I have read only three or four stories with valid ghosts
which have given me the small aesthetic enjoyment, possibly
masochistic, of psychic uneasiness; this one, sans ghost, ran my
pulse up a number of beats which I neglected to count at the
time.

Another type of story omitted is the vampire story. Mon-
tague Summers has done a more than exhaustive treatise on
these creatures, which has the possibly unconscious charm and
humor of seeming to take their existence seriously. He has a
nearly complete nomenclature, set of gaming rules and materia
medica for the vampire, vrykolakas, and the rest. Anyone
with a taste for the vampire can find the most nearly authentic
histories of recorded vampires in this book.

It is precisely because Bram Stoker did the excellent novel
“Dracula” on this subject that no maundering imitations of
his interesting bloodsuckers are worth the paper on which
they are printed.

Werewolves and all were-creatures are also excluded. “Drac-
ula” took care of that, too.

The reader is permitted to make up his own story, if he
cares for these things, and the endings are supplied herewith:

The vampire—

With trembling hands we threw back the lid of the coffin
inhabited by the extremely late—say two hundred years or
so—Countess Grimova Lapitupsky. (Italics, please.) T4e body
was as fresh and flushed with the warm hues of life as if the
Countess were merely sleeping. 1 stood spellbound by her
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heauty—two hundred years is nothing for a beautiful vampire,
but clothes are not vampires and play out in a century or so.
I stood spellbound—

The old priest (preferably Greek Orthodox) looked at me
severely. “We have our duty, my son.”

He passed me the sharpened ash (the woods vary) stake.

“No, no,” I murmured, hesitating, as I poised the cruel point
over the lovely ivory bosom. (The technicians call this last
touch Lech Appeal and there is too much of it in vampire
stories to be quite healthy.) ,

The ponderous mallet fell, driving the needle-tipped ashlar
and my thumb-nail into the beautiful demon’s heart. A terri-
ble scream and a great spate (it had better be a spate in a
vampire story) of fresh blood gushed from wound and mouth
alike.

“Gospadar e tvorets,” said the Papa solemnly.

And then as I turned sadly away, a beautiful smile of peace
rested for an instant on the lovely face before the Countess
fell into dust.

The werewolf—

Carefully we retraced my steps through the snow to the
spot where I had fired the silver bullet at the monstrous white
wolf that had terrified the Hungarian village of Kamenoi-
Ostrow. Tearing, fumbling, leaping, paying no care to the
sharp brambles which caught and tore at our garments and
our unprotected faces we came to the place where a great red
pool of blood made a blotch on the white snow.

“Ah,” said my companion. “Your shot scored.”

He pointed to the great tracks of a wolf that led unevenly
from the spot. A mile—two miles—three kilometers—and
there lay the great white wolf in the snow.

(The italics.) But then, even as we watched, the outlines
blurred and changed and we looked at the white body of my
betrothed, my Chichornia, dead and at peace, with my silver
7smm. bullet in her heart.

* * *
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There are no interplanetary stories, simply because in the
magazines available there are not a dozen such stories with
even mild originality or amusement value. They fall into sev-
eral common classes: (1) Scientific monsters from Mars or
Sirius, attempting to conquer Earth, are frustrated, a la Wells,
by the local fauna or the weather but usually by the fauna,
represented in the person of a very young scientist who has
made a necessary weapon just at the right moment, after all
the millenia; (2) World’s first interplanetary travellers land
on the moon or some planet and find the beautiful Queen
Goop in desperate straits because of the rebellion of the lustful,
blackbrowed Duke Quork and his legions of trained gesund-
heits, something like dinosaurs and something like burnt
leather pillowcases celebrating the original Chicago World’s
Fair. The young leader of the earthmen conquers Quork in
about fifty pages and marries Goop; (3) the youngest lieuten-
ant of the Interplanetary Police has trouble with pirates; (4)
a spaceship hits a cosmic rift and slides into the Fourth Dimen-
sion with subsequent developments of (1), (2) or/and (3).

There are four or five other very common ones—ants that
get as big as men or men who grow as small as ants, etc., is
another which is almost as common as the interplanetary items
cited. Voyages through a human being’s bloodstream are
frequently conducted by people who have been shrunk to
1/4200th of an inch either as an experiment or by some mad
and diabolic scientist.

This is quite enough to make the point. In this pabulum
of reiterated nonsense, however, there appear with almost in-
credible frequency, stories that are original, stories that are
brightly written, stories that present extensions of engaging
philosophies, and neatly constructed stories of dramatic im-
possibilities.

For the curious reader, the lode is very well worth working.

* * *

This is as good a place as any to shake a finger at the edi-
tors—then if they care to use a carefully placed thumb and
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waving fingers at this editor no damage has been done and no
blood shed. Two of the stories in this volume have never
been published before because they suffer the dreadful stigma
of intrinsic humor. Some of the very best fantastic stories have
been humorous stories—a whole volume of “Humorous Ghost
Stories” was collected some years ago, containing some of the
better tales of Daudet, Irving, Brander Matthews, Oscar
Wilde, Hoffman (a neglected and very delightful writer),
Mark Twain and so on.

“Wonder Stories” and “Amazing” frequently use a fairly
funny story but such stories are never “weird”; they are
“scientifiction.” Street & Smith’s “Unknown” leans toward
humorous fantasy and it has had exceptionally good stories as
a matter of style and structure; it is unfortunate that “The
Enchanted Week-End” by John MacCormac and “The Roar-
ing Trumpet” by Fletcher Pratt and L. Sprague de Camp are
too long for this collection; the former being at least a
“novella” and the latter a short novel.

I believe the editors could profitably request more humorous
“weirds.” All of these fantasies are fairy tales of a kind and
most of the greatest fairy tales are good-humored. Let us by
all means have the stark and terrible, and the serious but in-
geniously technical imaginative story, but what have become
of Rip Van Winkle, Oscar Wilde’s poor old ghost whose
bloodstains were regularly erased with a patent American stain
remover, Tam o’ Shanter, the King of Mice and also Benet’s
wonderful King of the Cats?

I do think that Miss Swain’s excellently sustained story of
the old lady who kept up her pleasant gossip over the back-
yard of the Infinite, and Mindret Lord’s biographical dilemma
richly deserved publication before they got it here. But grins
and grims seem to coagulate like blood types, with the wrong
letters for most of the editors.

Conversely, as Tweedledum, or was it Dee?, would say,
there are occasionally some very good stories of this class in
the “slickles,” but there is not much chance for a story which
goes humorously “off the rocker.” Michael Fessier wrote for
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“Esquire” the delightful story included in this collection of
an undefined apparition—not supernatural—who made gifts
in his own way, which was magnificent, when he could, and
accepted them with meek grandeur but no humility when he
found gratitude as a positive virtue instead of the cancellation
of a spiritual 1.O.U.

Frank Luther Mott’s “The Man With A Good Face” has
been reprinted too many times in “best” stories for inclusion
here. Wilbur Daniel Steele and a great many more have
printed occasional stories in the enormous or polite national
magazines, but that is not their ordinary product and their
readers never learn to be connoisseurs in this field.

The Edgar Rice Burroughs stories have probably had wider
circulation than any of the fantastics of our time but they are
not fantastic stories in any sense beyond an extension of
Kipling’s “Jungle Tales” idea in the Tarzan things, and the
use of blue gloops and green bloops in the interpianetary
cowboy yarns.

Numbers of people have written modernizations of myths,
or myths translated to modernity; of these, the most sympa-
thetic in immediate writing seems to me to be Mr. del Rey’s
“Pipes of Pan.”









THE CONSIDERATE HOSTS
By Tuorer McCLusky

MIDNIGHT.

It was raining, abysmally. Not the kind of rain in which
people sometimes fondly say they like to walk, but rain that
was heavy and pitiless, like the rain that fell in France during
the war. The road, unrolling slowly beneath Marvin’s head-
lights, glistened like the flank of a great backsnake; almost
Marvin expected it to writhe out from beneath the wheels of
his car. Marvin’s small coupé was the only man-made thing
that moved through the seething night.

Within the car, however, it was like a snug little cave. Mar-
vin might almost have been in a theater, unconcernedly watch-
ing some somber drama in which he could revel without
really being touched. His sensation was almost one of creep-
iness; it was incredible that he could be so close to the rain
and still so warm and dry. He hoped devoutly that he would
not have a flat tire on a night like this!

Ahead a tiny red pinpoint appeared at the side of the road,
grew swiftly, then faded in the car’s glare to the bull’s-eye of
a lantern, swinging in the gloved fist of a big man in a stream-
ing rubber coat. Marvin automatically braked the car and
rolled the right-hand window down a little way as he saw
the big man come splashing toward him.

“Bridge’s washed away,” the big man said. “Where you
going, Mister?”

“Felders, damn it!”

“You’ll have to go around by Little Rock Falls. Take your
left up that road. It’s a county road, but it’s passable. Take
your right after you cross Little Rock Falls bridge. It'll bring
you into Felders.”

Marvin swore. The trooper’s face, black behind the zib-
bons of water dripping from his hat, laughed.

19
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“It’s a bad night, Mister.”

“Gosh, yes! Isn’t it!”

Well, if he must detour, he must detour. What a night to
crawl for miles along a rutty back road!

Rutty was no word for it. Every few feet Marvin’s car
plunged into water-filled holes, gouged out from beneath by
the settling of the light roadbed. The sharp, cutting sound
of loose stone against the tires was audible even above the
hiss of the rain.

Four miles, and Marvin’s motor began to sputter and cough.
Another mile, and it surrendered entirely. The ignition was
soaked; the car would not budge.

Marvin peered through the moisture-streaked windows, and,
vaguely, like blacker masses beyond the road, he sensed the
presence of thickly clustered trees. The car had stopped in
the middle of a little patch of woods. “Judas!” Marvin
thought disgustedly. “What a swell place to get stalled!” He
switched off the lights to save the battery.

He saw the glimmer then, through the intervening trees,
indistinct in the depths of rain.

Where there was a light there was certainly a house, and
perhaps a telephone. Marvin pulled his hat tightly down upon
his head, clasped his coat collar up around his ears, got out of
the car, pushed the small coupé over on the shoulder of the
road, and ran for the light.

The house stood perhaps twenty feet back from the road,
and the light shone from a front-room window. As he plowed
through the muddy yard—there was no sidewalk—Marvin
noticed a second stalled car—a big sedan—standing black and
deserted a little way down the road.

The rain was beating him, soaking him to the skin; he
pounded on the house door like an impatient sheriff. Almost
instantly the door swung open, and Marvin saw a man and
a woman standing just inside, in a little hallway that led di-
rectly into a well-lighted living-room.

The hallway itself was quite dark. And the man and
woman were standing close together, almost as though they
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might be endeavoring to hide something behind them. But
Marvin, wholly preoccupied with his own plight, failed to ob-
serve how unusual it must be for these two rural people to
be up and about, fully dressed, long after midnight.

Partly shielded from the rain by the little overhang above
the door, Marvin took off his dripping hat and urgently ex-
plained his plight.

“My car. Won'’t go. Wires wet, I guess. I wonder if you'd
let me use your phone? I might be able to get somebody to
come out from Little Rock Falls. I'm sorry that I had to—"

“That’s all right,” the man said. “Come inside. When you
knocked at the door you startled us. We—we really hadn’t
—well, you know how it is, in the middle of the night and
all. But come in.”

“We'll have to think this out differently, John,” the woman
said suddenly.

Think what out differently? thought Marvin absently.

Marvin muttered something about you never can be too
careful about strangers, what with so many hold-ups and all.
And, oddly, he sensed that in the half darkness the man and
woman smiled briefly at each other, as though they shared
some secret that made any conception of physical danger to
themselves quietly, mildly amusing.

“We weren’t thinking of you in that way,” the man re-
assured Marvin. “Come into the living-room.”

The living-room of that house was—just ordinary. Two
overstuffed chairs, a davenport, a bookcase. Nothing particu-
larly modern about the room. Not elaborate, but adequate.

In the brighter light Marvin looked at his hosts. The man
was around forty years of age, the woman considerably
younger, twenty-eight, or perhaps thirty. And there was some-
thing definitely attractive about them. It was not their appear-
ance so much, for in appearance they were merely ordinary
people; the woman was almost painfully plain. But they
moved and talked with a curious singleness of purpose. They
reminded Marvin of a pair of gray doves.

Marvin looked around the room until he saw the telephone
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in a corner, and he noticed with some surprise that it was one
of the old-style, coffee-grinder affairs. The man was watching
him with peculiar intentness.

“We haven’t tried to use the telephone tonight,” he told
Marvin abruptly, “but I'm afraid it won’t work.”

“I don’t see how it can work,” the woman added.

Marvin took the receiver off the hook and rotated the little
crank. No answer from Central. He tried again, several times,
but the line remained dead.

The man nodded his head slowly. “I didn’t think it would
work,” he said, then.

“Wires down or something, I suppose,” Marvin hazarded.
“Funny thing, I haven’t seen one of those old-style phones
in years. Didn’t think they used ’em any more.”

“You’re out in the sticks now,” the man laughed. He
glanced from the window at the almost opaque sheets of rain
falling outside.

“You might as well stay here a little while. While you’re
with us you'll have the illusion, at least, that you’re in a com-
fortable house.”

What on earth is he talking about? Marvin asked himself.
Is he just a little bit off, maybe? That last sounded like non-
sense.

Suddenly the woman spoke.

“He’d better go, John. He can’t stay here too long, you
know. It would be horrible if someone took his license num-
ber and people—jumped to conclusions afterward. No one
should know that he stopped here.”

The man looked thoughtfully at Marvin.

“Yes, dear, you're right. I hadn’t thought that far ahead.
I'm afraid, sir, that you’ll have to leave,” he told Marvin.
“Something extremely strange—"

Marvin bristled angrily, and buttoned his coat with an air
of affronted dignity.

“I'll go,” he said shortly. “I realize perfectly that I'm an in-
truder. You should not have let me in. After you let me in
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I began to expect ordinary human courtesy from you. I was
mistaken. Good night.”

The man stopped him. He seemed very much distressed.

“Just a moment. Don’t go until we explain. We have never
been considered discourteous before. But tonight—tonight . ..

“I must introduce myself. I am John Reed, and this is my
wife, Grace.”

He paused significantly, as though that explained everything,
but Marvin merely shook his head. “My name’s Marvin
Phelps, but that’s nothing to you. All this talk seems pretty
needless.”

The man coughed nervously. “Please understand. We’re
only asking you to go for your own good.”

“Oh, sure,” Marvin said. “Sure. I understand perfectly.
Good night.”

The man hesitated “You see,” he said slowly, “things aren’t
as they seem. We’re really ghosts.”

“You don’t say!”

“My husband is quite right,” the woman said loyally. “We've
been dead twenty-one years.”

“Twenty-two years next October,” the man added, after a
moment’s calculation. “It’s a long time.”

“Well, I never heard such hooey!” Marvin babbled. “Kindly
step away from that door, Mister, and let me out of here be-
fore I swing from the heels.”

“I know it sounds odd,” the man admitted, without moving,
“and I hope that you will realize that it’s from no choosing
of mine that I have to explain. Nevertheless, I was electro-
cuted, twenty-one years ago, for the murder of the Chairman
of the School Board, over in Little Rock Falls. Notice how
my head is shaved, and my split trouser-leg? The fact is, that
whenever we materialize we have to appear exactly as we were
in our last moment of life. It’s a restriction on us.”

Screwy, certainly screwy. And yet Marvin hazily remem-
bered that School Board affair. Yes, the murderer Aad been
a fellow named Reed. The wife had committed suicide a few

days after burial of her husband’s body.
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It was such an odd insanity. Why, they botA believed it.
They even dressed the part. That odd dress the woman was
wearing. 'Way out of date. And the man’s slit trouser-leg.
The screwy cluck had even shaved a little patch on his head,
too, and his shirt was open at the throat.

They didn’t look dangerous, but you never can tell. Better
humor them, and get out of here as quick as I can.

Marvin cleared his throat.

“If I were you—why, say, I'd have lots of fun materializing.
I'd be at it every night. Build up a reputation for myself.”

The man looked disgusted. “I should kick you out of
doors,” he remarked bitterly. “I'm trying to give you a decent
explanation, and you keep making fun of me.”

“Don’t bother with him, John,” the wife exclaimed. “It’s
getting late.”

“Mr. Phelps,” the self-styled ghost doggedly persisted, ignor-
ing the woman’s interruption, “perhaps you noticed a car
stalled on the side of the road as you came into our yard.
Well, that car, Mr. Phelps, belongs to Liecutenant-Governor
Lyons, of Felders, who prosecuted me for that murder and
won a conviction, although he knew that [ was innocent. Of
course he wasn’t Lieutenant-Governor then; he was only
County Prosecutor. . . .

“That was a political murder, and Lyons knew it. But at
that time he still had his way to make in the world—and
circumstances pointed toward me. For example, the body of
the slain man was found in the ditch just beyond my house.
The body had been robbed. The murderer had thrown the
victim’s pocketbook and watch under our front steps. Lyons
said that I had Aidden them there—though obviously I'd never
have done a suicidal thing like that, had I really been the
murderer. Lyons knew that, too—but he had to burn some-
body.

“What really convicted me was the fact that my contract
to teach had not been renewed that spring. It gave Lyons a
ready-made motive to pin on me.

“So he framed me. They tried, sentenced, and electrocuted
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me, all very neatly and legally. Three days after I was buried,
my wife committed suicide.”

Though Marvin was a trifle afraid, he was nevertheless be-
ginning to enjoy himself. Boy, what a story to tell the gang!
If only they’d believe him!

“I can’t understand,” he pointed out slyly, “how you can
be so free with this house if, as you say, you've been dead
twenty-one years or so. Don’t the present owners or occupants
object? If Ilived here I certainly wouldn’t turn the place over
to a couple of ghosts—especially on a night like this!”

The man answered readily, “I told you that things are not
as they seem. This house has not been lived in since Grace
died. It’s not a very modern house, anyway—and people have
natural prejudices. At this very moment you are standing in
an empty room. Those windows are broken. The wallpaper
has peeled away, and half the plaster has fallen off the walls.
There is really no light in the house. If things appeared to
you as they really are you could not see your hand in front of
your face.”

Marvin felt in his pocket for his cigarettes. “Well,” he said,
“you seem to know all the answers. Have a cigarette. Or don’t
ghosts smoke?”

The man extended his hand. “Thanks,” he replied. “This
is an unexpected pleasure. You’'ll notice that although there
are ash-trays about the room there are no cigarettes or tobacco.
Grace never smoked, and when they took me to jail she
brought all my tobacco there to me. Of course, as I pointed
out before, you see this room exactly as it was at the time she
killed herself. She’s wearing the same dress, for example.
There’s a certain form about these things, you know.”

Marvin lit the cigarettes. “Well!” he exclaimed. “Brother,
you certainly seem to think of everything! Though I can’t
understand, even yet, why you want me to get out of here.
I should think that after you’ve gone to all this trouble, ar-
ranging your effects and so on, you'd want somebody to
haunt.”

The woman laughed dryly.
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“Oh, you’re not the man we want to haunt, Mr. Phelps.
You came along quite by accident; we hadn’t counted on you
at all. No, Mr. Lyons is the man we’re interested in.”

“He’s out in the hall now,” the man said suddenly. He
jerked his head toward the door through which Marvin had
come. And all at once all this didn’t seem half so funny to
Marvin as it had seemed a moment before.

“You see,” the woman went on quickly, “this house of ours
is on a back road. Nobody ever travels this way. We've been
trying for years to—to haunt Mr. Lyons, but we’ve had very
little success. He lives in Felders, and we're pitifully weak
when we go to Felders. We'’re strongest when we’re in this
house, perhaps because we lived here so long.

“But tonight, when the bridge went out, we knew that our
opportunity had arrived. We knew that Mr. Lyons was not
in Felders, and we knew that he would have to take this de-
tour in order to get home.

“We felt very strongly that Mr. Lyons would be unable to
pass this house tonight.

“It turned out as we had hoped. Mr. Lyons had trouble
with his car, exactly as you did, and he came straight to this
house to ask if he might use the telephone. Perhaps he had
forgotten us, years ago—twenty-one years is a long time. Per-
haps he was confused by the rain, and didn’t know exactly
where he was.

“He fainted, Mr. Phelps, the instant he recognized us. We
have known for a long time that his heart is weak, and we
had hoped that seeing us would frighten him to death, but
he is still alive. Of course while he is unconscious we can do
nothing more. Actually, we’re almost impalpable. If you
weren’t so convinced that we are real you could pass your
hand right through us.

“We decided to wait until Mr. Lyons regained conscious-
ness and then to frighten him again. We even discussed beat-
ing him to death with one of those non-existent chairs you
think you see. You understand, his body would be unmarked;
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he would really die of terror. We were still discussing what
to do when you came along.

“We realized at once how embarrassing it might prove for
you if Mr. Lyons’ body were found in this house tomorrow
and the police learned that you were also in the house. That’s
why we want you to go.”

“Well,” Marvin said bluntly, “I don’t see how I can get
my car away from here. It won’t run, and if I walk to Little
Rock Falls and get somebody to come back here with me the
damage’ll be done.”

“Yes,” the man admitted thoughtfully. “It’s a problem.”

For several minutes they stood like a tableau, without speak-
ing. Marvin was uneasily wondering: Did these people really
have old Lyons tied up in the hallway; were they really plan-
ning to murder the man? The big car standing out beside
the road belonged to somebody. . . .

Marvin coughed discreetly.

“Well, it seems to me, my dear shades,” he said, “that unless
you are perfectly willing to put me into what might turn out
to be a very unpleasant position you'll have to let your ven-
geance ride, for tonight, anyway.”

“There’ll never be another opportunity like this,” the man
pointed out. “That bridge won’t go again in ten lifetimes.”

“We don’t want the young man to suffer though, John.”

“It seems to me,” Marvin suggested, “as though this revenge
idea of yours is overdone, anyway. Murdering Lyons won’t
really do you any good, you know.”

“It’s the customary thing when a wrong has been done,”
the man protested.

“Well, maybe,” Marvin argued, and all the time he was
wondering whether he were really facing a madman who
might be dangerous or whether he were at home dreaming
in bed; “but I'm not so sure about that. Hauntings are pretty
infrequent, you must admit. I'd say that shows that a lot of
ghosts really don’t care much about the vengeance angle,
despite all you say. I think that if you check on it carefully
you'll find that a great many ghosts realize that revenge isn’t
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so much. It’s really the thinking about revenge, and the plan-
ning it, that’s all the fun. Now, for the sake of argument,
what good would it do you to put old Lyons away? Why,
you'd hardly have any incentive to be ghosts any more. But
if you let him go, why, say, any time you wanted to, you could
start to scheme up a good scare for him, and begin to calculate
how it would work, and time would fly like everything. And
on top of all that, if anything happened to me on account of
tonight, it would be just too bad for you. You#'d be haunted,
really. It’s a bad rule that doesn’t work two ways.”

The woman looked at her husband. “He’s right, John,” she
said tremulously. “We’d better let Lyons go.”

The man nodded. He looked worried.

He spoke very stiffly to Marvin. “I don’t agree entirely with
all you've said,” he pointed out, “but I admit that in order
to protect you we’ll have to let Lyons go. If you'll give me a
hand we’ll carry him out and put him in his car.”

“Actually, I suppose, I'll be doing all the work.”

“Yes,” the man agreed, “you will.”

They went into the little hall, and there, to Marvin’s com-
plete astonishment, crumpled on the floor lay old Lyons. Mar-
vin recognized him easily from the newspaper photographs he
had seen.

“Hard-looking duffer, isn’t be?” Marvin said, trying to
stifle a tremor in his voice.

The man nodded without speaking.

Together, Marvin watching the man narrowly, they carried
the lax body out through the rain and put it into the big sedan.
When the job was done the man stood silently for a moment,
looking up into the black invisible clouds.

“It’s clearing,” he said matter-of-factly. “In an hour it’ll be
over.”

“My wife’ll kill me when I get home,” Marvin said.

The man made a little clucking sound. “Maybe if you wiped
your ignition now your car’d start. It’s had a chance to dry
a little.”

“T'll try it,” Marvin said. He opened the hood and wiped
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the distributor cap and points and around the spark plugs
with his handkerchief. He got in the car and stepped on the
starter, and the motor caught almost immediately.

The man stepped toward the door, and Marvin doubled his
right fist, ready for anything. But then the man stopped.

“Well, I suppose you'd better be going along,” he said.
“Good night.”

“Good night,” Marvin said. “And thanks. I'll stop by one
of these days and say hello.”

“You wouldn’t find us in,” the man said simply.

By Heaven, he 75 nuts, Marvin thought. “Listen, brother,”
he said earnestly, “you aren’t going to do anything funny‘to
old Lyons after I'm gone?”

The other shook his head. “No. Don’t worry.”

Marvin let in the clutch and stepped on the gas. He wanted
to get out of there as quickly as possible.

In Little Rock Falls he went into an all-night lunch and
telephoned the police that there was an unconscious man sit-
ting in a car three or four miles back on the detour. Then he
drove home.

Early the next morning, on his way to work, he drove back
over the detour.

He kept watching for the little house, and when it came in
sight he recognized it easily from the contour of the rooms
and the spacing of the windows and the little overhang above
the door.

But as he came closer he saw that it was deserted. The
windows were out, the steps had fallen in. The clapboards
were gray and weather-beaten, and naked rafters showed
through holes in the roof.

Marvin stopped his car and sat there beside the road for a
little while, his face oddly pale. Finally he got out of the car
and walked over to the house and went inside.

There was not one single stick of furniture in the rooms.
Jagged scars showed in the ceilings where the electric fixtures
had been torn away. The house had been wrecked years be-
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fore by vandals, by neglect, by the merciless wearing of the
sun and the rain.

In shape alone were the hallway and living-room as Marvin
remembered them. “There,” he thought, “is where the book-
cases were. The table was there—the davenport there.”

Suddenly he stooped, and stared at the dusty boards and
underfoot.

On the naked floor lay the butt of a cigarette. And, a half-
dozen feet away, lay another cigarette that had not been
smoked—that had not even been lighted!

Marvin turned around blindly, and, like an automaton,
walked out of that house.

Three days later he read in the newspapers that Lieutenant-
Governor Lyons was dead. The Lieutenant-Governor had col-
lapsed, the item continued, while driving his own car home
from the state capital the night the Felders bridge was washed
out. The death was attributed to heart disease. . . .

After all, Lyons was not a young man.

So Marvin Phelps knew that, even though his considerate
ghostly hosts had voluntarily relinquished their vengeance,
blind, impartial nature had meted out justice. And, in a
strange way, he felt glad that that was so, glad that Grace and
John Reed had left to Fate the punishment they had planned
to impose with their own ghostly hands. . . .



THE MAN IN THE BLACK HAT

He had a habit of appearing out of nowhere, and of
going back again just as suddenly.

By Micuaer FEssiEr

I Hap my money on the black and the stock market stopped
at red. So, after holding me upside down and shaking the
last dime out of my pocket, they turned me loose. San Fran-
cisco isn't such a bad place to be broke in. You walk around
and look at things and you forget your trouble. It’s only at
night when you're trying to sleep in a dark room that things
get tough. A dark room in San Francisco’s the same as a dark
room in New York or New Orleans if you can’t sleep and
happen to be broke.

I know. I've been there.

San Francisco’s the best place to walk in I know. You just
start out in any direction and eventually you bump into some-
thing interesting. If you go one way, you wind up at the
Embarcadero where the ships are coming in; another and you
find yourself in Chinatown; another and you're at Fishermen’s
Wharf smelling crabs cooking in pots on the sidewalk.

This day I was walking along Van Ness Avenue. Second
hand dealers had cars parked halfway across the sidewalk.
Signs on the windshields said, “This car for §100” or “This car
for only $25 down.” I laughed to myself, thinking how I was
broke and couldn’t even buy gasoline for a motorcycle. Still 1
read the signs and wondered which car I'd buy in case I had
the money. All of a sudden I noticed a sign that didn’t make
sense. It said, “This car free. Inquire upstairs, Room 402.”
Other people glanced at the sign and kept on going. They
figured it was some kind of advertising gag. So did I but I
didn’t have anything to do and I stuck around looking at the
sign. It was on a brand new Luxury 12 you couldn’t touch
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for less than $4000. I backed against a plate glass window and
tried to figure the thing out. No matter how hard I tried I
couldn’t make it add up. Other cars were on the curb and they
had sales prices on them. That was okay. Two and two make
four. But here was one that looked like somebody was trying
to give away. That way two and two didn’t make four. It
didn’t make anything.

I'm curious like all other gamblers. I walked up a flight of
stairs and knocked on the door of 402. Somebody told me to
come in. I stepped inside and a small man with a grey goatee
raised his head. He wore a black hat of soft felt like I used to
wear when the horses ran right or the stock market chart
didn’t look like a cross-cut saw.

“You the fellow put the sign on the Luxury 12 downstairs?”
I asked.

“Yes,” he said.

“Well,” 1 said, “what’s the gag?”

“No gag at all,” he said.

He was looking at me out of eyes that didn’t see me. They
were solid grey, no iris or anything. Just grey. They gave me
the willies.

“Then, in that case,” I said, “I'll take it, if you don’t mind.”

“Not at all,” he said.

He handed me a pink slip already signed.

“What else is there to this?” I asked.

“Nothing,” he said.

“Thank you,” I said.

I couldn’t think of anything else to say.

“Don’t mention it,” he said.

Then I wasn’t there any more. I mean, I was standing in
the room but so far as he was concerned I was a million miles
away. He ignored me so completely I felt I wasn’t there, my-
self. T left.

The key was in the car. I backed it over the curb and drove
it to the Luxury agency.

“What'll you give me for this car?” I asked the manager.

“Why do you want to sell it?” he asked.
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“So’s I can eat,” I said.

He began looking around for a cop.

“You mean to say you haven’t enough money to eat on and
yet you're trying to peddle a brand new $4000 car?” he asked.

“Yep,” 1 said.

“Let’s see your pink slip,” he said.

I handed it to him.

“Where’'d you get this car?” he asked.

“Man gave it to me,” I said.

Just then a cop passed near the door and the manager
whistled. After the cop understood, he whistled for another
cop. One cop stayed with me and the other went back to talk
with the old man. He came back with a surprised look on his
face.

“The guy’s right,” he said. “That old geezer in the White
Building give him the car. I ast im why and he said it wasn’t
none of my business.”

He turned to the cop that’d been guarding me. “Come on,
Pete,” he said, “we can’t arrest a guy because he run into a
lunatic.”

After a lot of haggling they gave me $2400 cash for the car.

I took the money and played the stock market again. This
time I played the red. I couldn’t lose. All you had to do in
those days was bet stocks would go down. When everybody
else said they were at rock bottom, I bet they’d excavate and
they did. The old man’d changed my luck. Funny thing was
nothing seemed strange to me. I'd make words with my
mouth and tell myself that the old man wasn’t real and that
the goofiest thing that ever happened was me getting a car
for nothing like that. But the words didn’t mean anything.
Something inside me took the whole business for granted.

When the stock market got so low it wouldn’t even fluctu-
ate, I took my winnings and bought a trip for myself. 1 went
down to Florida and cleaned up a few thousand shooting dice
and betting on the races. After that I went to New York.

One night I turned a corner and almost bumped into the
old man. If I had said anything out loud about it I would
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have said, “It’s a surprise to see YOU here.” But I wasn’t sur-
prised and I knew it. It seemed perfectly natural to see him,
except that he was broke. His black hat looked the same and
his grey goatee was trimmed and his clothes weren’t unpressed
or anything but I knew he was broke. Nobody can fool me
when they’re broke. They can dress in a brand rew outfit and
ride in a $12,000 car behind a chauffeur but one look at them
and I know they’re flat.

“Hello,” I said. “Remember me?”

His grey eyes turned toward me with about as much ex-
pression as marbles.

“Certainly,” he said. “How are you?”

“As jake as Jamaica ginger,” I said. “Mind walking a ways
with me?”

He fell into step with me and I led him around the corner
to where my car was parked. It was a $5000 Imperial I'd
bought a couple of days before.

“This car,” I said, “is free.”

His eyes didn’t show any feeling but his lips smiled a little.

“What's the gag?” he asked.

“No gag at all,” I said.

“Then, in that case,” he said, “I'll take it if you don’t mind.”

“Not at all,” I said.

I took the pink slip out of my wallet and held it against the
windshield while I signed my name. I handed it to him.

“Thanks,” he said.

“Don’t mention it,” I said.

He got in the car and drove it away.

The next time I met him was at the automobile races near
San Leandro in California. I drove into the infield and parked
against the fence. Another car just like mine parked alongside
me. I had some sidecars mixed in a thermos bottle and I
opened it to take a drink. As I lifted it to my lips I looked
across at the other car and there was the old man lifting a
thermos bottle to his lips. I held my bottle out to him and at
the same time he held his out to me. We crossed hands and
took each other’s bottles. It was like we’d rehearsed it.
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“How,” he said.

He drank.

“How,” T said.

I drank.

His were sidecars too only his cointreau was the real stuff
and mine wasn't.

He looked at me once with those funny grey eyes and then
started watching the races. I don’t know when he drove away.
He was gone when I looked up.

Three months later I was in Monte Carlo. I did pretty good
for awhile. Then the little ball started ducking my numbers
and colors. 1 lost steadily for three weeks. Finally I stood at
the table and watched a croupier with a face like a polished
boot rake in my last franc notes.

I turned away, trying to grin but it felt like a fuzzy worm
was crawling around in my stomach. It's one thing to be
broke in the States, but another to be broke in a foreign port.
The worm tasted of quinine.

Somebody tapped me on the shoulder. The old man, black
hat, grey goatee and expressionless eyes, was standing there.
I didn’t feel a bit surprised. Not a bit. It seemed I'd been
expecting him.

“You dropped something,” he said.

He held out a roll of notes to me.

“Careless of me to drop something I didn’t know I had,
wasn’t it?” I asked.

“Quite,” he said.

I took the notes.

“Thanks,” I said.

“Don’t mention it,” he said, “and if I were you I'd play the
black, 13 and 9.”

All of a sudden he was gone.

I played the black, 13 and g, I played them heavy and won
heavy. I walked away from that table with enough money to
last me a year and I don’t live in second class hotels.

I didn’t think about the old man. I was afraid to. You look
at the stars and don’t think about them and they’re beautiful.
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You look at them and try and figure out how come they buzz
around and never bump into each other and pretty soon
they’ve got you locked up with the other nuts. That’s the way
I felt about the old man. If I took him for granted, he was
just a quiet old fellow with a grey goatee, a black hat and
funny eyes. If I started figuring out how come, I'd go crazy.

I took my winnings and went to Paris and got bored. Paris
was like a carnival to me. A lot of electric lights and women
and noise and life but nothing you can take seriously. Any
moment I expected them to pull down the canvas and play the
next town, leaving a vacant field behind. I wondered why I'd
come.

Then I knew.

It was in what they call the Latin Quarter.

A mob was boiling and whirling down the sidewalk, shov-
ing people off into the street. The people’d pick themselves up,
join the mob and shove others off into the street. In the mid-
dle was a gendarme. He had the old man by the collar. His
black hat was mashed and his goatee was mussed but his eyes
were expressionless.

“Any of you guys talk English?” I yelled at the mob.

“Sure, what’s the matter?” a young fellow with a big black
bow tie said.

“What'd that fellow do?” I asked.

It never occurred to me to ask the old man himself.

I caught the young fellow’s arm so’s the crowd wouldn’t
separate us.

“Murdered a guy,” he said.

A French police patrol drove up and they put the old man
inside.

“Did you see it?” I asked the young fellow.

“Sure,” he said. “The old guy just walked up to a fellow in
a high silk hat, pulled out a gun and let him have it. They say
the guy in the silk hat was a government official.”

The next day I went to the American consul.

“He’s an American,” I said. “You've got to do something.”

“Yes, and he killed a member of the Chamber of Deputies,”
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the consul told me, “and what would you suggest I do about
that?”

“Something,” I said, “or strings are liable to be pulled in
Washington. One’s apt to jerk you right out of this office.” I
was bluffing.

“T'll make inquiries,” he promised.

When I went back the consul told me he couldn’t do any-
thing.

“I don’t even know that he’s an American,” he said. “He
says he hasn’t any nationality. Even if he were an American
I couldn’t do anything. He admits he killed the deputy.”

“Why?” I asked.

The consul shrugged like a Frenchman.

“He says he didn’t have a reason,” he said. “That’s all the
police can get out of him except that he didn’t know the man
he killed, hadn’t seen him before and hadn’t even heard of
him.”

The thing didn’t surprise me. The old man gave away an
automobile to a stranger for no reason whatsoever. Why
shouldn’t he kill a stranger for the same reason? That added
up. It made sense but I couldn’t get anyone to see it. They
listened to my story and threatened to have me thrown in jail,
too. I didn’t know what to do. They wouldn’t let me see the
old man. They said he claimed he didn’t know me and didn’t
want to see me anyway. I don’t know if they were telling the
truth, I suppose they were. I had to give up.

I hung around Paris for three months and then caught a
boat for home. I went down to the bar and ordered a whiskey
sour as we left the dock. Just as I finished it the man in the
black hat appeared again.

“Have one on me,” he said, taking his place alongside me.

If you put your finger in boiling water you'll get scalded.
But if you put it in molten metal that’s a hundred times hotter
you won’t feel anything. Surprise is that way. If I had seen
anything that was merely terrifying I would have shrieked like
a woman. But I saw the man in the black hat and I was calm.
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Maybe I was too stunned to be frightened or alarmed. Any-
way I spoke calmly.

“You were being taken to jail the last time I saw you,” I
said.

“I escaped,” he told me. “What will it be?”

“Whiskey sour,” I said. “How did you manage it?”

“Two whiskey sours,” he called to the bartender. “Why, I
just walked away from there,” he said to me.

I took my drink and started to lift it to my lips. Then I set
it down carefully so’s it wouldn’t spill.

“Look here,” I said, “this can’t go on forever, you know.
One of us is crazier'n hell and even if it’s a tie I don’t like it.”

His head was turned half away from me but his grey marble
eyes swung around and stared into mine. He shrugged and
his eyebrows lifted.

“Something?” he asked.

Something in my brain clicked and I remembered. I drank
the whiskey sour.

“My God!” I said. “Something? Why, they executed you.
They cut your head off with a guillotine.”

His eyebrows lifted again.

“So?” he asked.

“Yes,” I said, “I read it in the papers.”

“That’s their notion of it,” he said. “Have another?”

“Give me the bottle,” I said to the bartender.

I took a drink and kept my hand on the bottle. He took it
from me and poured himself a drink. He tossed it down with-
out taking his eyes off mine.

“Damn it! They did execute you,” I said. “They cut your
head off and you died. I know they did. Don’t tell me they
didn’t.”

“All right,” he said, “have it your own way.”

I took another drink and thought awhile. Then I gripped
the bar with both hands.

“All right,” I said, “I'm ready. I've got to know sooner or
later, so let’s have it. Who are you?”

“Don’t you know?” he asked, never taking his eyes off mine.
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“I'm asking,” I said.

“All right,” he said, “I'll tell you.”

A drunk came by and lost his balance. He threw his arms
around me and almost dragged me down. When I got rid of
him the man in the black hat was gone.

I couldn’t find him anywheres on the boat.

I'm in the United States now. I keep traveling around but
I knew it isn’t going to do me any good. Someday, someplace,
I'm going to meet the man in the black hat again. I know
he'll tell me.

And I don’t want to be told.






NAKED LADY
By Minprer Lorp

Marion Van Orron finished packing her dressing-case, opened
her purse to make sure that her steamer tickets were still there,
took one last look in the mirror and then descended the wide,
polished staircase of the Van Orton mansion for the last time.
Gorham, the butler, met her at the door.

“Madam will be gone for the week end?” he asked.

“Including the week end,” Mrs. Van Orton amended.

The town car was waiting at the curb. He helped her into it
and stood waiting at the door while she settled back comfort-
ably. She looked up questioningly.

“Will Madam leave any message?” Gorham asked.

“Oh,” she sighed, “just say I've gone.”

“For an indefinite stay, Madam?”

Languidly, Mrs. Van Orton motioned to the chauffeur. “No,”
she said. “Just say I've gone.” ‘

The purring motor drew away. Only Gorham’s eyes moved
as he watched it turn the corner. With a start he recovered
himself and closed his mouth. “Well!” he said as he walked
up the stairs. A greater degree of volubility had returned to
him when he reported the incident to the cook.

Just for the moment, Gilda Ransome’s life had crystallized
into one desperate wish: if she couldn’t scratch her thigh, this
instant, she would go stark, raving mad. A few hours earlier
she had thought that if she didn’t have breakfast life would be
insupportable. Hunger was bad enough—but this itch!

“You may rest now,” said Mr. Blake, the well-known de-
signer of the fleshier covers of the naughtier magazines. He
turned away and lit a cigarette. Gilda applied her nails to her
skin as she went behind a screen and drew on a dressing-gown.

She began to think about her hunger again. She was not

41
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hungry because she was on a reducing diet—she needed nei-
ther reduction nor addition. Every artist for whom she had
posed had agreed that her figure was “just the type”—presum-
ably the type that sells magazines. And her face was certainly
no less attractive than her figure—which is an emphatic state-
ment.

She felt starved because influenza had kept her idle for three
weeks and during that time her money had run out. She had
never been one to save.

Later in the day she fainted while trying to hold a tiring
pose. Mr. Blake was very much annoyed, and he determined
that in the future he would use stronger, if less perfect, models.

In the West Indies there were many, many men who would
have testified to the cleverness of Jeremiah Van Orton. As a
lad of twenty he had come to Curagao from Holland, and for
forty-five years thereafter he had remained in the Indies. Then
he had decided that he was too rich and too old to go on work-
ing. That was his first mistake. If he had kept his nose to the
grindstone, he would not have come to New York. He would
not have met Marion Martin, the actress. He would not have
made a fool of himself.

Van Orton sat huddled in front of an open fire and thought
the matter over. In this climactic hour he paused to review his
life and works.

Vivid flashes of memory confused his efforts to keep his
thoughts orderly. A tongue of flame licked around a log in
the fireplace. A thread of scented smoke curled into the room.
... A night in the Haitian jungle—when was it? Twenty—
thirty years ago? A black wench was dying. “For no reason,”
the doctor said; “for superstition. Voodoo.” . .. Marion Martin
had been convincing. She had said that she was tired of young
men—men whom she could not respect. She had said a man
was not in his prime until sixty or seventy. Until then, he was
callow, unproved, not worthy of admiration or love. He knew
nothing of metropolitan people.. He had been attracted to her
and, presently, he had believed and loved her. . . . What was
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that about the natives destroying with such care every finger-
nail cutting, every hair? One had to be careful—voodoo was
strong in the West Indies. . . . He had given Marion his hon-
orable name and a million dollars besides. Even if she hadn’t
pretended to love him, he might have done the same. She had
given him the illusion of youth. He had thought of a future
with her, for her. He might have lived for ever!

And now he was nothing but an old fool who was going to
die. But so was she. Oh, yes, so was she!

The idea of following his wife to wherever she might come
to rest and murdering her there never occurred to Jeremiah
Van Orton. He was too tired and feeble for such a melo-
dramatic role. One did not spend a lifetime in the Indies for
nothing. He was clever; except for this little interlude of mar-
riage, he had always been clever. He would find a way, a good
way—a safe way for him, an unpleasant way for her.

Jeremiah Van Orton could always think better among his
beautiful collection of paintings. He went to the drawing-
room and drew up a chair before a Hobbema landscape. There
he remained until he had planned all the details of his ven-
geance.

In the restaurant of the Hotel Lafayette, Michael Bonze sat
across the table from his friend, Pierre Vanneau, and cursed
the age in which they both were born.

“What does art mean in the Twentieh Century?” he asked
rhetorically. “Nothing! People talk about the dynamic beauty
of a new stream-lined toilet seat or the Empire State Building.
Or take Surrealism: daubs—damn it!—daubs by clumsy, color-
blind house-painters! Picasso eats while I starve! Cocteau is
the white-haired boy while I worry myself bald! People don’t
want things to look like what they are—they want them to
look like the sublimation of the mood of the essence of the
psychological reaction to what they might be if they weren’t
what they are. Oh, I know it sounds like sour grapes, but I
wouldn’t mind if it weren’t for the fact that I'm a painter with
greater talent than any of them. If I were living in Henry the
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Eighth’s time, people would now be collecting Bonzes instead
of Holbeins. Damn the Twentieth Century!”

“Look,” said Vanneau, “have you ever painted a beautiful
young girl? You know—curves and flowing hair and so on?”

Bonze slapped his big hand down on the table top and the
dishes jumped. “Are you trying to be insulting?” he bellowed.
“Do you take me for Henry Clive?—or—or Zuloaga, maybe?
No! No, I haven’t painted any pretty valentines of beautiful
young girls!”

Vanneau murmured into his coffee cup, “Rubens did. Tie-
polo did. Titian did. . . .”

“Oh, shut up!” said Bonze. “You know what I meant. Peo-
ple won'’t take that sort of thing from a modern artist—it isn’t
art. Art is old, wrinkled-up men, or nauseous arrangements of
dried fish and rotten apples, or anything sufficiently ugly and
nasty.”

“How do you know that is so?” Vanneau asked. “What
modern artist has dared to paint a prezzy picture? I don’t know
of anyone since Greuze, and his picture sold well enough.”

“Well—" Bonze began doubtfully.

“And look,” Vanneau continued, “in this jaded age, sex ap-
peal is important. Important? It is everything!” He spread
out his arms in an all-embracing gesture. “And what do you
create for an avid public? A public that waters at the mouth
at the very mention of nudism or Mae West? You give them
old men and dried fish! Don’t weep on my shoulder—you
give me a pain!”

Bonze was still feeling a little sorry for himself. “I give
Meyergold, the critic, a pain, too. Today, he came to the studio
and said he didn’t think I was ready, just yet, to have a show.
He stayed about fifteen minutes. Damn him!”

On the morning following his wife’s departure, Jeremiah
Van Orton engaged the services of a Mr. Moses Winkler, a
student of biology, who was promised double payment if he
could manage to get through his work without asking ques-
tions. He was led into a lady’s boudoir and told that he must
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go over the entire room with a microscope in order to collect
every human remain, no matter how small or apparently un-
important.

Mr. Van Orton watched every move he made. Somehow,
Moses did not like the eagerness with which the old man
greeted each new find. It made him quite nervous.

When Moses finished his work he was able to deliver to his
employer a surprizing number of small envelopes, on each of
which he had written a description of the contents. One held
grains of dust from a nail-file; another, an eyelash. On a brush
in the bathroom he had found a few flakes of skin. A minute
drop of blood had been discovered on a handkerchief in the
laundry basket. . . . The list went on.

Moses was paid and dismissed. He was glad to go.

Van Orton added the envelopes to a collection he had made
of all the photographs of his wife that she had left in the house.
He looked long at the relics before locking them safely away.

“It is not a great deal,” he muttered to himself, “but in Haiti
I've known them to do it with less—much less.”

Within a month, old Mr. Van Orton had become the scan-
dal of Sutton Place. Every day, from nine until six, a constant
stream of handsome young women entered and left his house.
Much to Gorham’s bewilderment and disapproval, it had be-
come his master’s custom to sit in the drawing-room and inter-
view the young ladies, one by one. Discreet inquiries elicited
the fact that they were artists’ models answering a newspaper
advertisement.

“What,” Gorham had asked the cook, “does the old reprobate
want with a model? And if he wants a model, why is he so
hard to satisfy? He must have seen two hundred of them
already and he’s not kept one over ten minutes.”

It was the cook’s considered opinion that Jeremiah Van
Orton was an indecent, dirty old man who should be put away
where he couldn’t do any harm.

The procession of applicants ended when Gilda Ransome
was ushered into the drawing-room. Gorham was called and
told that no more models would be seen. He breathed a sigh
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of relief and stole a glance at the young lady who had been
chosen from among so many. Gorham had a shock—for a sec-
ond he had thought she was Mrs. Van Orton. It was a startling
resemblance. ”

Michael Bonze sat in his studio window and looked at the
dreary square with bare trees and muddy streets. It was a pic-
ture of his mood. His money was running low and he was
thinking that he ought to be putting in a stock of canned baked
beans instead of buying a half-case of gin. There was nothing
he wanted to paint. He hated painting and art patrons and
critics.

A sedate foreign limousine came splashing along the street
below and stopped at the door to his studio building. The sight
didn’t make him any happier. “Art patron!” he said with a
wealth of expression in his voice.

In a moment there was a knock on the door, and Michael
opened it to admit Jeremiah Van Orton.

“You are Michael Bonze?” he asked.

Bonze admitted his identity, although, just then, he was not
particularly proud of it. The caller presented his card with
the question, “You have heard of me?” '

“Yes,” said Bonze; “I've heard you have quite a large collec-
tion of Flemish paintings. Will you take a chair?”

Van Orton launched into his business at once. “I have come
to see you,” he said, “because I want a special kind of painting
which you do better than anyone I know.”

“Thank you!” Michael murmured and crossed his fingers
behind him.

“Not that I like the sort of painting you do,” the old man
continued, “on the contrary, I dislike it intensely. It is dull,
spiritless—I might say, insipid.”

“Oh, do say ‘insipid’!” said Michael. “Also say ‘goodbye,’ sir,
at once!”

“Come, come!” said Van Orton, calmly. “This is no time
for compliments. Iam not here to discuss art but to make you a
proposition which you will find highly beneficial, financially.”
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Bonze had a sudden vision of rows of canned baked beans,
and he held his tongue.

“For a particular reason, which is none of your affair, I wish
you to paint a life-size nude of a model I have selected. The
pose makes very little difference, but I suggest that you have
her reclining on a chaise-longue. For background you may
use drapery or anything you please—it is of no importance.”

Bonze asked, “Would you mind telling me why I should
have been chosen for this work?”

“Because your painting is so realistically accurate that not
even a colored photograph can compare with it. I don’t con-
sider it art, but it will serve my purpose.”

After all, 2 man had to have some pride. “I'm not inter-
ested,” said Bonze. ,_

No shade of disappointment crossed the old man’s face. “No,
no,” he agreed, “of course not. But you would, perhaps, be in-
terested in fifteen thousand dollars, a third payable now?”

Michael resisted an impulse to jump up and kiss the benefi-
cent bald head. “Write the check and send me the model,” he
said. “T'll start today.”

“Good!” said Van Orton. “But now I must lay down two
important conditions. First, I will give you a number of photo-
graphs of a young woman who bears some resemblance to the
model you will use. I want you to study the pictures very
closely, because your painting must look more like them than
like the model.”

“But why,” Michael protested, “why can’t I simply paint a
portrait of the subject of the photographs? It would be a lot
more satisfactory and easier.”

“If the job were as easy as that, I wouldn’t be paying you fif-
teen thousand dollars.” Van Orton reached in the pocket of
his coat and withdrew ten or twelve little envelopes. “The
second request that I must make is this,” he continued. “Each
of these packets contains a pinch of powder. They are plainly
marked, ‘hair, nails, skin, lips,” and so on. Now, when you
mix your paints for these various details, you must add these
powders as indicated. You are a man of honor?”
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“Certainly!” said the very mystified painter.

“You will give me your word that this will be done accord-
ing to my instructions?”

Michael nodded.

“Very well. Here is my check for five thousand dollars.
Hurry your work as much as you can with safety and let me
know the instant it is done.” Van Orton went to the door.
“I brought the model with me in the car. I will send her up
with the photographs. Good day!”

Bonze collapsed into a chair as the door closed.

Spring has come to Venice and the Piazza San Marco has a
freshly washed and burnished look. Mrs. Van Orton sits at
Florian’s on the edge of the square, sipping a Pernod. She
feels that God’s in His Heaven and Life is Just a Bowl of
Cherries.

Mrs. Van Orton has a figure that looks well in anything, but
its effectiveness increases in inverse ratio with the amount of
clothing she wears; hence, to some extent, Venice and the Lido.
When she walks along the beach, this summer, the women
will turn away and the men will turn toward her. The women
will say, “Who is that doll-faced American in the daring bath-
ing-costume?” The men are discreet on the Lido—they will
say nothing. But they will look.

And spring has come to Washington Square. The old trees
are beginning to think about their Easter clothing. Probably
they will decide that the well-dressed tree will wear a very
light and delicate chartreuse. Feathers, too, may be worn.

Michael Bonze looked up from his painting. “Darling,” he
said, “you’re the best work I've ever done. And you're just
about finished.”

“Thank goodness!” said Gilda Ransome. “May I move,
now?”

“Go ahead,” he said. “Get up and we’ll make some coffee.”

He put down his palette and brushes and helped her into her
kimono, kissing, as he did so, the back of her neck.
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“I wonder,” he said, “if I could have done such a good por-
trait if I hadn’t fallen in love with you. I owe a lot to old Van
Orton. If it hadn’t been for him—and for Pierre Vanneau——"

“Why Pierre Vanneau?” she asked.

Michael smiled in memory of his annoyance. “It was he
who first suggested that I paint beautiful women. I was fu-
rious.”

“So shall I be,” said Gilda, “if you dare to paint any woman
but me.”

“Never fear!” he laughed. “There will be no one but you.
I'll paint you as everything from Medusa to the Virgin Mary.”

“I might make a Medusa,” said Gilda.

Later in the day, the picture was finished to the immense
satisfaction of both artist and model.

The next morning Michael arose before Gilda was awake.
He wanted to look at the portrait in the cold light of dawn.
Without, he told himself, undue self-praise, he found it good
—very good. Maybe it wasn’t modern, maybe the style wasn’t
original, perhaps it wasn’t spontaneous. But the draftsmanship,
the color, the texture, the composition—that was all perfect.
No one could deny it. It would take no violent stretch of the
imagination to conceive the beautiful creature rising from her
couch and stepping lightly down from the canvas to the floor.

Bonze thought it wasn’t fair that this, his best work, was
destined to be hung in a dark, lonely house, among a lot of
gloomy Flemish paintings, for the exclusive pleasure of a soli-
tary old Dutchman. After all, Art was for the masses. If
Meyergold could see this, he'd sing a different tune. If it
weren’t for the money, he’d never let Van Orton have the
picture—the insulting old idiot! He wouldn’t appreciate it,
anyway. It wouldn’t have made any difference to him if the
picture had been good or bad. All he wanted was a likeness.

On the heels of this reflection, Bonze realized in a flash of
inspiration how he could keep his picture. He would make a
copy and give zhat to Van Orton. Naturally, it wouldn’t be so
good as the original, but what of that? He hadn’t promised to
deliver a masterpiece. Of course, there was the matter of those
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little packets of powder—he’d used it all in the original--but
—well, it was silly, anyway.

He woke Gilda with a shout and told her his plan. “I'll have
the thing finished by the end of the week. Then I'll get my
check and we’ll go right down to the City Hall and be mar-
ried.”

Gilda looked at the clock on the bed table. “Is this a nice
hour to propose to a girl?” she groaned and pulled the covers
over her head.

Whistling loudly and cheerfully, Michael started to work.

Jeremiah Van Orton crouched before the likeness of his wife
lying nude upon a chaise-longue. He had never seen her so.
She had always kept him at arm’s length. But now she was
near—near enough to touch with the finger tips, or a long pin,
or a keen-edged knife. :

Though never for a moment did he take his mad gaze from
the portrait, he did not neglect the task at which he worked.
Methodically, he sharpened on a whetstone a number of effi-
cient-looking probes and knives. The scrape of the steel and
"his panting breath were the only sounds in the darkened room.
Incessantly, he moistened his opened lips with his tongue. His
‘heart pounded in his ears.

Jeremiah knew that the excitement of the execution was
killing him, that he must hurry. He got to his feet and ad-
dressed the painting in a high, cracked voice.

“Marion,” he said, “I hold your life in this image by virtue
of your skin and blood. Do you understand? This is you!”

He tried the point of a blue steel probe against his thumb.
"His voice rose to a shriek.

“You are going to die, Marion, my love, wherever you are!”

His bloodshot eyes fixed themselves in a hypnotic stare as he
approached the portrait. Great veins throbbed in his shriveled
neck and temples.

“Excellent!” said Mr. Meyergold. “Really excellent! I must
:say, my dear Bonze, you surprize me!”
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He looked around with an expression frequently worn by
owners of dogs that are able to sit up or shake hands. He as-
sumed an air of patronizing pride. He reasoned that he had
played an important part in the development of this young
artist by his stern and uncompromising rejection, until now,
of everything he had done. He turned again to the picture and
nodded. Bonze was a good dog and it was no more than fair
to throw him a bone—he had earned it. “Excellent!” he re-
peated. “What do you call it?”

“I call it,” said Michael, racking his brain for a likely name,
“I call it ‘Naked Lady.’”

Mr. Meyergold glanced up sharply. “Naked Lady.” He
rolled it around on his tongue. “Good! Oh, very good! A fine
distinction. This is no ordinary nude; no allegorical Grecian
goddess to whom a yard of drapery more or less makes no dif-
ference.” He thought that an awfully good line for a review
and decided to make a note of it the instant he left. He laughed
in appreciation of his wit. “Oh, no, this young lady is shy and
embarrassed without her clothing.” He went on enlarging the
idea in the hope that he would hit upon another useful line.
“Here you’ve caught a lady in a most undignified situation. I
get the impression that your ‘Naked Lady’ is very much an-
noyed with us for looking at her.”

In her cabin on the beach, Marion Van Orton was changing
from her bathing-suit to an elaborate pair of pajamas. Sud-
denly she had a distinct impression that she was being observed.
She jerked a bath-towel up to her chest and swung around.
Apparently there was nothing to account for her fear. But she
knew that someone was minutely examining her. Hurriedly,
she pulled on her pajamas and ran from the cabin, fully expect-
ing to surprize some rude man in the act of staring through a
chink in the wall. There was no one near.

In spite of the heat of the day, she went back into the cabin
and wrapped a heavy cloak tightly about her. Still the miser-
able feeling persisted.

“My goodness!” she said to herself, “I feel positively naked!”
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A month later, Marion Van Orton had causs to rensasnber
that day on the Lido. She was sitting in the Excelsior Bar,
reading a New York Times, two weeks old. She had really
been looking through it to see if there were any more news of
the death of her husband. For a few days the papers had been
full of “Millionaire Husband of Actress Found Dead.” When
she had first heard of it she had wondered which of the paint-
ings it was that had been found slashed to rags and tatters,
and she wondered what had happened before his heart failed
that had made him want to ruin one of the pictures of which
he had always been so proud.

There was nothing more in the Times. The story had been
squeezed dry and dropped in favor of an expedition to the
South Pole. Finishing a rather dull announcement of the forth-
coming exhibit of paintings by an artist who had just married
his model, Marion turned to her handsome companion.

“Some people insist,” she said, “that more important things
happen in New York than here, or anywhere else. But look at
this paper; there isn’t an interesting or important thing in it.
It’s all too, too boring for words.”

And then, quite suddenly, that awful nightmarish feeling
returned to her. She was entirely naked and people were look-
ing at her, criticizing her, appraising her. As she crossed her
arms at her throat, her eyes darted about the room, searching
for the guilty Peeping Tom. She could detect no one, but she
knew, she knew that to someone her clothing was perfectly
transparent.

Without excusing herself to her startled friend, Mrs. Van
Orton jumped up and rushed to her room in the hotel. She
locked and bolted the door. The sensation was growing
stronger every moment. She pulled down the shades and
turned off the light. But it was no better. She ran into the
clothes closet and shut the door. Even there, there was no es-
cape from the certain knowledge that she was bare and de-
fenseless before a crowd. She drew the hanging dresses tightly
around her and shrank into a corner of the closet. She felt she
was going mad.



THE HOUSE OF ECSTASY
By RaLpr MILNE Fariey

This happened to you, this incredibly strange adventure
in the house of the hypnotist. Don’t you remember?

THis actually happened to you. And when I say “you,” I mean
you—holding this magazine now, and reading these very
words. For I know something about you—something deeply
personal—something which, however, I am afraid that you
have forgotten.

You're puzzled? You don’t believe me? Read on, and I'll
prove it to you—you’ll see that I am right.

To begin with, where were you at eight o’clock on that
warm evening of August 4, 1937°?

You don’t remember? Oh, but I hope you will, my friend.
For, as you read on, you will realize the importance of remem-
bering every detail of that eventful night.

The weather was warm and muggy. It made you restless in
the house, until finally you went out for a little walk—down to
the store at the corner, to buy a package of cigarettes—to take
the air. Nothing of importance, you thought.

A young fellow stopped you, asked for a light. Undoubtedly
you have forgotten this too, for you are so often asked for a
light. And in the dusk of that muggy evening there was noth-
ing to stamp this young fellow as any different from hundreds
of others.

You gave him a match; and as the match flared up in the
darkness, you studied his clean-cut whimsical features. Rather
attractive, he seemed to you.

You said to yourself, “Here is a man I'd like to know.”

Then you lit your own cigarette, and noticed that the young
fellow was studying you. You hoped that he too was favorably
impressed by what he saw.

53
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“Rather a warm night,” he said in a pleasing voice, as he
fell into step beside you.

So the two of you discussed the weather for a few moments,
walking aimlessly along. :

Having thus broken the ice, the stranger asked, “Are you
doing anything this evening?”

Somehow this question put you on your guard. What was
his racket, anyway? You glanced sharply at his face, at that
moment illumined by a street-light which the two of you were
passing. But what you saw completely reassured you.

“No,” you replied. “I'm not doing anything. Why?”

He laughed a bit embarrassedly.

“Well, you see, there’s a clever seer and mystic, who lives
just a couple of blocks from here. I was on my way to his
house for a séance, when I met you. I'd feel a little less creepy
if you'd come along.”

It sounded intriguing. But—

“What does he charge?” you asked.

The young man laughed—a pleasant friendly laugh. “No
charge at all,” he replied. “A real mystic doesn’t prostitute his
weird abilities by making money out of them. Only charlatans
do that!”

“Okeh,” you said, relieved that there was no fee. “I'll try
anything once.”

“Come on,” he invited.

He led you to one of a block of identical three-story brown-
stone fronts—no one would ever have imagined what it held.
A massive butler answered the door. He looked you suspi-
ciously up and down; then stepping aside, he solemnly ushered
you and your friend into a small reception room, where a
hunchbacked dwarf of indefinable age arose to greet the two
of you. His hairless yellow skin was stretched parchment-like
over his skull. His eyes were quick-shifting, black and beady.
His slit mouth leered, first at your companion and then at you.

“Well?” he asked in a high-pitched querulous voice, shifting

his eyes back to your companion.
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“Master,” the young man replied, bowing stiffly, “here is the
person whom you directed me to bring.”

“You have done well, my pupil,” quavered the dwarf, his
hunched shoulders shaking slightly as at some concealed jest.
“You may go.”

Astonished and indignant, you turned quickly to confront
your guide. But a subtle change seemed to have come over
him. In the bright light of the reception room he did not look
as pleasing as he had looked on the street.

His dark eyes were set at a decided slant. His black brows
were thick and tufted. His ears, nose and chin were pointed.
And his sleek black hair was brushed up on each side of his
forehead into two little peaks, almost like twin horns.

“Why, you said——" you began indignantly.

“What I said is of no matter,” he replied with a shrug and
a nonchalant wave of one slender hand. Turning on his heel,
he stalked out of the room.

You wheeled to follow him; but behind you a sharp voice
croaked “Stop!”

Invisible hands seemed to reach out from behind and turn
you around, and march you back to the toad-like squatting
Master.

He smiled a slitted grin, evidently intended to be ingratiat-
ing.

%Why should you flee, my dear fellow?” he murmured. “I
am about to do you a favor.”

“But—but——" you began.

“Silence!” he snapped. His face was stern. His claw-like
hands, on the ends of scrawny arms, reached out toward you
in a fluttery gesture as he crooned, “Sleep! Sleep! You are in
my power. You will do as I command. Sleep! Sleep!”

A delicious languor spread over you; and, although your
mind remained abnormally clear, all control over your own
body gradually slipped from you.

The Master’s parchment face relaxed into a friendly grin

once more.
“You are going to enjoy this,” he croaked gleefully, rubbing
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his taloned hands together. “The ecstasy is going to be all
yours. For, alas, my poor crumpled body cannot thrill to the
pleasures of the flesh, except vicariously. So I have summoned
you here, in the hope that a few crumbs may drop from the
table of your enjoyment, for me to pick up.”

“Yes, Master.” The words came to your lips through no
volition of your own.

The little dwarf grinned delightedly, and his hunched
shoulders shook with suppressed chuckles.

“This is going to be good!” he chortled. “Come. Follow
me.”

Like a sleep-walker, you followed him out of the little recep-
tion room, down the broad hall, up a flight of stairs, and into
a large room with softly carpeted floor, and pictures and mir-
rors on the wall. The only article of furniture was a couch.

On that couch sat a beautiful young girl, clothed in a gown
of some filmy blue material. Her skin was a creamy olive
shade, her hair blue-black and lustrous, her face piquant and
oval, her lips full and inviting, and her figure slenderly mature.

But her eyes (so you noted) almost spoiled the picture. They
were lusterless and dumb, like those of a stunned animal. You
momentarily wondered if your own eyes were not the same.
And, when she moved, she moved slowly, swimmingly, as in
a slow-motion picture.

“Get up, my little dear,” croaked the hunchback, rubbing his
hands together, and grinning with anticipation.

The girl arose, her sightless sleep-walking eyes on his pene-
trating ones.

“Yes, Master.” Her tones were flat and dead, and yet they
carried the hint of a bell-like quality.

“Here is your partner, my little dear,” he continued, with a
leer, waving one skinny talon toward you, as you stood sheep-
ishly, striving to free your paralyzed muscles from his hypnotic
spell. “Stand up, my little dear.”

“Yes, Master.”

She rose obediently, and faced you. Somehow, in spite of the
dull animal look in her wide eyes, there was something in-
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tensely appealing about her. So young. So soft. So virginal.
And so alone!

Fascinated, you stared and stared at this vision of loveliness.
No longer did you strain to escape, for now your every effort
was to break the Master’s hypnotic spell, not so as to leap away,
but rather so as to go forward.

As you ran your eyes appraisingly over every line and curve
of her perfect figure, the girl mechanically seated herself on
the couch, lifted up one shapely leg, crossed her knees, un-
latched the slipper, and let it plop to the floor.

Its sudden sound seemed to shock the girl almost into con-
sciousness. Her wide, unseeing eyes narrowed, and her expres-
sion became momentarily human—the one touch needed for
complete perfection.

But only for a brief instant. Then the Master waved one
taloned hand in her direction. “Sleep!” he crooned. “Sleep,
my little dear. Sleep.”

Her vacant stare returned. She unfastened and took off the
other slipper.

The hunchback, grinning fatuously, held up one hand, and
said, “My little dear, that will be enough for the present.”
Then, turning to you, “All right, my boy. She is yours.”

Released from your paralysis, although still under his spell,
you stole slowly, eagerly forward. Your feet seemed planted
in shifting sands. Interminable ages elapsed. Would you never
reach her?

Behind you the cracked voice of the Master squeaked. “Wel-
come him, my little dear.”

In response to this command, the girl held out her arms to
you. A dumb eagerness suffused her piquant oval face. You
in turn held out your arms to her, with an intense yearning
to clasp them tightly around her.

At last, after countless ages it seemed, you almost reached
her, your fingertips met hers, just barely brushing them, and a
tingling thrill swept through you. With one supreme effort,
you leaped forward.

But an invisible hand seemed to clamp itself upon one of
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your shoulders, pulling you backward. And behind you
sounded the croak of the Master, saying: “Bah! You are mere
automatons! There is no vicarious pleasure to be had by me
from such puppet amours as this!”

Then his invisible hand spun you around to face his toad-
like leering features.

“Master!” you implored. “Master!”

His slant eyes narrowed, and his slit mouth broadened into
a grin,

“1 am going to be kind to you,” he announced, in his high-
pitched, cracked voice. “To the two of you—and to myself. I
shall remove my hypnotic spell, and then see if you two cannot
react to each other like normal human beings.”

He waved one taloned hand imperiously.

“Awake!” he croaked. “It is my command that you both
awake.”

The invisible hands upon your shoulders relaxed their hold.
A shudder passed through you. You lifted up one hand and
brushed the cobwebs from your eyes. You drew a deep breath.
The sluggish shackles slipped off of your mind and soul. You
were free. Free!

Wheeling eagerly, you confronted the beautiful, olive-skinned
girl.

But now she drew away from you—her eyes, no longer
dumb, now pools of horror. Her two little hands fluttered up
in front of her, as if to ward you off. A dull, red flush, com-
mencing at the rounded hollow of her slim young throat, crept
slowly up until it suffused her entire face, as she cringed back
against the couch.

And you—your eagerness to clasp her in your arms now
changed to eagerness to protect her. You halted abruptly.

From behind you there came a cackling laugh and the
words, “She does not seem to relish you, my friend. Well, I
shall leave the two of you alone together for a while, until you
and she become better acquainted. Adios!”

A door slammed, and there was the sound of the turning of
a key in the lock.
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The girl was now seated on the edge of the couch, with one
hand raised to her eyes to blot out the unwelcome sight of you.

But by now you were in complete command of yourself,
once more a gentleman. “My dear young lady,” you breathed,
moving forward, “there’s nothing to be afraid of. I want to
help you; I want to be your friend. Trust me, and I'll try to
get you of here. That dwarf is a dangerous madman, and
we’ve got to forget everything except how to outwit him.”

She smiled, and nodded. “I do trust you!” she exclaimed,
rising and gripping your arm,

Hurriedly you made a circuit of all four walls of the room,
carefully inspecting them. It was a room without a single win-
dow. There was only one door, and that was of solid oak, and
locked.

“It is no use, Galahad,” said the girl, in a rich liquid voice,
but with a touch of mocking sadness. “The Master has us
safely imprisoned, and there’s nothing we can do about it. Of
course, when he is through with yow, he will probably let you
go. But I am to be kept here for good.”

“I will come back with the police, and raid the place, and
rescue you,” you asserted. |

She smiled sadly. “I wonder,” she said.

“Why do you wonder?” you asked, surprized. “If that
crazy dwarf is fool enough to let me loose, it ought to be a
simple matter to come back here and break in.”

“I wonder.”

“Why do you keep saying, ‘I wonder’?”

“Because other men have been brought here to me by the
Master, and they have promised, just as you are now promis-
ing. And yet none of them has ever come back.”

“But I will.”

“I wonder.”

“Stop it!” you stormed. “Stop parrotting those words!
I'm a gentleman, and I keep my word. Besides I—er—I
admire you very much,” you continued lamely. “I've never
seen a girl quite like you. Of course T'll come back!”
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“The Master is a skilful hypnotist. Before he lets you go,
he will hypnotize you into forgetting everything.”

“He couldn’t make a man forget you!”

“Yes, even me. Yet perhaps—"

“Perhaps what?”

“Perhaps—if you were to hold me in your arms——

Eagerly you clasped her to you, and covered her upturned
flower-face with kisses, until finally your lips met and she
returned your passion in one soul-searing embrace.

As you released her, you exultantly exclaimed, “Now let
the Master do his worst! I shall never forget that kiss!”

A cackling laugh echoed through the vacant reaches of
the room.

Startled, you sprang to your feet; but there was no one
in the room. No one except you yourself and the dark-
haired, olive-skinned girl.

Again the cackling laugh. It seemed to come from every-
where—from nowhere.

“Where are you, Master?” you cried.

“Ahal!” spoke his cracked voice out of the air. “I see
that you have learned respect, and that you address me by
my proper title. And I thank you for a very pleasant evening;
I enjoyed that kiss! You too ought to thank me!”

“I don’t!” you stormed. “Let us out of here, or I'll call
the police! Where are you, anyway?”

“I am behind one of the mirrors in the wall,” he croaked.
“It is what is known in the glass trade as an ‘X-ray mirror,”
that is to say, a transparent one. From your side you can
see nothing but reflections, whereas from my side it is merely
a slightly grayed window-pane. And so I have been able to
enjoy vicariously your little moment of bliss.”

“But your voice?” you asked, incredulous.

“I am talking into a microphone,” croaked the invisible
dwarf. “There are loud-speakers behind several of the pic-
tures—And now I am coming in to join my two little play-
mates.”

)
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“If you enter this room, I shall wring your neck!” you
raged.

“I rather think not,” rasped his high-pitched voice, trailing
off into nothingness.

You turned, and placed one arm comfortingly around the
shaken girl.

The key grated in the lock. The door opened. The repul-
sively leering hunchback came hopping in.

Now was your chance. With cool determination, you
charged across the room!

But, grinning unconcernedly, he held out one arm in
your direction, with the flat of his hand toward you. A
mighty invisible blow smote you squarely in the chest, fling-
ing you back upon the couch, and upon the pathetic little
figure there.

Making passes with his hands, the obscene frog-like Master
approached you.

“Sleep! Sleep!” he murmured. “Sleep, my friend.”

Your veins filled with water, and you slumped helplessly.

“Get up!” he commanded, not unkindly.

You arose.

“Follow me!”

Like a sleep-walker, you followed.

Behind you, there sounded the pleading voice of your
sweetheart, imploring, “Oh, my lover, be sure and make a
note of the number of this house when you leave it, and
come back and rescue me!”

Love is strong! In spite of the invisible hands which sought
to restrain you, you turned and cried, “I willl T promise
you!”

Her sweet eyes filled with gladness; then shot a glance
toward the Master, a glance filled with scorn for his thwarted
powers, then back to you again, welling with perfect con-
fidence.

“I believe you,” she cried happily. “I shall be waiting.”

Then you turned and followed the hunchback out of the
room. Dazedly you were led to the street door.
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On the threshold the Master transfixed you with his pene-
trating gaze, and commanded incisively, “You will now
forget all that has happened in this house of ecstasy this
evening! Do you hear me? You will forget all that has hap-
pened! Go down the steps, turn to the right, and walk away.
When you reach the corner, you will awake. But you will
remember nothing. Good-night, my friend, and I thank you
for a very pleasant evening.” »

The door closed behind you.

Ringing in your ears was the insistent command of the
wistful girl who had given you her love. “You must not
forget! You must not forget.”

Already you felt stronger and more free. The spell was
beginning to lift. The vision of a piquant oval pleading face
was before your eyes.

“I will not forget!” you stalwartly promised, as you went
down the steps. Then, before you turned to the right as
commanded, you took careful note of the house-number.

You returned from your walk that evening with a vague
idea that something was wrong, a vague realization that you
had been out of your house an hour or so longer than you
could account for.

You consider yourself to be a man of your word, don’t
you? And yet you have never returned to the house of
ecstasy to rescue that girl, although you solemnly promised
her that you would.

I have now told you all that I myself know of the episode.
But unfortunately I do not know the address of the house
of ecstasy. You need that address. You have to have that
address, if you are ever to rescue the girl who loved and
trusted you.

Try hard, my friend, try hard.

Can’t you remember? You must remember!



ESCAPE
By PauL ERrNsT

A brief weird tale about the escape of a madman

HE Hap the craziest form of craziness I've ever seen.

Of course, I hasten to add, I hadn’t seen much. I'd been
through an asylum once before, as now, to get a story for my
paper on treatment and conditions of State inmates, and that
was all. On that former trip I'd witnessed nothing like this;
nor had I, till now, on this trip.

The man didn’t look crazy. So often they don’t. He was a
medium-sized chap with gray in his hair and a look of sadness
on his thin, mild face. A look of sadness—and determination.
Neatly dressed, precise of movement, he was very busy in his
cell. He paid no attention for a while as the guard and I stood
at the barred door and watched him.

He was building something. He would pick up a tool, ad-
just it carefully, work with all the delicacy of a watchmaker
for a moment. Then he would lay the tool down and pick up
a gage and check his work. All very accurate and careful.

The only thing was that you couldn’t see what he was build-
ing. And you couldn’t see any tools, nor gages nor work-
bench. There was nothing in the cell but the man, and a
bolted-down cot and chair.

Nevertheless, the fellow was extraordinarily industrious. He
would seize a nonexistent tool, examine it with a frown, and
then use it on thin air, after which would come the inevitable
measuring movements.

“It certainly looks,” I said in a low tone to the attendant, “as
though there should be something there.”

The attendant grinned and nodded. And I continued to
watch, fascinated.

You could follow the man through his whole box of tools,
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from his rational movements. Now he was boring a hole, ob-
viously a very small hole, with a tiny metal-drill equipped with
an egg-beater handle. Now he was just touching a surface
with a file. Now he was sawing something else, after which
he took the sawed part from an imaginary work-bench and
tried it in its place—whatever and wherever that was.

I got still another glimpse of unity of effort as I watched
him. Each little period of accurate workmanship ended with
a trip four steps to his left, to a corner. of his cell which was
bright with sunlight. There, his motions said, was the thing
he was working on. There was the object, slowly growing bit
by accurate bit, which he was making and assembling.

It was uncanny. There simply ought to have been some-
thing there—a cabinet, chair, whatnot—and there wasn’t.

The man slowly screwed an imaginary part to an imaginary
whole, then laid down his imaginary screw-driver and walked
to the door, for the first time acknowledging our presence there.

“Hello, Nick,” he said to the attendant. His voice was as
mild and as sad and as oddly determined as the rest of him.

“Hello,” said the attendant affably. His good-natured, broad
face turned from the man in the cell toward me.

“Meet Mr. Freer, Mr. Gannet. Mr. Freer’s with a news-
paper.”

“Oh?” said Gannet, politely. He put out his hand so that I
could shake it if I reached through the bars of his door a little.
I hesitated, then grasped it. He didn’t look dangerous.

“How’re you doing with your what-is-it, Gannet?” the at-
tendant said, nodding solemnly toward the bright corner
where lay the object of the man’s attentions.

“Pretty well,” said Gannet. “This damned floor isn’t quite
level. It’s three thirty-seconds of an inch to the foot off. I
have to allow for that in every line and angle, and it makes it
needlessly difhicult.”

“W hat is it you're building?” asked Nick wheedlingly. “You
won't tell any of us, but won’t you tell Mr. Freer, for his
newspaper story?”’
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“There it is,” shrugged Gannet, pointing to the corner. “See
for yourself.”

I stared involuntarily at the corner, then, feeling like a fool,
back at his mild, sad face. Was there a ghost of a twinkle in
his gray eyes? Or was it my imagination? I couldn’t tell. I
was beginning to feel a little crazy myself.

We walked away. The big library and lounging-room
where the almost-cured could sit and read was left for me to
see. But I looked around without much interest as we passed
through. I kept thinking of Gannet.

“Has he been going through that set of motions very long?”
I asked the attendant.

“He started right after he got here,” said Nick. “That was
a year ago. He came here raving, trying to fight free and get
back to the house where he’d lived with his son and daughter-
in-law. There was something in his room he had to get, he
said. Then he calmed down, and next day began going
through the routine you saw. Some days he ‘works’ only a few
hours, sometimes all day long and up until lights-out at night.”

“The way he puttered around that corner made me think I
was off myself, for not seeing something there,” I said. “It was
amazingly realistic. As though you could surely feel what he
was working on, even if you couldn’t see it. Has anybody ever
felt around that corner where he spends his time?”

“Hey, boy,” said Nick, “easy, now. Pretty soon we'll be
sending a wagon for you.”

“But has anybody?” I persisted, smiling.

“No. That’s the one thing that brings out Gannet’s kink:
If anyone gets too close to that corner he gets quite violent. So
we don’t even clean there. We're trying to cure these folks,
not upset ‘em needlessly.”

We went out the massive door of the main building, where
a stalwart attendant eyed us sharply. There were nicely kept
grounds, and then a high fence with inward-slanting barbs on
its top.

“You don’t want anybody to escape from here, do you?” I
said, nodding toward the heavy door and the high fence.
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Nick grinned. “Nope. And nobody ever has. Or ever will,
I reckon. See you in church.”

But he saw me sooner than that.

I kept thinking of the spare, mild-mannered man with the
sad, determined eyes all evening, after I'd handed my story in
to the paper. I kept thinking about him next morning. And
next afternoon saw me at the asylum again, standing in front
of Gannet’s barred door.

He was as busy as he had been yesterday. But his activity
seemed more mental than physical today. He would stand in
the center of his cell, hand rubbing jaw, while he stared at the
sunny corner. Then he would walk to the corner and touch a
spot in midair with an inquisitive forefinger. Then he would
step back and survey the atmosphere again, eyes running
slowly up and down as though over the lines of a quite tang-
ible thing.

Finally he took something out of his pocket and walked
with a more decisive air to the corner. I saw his hands move
close together, for all the world as though he were adjusting
a micrometer or other delicate measuring-device. He applied
his hands to the questionable point in nothingness.

As he had done yesterday, he paid no attention to observers
at his door, at first. But finally he spoke, without looking up
from his task.

“Hello, Freer.” J

“Hello,” I said. Gannet had an unimpaired memory, at any
rate. :

“Come for another story?”

“In a way,” I evaded.

He shook his head, meanwhile stepping a foot to the right
and staring critically at nothing.

“I don’t see how you stand it.”

“Stand what?”

“Your work. The madness and despair of humanity—that’s
your stock in trade. You deal in war and famine and flood,
in social injustice and political and civil brutalities. They’re the
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“intimate facts of your life. I don’t see how you can live among
such things. I can’t even read about them.”

{ stared at him. I'd never met a man who seemed less crazy.

“Whether you face the facts intimately or detachedly,” I
said, “they are still facts and they’re still there. You can’t avoid
them.”

“But you can. At least I can. And I’'m going to. I'm getting
out of all this.”

He squatted on his haunches, and began running his hands
slowly over space, up and down, then horizontally. He
straightened and repeated the process. I'll swear I could make
out what he had in his mind. It was a sort of chair, with a
very high back and unusually high arms.

Just as I had decided this—he sat in it.

You've seen stage tricksters sit in chairs with arms folded,
when there are no chairs to sit in? Well, this was the same.
I gaped at Gannet, sitting in thin air. Not an impossible stunt,
but always an arresting one.

He got up and came to the door.

“I can’t take life as it’s lived today, Freer. A weakness, no
doubt, but there you are.”

“So you're getting out of it,” I nodded.

“So I'm getting out of it. It’s not for nothing that I am a
mathematician and an inventor.”

What a shame! I almost said it aloud, but didn’t. I'd con-
ceived a positive fancy for the sad-faced Mr. Gannet.

He stared at me quizzically.

“You needn’t hunt up Nick,” he said. “I'm not hinting at
suicide. It’s a more literal escape, I mean.”

“Escape? With these barred doors, the high wall outside?”

“Oh, walls! Bars!” He waved his hand, dismissing them.

He walked back to his sunny corner and resumed his criti-
cal ocular and manual examination of—nothing.

“You may have another story tomorrow, Freer,” he said
mildly. And then he turned his back, thereby dismissing me
as he had the walls and bolts of his confinement.
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I hunted up Nick on the way out. I felt like a traitor, but I
knew it was for my new friend’s own good.

“Gannet’s talking of an escape,” I said.

Nick’s customary grin appeared on his broad face.

“Forget it. He’s handed out that line before. Nobody could
get out of here.”

He walked to the high gate in the fence with me, and waved
as I got into my car.

I wasn’t coming back any more. I didn’t want to see Gan-
net again. He was such a nice little guy. But next noon saw
me knocking for admittance a third time, summoned by a call
from Nick.

“Got an exclusive for you, if you want it,” he said. “An es-
cape. I don’t know that it’s very important to you, but we’ve
never had one before. That might make it worth a couple of
inches.”

“Escape?” I said.

“Yeah. Your man, Gannet.”

“So he did it! But how?”

Nick grunted. “Suppose you tell me.”

“In the night?” I asked.

He shook his head. “A little while ago, in broad daylight.
He was seen in his cell at ten. An hour later the room was
empty. He was gone.”

“But he couldn’t have simply walked out of the place in
broad daylight.”

“No,” said Nick, “he couldn’t.”

“Was his door unlocked?”

“It was not. It was locked, from the outside, when we came
to investigate the report that he was gone. His window bars
are all right, too.”

“You've searched the grounds?”

“Of course. He isn’t in them. He isn’t in any of the build-
ings. Nobody saw him after eleven o’clock. He’s just gone,
with his cell still locked so even a monkey couldn’t slip out.”

“You must have some idea how he got away.”

“No idea. Because it can’t be done. Only, it was.”
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“How am I going to get a story out of that?” I asked.

“How in thunder would I know? That’s your worry.”

I put a cigarette between my lips unlit because smoking
wasn’t permitted here.

“What in the world do you suppose he . . . thought he was
building?” I mused.

Nick snorted. “I don’t suppose anything about it. If I did,
I'd be as crazy as he was. Well, there’s your exclusive, if you
know what to do with it.”

I didn’t know what to do with it, so I finally handed it in as
it stands now. This very story, in fact. And the little man
with the big vizor at the editor’s desk promptly handed it
back. Not that I blame him.

Nobody ever saw Gannet again. Nobody ever thought of
him again, I guess. Except me. I had a rush of curiosity to
the head a few days later, and went to his cell armed with a
level and a steel rule.

The floor of the barred cubicle Gannet once occupied is
three thirty-seconds of an inch off level. Now how do you
suppose he could have determined that without tools of any
kind to aid the naked eye?






THE ADAPTIVE ULTIMATE

By JouN JEssEL

Dr. DanieL Scorr, his dark and brilliant eyes alight with the
fire of enthusiasm, paused at last and stared out over the city,
or that portion of it visible from the office windows of Herman
Bach—the Dr. Herman Bach of Grand Mercy Hospital. There
was a moment of silence; the old man smiled a little indul-
gently, a little wistfully, at the face of the youthful biochemist.

“Go on, Dan,” he said. “So it occurred to you that getting
well of a disease or injury is merely a form of adaptation—
then what?”

“Then,” flashed the other, “I began to look for the most
adaptive of living organisms. And what are they? Insects!
Insects, of course. Cut off a wing, and it grows back. Cut off
a head, stick it to the headless body of another of the same
species, and that grows back on. And what’s the secret of their
great adaptability ?”

Dr. Bach shrugged. “What is?”

Scott was suddenly gloomy. “I'm not sure,” he muttered.
“It’s glandular, of course—a matter of hormones.” He bright-
ened again. “But I'm off the track. So then I looked around for
the most adaptive insect. And which is that?”

“Ants?” suggested Dr. Bach. “Bees? Termites?”

“Bah! They’re the most highly evolved, not the most adapt-
able. Noj there’s one insect that is known to produce a higher
percentage of mutants than any other, more freaks, more bi-
ological sports. The one Morgan used in his experiments on
the effect of hard X-rays on heredity—the fruit fly, the ordi-
nary fruit fly. Remember? They have reddish eyes, but under
X-rays they produced white-eyed offspring—and that was a
true mutation, because the white eyes bred true! Acquired
characteristics can’t be inherited, but these were. There-
fore—"

71
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“I know,” interrupted Dr. Bach.

Scott caught his breath. “So I used fruit flies,” he resumed.
“I putrefied their bodies, injected a cow, and got a serum at
last, after weeks of clarifying with albumen, evaporating in
vacuo, rectifying with—— But you’re not interested in the
technique. I got a serum. I tried it on tubercular guinea pigs,
and”—he paused dramatically—"“it cured! They adapted them-
selves to the tubercule bacillus. I tried it on a rabid dog. He
adapted. I tried it on a cat with a broken spine. That knit.
And now, I'm asking you for the chance to try it on a human
being!”

Dr. Bach frowned. “You’re not ready,” he grunted. “You're
not ready by two years. Try it on an anthropoid. Then try it
on yourself. I can’t risk a human life in an experiment that’s
as raw as this.”

“Yes, but I haven’t got anything that needs curing, and as
for an anthropoid you get the board to allow funds to buy
an ape—if you can. I've tried.”

“Take it up with the Stoneman Foundation, then.”

“And have Grand Mercy lose the credit? Listen, Dr. Bach,
I'm asking for just one chance—a charity case—anything.”

“Charity cases are human beings.” The old man scowled
down at his hands. “See here, Dan. I shouldn’t even offer this
much, because it’s against all medical ethics, but if I find a
hopeless case—utterly hopeless, you understand—where the
patient himself consents, I'll do it. And that’s the final word.”

Scott groaned. “And try to find a case like that. If the pa-
tient’s conscious, you think there’s hope, and if he isn’t, how
can he consent? That settles it!”

But it didn’t. Less than a week later Scott looked suddenly
up at the annunciator in the corner of his tiny laboratory. “Dr.
Scott,” it rasped. “Dr. Scott. Dr. Scott. To Dr. Bach’s office.”

He finished his titration, noted the figures, and hurried out.
The old man was pacing the floor nervously as Scott entered.

“I’ve got your case, Dan,” he muttered. “It’s against all ethics
—yet I'll be damned if I can see how you can do this one any
harm. But you’d better hurry. Come on—isolation ward.”



THE ADAPTIVE ULTIMATE 73

They hurried. In the tiny cubical room Scott stared ap-
palled. “A girl!” he muttered. '

She could never have been other than drab and plain, but
lying there with the pallor of death already on her cheeks, she
had an appearance of somber sweetness. Yet that was all the
charm she could ever have possessed; her dark, cropped, oily
hair was unkempt and stringy, her features flat and unattrac- -
tive. She breathed with an almost inaudible rasp, and her eyes
were closed.

“Do you,” asked Scott, “consider this a test? She’s all but
dead now.”

Dr. Bach nodded. “Tuberculosis,” he said, “final stage. Her
lungs are hemorrhaging—a matter of hours.”

The girl coughed; flecks of blood appeared on her pallid
lips. She opened dull, watery blue eyes.

“So!” said Bach, “conscious, eh? This is Dr. Scott. Dan,
this is—uh”—he peered at the card at the foot of the bed—
“Miss—uh—Kyra Zelas. Dr. Scott has an injection, Miss Zelas.
As I warned you, it probably won’t help, but I can’t see how it
can hurt. Are you willing?”

She spoke in faint, gurgling tones. “Sure, I'm through any-
way. What's the odds?”

“All right. Got the hypo, Dan?” Bach took the tube of
water-clear serum. “Any particular point of injection? No?
Give me the cubital, then.”

He thrust the needle into the girl’s arm. Dan noted that she
did not even wince at the bite of the steel point, but lay stoical
and passive as thirty c.c. of liquid flowed into her veins. She
coughed again, then closed her eyes.

“Come out of here,” ordered Bach grufily, and as they
moved into the hall, “I’'m damned if I like this. I feel like a
dirty dog.”

He seemed to feel less canine, however, the following day.
“That Zelas case is still alive,” he reported to Scott. “If I dared
trust my eyes, I'd say she’s improved a little. A very little. I'd
still call it hopeless.”

But the following day Scott found him seated in his office
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with a puzzled expression in his old gray eyes. “Zelas is bet-
ter,” he muttered. “No question of it. But you keep your
head, Dan. Such miracles have happened before, and without
serums. You wait until we've had her under long observa-
tion.”

By the end of the week it became evident that the observa-
tion was not to be long. Kyra Zelas flourished under their gaze
like some swift-blooming tropical weed. Queerly, she lost none
of her pallor, but flesh softened the angular features, and a
trace of light grew in her eyes.

“The spots on her lungs are going,” muttered Bach. “She’s
stopped coughing, and there’s no sign of bugs in her culture.
But the queerest thing, Dan—and I can’t figure it out, either—
is the way she reacts to abrasions and skin punctures. Yester-
day I took a blood specimen for a Wassermann, and—this
sounds utterly mad—the puncture closed almost before I had
a c.c.! Closed and healed!”

And in another week, “Dan, I can’t see any reason for keep-
ing Kyra here. She’s well. Yet I want her where we can keep
her under observation. There’s a queer mystery about this se-
rum of yours. And besides, I hate to turn her out to the sort
of life that brought her here.”

“What did she do?”

“Sewed. Piece work in some sweatshop, when she could
work at all. Drab, ugly, uneducated girl, but there’s something
appealing about her. She adapts herself quickly.”

Scott gave him a strange look. “Yes,” he said. “She adapts
quickly.”

“So,” resumed Bach, “it occurred to me that she could stay
at my place. We could keep her under observation, you see,
and she could help the housekeeper. I'm interested—damn in-
terested. I think I'll offer her the chance.”

Scott was present when Dr. Bach made his suggestion. The
girl Kyra smiled. “Sure,” she said. Her pallid, plain face
lighted up. “Thanks.”

Bach gave her the address. “Mrs. Getz will let you in. Don’t
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do anything this afternoon. In fact, it might not hurt you to
simply walk in the park for a few hours.”

Scott watched the girl as she walked down the hall toward
the elevator. She had filled out, but she was still spare to the
point of emaciation, and her worn black suit hung on her as
if it were on a frame of sticks. As she disappeared, he moved
thoughtfully about his duties, and a quarter hour later de-
scended to his laboratory.

On the first floor, turmoil met him. Two officers were carry-
ing in the body of a nondescript old man, whose head was a
bloody ruin. There was a babble of excited voices, and he saw
a crowd on the steps outside.

“What’s up?” he called. “Accident?”

“Accident!” snapped an officer. “Murder, you mean. Woman
steps up to this old guy, picks a hefty stone from the park
border, slugs him, and takes his wallet. Just like that!”

Scott peered out of the window. The Black Maria was back-
ing toward a crowd on the park side of the street. A pair of
hulking policemen flanked a thin figure in black, thrusting it
toward the doors of the vehicle.

Scott gasped. It was Kyra Zelas!

II

A week later Dr. Bach stared into the dark fireplace of his
living room. “It’s not our business,” he repeated.

“My God!” blazed Scott. “Not our business! How do we
know we’re not responsible? How do we know that our in-
jection didn’t unsettle her mind? Glands can do that; look at
Mongoloid idiots and cretins. Our stuff was glandular. Maybe
we drove her crazy!”

“All right,” said Bach. “Listen. We'll attend the trial to-
morrow, and if it looks bad for her, we'll get hold of her law-
yer and let him put us on the stand. We'll testify that she’s
just been released after a long and dangerous illness, and may
not be fully responsible. That’s entirely true.”

Mid-morning of the next day found them hunched tensely
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oa benches in the crowded courtroom. The prosecution was
opening; three witnesses testified to the event.

“This old guy buys peanuts for the pigeons. Yeah, I sell ’em
to him every day—or did. So this time he hasn’t change, and
he pulls out his wallet, and I see it’s stuffed with bills. And
one minute later I see the dame pick up the rock and conk
him. Then she grabs the dough——"

“Describe her, please.”

“She’s skinny, and dressed in black. She ain’t no beauty,
neither. Brownish hair, dark eyes, I don’t know whether dark-
blue or brown.”

“Your witness!” snapped the prosecutor.

A young and nervous individual—appointed by the court,
the paper said—rose. “You say,” he squeaked, “that the assail-
ant had brown hair and dark eyes?”

“Yeah.”

“Will the defendant please rise?”

Her back was toward Scott and Bach as Kyra Zelas arose,
but Scott stiffened. Something was strangely different about
her appearance; surely her worn black suit no longer hung
so loosely about her. What he could see of her figure seemed
—well, magnificent.

“Take off your hat, Miss Zelas,” squeaked the attorney.

Scott gasped. Radiant as aluminum glowed the mass of hair
she revealed!

“I submit, your honor, that this defendant does not possess
dark hair, nor, if you will observe, dark eyes. It is, I suppose,
conceivable that she could somehow have bleached her hair
while in custody, and I therefore”—he brandished a pair of
scissors—‘submit a lock to be tested by any chemist the court
appoints. The pigmentation is entirely natural. And as for
her eyes—does my esteemed opponent suggest that they, too,
are bleached?”

He swung on the gaping witness. “Is this lady the one you
claim to have seen committing the crime?”

The man goggled. “Uh—I can’t—say.”

“Is she?”
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“N-o!”

The speaker smiled. “That’s all. Will you take the stand,
Miss Zelas?”

The girl moved lithe as a panther. Slowly she turned, fac-
ing the court. Scott’s brain whirled, and his fingers dug into
Bach’s arm. Silver-eyed, aluminum-haired, alabaster pale, the
girl on the stand was beyond doubt the most beautiful woman
he had ever seen!

The attorney was speaking again. “Tell the court in your
own words what happened, Miss Zelas.”

Quite casually the girl crossed her trim ankles and began
to speak. Her voice was low, resonant, and thrilling; Scott
had to fight to keep his attention on the sense of her words
rather than the sound.

“I had just left Grand Mercy Hospital,” she said, “where
I had been ill for some months. I had crossed to the park
when suddenly a woman in black rushed at me, thrust an
empty wallet into my hands, and vanished. A moment later
I was surrounded by a screaming crowd, and—well, that’s
all.”

“An empty wallet, you say?” asked the defense lawyer.
“What of the money found in your own bag, which my emi-
nent colleague believes stolen?”

“It was mine,” said the girl, “about seven hundred dollars.”

Bach hissed, “That’s a lie! She had two dollars and thirty-
three cents on her when we took her in.”

“Do you mean you think she’s the same Kyra Zelas we had
at the hospital?” gasped Scott.

“I don’t know. I don’t know anything, but if I ever touch
that damned serum of yours—— Look! Look, Dan!” This
last was a tense whisper.

“What?”

“Her hair! When the sun strikes it!”

Scott peered more closely. A vagrant ray of noon sunlight
filtered through a high window, and now and again the sway-
ing of a shade permitted it to touch the metallic radiance of
the girl’s hair. Scott stared and saw; slightly but unmistakably,
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whenever the light touched that glowing aureole, her hair
darkened from bright aluminum to golden blond!

Something clicked in his brain. There was a clue some-
where—if he could but find it. The pieces of the puzzle were
there, but they were woefully hard to fit together. The girl
in the hospital and her reaction to incisions; this girl and her
reaction to light,

“I've got to see her,” he whispered. “There’s something 1
have to find—— Listen!”

The speaker was orating. “And we ask the dismissal of the
whole case, your honor, on the grounds that the prosecution
has utterly failed even to identify the defendant.”

The judge’s gavel crashed. For a moment his aging eyes
rested on the girl with the silver eyes and incredible hair, then:
“Case dismissed!” he snapped. “Jury discharged!”

There was a tumult of voices. Flashlights shot instantaneous
sheets of lighting. The girl on the witness stand rose with
perfect poise, smiled with lovely, innocent lips, and moved
away. Scott waited until she passed close at hand, then:

“Miss Zelas!” he called.

She paused. Her strange silver eyes lighted with unmis-
takable recognition. “Dr. Scott!” said the voice of tinkling
metal. “And Dr. Bach!”

She was, then. She was the same girl. This was the drab
sloven of the isolation ward, this weirdly beautiful creature
of exotic coloring. Staring, Scott could trace now the very
identity of her features, but changed as by a miracle.

He pushed through the mob of photographers, press men,
and curiosity seekers. “Have you a place to stay?” he asked.
“Dr. Bach’s offer still stands.”

She smiled. “I am very grateful,” she murmured, and then,
to the crowd of reporters, “The doctor is an old friend of
mine.” She was completely at ease, unruffled, poised.

Something caught Scott’s eye, and he purchased a paper,
glancing quickly at the photograph, the one taken at the
moment the girl had removed her hat. He started; her hair
showed raven black! There was a comment below the pic-
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ture, too, to the effect that “her striking hair photographs
much darker than it appears to the eye.”

He frowned. “This way,” he said to the girl, then goggled
in surprise again. For in the broad light of noon her com-
plexion was no longer the white of alabaster; it was creamy
tan, the skin of one exposed to long hours of sunlight; her
eyes were deep violet, and her hair—that tiny wisp uncon-
cealed by her hat—was as black as the basalt columns of hell!

Kyra had insisted on stopping to purchase a substitute for
the worn black suit, and had ended by acquiring an entire
outfit. She sat now curled in the deep davenport before the
fireplace in Dr. Bach’s library, sheathed in silken black from
her white throat to the tiny black pumps on her feet. She
was almost unearthly in her weird beauty, with her aluminum
hair, silver eyes, and marble-pale skin against the jet silk
covering.

She gazed innocently at Scott. “But why shouldn’t 1?” she
asked. “The court returned my money; I can buy what I
please with it.”

“Your money?” he muttered. “You had less than three dol-
lars when you left the hospital.”

“But this is mine now.”

“Kyra,” he said abruptly, “where did you get that money?”

Her face was saintlike in its purity. “From the oid man.”

“You—you did murder him!”

“Why, of course I did.”

He choked. “My Lord!” he gasped. “Don’t you realize
we’ll have to tell?”

She shook her head, smiling, gently from one to the other
of them. “No, Dan. You won't tell, for it wouldn’t do any
good. I can’t be tried twice for the same crime. Not in
America.”

“But why, Kyra? Why did you—"

“Would you have me resume the life that sent me into your
hands? I needed money; money was there; I took it.”

“But murder!”

“It was the most direct way.”
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“Not if you had happened to be punished for it,” he re-
turned grimly.

“But I wasn’t,” she reminded him gently.

He groaned. “Kyra,” he said, shifting the subject suddenly,
“why do your eyes and skin and hair darken in sunlight or
when exposed to flashlight?”

She smiled. “Do they?” she asked. “I hadn’t noticed.” She
yawned, stretched her arms above her head and her slim legs
before her. “I think I shall sleep now,” she announced. She
swept her magnificent eyes over them, rose, and disappeared
into the room Dr. Bach had given her—his own.

Scott faced the older man, his features working in emotion.
“Do you see?” he hissed. “Good Lord, do you see?”

“Do you, Dan?”

“Part of it. Part of it, anyway.”

“Well,” said Scott, “here it is as I see it. That serum—that
accursed serum of mine—has somehow accentuated this girl’s
adaptability to an impossible degree. What is it that differ-
entiates life from non-living matter? Two things, irritation
and adaptation. Life adapts itself to its environment, and the
greater the adaptability, the more successful the organism.

“Now,” he proceeded, “all human beings show a very con-
siderable adaptivity. When we expose ourselves to sunlight,
our skin shows pigmentation—we tan. That’s adaptation to
an environment containing sunlight. When a man loses his
right hand, he learns to use his left. That’s another adaptation.
When a person’s skin is punctured, it heals and rebuilds, and
that’s another angle of the same thing. Sunny regions pro-
duce dark-skinned, dark-haired people; northern lands pro-
duce blonds—and that’s adaptation again.

“So what’s happened to Kyra Zelas, by some mad twist I
don’t understand, is that her adaptive powers have been in-
creased to an extreme. She adapts instantly to her environ-
ment; when sun strikes her, she tans at once, and in shade
she fades immediately. In sunlight her hair and eyes are those
of a iropical race; in shadow, those of a Northerner. And—
good Lord, I see it now—when she was faced with danger
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there in the courtroom, faced by a jury and judge who were
men, she adapted to that! She met that danger, not only by
changed appearance, but by a beauty so great that she couldn’t
have been convicted!” He paused. “But how? How?”

“Perhaps medicine can tell how,” said Bach. “Undoubtedly
man is the creature of his glands. The differences between
races—white, red, black, yellow—is doubtless glandular. And
perhaps the most effective agent of adaptation is the human
brain and neural system, which in itself is controlled partly
by a little greasy mass on the floor of the brain’s third ventricle,
before the cerebellum, and supposed by the ancients to be the
seat of the soul.

“I mean, of course, the pineal gland. I suspect that what
your serum contains is the long-sought hormone pinealin, and
that it has caused hypertrophy of Kyra’s pineal gland. And
Dan, do you realize that if her adaptability is perfect, she’s
not only invincible, but invulnerable?”

“That’s true!” gulped Scott. “Why, she couldn’t be elec-
trocuted, because she’d adapt instantly to an environment con-
taining an electric current, and she couldn’t be killed by a shot,
because she’d adapt to that as quickly as to your needle pricks.
And poison—but there must be limit somewhere!”

“There doubtless is,” observed Bach. “I hardly believe she
could adapt herself to an environment containing a fifty-ton
locomotive passing over her body. And yet there’s an impor-
tant point we haven’t considered. Adaptation itself is of two
kinds.”

“Two kinds?”

“Yes. One kind is biological; the other, human. Naturally
a biochemist like you would deal only with the first, and
equally naturally a brain surgeon like me has to consider the
second as well. Biological adaptation is what all life—plants,
animals, and humans—possess, and it is merely conforming
to one’s environment. A chameleon, for instance, shows much
the same ability as Kyra herself, and so, in lesser degree, does
the arctic fox, white in winter, brown in summer; or the snow-
shoe rabbit, for that matter, or the weasel. All life conforms
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to its environment to a great extent, because if it doesn’t, it
dies. But human life does more.”

“More?”

“Much more. Human adaptation is not only conformity to
environment, but also the actual changing of environment to
fit human needs! The first cave man who left his cave to
build a grass hut changed his environment, and so, in exactly
the same sense, did Steinmetz, Edison, and as far as that goes,
Julius Cazsar and Napoleon. In fact, Dan, all human inven-
tion, genius, and military leadership boils down to that one fact
—changing the environment instead of conforming to it.”

He paused, then continued, “Now we know that Kyra
possesses the biological adaptivity. Her hair and eyes prove
that. But what if she possesses the other to the same degree?
If she does, God knows what the result will be. We can only
watch to see what direction she takes—watch and hope.”

“But I don’t see,” muttered Scott, “how that could be
glandular.”

“Anything can be glandular. In a mutant—and Kyra’s as
much a mutant as your white-eyed fruit fliess—anything is
possible.” He frowned reflectively. “If I dared phrase a philo-
sophical interpretation, I'd say that Kyra—perhaps—represents
a stage in human evolution. A mutation. If one ventured
to believe that, then de Vries and Weissman are justified.”

“The mutation theory of evolution, you mean?”

“Exactly. You see, Dan, while it is very obvious from fossil
remains that evolution occurred, yet it is very easy to prove
it couldn’t possibly have occurred!”

“How?”

“Well, it couldn’t have occurred slowly, as Darwin believed,
for many reasons. Take the eye, for instance. He thought that
very gradually, over thousands of generations, some sea crea-
ture developed a spot on its skin that was sensitive to light,
and that this gave it an advantage over its blind fellows.
‘Therefore its kind survived and the others perished. But see
here. If this eye developed slowly, why did the very first ones.
the ones that couldn’t yet see, have any better chance than the
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others? And take a wing. What good is a wing until you
can fly with it? Just because a jumping lizard had a tiny fold
of skin between foreleg and breast wouldn’t mean that that
lizard could survive where others died. What kept the wing
developing to a point where it could actually have value?”

“What did?” ,_

“De Vries and Weissman say nothing did. They answer
that evolution must have progressed in jumps, so that when
the eye appeared, it was already efficient enough to have sur-
vival value, and likewise the wing. Those jumps they named
mutations. And in that sense, Dan, Kyra’s a mutation, a jump
from the human to—something else. Perhaps the super-
human.”

Scott shook his head in perplexity. He was thoroughly puz-
zled, completely baffled, and more than a little unnerved. In
a few moments more he bade Bach good night, wandered
home, and lay for hours in sleepless thought.

The next day Bach managed a leave of absence for both of
them from Grand Mercy, and Scott moved in. This was in
part simply out of his fascinated interest in the case of Kyra
Zelas, but in part it was altruistic. She had confessedly mur-
dered one man; it occurred to Scott that she might with no
more compunction murder Dr. Bach, and he meant to be at
hand to prevent it.

He had been in her company no more than a few hours be-
fore Bach’s words on evolution and mutations took on new
meaning. It was not only Kyra’s chameleonlike coloring, nor
her strangely pure and saintlike features, nor even her incred-
ible beauty. There was something more; he could not at once
identify it, but decidedly the girl Kyra was not quite human.

The event that impressed this on him occurred in the late
afternoon. Bach was away somewhere on personal business,
and Scott had been questioning the girl about her own im-
pressions of her experience.

“But don’t you know you've changed?” he asked. “Can’t
you see the difference in yourself?”

“Not I. It is the world that has changed.”
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“But your hair was black. Now it’s light as ashes.”

“Was it?” she asked. “Is it?”

He groaned in exasperation. “Kyra,” he said, “you must
know something about yourself.”

Her exquisite eyes turned their silver on him. “I do,” she
said. “I know that what I want is mine, and”—her pure lips
smiled—"I think I want you, Dan.”

It seemed to him that she changed at that moment. Her
beauty was not quite as it had been, but somehow more wildly
intoxicating than before. He realized what it meant; her en-
vironment now contained a man she loved, or thought she
loved, and she was adapting to that, too. She was becoming—
he shivered slightly—irresistible!

III

Bach must have realized the situation, but he said nothing.
As for Scott, it was sheer torture, for he realized only too well
that the girl he loved was a freak, a biological sport, and worse
than that, a cold murderess and a creature not exactly human.
Yet for the next several days things went smoothly. Kyra
slipped easily into the routine; she was ever a willing subject
for their inquiries and investigations.

Then Scott had an idea. He produced one of the guinea pigs
that he had injected, and they found that the creature evinced
the same reaction as Kyra to cuts. They killed the thing by
literally cutting it in half with an ax, and Bach examined its
brain.

“Right!” he said at last. “It’s hypertrophy of the pineal.”
He stared intently at Scott. “Suppose,” he said, “that we could
reach Kyra’s pineal and correct the hypertrophy. Do you sup-
pose that might return her to normal?”

Scott suppressed a pang of fear. “But why? She can’t do
any harm as long as we guard her here. Why do we have to
gamble with her life like that?”

Bach laughed shortly. “For the first time in my life I'm
glad I'm an old man,” he said. “Don’t you see we have to do
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something? She’s a menace. She’s dangerous. Heaven only
knows how dangerous. We'll have to try.”

Scott groaned and assented. An hour later, under the pre-
text of experiment, he watched the old man inject five grains
of morphia into the girl’s arm, watched her frown and blink
—and adjust. The drug was powerless.

It was at night that Bach got his next idea. “Ethyl chloride!”
he whispered. “The instantaneous anasthetic. Perhaps she
can’t adjust to lack of oxygen. We'll try.”

Kyra was asleep. Silently, carefully, the two crept in, and
Scott stared down in utter fascination at the weird beauty
of her features, paler than ever in the faint light of midnight.
Carefully, so carefully, Bach held the cone above her sleeping
face, drop by drop he poured the volatile, sweet-scented liquid
into it. Minutes passed.

“That should anasthetize an elephant,” he whispered at
last, and jammed the cone full upon her face.

She awoke. Fingers like slim steel rods closed on his wrist,
forcing his hand away. Scott seized the cone, and her hand
clutched his wrist as well, and he felt the strength of her grasp.

“Stupid,” she said quietly, sitting erect. “This is quite use-
less—— Look!”

She snatched a paper knife from the table beside the bed.
She bared her pale throat to the moonlight, and then, sud-
denly, drove the knife to its hilt into her bosom!

Scott gulped in horror as she withdrew it. A single spot of
blood showed on her flesh; she wiped it away, and displayed
her skin, pale, unscarred, beautiful.

“Go away,” she said softly, and they departed.

The next day she made no reference to the incident. Scott
and Bach spent a worried morning in the laboratory, doing
no work, but simply talking. It was a mistake, for when
they returned to the library, she was gone, having, according to
Mrs. Getz, simply strolled out of the door and away.* A hectic
and hasty search of the adjacent blocks brought no sign of her.

At dusk she was back, pausing hatless in the doorway to
permit Scott, who was there alone, to watch the miraculous
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thange as she passed from sunset to chamber, and her hair
faded from mahogany to aluminum.

“Hello,” she said smiling. “I killed a child.”

“What? My Lord, Kyra!”

“It was an accident. Surely you don’t feel that I should be
punished for an accident, Dan, do you?”

He was staring in utter horror. “How—"

“Oh, I decided to walk a bit. After a block or two, it oc-
curred to me that I should like to ride. There was a car parked
there with the keys in it, and the driver was talking on the
sidewalk, so I slipped in, started it, and drove away. Naturally
I drove rather fast, since he was shouting, and at the second
corner I hit a little boy.”

“And—you didn’t stop?”

“Of course not. I drove around the corner, turned another
corner or two, and then parked the car and walked back. The
boy was gone, but the crowd was still there. Not one of them
noticed me.” She smiled her saintlike smile. “We’re quite
safe. They can’t possibly trace me.”

Scott dropped his head on his hands and groaned. “I don’t
know what to do!” he muttered. “Kyra, you're going to have
to report this to the police.”

“But it was an accident,” she said gently, her luminous silver
eyes pityingly on Scott.

“No matter. You'll have to.”

She placed her white hand on his head. “Perhaps to-mor-
row,” she said. “Dan, I have learned something. What one
needs in this world is power. As long as there are people in
the world with more power than I, I run afoul of them. They
keep trying to punish me with their laws—and why? Their
laws are not for me. They cannot punish me.”

He did not answer.

“Therefore,” she said softly, “to-morrow I go out of here to
seck power. I will be more powerful than any laws.”

That shocked him to action. “Kyral” he cried. “You're
not to try to leave here again.” He gripped her shoulders.
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“Promise me] Swear that youll not step beyond that door
without me!”

“Why, if you wish,” she said quietly.

“But swear it! Swear it by everything sacred!”

Her silver eyes looked steadily into his from a face like
that of a marble angel. “I swear it,” she murmured. “By any-
thing you name, I swear it, Dan.”

And in the morning she was gone, taking what cash and
bills had been in Scott’s wallet, and in Bach’s as well. And,
they discovered later, in Mrs. Getz’s also.

“But if you could have seen her!” muttered Scott. “She
looked straight into my eyes and promised, and her face was
pure as a madonna’s. I can’t believe she was lying.”

“The lie as an adaptive mechanism,” said Bach, “deserves
more attention than it has received. Probably the original liars
are those plants and animals that use protective mimicry—
harmless snakes imitating poisonous ones, stingless flies that
look like bees. Those are living lies.”

“But she couldn’t—"

“She has, however. What you've told me about her desire
for power is proof enough. She’s entered the second adaptive
phase—that of adapting her environment to herself instead
of herself to her environment. How far will her madness—or
her genius—carry her? There is very little difference between
the two, Dan. And what is left now for us to do but watch?”

“Watch? How? Where is she?”

“Unless I'm badly mistaken, watching her will be easy once
she begins to achieve. Wherever she is, I think we—and the
- rest of the world—will know of it soon enough.”

But weeks dropped away without sign of Kyra Zelas. Scott
and Bach returned to their duties at Grand Mercy, and down
in his laboratory the biochemist disposed grimly of the remains
of three guinea pigs, a cat, and a dog, whose killing had been
an exhausting and sickening task. Into the crematory as well
went a tube of water<clear serum.

Then one day the annunciator summoned him to Bach’s
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office, where he found the old man hunched over a copy of
the Post Record.

“Look there!” he said, indicating a political gossip column
called “Whirls of Washington.”

Scott read, “And the surprise of the evening was the soi-
disant confirmed bachelor of the cabinet, upright John Callan,
who fluttered none other than the gorgeous Kyra Zelas, the
lady who affects a dark wig by day and a white by night.
Some of us remember her as the acquittée of a murder trail.”

Scott looked up. “Callan, eh? Secretary of the treasury,
no less! When she said power she meant power, apparently.”

“But will she stop there?” mused Bach gloomily. “I have a
premonition that she’s just beginning.”

“Well, actually, how far can a woman go?”

The old man looked at him. “A woman? This is Kyra
Zelas, Dan. Don’t set your limits yet. There will be more of
her.”

Bach was right. Her name began to appear with increasing
frequency, first in social connections, then with veiled refer-
ences to secret intrigues and influences.

Thus: “Whom do the press boys mean by the tenth
cabineteer?” Or later: “Why not a secretary of personal re-
lations? She has the powers; give her the name.” And still
later: “One has to go back to Egypt for another instance of
a country whose exchequer was run by a woman. And Cleo-
patra busted that one.”

Scott grinned a little ruefully to himself as he realized that
the thrusts were becoming more indirect, as if the press itself
were beginning to grow cautious. It was a sign of increasing
power, for nowhere are people as sensitive to such trends as’
among the Washington correspondents. Kyra’s appearances
in the public prints began to be more largely restrained to
purely social affairs, and usually in connection with John
Callan, the forty-five-year-old bachelor secretary of the treasury.

Waking or sleeping, Scott never for a moment quite forgot
her, for there was something mystical about her, whether she
were mad or a woman of genius, whether freak or super-
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woman. The only thing he did forget was a thin girl with
drab features and greasy black hair who had lain on a pallet
in the isolation ward and coughed up flecks of blood.

v

It was no surprise to either Scott or Dr. Bach to return one
evening to Bach’s residence for a few hours’ conversation, and
find there, seated as comfortably as if she had never left it,
Kyra Zelas. Outwardly she had changed but little; Scott gazed
once more in fascination on her incredible hair and wide, in-
nocent silver eyes. She was smoking a cigarette, and she ex-
haled a long, blue plume of smoke and smiled up at him.

He hardened himself. “Nice of you to honor us,” he said
coldly. “What’s the reason for this visit? Did you run out
of money?”

“Money? Of course not. How could I run out of money?”

“You couldn’t, not as long as you replenish your funds the
way you did when you left.”

“Oh, that!” she said contemptuously. She opened her hand
bag, indicating a green mass of bills. “I'll give that back, Dan.
How much was it?”

“To hell with the money!” he blazed. “What hurts me is
the way you lied. Staring into my eyes as innocent as a baby,
and lying all the time!”

“Was I? she asked. “I won’t lie to you again, Dan. I
promise.”

“I don’t believe you,” he said bitterly. “Tell us what you’re
doing here, then.” '

“I wanted to see you. I haven’t forgotten what I said to
you, Dan.” With the words she seemed again to grow more
beautiful than ever, and this time poignantly wistful as well.

“And have you,” asked Bach suddenly, “abandoned your
idea of power?”

“Why should I want power?” she rejoined innocently, flash-
ing her magnificent eyes to him.

“But you said,” began Scott impatiently, “that you—"
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“Did I?” There was the ghost of a smile on her perfect
lips. “I won’t lie to you, Dan,” she went on, laughing a little.
“If I want power, it is mine for the taking—more power than
you dream.”

“Through John Callan?” he rasped.

“He offers a simple way,” she said impassively. “Suppose,
for instance, that in a day or so he were to issue a statement—
a supremely insulting statement—about the war debts. The
administration couldn’t afford to reprimand him openly, be-
cause most of the voters feel that a supremely insulting state-
ment is called for. And if it were insulting enough—and I
assure you it would be—you would see the animosity of Eu-
rope directed westward.

“Now, if the statement were one that no national govern-
ment could ignore and yet keep its dignity in the eyes of
its people, it would provoke counter-insults. And there are
three nations—you know their names as well as I—who await
only such a diversion of interest. Don’t you see?” She
frowned.

“How stupid you both are!” she murmured, and then,
stretching her glorious figure and yawning, “I wonder what
sort of empress I would make. A good one, doubtless.”

But Scott was aghast. “Kyra, do you mean you'd urge
Callan into such a colossal blunder as that?”

“Urge him!” she echoed contemptuously. “I'd force him.”

“Do you mean you’d do it?”

“I haven’t said so,” she smiled. She yawned again, and
snapped her cigarette into the dark fireplace. “T'll stay here
a day or two,” she added! pleasantly, rising. “Good night.”

Scott faced Dr. Bach as she vanished into the old man’s
chamber. “Damn her!” he grated, his lips white. “If T be-
lieved she meant all of that—"

“You'd better believe it,” said Bach.

“Empress, eh! Empress of what?”

“Of the world, perhaps. You can’t set limits to madness
or genius.”

“We’ve got to stop her!”
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“How? We can’t keep her locked up here. In the first
place, she’d doubtless develop strength enough in her wrists
to break the locks on the doors, and if she didn’t, all she’d
need to do is shout for help from a window.”

“We can have her adjudged insane!” flared Scott. “We
can have her locked up where she can’t break out or call for
help.”

“Yes, we could. We could if we could get her committed
by the Sanity Commission. And if we got her before them,
what chance do you think we’d have?”

“All right, then,” said Scott grimly, “we’re going to have
to find her weakness. Her adaptability can’t be infinite. She’s
immune to drugs and immune to wounds, but she can’t be
above the fundamental laws of biology. What we have to
do is to find the law we need.”

“You find it, then,” said Bach gloomily.

“But we've got to do something. At least we can warn peo-
ple—" He broke off, realizing the utter absurdity of the
idea.

“Warn people!” scoffed Bach. “Against what? We’d be the
ones to go before the Sanity Commission then. Callan would
ignore us with dignity, and Kyra would laugh her pretty little
laugh of contempt, and that would be that.”

Scott shrugged helplessly. “I'm staying here to-night,” he
said abruptly. “At least we can talk to her again to-morrow.”

“If she’s still here,” remarked Bach ironically.

But she was. She came out as Scott was reading the morn-
ing papers alone in the library, and sat silently opposite him,
garbed in black silk lounging pajamas against which her
alabaster skin and incredible hair glowed in startling contrast.
He watched skin and hair turn faintly golden as the morning
sun lightened the chamber. Somehow it angered him that
she should be so beautiful and at the same time deadly with
an inhuman deadliness.

He spoke first. “You haven’t committed any murders since
our last meeting, I hope.” He said it spitefully, viciously.
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She was quite indifferent. “Why should I? It has not been
necessary.”

“You know, Kyra,” he said evenly, “that you ought to be
killed.”

“But not by you, Dan. You love me.”

He said nothing. The fact was too obvious to deny.

“Dan,” she said softly, “if you only had my courage, there
is no height we might not reach together. No height—if you
had the courage to try. That is why I came back here,
but——" She shrugged. “I go back to Washington to-
morrow.”

Later in the day Scott got Bach alone. “She’s going to-
morrow!” he said tensely. “Whatever we can do has to be
done to-night.”

The old man gestured helplessly. “What can we do? Can
you think of any law that limits adaptability?”

“No, but—" He paused suddenly. “By Heaven!” he cried.
“I can! I've got it!”

“What?”

“The law! A fundamental biological law that must be
Kyra’s weakness!”

“But what?”

“This! No organism can live in its own waste products!
Its own waste is poison to any living thing!”

“But—" 7

“Listen. Carbon dioxide is a human waste product. Kyra
can’t adapt to an atmosphere of carbon dioxide!”

Bach stared. “By Heaven!” he cried. “But even if you’re
right, how——"

“Wait a minute. You can get a couple of cylinders of car-
bonic acid gas from Grand Mercy. Can you think of any way
of getting the gas into her room?”

“Why—this is an old house. There’s a hole from her room
to the one I'm using, where the radiator connection goes
through. It’s not tight; we could get a rubber tube past the
pipe.”

“Good!”
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“But the windows! She’ll have the windows open.”

“Never mind that,” said Scott. “See that they’re soaped so
they’ll close easily, that’s all.”

“But even if it works, what good—Dan! You don’t mean
to kill her!”

He shook his head. “I—couldn’t,” he whispered. “But once
she’s helpless, once she’s overcome—if she is—you’ll operate.
That operation on the pineal you suggested before. And may
Heaven forgive mel”

Scott suffered the tortures of the damned that evening. Kyra
was, if possible, lovelier than ever, and for the first time she
seemed to exert herself to be charming. Her conversation was
literally brilliant; she sparkled, and over and over Scott found
himself so fascinated that the thought of the treachery he
planned was an excruciating pain. It seemed almost a blas-
phemy to attempt violence against one whose outward ap-
pearance was so pure, so innocent, so saintlike.

“But she isn’t quite—human!” he told himself. “She’s not
an angel but a female demon, a—what were they called?—an
incubus!”

Despite himself, when at last Kyra yawned luxuriously and
dropped her dainty feet to the floor to depart, he pleaded for
a few moments more.

“But it’s early,” he said, “and to-morrow you leave.”

“I will return, Dan. This is not the end for us.”

“I hope not,” he muttered miserably, watching the door of
her room as it clicked shut.

He gazed at Bach. The older man, after a moment’s silence,
whispered, “It is likely that she sleeps almost at once. That’s
also a matter of adaptability.”

In tense silence they watched the thin line of light below
the closed door. Scott started violently when, after a brief in-
terval, her shadow crossed it and it disappeared with a faint
click.

“Now, then,” he said grimly. “Let’s get it over.”

He followed Bach into the adjacent room. There, cold and
metallic, stood the gray cylinders of compressed gas. He
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watched as the old man attached a length of tubing, ran it to
the opening around the steam pipe, and began to pack the
remaining space with wet cotton.

Scott turned to his own task. He moved quietly into the
library. With utmost stealth he tried the door of Kyra’s room;
it was unlocked as he had known it would be, for the girl was
supremely confident of her own invulnerability.

For a long moment he gazed across at the mass of radiant
silver hair on her pillow, then, very cautiously, he placed a tiny
candle on the chair by the door, so that it should be at about
the level of the bed, lighted it with a snap of his cigarette
lighter, withdrew the door key, and departed.

He locked the door on the outside, and set about stuffing the
crack below it with cotton. It was far from air-tight, but
that mattered little, he mused, since one had to allow for the
escape of the replaced atmosphere.

He returned to Bach’s room. “Give me a minute,” he
whispered. “Then turn it on.”

He stepped to a window. Outside was a two-foot ledge of
stone, and he crept to this precarious perch. He was visible
from the street below, but not markedly noticeable, for he
was directly above an areaway between Bach’s house and its
neighbor. He prayed fervently to escape attention.

He crept along the ledge. The two windows of Kyra’s
chamber were wide, but Bach had done his work. They slid
downward without a creak, and he pressed close against the
glass to peer in.

Across the room glowed the faint and steady flame of his
little taper. Close beside him, within a short arm’s length had
no pane intervened, lay Kyra, quite visible in the dusk. She
lay on her back, with one arm thrown above her unbelievable
hair, and she had drawn only a single sheet over her. He
could watch her breathing, quiet, calm, peaceful.

It seemed as if a long time passed. He fancied at last that
he could hear the gentle hiss of gas from Bach’s window, but
he knew that that must be only fancy. In the chamber he
watched there was no sign of anything unusual; the glorious
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Kyra slept as she did everything else—easily, quietly, and con-
fidently.

Then there was a sign. The litde candle flame, burning
steadily in the draughtless air, flickered suddenly. He watched
it, certain now that its color was changing. Again it flickered,
flared for a moment, then died. A red spark glowed on the
wick for a bare instant, then that was gone.

The candle flame was smothered. That meant a concentra-
tion of eight or ten per cent of carbon dioxide in the room’s
atmosphere—far too high to support ordinary life. Yet Kyra
was living. Except that her quiet breathing seemed to have
deepened, she gave not even a sign of inconvenience. She
had adapted to the decreased oxygen supply.

But there must be limits to her powers. He blinked into
the darkness. Surely—surely her breathing was quickening.
He was positive now; her breast rose and fell in convulsive
gasps, and somewhere in his turbulent mind the scientist in
him recorded the fact.

“Cheyne-Stokes breathing,” he muttered. In a moment the
violence of it would waken her.

It did. Suddenly the silver eyes started open. She brushed
her hand across her mouth, then clutched at her throat. Aware
instantly of danger, she thrust herself erect, and her bare
legs flashed as she pushed herself from the bed. But she must
have been dazed, for she turned first to the door.

He saw the unsteadiness in her movements. She twisted
the doorknob, tugged frantically, then whirled toward the
window. He could see her swaying as she staggered through
the vitiated air, but she reached it. Her face was close to his,
but he doubted if she saw him, for her eyes were wide and
frightened, and her mouth and throat were straining violently
for breath. She raised her hand to smash the pane; the blow
landed, but weakly, and the window shook but did not shat-
ter.

Again her arm rose, but that blow was never delivered. For
a moment she stood poised, swaying slowly, then her mag-
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nificent eyes misted and fluttered closed, she dropped to her
knees, and at last collapsed limply on the floor.

Scott waited a long, torturing moment, then thrust up the
window. The rush of lifeless air set him whirling dizzily on
his dangerous perch, and he clutched the casement. Then a
slow breeze moved between the buildings, and his head
cleared.

He stepped gingerly into the chamber. It was stifling, but
near the open window he could breathe. He kicked thrice
against Bach’s wall.

The hiss of gas ceased. He gathered Kyra’s form in his
arms, waited until he heard the key turn, then dashed across
the room and into the library.

Bach stared as if fascinated at the pure features of the girl.
“A goddess overcome,” he said. “There is something sinful
about our part in this.”

“Be quick!” snapped Scott. “She’s unconscious, not anasthe-
tized. God knows how quickly she’ll readjust.”

But she had not yet recovered when Scott laid her on the
operating table in Bach’s office, and drew the straps about her
arms and body and slim .bare legs. He looked down on her
still, white face and bright hair, and he felt his heart contract
with pain to see them darken ever so faintly and beautifully
under the brilliant operating light, rich in actinic rays.

“You were right,” he whispered to the unhearing girl. “Had
I your courage there is nothing we might not have attained
together.”

Bach spoke brusquely. “Nasal?” he asked. “Or shall I
trephine her?”

“Nasal.”
“But I should like a chance to observe the pineal gland.
This case is unique, and—"

“Nasal!” blazed Scott. “I won’t have her scarred!”

Bach sighed and began. Scott, despite his long hospital ex-
perience, found himself quite unable to watch this operation:
he passed the old man his instruments as needed, but kept
his eyes averted from the girl’s passive and lovely face.
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“So!” said Bach at last. “It is done.” For the first time he
himself had a moment’s leisure to survey Kyra’s features.

‘Bach started violently. - Gone was the exquisite aluminum
hair, replaced by the stringy, dark, and oily locks of the girl
in the hospital! He pried open her eye, silver no longer, but
pallid blue. Of all her loveliness, there remained—what? A
trace, perhaps; a trace in the saintlike purity of her pale face,
and in the molding of her features. But a flame had died;
she was a goddess no longer, but a mortal—a human being.
The superwoman had become no more than a suffering girl.

An ejaculation had almost burst from his lips when Scott’s
voice stopped him.

“How beautiful she is!” he whispered.

Bach stared. He realized suddenly that Scott was not seeing
her as she was, but as she once had been. To his eyes, colored
by love, she was still Kyra the magnificent.






THE WOMAN IN GRAY
By WaLker G. Evererr

A strange story of too many cocktails, and a weird
nemesis in gray

BiLL was at a dinner party at the Carters when the subject
first came up—a dinner to which he would never have
gone if he could have thought of a single plausible excuse.
Sarah Carter had a girl visiting her from the East; her school
roommate or something, Bill thought vaguely. Bill was her
dinner partner. They were talking about some people she
didn’t like.

“And they told it all over town,” she said, “that I was the
girl that was caught in the roadhouse, and that I had a red
wig on so nobody would know me. Oh, how I wish I could
get even with them—the most hateful people! Haven’t you
any suggestions?”

Bill looked pensive. Many Martinis had set up a pleasant
buzzing in his brain, and everything in life seemed very easy.

“You might tell everybody they have a crazy locked-up
daughter nobody ever sees, and that’s why they don’t like
young girls.”

- “Too easy. They have zhree daughters, all crazy, only not
locked up. That is, yet.”

“In that case, I don’t know,” said Bill. “Why don’t you
just leave it to me?”

She looked at him. “What do you mean? Do you make
little wax images and stick pins in them?”

Ah! there she had stolen a march on him—because that
was just what he had been going to say. So he took a piece
of celery, applied his mental spurs to himself and came out
in an inspiration.

“Haven’t I ever told you about the lady in gray?”

99
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“No! Who is she?”

“Just a lady in gray.”

“Well, where is she?”

“She’s right here beside me now!”

“Where ?””—startled.

“Oh,” said Bill, confidentially, getting into his stride, “you
can’t see her. I'm the only one that can see her, but she’s
right here by me all the time. I've known her for years.”

“Goodness gracious!” exclaimed his partner. “Aren’t you
scared? Doesn’t she haunt you?”

“Oh, no. She likes me. That's why she stays here—Isn’t
it, Lady?” He turned and nodded to the imaginary figure
beside him. “Of course, she’s very modest, and goes out of
the room when I'm undressed, but all the rest of the time
she’s here. Even her face is gray.”

“Well,” said the girl, making a violent effort to keep the
conversation going, “doesn’t she do anything at all?”

“Certainly. She gets after people I don’t like.”

“How terrible! Well, sic her on the Quarrys in Hartford,
then. Tell her to do her worst.”

“I will, right now—Did you hear that, Lady? Hartford,
Connecticut; Quarry’s the name.”

“The third house from the corner on the left,” said the
girl. “I don’t want any mistake.”

“She never makes a mistake,” said Bill; “and now, I think
dinner’s over and we can get down to the serious part of
the evening.”

And that was the last Bill thought about it for two weeks,
until Sarah Carter plowed across the room at a cocktail
party, and said, “What'’s this about some Lady in Gray?”

“I don’t know,” said Bill. “What do you mean?”

“I had a letter from Elsa. She said to tell you your Lady
in Gray did the work a little too well, and that you’d better
be careful.”

Bill looked thoughtful. “What else did she say?”

“Something about a family named Quarry. That had an
automobile accident, and all died—five, I think.”
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“What a coincidence!” said Bill. “And what a story!”

He lost no time in telling it around, of course. It was a
good story, with enough of pleasant actual horror in it
but not too much, the Quarrys remaining mythical; so that
it was worth a chill and a laugh any place.

Two weeks later he was at a dinner at Corinne Gorman’s
house—a fine, old-fashioned dinner with old-fashioned cock-
tails before, new-fashioned highballs after, and good old-fash-
ioned screaming all the way through. Bill sat by Corinne;
her short boyish hair was circled with a gold band, and she
had on a red velvet dress. She turned to him and pointed to
two empty seats.

“I could kill those people,” Sald Corinne. “They’re always
hours late anyway, and finally they phone from Winnetka
that they’ve broken down.” She tamped out a nice long two
and one-half inch cigarette butt until it was twisted and
grub-like. “Why don’t you sic your Lady in Gray on them
for me?”

“I would, but I don’t hate them. I don’t want them to
turn over like the Quarrys,” Bill answered.

“How well do you know them?” asked Corinne.

“Not very well.”

“Well, I can tell you some things. They've named their
children ‘Peggy Jean’ and ‘Michael Peter’; they have some
name for their car; they go to the circus every year, and
laugh and laugh and eat crackerjack and peanuts—that’s
the kind of people they are.”

“Oh, well,” said Bill, “I'd just as soon hate them myself.
Sure, I'll send the Gray Lady after them—only they’d better
look out.”

That was the last they thought about it until dinner was
nearly over, and Corinne was called to the telephone. She
came back white.

“It was they,” she whispered. “Terrible accident; a taxi
hit them. Don’t tell anybody for a minute.”

“Were they badly hurt?” Bill asked.

“Yes.”
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He wondered suddenly if he ought to say anything about
the absurd conversation regarding the Gray Lady. He de-
cided not. Two coincidences were just a little too much. He
knew there was nothing in it—hadn’t he made her up out of
a clear sky, just to amuse a guest of Sarah Carter? But, just
the same, he felt it would be a little smart-alecky to allude
to it. However, Corinne soon saved him the trouble.

“Never mention that Gray Woman again,” she said. “Never,
never, never, never.”

“Oh, that didn’t have anything at all to do with it,” said
Bill. “You know that.”

“Well, I do. But it’s a little .too strange, that’s all—as if
Santa Claus should suddenly come down the chimney.”

“Or you'd find a baby in a cabbage.”

“I think that would be a great improvement,” said Corinne.
“But this isn’t any time to be funny. I'll tell them now, and
start the shrieks.”

So Bill's Lady in Gray story became even more famous.
“It’s the funniest thing,” people said; “somebody ought to
send it in to the New Yorker. And you know, Bill is such a
scream about it—he’s afraid to hate anybody, he says, for
fear she’ll get after them—and he’s going to rent her to the
Government in the next war.”

But Bill didn’t think he was funny. He thought this,
while not exactly playing with fire, was at least in bad taste.
He didn’t think he was in very good taste, anyway, for about
this time he had a bad week; seven nights of drinking and
running around town, cashing checks, all the time with a
low wormish feeling of approaching reckoning under the
talking, talking, talking of nightly parties to get over yes-
terday’s hangover. And every day down at the office getting
blearier, going to the water-cooler with the aspirin bottle in
his hand and standing blindly in the window when the ter-
rible eleven-thirty nausea swept over him in waves. But he
didn’t know what to do, because life didn’t have much mean-
ing, anyway, and he was having a better time than most peo-

ple.
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One warm night—it was the next Monday—he sat in his
room, alone. The window was open, on blacliness, soft and
flecked with gold. The curtains were limp; his electric fan
turned its flat face wearily from side to side, stirring up an
ineffectual commotion in the air. A bell rang; he answered.

“Mr. Jacobson to see you.”

“Tell him to come up.”

What could he want, Jacobson from the office, whom he
hardly knew, unctuous and self-righteous?

The door-bell buzzed.

“Come in. Good evening, good evening.”

Jacobson came in and sat down. “Warm, isn’t it?”

“Terribly.”

“You probably wonder why I am here.” Jacobson’s mouse-
like eyes took in the empty highball glass; the bowl of
. melted ice.

“Well,” said Bill, “I do. Want a drink?”

“Thanks, no. Never touch it.”

“Oh. O. K.

“What I wanted to see you about is this—Mr. Selfridge
asked me to have a little talk with you—a friendly chat,
merely, between friends,” he purred.

Bill looked at him. “What a smack!” he thought. “Yes?”

“It’s about your work—a word to the wise, as it were.”

“Oh. Have I been lying down on the job? Am I going to
get the gate?” :

“Oh, no, not that. But the first, perhaps, a trifle. A little
too many parties—eh? And Mr. Selfridge thought that just
a quiet tip from a friend—"

Bill was reminded of the smile of a snake. “I see,” he
said. “Thank you.”

“Oh, not at all—not at all. It’s a pleasure.”

“I don’t doubt it.”

“Oh, I didn’t mean that! Well, I'll be running along.”
Jacobson got up. “Nice little place you've got here.”

“Yes,” said Bill. “I like it.” (How he hated the man!
Why didn’t he go?)
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“Well, I'd better go. I've got a new Chevy downstairs, and
I have to go so slow it’ll take me a while. I live in the sub-
urbs, you know.”

“Oh, you do? You have? How do you like it?”

“It’s a fine little bus. You can see it from the window.”

“T’'ll look out. Good-night. See you tomorrow.”

“Good-night.” And Jacobson was gone.

“That ass and his Chevy,” thought Bill. “I wish——"

He went to the window, looked out. Presently Jacobson
came out, climbed into a little yellow car with a black patch
on the top, started out, and drove straight into the side of a
big truck that had swung around the corner, with a horrible
ripping and glassy noise.

“Good God!” said Bill.

He waited until he saw people, like sudden ants, flocking;
then he came back, mixed himself a highball, and sat down
on the couch. It had happened again. And just after being
told all that about his job. Everything he did seemed to be
wrong. And it was all his own fault. He gulped down his
drink and made another, stronger. The lights seemed so
bright, and made the room look so empty, with only those
two black holes of windows, that he turned them out, and
sat in the single ray that came from the bathroom.

When the lights were out, the room changed; the black
windows became, gradually, a soft warm blue, like a promise
of day to come. It was the room that was dark. But Bill
just sat there, tapping his foot to some radio music that
drifted in. Then he spoke out loud, “God! I hate myself!”

Then the door opened, and in came the Lady in Gray.
Now, it wasn’t anyone dressed up to frighten him, or his
sister come to call. It was the Lady in Gray, and Bill knew
it. He looked at her steadily as she came nearer, quietly,
delicately. He felt his brains run down the inside of his skuli
like melting drug-store ice; the room started to rock, and then
to swirl faster and faster. Finally she was halfway across the
floor. He threw his glass at her. It smashed against the
opposite wall.









THE PIPES OF PAN
By Lester pEL Ry

If a god is a god only so long as he has worship-

ers, and Pan was forced to seek employment—

Bevonp the woods on either side were kept fields and fertile
farm land, but here the undergrowth ran down to the dirt
road and hid the small plot of tilled ground, already overrun
with weeds. Behind that, concealed by thicker scrub timber
lay a rude log house. Only the trees around, that had shel-
tered it from the heavy winds, had kept it from crumbling
long before.

Pan recognized the lazy retreat to nature that had replaced
his strong worship of old. He moved carefully through the
tangled growth that made way for him, his cloven hoofs
clicking sharply on the stones. It was a thin and saddened
god that approached the house and gazed in through a hole
that served as a window.

Inside, Frank Emmet lay on a rude pallet on the floor, a
bag of his possessions beside him. Across from him was a
stone fireplace, and between the two, nothing. A weak hand
moved listlessly, brushing aside the vermin that knew his
sickness; perhaps they sensed that the man was dying, and
their time was short. He gave up and reached for a broken
crock that contained water, but the effort was too great.

“Pan!” The man’s voice reached out, and the god stepped
away from the window and through the warped doorway.
He moved to the pallet and leaned over his follower. The
man looked up.

“Pan!” Emmet’s words were startled, but there was a rev-
erent note in his labored voice, though another might have
mistaken the god for a devil. The tangled locks of Pan’s
head were separated by two goat horns and the thin sharp

107



108 THE OTHER WORLDS

face ended in a ragged beard that seemed the worse for the
weather. Then the neck led down to a bronzed torso that
might have graced Hercules, only to end in the hips and legs
of a goat, covered with shaggy hair. Horror and comedy
mingled grotesquely, except for the eyes, which were deep
and old, filled now with pity.

Pan nodded. “You’ve been calling me, Frank Emmet, and
it's a poor god that wouldn’t answer the appeal of his last
worshiper. All the others of your kind have deserted me for
newer gods, and only you are left, now.”

It was true enough. Over the years, Pan had seen his fol-
lowers fall off and dwindle until his great body grew lean
and his lordly capering among the hills became a slow march
toward extinction. Now even this man was dying. He lifted
the tired head and held the crock of water to Emmet’s
mouth.

“Thanks!” The man mulled it over slowly. “So when
I'm gone, there’s no others. If I'd ’a’ known, Pan, I might
have raised up kids to honor your name, but I thought there
were others. Am [—"

“Dying,” the god answered. The blunt truth was easier
than half-believed lies.

“Then take me outside, where the sun can shine on me.”

Pan nodded and lifted him easily, bearing him out as gently
as a mother might her child, but a spasm of pain shot over the
man’s face as Pan laid him down. The time was almost up,
the god knew. From a pocket in his tattered loincloth he
drew out a small syrinx, or pipe of seven reeds, and blew
softly across it. A bird heard the low murmuring melody
and improvised a harmony, while a cricket marked time in
slow chirps.

Emmet’s face relaxed slowly and one of his hands came
out to lie on the hairy thigh. “Thanks, Pan. You've always
been a good god to me, and I'm hoping you’ll have good
——” The voice trailed away and disappeared into the
meiody of the syrinx. Pan rose slowly, drawing a last linger-
ing note from it, dropped the arm over the still chest and
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closed the eyes. Nearby was a rusty spade, and the earth was
soft and moist.

Pan’s great shoulders drooped as he wiped the last of the
earth from his hands. Experimentally, he chirped at the
cricket, but there was no response, and he knew that the
law governing all gods still applied. When the last of their
worshipers were gone, they either died or were forced to
eke out their living in the world of men by some human
activity. Now there would be hunger to satisfy, and in satis-
fying it, other needs of a life among men would present
themselves.

Apollo was gone, long since, choosing in his pride to die,
and the other gods had followed slowly, some choosing work,
some death. But they had at least the advantage of human
forms, while he knew himself for a monster his own mother
had fled from. But then, the modern clothes were more con-
cealing than the ancient ones.

Inside the house he found Emmet’s other clothes, more
or less presentable, and a hunting knife and soap. Men were
partial to their own appearance, and horns were a stigma
among them. Reluctantly, he brought the knife up against the
base of one, cutting through it. Pain lanced through him at
first, but enough of his god-head remained to make the
stumps heal over almost instantly. Then the other one, fol-
lowed by the long locks of his hair. He combed it out and
hacked it into such form as he could.

As the beard came away he muttered ungodly phrases at
the knife that took off skin with the hair. But even to his own
eyes, the smooth-shaven face was less forbidding. The lips,
as revealed, were firm and straight, and the chin was good,
though a mark of different color showed where the beard
had been.

He fingered his tail thoughtfully, touching it with the
blade of the knife, then let it go; clothes could hide it, and
Pan had no love for the barren spine that men regarded as
a mark of superiority. The tail must stay. Shoes were an-
other problem, but he solved it by carving wooden feet to
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fit them, and making holes for his hoofs. By lacing them on
firmly, he found half an hour’s practice enough to teach him
to walk The underclothes, that scratched against the hair
on his thighs and itched savagely, were another factor he
had no love for, but time might improve that.

Hobbling about in the rough walk his strange legs neces-
sitated, he came on a few pieces of silver in another broken
crock and pocketed them. From the scraps of conversation
he had heard, work was hard enough for men to find, and
he might need this small sum before he found occupation.
Already hunger was creeping over him, or he guessed it was
hunger. At least the vacuum in his stomach was as abhor-
rent to him as to nature. Heretofore, he had supped lightly
on milk and honey as the moon suited him, but this was a
man-sized craving.

Well, if work he must, work he would. The others had
come to it, such as still lived. Ishtar, or Aphrodite, was
working somewhere in the East as a nursemaid, though her
old taste for men still cost her jobs as fast as she gained them.
Pan’s father, Hermes, had been working as a Postal Tele-
graph boy the last he’d seen of him. Even Zeus, proudest of
all, was doing an electrician’s work somewhere, leaving only
Ares still thriving in full god-head. What his own talents
might be, time alone would tell, but the rippling muscles
of his body must be put to some good usage.

Satisfied that there was no more he could do, he trotted
out and plowed his way through the underbrush that failed
to make way for him as it should have. He jingled the
money in one pocket thoughtfully as he hit the road, then
drew out the syrinx and began a reedy tune of defiance on it.
Work there must be, and he’d find it.

It was less than half an hour later, but the god’s feet were
already aching in the tight boxes he had made for them,
and his legs threatened to buckle under the effort it took
to ape man’s walk. He moved past the ugly square house
and toward the barn where the farmer was unhitching his
team.
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“Handout or work?” The man’s voice was anything but
enthusiastic.

“I'm looking for work.”

“Uh-huh. Well, you do look strong enough. Living near
the city the way I do, I get a lot of fellows in here, figuring
they can always work in the country. But their arms wouldn’t
make toothpicks for a jaybird. Know anything about farm-
ing?”

“Something.” It was more in Demeter’s line, but he knew
something about everything that grew. “I'm not asking
more than room and board and a little on the side.”

The farmer’s eyes were appraising. “You do look as if you'd
seen fresh air, at that. And you’re homely enough to be
honest. Grab a-holt here, and we'll talk it over. I don’t
rightly need a man, but— Hey! Whoa, there!”

Pan cursed silently. His god-head was still clinging to
him, and the horses sensed the urge to wildness that was
so intimately a part of him. As his hands fell on the tugs, they
reared and bucked, lunging against their collars. He caught
at the lines to steady them, but they flattened back their ears
and whinnied wildly. That was enough; Pan moved back
and let the farmer quiet them.

“Afraid I can’t use you.” The words were slow and
decisive. “I use a right smart amount of horseflesh here, and
some people just don’t have the knack with them; animals
are funny that way—temperamental, you might call it. Easy,
there, Nelly. Tried any other places?”

“All the other farms along the road; they’re not hiring
hands.” '

“Hm-m-m. Wouldn’t be, of course. Bunch of city men.
Think they can come out and live in the country and do a
little farming on the side. If I had the money, I'd sell out and
move somewhere where people knew what the earth was made
for. You won't find any work around here.” He slapped a
horse on the withers and watched as it stretched out and rolled
in the short grass. “Stay for lunch?”

“No.” He wasn’t hungry enough to need food yet, and
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the delay might cost him a job elsewhere. “Any sheepherding
done around here?” As the god of the shepherds, it should
come natural to him, and it was work that would be more
pleasant than the tight closeness of the city.

“Not around here. Out West they have, but the Mexicans
do all that. If you're a sheep man, though, that's why the
horses didn’t take to you; they hate the smell of sheep.”

Again the limitations of a human life imposed themselves;
instead of transporting himself to the sheepherding country
in a night, he’d have to walk there slowly, or ride. “How
much would it cost to go out West?”

“Blamed if I know. Seventy dollars, maybe more.”

So that was out. It would have to be the city, after all,
where the fetid stench of close-packed humans tainted the
air, and their meaningless yammering beat incessantly in
one’s ears. “I guess I'll have to go on into town,” he said
ruefully.

“Might be best. Nowadays, the country ain’t what it used
to be. Every fool that fails in town thinks he can fall back
on the country, and every boy we have that amounts to any-
thing goes to the city. Machinery’s cutting down the number
of men we need, and prices are shot haywire, even when a
mortgage doesn’t eat up all we make. You traveling on
Shank’s Mare?”

Pan nodded, and the other studied him again. “Uh-huh.
Well, down the road a piece you'll see a brick house set
away back from the road. Go in there and tell Hank Sher-
man I said you was a friend of mine. He’s going into the
city, and you might as well ride. Better hurry, though.”

Pan made his thanks hastily, and left. If memory served -
him right, the friendliness of the farmer was the last he’d
see. In the cities, even in the old days, men were too busy
with their own importance and superiority to bother with
others. But beggars made ill choosers.

The god clumped down the hot sidewalk, avoiding the
press of the one o’clock rush, and surveyed the signs thought-
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fully. Food should come first, he guessed, but the prices
were discouraging. One read:

BUSINESS MAN’S LUNCH
Blue plate special, 75¢

He cut away from the large street into an older part of
the city, and found that the prices dropped steadily. Finally
a sign that suited his pocketbook came into view, and he
turned in, picking the only vacant booth. Now he was
thankful for the time he’d believed wasted in studying men’s
ways.

The menu meant little to him. He studied it carefully,
and decided that the safest course was to order one of their
combinations. Fish—no, that was food for Poseidon. But
the lamb plate looked better, and the price fell within his
means. “Lamb,” he ordered.

The waitress shifted her eyes from the man behind the
counter and wrote it down in the manner of all waitresses
who expect no tip from the customer. “Coffeetearmilk?” she
asked. “Rollerwhiterrye?”

“Eh? Ob, milk and roll.” Pan had a word for her type
in several languages, and was tempted to use it. As a god—
but he wasn’t a god now, and men no longer respected their
gods, anyway. The cashier eyed his clothes thoughtfully
until he moved in irritation, jingling the few coins in his
pocket. Then she went back to her tickets, flipping gum from
one tooth to another in an abstract manner.

The food, when it came, was a soggy-looking mess, to him,
but that was true of all human food, and he supposed it was
good enough. At least the plate was better filled than those
he had seen through the windows of the more expensive
places, and Pan’s appetite was immense. He stuffed half a
roll in his mouth and chewed on it quickly.

Not bad; in fact, he might grow to like this business of
eating. His stomach quieted down and made itself at home,
while another half bun followed the first. As he started to
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pick up the cut of meat and swallow it, he caught the eyes
of another diner, and rumbled unhappily. Should he know
the sissies nipped off shavings with their knives and minced
the food down? But he put the meat back on the plate
and fell to as they did. It was best to ape them.

“Mind if I sit here, old-timer?” Pan looked up at a clean-
cut young man. “The other booths are filled, you know.”

Where the man sat was no business of his. The seat oppo-
site him was vacant, and he motioned to it. “I didn’t buy it,
and your face isn’t misshapen. Sit down.”

The other grinned good-naturedly and inspected thc menu.
“Lamb any good?”

“Seems all right.” He was no judge of food, naturally, but
it wasn’t burned, and he had seen no dirt on it. At least
his stomach was satisfied. He cleaned the last of the gravy
from his plate with a bun and transferred it to his mouth.
“At least, it partly fills a man.”

“O. K, lamb it is.” This time the waitress showed more
interest, and even brought water, a thing she’d neglected
before. “Make it lamb, sugar. And a beer. How about you,
stranger?”

“Eh?” Unless he was mistaken, that was an invitation,
and a welcome one. It was long years since he’d had a
chance to sample even the anemic brew of the modern

world, but that had been none of his choosing.

“Have a beer?”

“Why not?” As an after-thought, he added an ungodlike
thanks. The man was likable, he decided, though friendship
among city men was not what he had expected. “You
wouldn’t know about work in this city, would you—uh?”

“Bob Bailey.”

“Men call me Pan—or Faunus, sometimes.”

“Pan Faunus, eh? Tried the want ads yet, or the em-
ployment agencies?” Bailey pulled a folded paper from
his pocket and handed it over. “There might be a job in
the back there. What kind of work?”

“Whatever I can do.” He began at the bottom and skimmed
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up the list from xylophone players to bartenders. “But
nothing they have here. I'm supposed to be good at herding
and playing the syrinx, but that’s about all.”

“Syrinx?” He inspected the instrument Pan held out, and
amusement danced in his eyes. “Oh, that. Afraid it wouldn’t
do, Mr. Faunus. You don’t happen to play the clarinet?”

“Never tried it.”

“Then you don’t. I'm looking for someone who does,
right now, for my band—Bob Bailey’s Barnstormers. Ever
heard of it? Well, youre not the only one. Since we lost
the best darndest clarinetist in the business, we've slipped
plenty. Playing the third-rate spots now with the substitute
we had to hire. Corny? Wheoo! He used to be on the Lady
Lee Lullaby hour, and never got over it.”

“Why not get a good one then?” The talk made little
sense to the god, but the solution seemed obvious.

“Where? We get plenty of applicants—there’s an ad in
there now. But they’d either soothe the jitterbugs to sleep
or rattle the strings off the dog house. Not a good clear tone
in the bunch. All the good guys are signed up, or starting
their own outfits.”

They finished the beers and Pan counted out the amount
marked on his ticket, estimating the length of time what
was left would last; two days maybe, by going half hungry.
He grunted. “Where are these employment agencies you
mentioned ?”

“One just down the street. It’s a United States’ employ-
ment center, and won’t try to rob you. Good luck, Faunus.”

“And to you. My thanks for the beer.” Then they sepa-
rated, and Pan headed down the street toward the mecca
of the jobless. The ads had all called for training of some
sort, but there must be other work in this town that needed
no previous experience. Perhaps meeting two friendly men
in one day was a good omen. He hoped so.

The girl at the desk, when he finally found the right divi-
sion, looked as bored as had the waitress. Looking over the
collection of people waiting, Pan felt she had more reason.



116 THE OTHER WORLDS

There were the coarsened red faces of professional sots, the
lack-luster stares of men whose intelligence ranked slightly
below the apes, and the dreary faces of people who struggle
futilely for a life that brings nothing but death to break its
monotony.

But there were others there who looked efficient and pur-
poseful, and these were the ones Pan feared. They had at
least some training, some experience, and their appearance was
better than his. Surely the preference would go to them, and
even as a minority, there were still many of that type there.

He studied the applicants and strained his ears to familiar-
ize himself with the questions asked, holding down his im-
patience as best he could. But the machine ground slowly
on, and his time finally came, just as the hot fetid air was
becoming unbearable. “Your name,” said the girl studying
him impersonally.

“Pan—Pan Faunus.”

Many strange names had passed over the desk to her, and
her expression remained the same. “Middle name?”

“Uh . .. Sylvanus.” The Romans had done him a good
turn in doubling up on their names for him though he pre-
ferred the Greek.

“Address?”

For a moment, that stumped him. Then he gave the
address of the restaurant, figuring that he might be able to
arrange with the cashier to accept any mail that came there;
he’d heard another man talking of that scheme while he
waited, and it was as good as any.

“Age?”

“Seven thou— Ulp! Forty-five.” Since a pack of lies were
needed of him, they might as well be good ones. “Born June
5 1894.”

There were more questions, and at some of his answers
the girl looked up sharply, but his wits had always been
good, and he passed the test with some fair success. Then
came what he had been dreading.

“Experience and type of work?”
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“General work in the country,” he decided. “No trade,
and I can’t give references, since my former foll—employer
is dead.”

“Social Security Number?”

“Eh?” He had been hearing that asked of the applicants,
but it still meant nothing to him. “I don’t have one.”

“Sorry.” She nodded. “Naturally you wouldn’t, as a farm-
hand. You’ll have to have a card, though. Get that as soon
as you find work.”

Finally it was done, and he was sent into a cubbyhole
where a man asked gore questions and made marks on a
piece of paper. Some of his answers were true; Hermes was
his father, at least. Even that questioning came to a final end
that left him sweating and cursing the underclothes that itched
again in the hot room. The man leaned back and surveyed
him.

“We haven’t much of a job for you, Mr. Faunus. As a
matter of fact, you'd probably do much better in the country
where you came from. But”—he searched through his rec-
ords—“this call just came in for an office boy, and they want
someone of your age, for some reason. It pays only $12.50 a
week, but they didn’t mention experience. Want to try it?”

Pan nodded emphatically and blessed the luck that had
opened the job at precisely the right moment; he’d seen
enough others turned away to know how small his chances
were. He wasted no time in taking the little address slip
and tracking the job to its lair.

Late afternoon found him less enthusiastic about the work.
The air in the office was thick and stuffy, and there was an
incessant thudding from the typewriters, jarring of the comp-
tometer, and the general buzz that men think necessary to
business. He leaned over on the table, taking some of the
ache from his tired feet and cursing the endless piles of envel-
opes that needed sealing and stamping.

This was work for a fool or one of the machines men
were so proud of. Pick up an envelope, draw one finger
under the flap to lift it, roll the flap over the wet roller, and
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close it with the other hand as it came off. Lift, roll, seal,
lift, roll, seal. No wonder men shut themselves in tight
houses, away from the good, clean winds and light of the
sun; they were ashamed of what served for life among them,
and with good reason.

But if it had to be done, he was willing to try. At first,
the exultation of getting the work had served to keep his
mind from it. Lying and deceit were not his specialty, and
only a driving urge to adapt himself had made him use them
to the extent that had been necessary. Now the men had put
him on work that shriveled the mind, and did the muscles
no good.

The old office boy came up to inspect his work, and Pan
understood, looking at him, why the manager no longer
wanted boys. The kid didn’t know as yet that his job was
being taken over, but thought he was in line for promotion,
and was cocky enough for two. He seized the envelope
rudely and ran it over the roller with a flourish.

“Awful dumb help they’re sending out these days,” he told
the air. “Now I told you these had to go out tonight, and
I find you loafing. Keep moving. You don’t catch me laying
down on the job. Ain’t you never had work before?”

Pan looked at him, a side-long glance that choked off the
kid’s words, and fell to on the envelopes again. The air
was getting the best of him. His head felt numb and thick,
and his whole body was logy and dull. With what was sup-
posed to be a chummy air, the boy sat his overgrown body on
the desk and opened up his reservoir of personal anecdotes.

“Boy, you should ’a’ been with me last night. Good-look-
ing babes—Hm-m-m! Maybe they didn’t like me, too. One
little baby’d seen me work on the football team last year,
and that didn’t do me any harm. Best high school team in
the State we had. You like football, guy?”

Pan’s lips twitched. “No!” He redid an envelope that
hadn’t been properly wetted and reviewed the reasons for not
committing mayhem on the boy. They were good reasons,
but their value was depreciating with the passage of time in
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the stinking office, and with each new visit from the boy. The
direct bluntness he longed to use came out a little in his voice,
and the kid bounced off the table, scowling.

“O. K, don’t let it get you. Hey, whatda you think
stamps are? Don’t tear them that way. Some of you hicks are
ignorant enough to eat them.”

The god caught himself on the table again, throbbing pains
running through his head. There was a conference around the
manager’s desk and cigar smoke was being added to the thick-
ness of the room. He groped out behind him for a stool, and
eased himself down on it. Something sharp cut into him, and
brought him up with a wild bellow!

The boy giggled. “Dawgonne, I didn’t think you’d fall for
it. Oldest trick there is, and you still sat right down on that
tack. Boy, you should ’a’ seen yourself.”

Pan wasn’t seeing himself, but he was seeing red. Homeric
Greek is probably the most expressive of all languages, and
his command of it included a good deal Homer had forgot-
ten to mention. With a sharp leap, his head came down and
his body jerked forward. He missed the horns, now, but his
hard skull on the boy’s midsection served well enough.

Sudden confusion ran through the office, and the manager
rose quickly from his chair and headed toward the scene.
Pan’s senses were returning and he knew it was time to leave.
The back door opened on an alley and he didn’t wait to ask for
directions.

The outer air removed the last traces of his temper and
sobered him down, but there was no regret in his mind. What
was done was done, and there was no room in his philosophy
for regrets. Of course, word of it would get back to the em-
ployment agency, and he’d have no more jobs from them,
but he wanted no more of such jobs. Maybe Apollo had the
right idea in dying.

He made a slow meal in the restaurant, noting that Bailey
was not there. He’d liked that young man. With a rush of
extravagance, he bought a beer for himself and hung around,
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half waiting in hopes of Bailey’s appearance and half planning
for tomorrow; but nothing came of his plans.

Finally he got up and moved out into a little park across
from the restaurant, just as darkness began to replace the
twilight. Sleeping accommodations were the least of his wor-
ries. He found a large bush which concealed his body, and lay
down on the ground under it. Sleep came quickly.

When he awoke, he found himself better for the sleep,
though the same wasn’t true of his clothes. He located his
shoes and clamped his hoofs into them again, muttering dark
thoughts about cobblers in general. If this kept up, he’d get
bog spavins yet.

He made his way across to the restaurant again, where the
waitress who was on at that hour regarded him with less ap-
proval than the other had. Out of the great pity of her heart,
her actions said, she’d condescend to serve him, but she’d be
the last to object to his disappearance. The sweet bun he got
must have been well chosen for dryness.

“Hello there, old-timer.” Bob Bailey’s easy voice broke in
on his gloom as the young man sat down opposite him. His
eyes studied the god’s clothes, and he nodded faintly to him-
self, but made no comment. “Have any luck yesterday?”

“Some, if you’d call it that.” Pan related his fortunes shortly.
Bailey grinned faintly.

“The trouble with you,” Bailey said around a mouthful of
eggs, “is that you're a man; employers don’t want that. They
want machines with self-starters and a high regard for so-
called business ideals. Takes several years to inculcate a man
with the proper reverence for all forms of knuckling under.
You're supposed to lie down and take it, no matter how little
you like it.”

“Even empty fools who hold themselves better than gods?”

“That or worse; I know something about it mysels. Stood
all T could of a two-bit, white-collar job before I organized
the Barnstormers.”

Pan considered the prospect, and wondered how long it
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would take him to starve. “Slavery isn’t what I'm looking
for. Find your musician?”

“Not a chance. When they've got rhythm, they don’t
bother learning to play; and most of them don’t have it.
Smoke?”

Pan took the cigarette doubtfully, and mimicked the other’s
actions. He’d seen men smoking for centuries now, but the
urge to try it had never come to him. He coughed over the
first puff, letting out a bleat that startled the couple in the
next booth, then set about mastering this smoke-sucking. Once
the harsh sting of the tobacco was gone, there was something
oddly soothing about it, and his vigorous good health threw
off any toxic effect it might have had.

Bob finished his breakfast, and picked up the checks. “On
me, Faunus,” he said. “The shows should open in a few min-
utes. Want to take one in?”

Pan shook his head vigorously. The close-packed throng
of humans in a dark theater was not his idea of a soothing
atmosphere. “I'm going over to the park again. Maybe in
the outdoor air, I can find some idea.”

“O. K., we'll make it a twosome, if it’s all right with you.
Time to kill is about the only thing I have now.” As he paid
the checks, Pan noticed that the man’s pocketbook was any-
thing but overflowing, and guessed that one of Bailey’s difhi-
culties was inability to pay for a first-class musician.

They found a bench in the shade and sat down together,
each thinking of his own troubles and mulling over the other’s.
It was the best way in the world of feeling miserable. Above
them in a tree, a bird settled down to a high, bubbling little
song and a squirrel came over to them with the faint hopes
of peanuts clearly in its mind.

Pan clucked at it, making clicking sounds that brought its
beady little eyes up at him quickly. It was a fat well-fed squir-
rel that had domesticated man nicely for its purposes, and
there was no fear about it. When even the animals had
learned to live with man and like it, surely a god could do
as well.
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He tapped his thighs slowly and felt the syrinx under his
hand. The squirrel regarded him carefully as he drew it out,
saw there was no bag of peanuts there, and started to with-
draw. The first low notes blown from the reeds called it back,
and it sat down on its tail, paws to its mouth in a rapt at-
titude that aped a critic listening to Bach.

Pan took courage, and the old bluff laughter fell from his
lips. He lifted the syrinx again and began a wild quick air on
the spur of the moment, letting the music roam through the
notes as it would. There was no set tempo, but his feet tapped
lightly on the graveled path, and the bird fell in step.

Bailey looked up quickly, his fingers twitching at the ir-
regular rhythm. There was a wildness to it, a primitiveness
that barely escaped savagery, and groped out toward man’s
first awareness of the fierce wild joy of living. Now the notes
formed into a regular cadence that could be followed, and
Bailey whistled an impromptu harmony. The squirrel swayed
lightly from side to side, twitching his tail.

“Jitterbug, isn’t he?” Bob asked, as Pan paused. “I've never
seen music hit an animal that way before. Where’d you learn
the piece?”

“Learn it?” Pan shook his head. “Music isn’t learned—it’s
something that comes from inside.”

“You mean you made that up as you went along? Whew!
But you can play a regular tune, can’t you?”

“I never tried.”

“Uh. Well, here’s one.” He pursed his lips and began
whistling one of the swingy popular things his orchestra
played at, but never hit. Pan listened to it carefully, only half
sure he liked it, then put the syrinx to his lips, beat his foot
for time, and repeated it. But there were minor variations
that somehow lifted it and set the rhythm bouncing along,
reaching out to the squirrel and making its tail twitch fren-
ziedly.

Bailey slapped him on the back, grinning. “Old-timer,”
he chuckled, “you’ve got the corniest instrument there is, but
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you can roll it down the groove. I'd like to have the boys hear
what a real hepeat can do to a piece.”

Pan’s face was blank, though the voice seemed approving.
“Can’t you speak English?”

“Sure. I'm telling you you’re hot. Give the jitterbugs an
earful of that and top-billing would follow after. Come on!”

Pan followed him, uncertain. “Where?”

“Over to the boys. If you can wrap your lips around a
clarinet the way you do that thing, our worries are over. And
I'm betting you can.”

It was their last night’s engagement at the Grotto a month
later, and Pan stood up, roaring out the doggerel words in
a deep rich basso that caught and lifted the song. Strictly
speaking, his voice was a little too true for swing, but the
boisterous paganism in it was like a beat note from a tuba,
something that refused to permit feet to be still. Then it
ended, and the usual clamor followed. His singing was a re-
cent experiment, but it went over.

Bob shook hands with himself and grinned. “Great, Pan!
You're hot tonight.” Then he stepped to the microphone.
“And now, for our last number, folks, I'd like to present a
new tune for the first time ever played. It’s called “The Gods
Got Rhythm,” and we think you’ll like it. Words and music
by Tin Pan Faunus, the Idol of the Jitterbugs. O. K., Tin Pan,
take it!”

Pan cuddled the clarinet in his mouth and watched the
crowd stampede out onto the floor. Bob winked at him, and
he opened up, watching the dancers. This was like the rest,
a wild ecstasy that refused to let them stay still. Primitive,
vital, every nerve alive to the music. Even the nymphs of
old had danced less savagely to his piping.

One of the boys passed a note over to his knee, and he
glanced at it as he played. “Boys, we’re set. Peterson just gave
Bob the signal, and that means three months at the Crystal
Palace. Good-by blues.”

Pan opened up, letting the other instruments idle in the
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background, and went in for a private jam session of his own.
Out on the floor were his worshipers, every step an act of
homage to him. Homage that paid dividends, and was as real
in its way as the sacrifices of old; but that was a minor detail.
Right now he was hot.

He lifted the instrument higher, drawing out the last wild
ecstasy from it. Under his clothes, his tail twitched sharply,
but the dancers couldn’t see that, and wouldn’t have cared if
they had. Tin Pan Faunus, Idol of the Jitterbugs, was play-
ing, and that was enough.



AUNT CASSIE

By VIRGINIA SWAIN

It was odd, Edward Alden thought, as he struggled with his
dress tie, how one little old lady, really very kind and well-
intentioned, could so rub a whole family the wrong way that,
after years of civilized communal life, it could let its nerves
snap out into snarls like barb-wire released from a coil, and
stage a scene that included loud vituperations, slamming of
doors, hiccuping sobs from his daughter Eileen, and some ex-
ceedingly surprising language from his wife Mary, whose most
intimate conversation could normally be repeated from the
platform of the Darien Women’s Club without causing a
cheek to pale in the audience. All this, too, in front of a guest.

That the guest was only that nincompoop boy, Johnny Nes-
bit, whom Eileen thought she was in love with, made it
worse, not better. Johnny’s family hadn’t much “background,”
and Edward and Mary had maintained a gently patronizing
manner towards him, in the hope that, since they could not
make Eileen give him up, they could frighten him into
abandoning her. And then in front of him, Mary had called
Aunt Cassie an “old idiot” and Eileen an “hysterical little
fool,” and he, Edward, had shouted at them both to keep
quiet, and when they wouldn’t, had rushed out of the room
and slammed the door.

Only Aunt Cassie had behaved like a perfect lady. She had
come teetering on her dainty feet into the room where Eileen
was entertaining Johnny and said in the careful diction ac-
quired in 1865 at the Oxford, Mississippi, Female Seminary,
“Eileen, dear, your Great-uncle Horace is standing behind you
there. He wants to tell you that in our family young ladies
never sit up after ten o’clock with young gentlemen to whom
they are not engaged.”

Eileen had given her one blank look and then begun to
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cry, and her parents, sitting in the back parlor, had come run-
ning through the open double doors. Mary, with a horrified
look at Eileen, sobbing and crumpled on the sofa, had made
a lot of unintelligible clucking sounds, shot a glance of pure
hatred at Johnny Nesbit, and turned to Edward in a way that
showed she meant him to deal with this, Aunt Cassie being
his aunt, not hers.

Aunt Cassie caught her look and turned to Edward too.
“You understand, Neddy, it’s not my opinion—only Uncle
Horace’s. He’s been trying for days to tell Eileen. But I met
him in the linen closet yesterday and he said that since you
were all too stubborn to see or hear him, I'd better tell her. He
said, “Tell the girl that’s not the way to catch a husband.”
Her voice was sweet and low and she smiled with innocent
affection upon them all.

It was then that Mary had called her an idiot and Eileen
had stopped whimpering and begun bawling, and he had
yelled at them all and gone out and slammed the door. He
could recall how Johnny had sat, like an ugly gingerbread man
in his brown suit, bolt upright at his end of the couch.

He was still annoyed with Eileen. It was embarrassing for
the kid, of course; but she had been trained for twelve years
in the proper way to deal with this crotchet of Aunt Cassie’s,
and she should have risen to the emergency last night. When
Aunt Cassie came to live with them, Eileen was six, and they
had explained everything to her. If Aunt Cassie spoke to
someone who wasn’t there, she was only dreaming, and you
ignored it. If Aunt Cassie pointed out to you something that
you couldn’t see yourself, you said “Yes,” politely, and re-
membered that old ladies live a great deal in the past and
sometimes it makes them happier to pretend that persons who
are gone are still around them.

Eileen had accepted it all like a good little sport, and to-
gether the three of them had weathered twelve years of Aunt
Cassie. She was a decent old girl in every other way. She
mended all their clothes and made spiced pickles and jellies,
and kept herself attractive with nice old lace and rather
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coquettish dresses of gray and lavender. She had her own
money—not much, but enough to pay her way.

He had to admit, pushing his starched shirt flat and watch-
ing it buckle out again, that she paid a little more than her
own way. If she weren’t helping with the household bills,
he could not have afforded to buy that second-hand roadster
for Eileen’s graduation present last June. Also, her doing the
sewing gave Mary more time for her club work. But he
acquitted himself of any mercenary motive for having Aunt
Cassie in his house. He was fond of her, and she had done
a good deal for him when he was young. But, by God, if she
was going to upset Mary and Eileen— Suddenly his anger
veered around. Eileen needed a good talking-to. She was a
nice girl, but Mary had spoiled her rotten. She had no sense
of responsibility and no gratitude. She’d been downright
unpleasant about his taking her car tonight. He was going to
take it regardless. With his own car in the shop and this in-
surance banquet twenty miles away, there was nothing else for
him to do.

When he had given up trying to keep his shirt front flat and
had brushed his hair for the fifth time over his bald spot, he
walked across to the chest of drawers, pulled out a whiskey
bottle from under a pile of shirts, and took a good long pull
at it. Then he filled a flat silver flask and put it in his hip
pocket, and put the bottle back in the drawer.

When he went down to the dining-room, the three women
were standing there waiting for him. Mary, rather quiet and
shamefaced, came across and hunched his dinner jacket up in
the back over his collar, and patted him. Eileen looked sulky.
She cast a young, disdainful eye over his gala costume and
said, “You be careful of those brakes, Dad. That car shouldn’t
be driven that far until they’re fixed.” She snapped a blossom
off the potted begonia on the stand beside her. “There’s ice
all the way to New Canaan, and they haven’t sanded it yet.”

“I'll be careful,” he said, looking at the decanters on the
sideboard. It was going to be a cold drive, and if he took a
little shot from one of those, he’d have his flask intact for
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the evening. No use paying sixty cents a drink at the notel.
He let Mary help him on with his coat and hand him his
gloves. He even put his hat on, absently, in the house, in the
presence of his three women.

He stiffened his knees and somehow that made his shirt
front pop. But he walked masterfully to the sideboard and
poured himself a drink. Mary usually nagged about his drink-
ing when he had to drive, but tonight she evidently wasn’t
going to say anything. And Eileen was engrossed in snapping
off more begonia flowers. Sulky and frowning as she was, he
saw from the tail of his eye what a pretty girl she had grown
into. His heart warmed towards Mary too because she hadn’t
said a word about the whiskey.

Aunt Cassie said, “My goodness, there’s Betsy.”

There was silence for a moment, except for the noise Ed-
ward made in swallowing his whiskey suddenly.

“It must seem funny to you, Neddy,” said Aunt Cassie, “to
hear your mother called Betsy. I know that dam-yank preacher
she married always called her Elizabeth. But down home
she was Betsy.” She turned slightly away from him towards
the doorway. “Yes, Betsy. What is it?”

Again there was silence, but in the silence the three of them,
Mary and Eileen and Edward, turned, against their wills,
to face the door. After twelve years, you'd think they’d stop
doing that.

Aunt Cassie was nodding her head, then shaking it. “Yes,
Betsy, I know. He’s drinking too much spirits. it’s bad for
his blood pressure. And he ought to let the stuff alone when
he’s going to drive a car.” She paused. “Yes, I know, you
died before automobiles became common. Nowadays the
police will arrest you if they catch you driving one when
you’ve been drinking.—Betsy, have you seen much of mother
lately?”

Edward set the glass down on the edge of the chest, so that
it tottered and fell off, spilling a few drops of whiskey on
Mary’s prized oriental rug.

He glanced at her and saw that she looked angry, but
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whether with him or with Aunt Cassie he could not judge.
He seized his gloves again and went out in a hurry. He had
to check his pace on the front steps because they were slip-
pery. He flung himself into the roadster, noting the litter of
cigarette stubs on the floor. “That Nesbit puppy’s been driv-
ing it,” he thought. “I'm going to tell Eileen.” But then his
temper softened. He remembered how graceful she had looked
in her red house-gown, and how white her fingers were, snap-
ping the heads off the begonias. “Youth,” he thought in a
surge of mellowness, youth"’ As he stepped on the ac-
celerator at the end of the main street, he smiled to himself.
“I understand Eileen better than Mary does. And she under-
stands me. We're pals, all right.” If Aunt Cassie kept on
annoying Eileen, she’d just have to go and live with Cousin
Robert, though she wouldn’t like that, for Robert’s house was
ramshackle and he had a lot of young children. Still, he
thought, youth must be served, and old age must learn to take
a back seat.

The road wasn’t so terribly slick. Once out of town he
stepped harder on the gas and said to himself that there was
no danger so long as he didn’t have to use his brakes suddenly
—and he wouldn’t have to, for there was nobody else on the
road. He had just time to make his appointment if he got up
speed. He began to hum to himself.

He took a back road north of Darien which cut four miles
off the trip. People avoided it because it was narrow and at
one point crawled for some distance along the edge of a
ravine. That made him laugh. He knew that road like a
book, and he felt good and warm inside, and competent.

His headlights cut a brave swath in front of him. This go-
ing was wonderful—smooth as glass, where the ice covered
the ruts he had met there the last time. He was going to get
to his banquet on time.

The blinding lights that cut across him from the curve
ahead could have come from no automobile in this world. Of
that he was convinced as the roadster jerked, waltzed, skit-
tered, and dropped into space. As it turned over once and then
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again, he was framing a bill to be presented to the legislature
at Hartford, to make the use of million-candle-power head-
lights on the highway a felony.

When, later, he pulled himself out from under Eileen’s
wrecked flivver, his first thought was to notify the state police
that somewhere on the south Connecticut roads an engine of
death was rampant, with lights out of solar space harnessed to
its fenders. There ought to be a law against it. The guy
hadn’t even stopped.

He made his way back home. He was dry enough. At least
he felt dry—perhaps because his clothes were frozen. Even
his shirt had stopped popping and stood out like a balloon in
front of him. During the last mile, when he was really be-
ginning to feel somewhat light and giddy, he steadied him-
self by thinking, “Eileen will have a fit, seeing me come in
looking like this.”

But he was so glad when he turned into his street and saw
his home that he forgot the ruined roadster in the gorge, the
criminal carelessness of the fellow who had pinned those suns
on his fender, even the lurking suspicion that if he had not
taken those two big slugs of whiskey on an empty stomach,
he could have checked the crazy dancing of the flivver.

He climbed the steps and went into the house. The hall
and front parlor were dark. The women used the back parlor
after dinner, Mary busy at her needlepoint, Eileen poking
tunes out of the piano, Aunt Cassie darning socks or reading
beside the gas-fire.

He tried to shrug off his outer coat, but it would not leave
him, and when he reached up to take his hat off, he remem-
bered that his hat was icebound somewhere in a hollow be-
tween Darien and New Canaan. He struck numb, stiff hands
against his shirt front and saw that they made no impression
on it. All right then, he’d go into the back parlor as is. Wait
till they heard what had happened to him. He'd have to buy
Eileen another car—only fair, when he had ruined hers.

As he went through the front parlor he thought of last
night and Johnny Nesbit, and wondered why he had let it
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perturb him. There was nothing to worry about. Mary loved
him, Eileen loved him, two delightful women, who made up
his life.

From behind the double doors he heard conversation. “It
was mean of him to take my car tonight. He knows Johnny
and I always go to the movies on Saturday night.”

Then Mary said, rather feebly, he thought, “Well, he did
have to go to that dinner.”

Edward took a step forward and stood in the wide doorway.
The women were at the other end of the long room. For a
moment he thought that Eileen had seen him, but she couldn’t
have, because she dropped her eyes calmly again to her hands
lying listless in her lap. There was only one lamp burning in
the room, beside Mary’s chair.

He felt deflated because nobody had looked up and cried
out with horror at his battered appearance. He crept into the
shadowy end of the room and sat down close to the dull glow
of the grate. But still they did not notice him. Mary spoke
again. “You mustn’t blame me, darling, for what happened
last night. It’s your father—he will have her here, and I
haven’t a word to say about it.”

His daughter jumped up from her chair and began to pace
the rug. “Yes, I know. It’s only what 4e wants that counts
in this house.” She was coming towards him now and Edward
put out a hand to her in supplication. She didn’t see him. She
was absorbed in her own discontent. She turned back to face
her mother and said, “Why couldn’t you have picked me a
better father, mother? You must have been darned attractive
when you were a girl.”

He turned in an agony to look at Mary. But she wasn’t
looking shocked or angry, only puzzled and a little sad. “Well,
Eileen, it may surprise you, but he was considered very at-
tractive too, when he was young. And—" with a little smile
“—1 couldn’t foresee Aunt Cassie, you know.”

He could bear no more of this. He sprang from his chair
and strode towards them into the circle of the lamp light.
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“Mary,” he cried, “Mary! I'm here. I had a wreck, but I
wasn’t killed. I got home all right!”

Nothing happened. Eileen went on pacing up and down,
and his wife did not raise her eyes from her embroidery.

There was a light tapping of feet on the hardwood floor out-
side the parlor door. Oh God, he thought, how like her to
come barging in at a moment like this! He had to talk to
Mary. “Aunt Cassie,” he called out loudly, “Aunt Cassie,
would you mind—"

She was just inside the door now and she looked up at him
and smiled. “Well, Neddy,” she said in her bright secial man-
ner, “how is it over there? When you see Uncle Horace, tell
him—"









NOTE ON PART II

It seEms to be definitely established, for no good reason that is
presently or even remotely obvious, that all comparisons are
invidious. Why invidious, I do not know, when they might
as easily be called insulting, malicious, sneaky, ill-natured or
any one of a dozen other things more frequently represented
in the English language than “invidious” and perhaps it is the
very use of the uncommon word that has established the libel
on comparisons.

No such somber facts need be raised about these authors of
strikingly original manners in “Strange Ideas,” and people
who have created original developments for mildly orthodox
situations in “Fresh Variations.” The invention is as respecta-
ble in one case as the other. In the first story, “A God In A
Garden,” we have the very old situation of a power which
grants wishes, but neither the Grimms nor Galland wrote
of wishes as a priori facts. In the fairy and genii stories one
wished and the thing was done; in Mr. Sturgeon’s story one
wishes and sometimes does not wish, and the thing always
has been done. Wells, the Grimms, and Jacobs (in “The
Monkey’s Paw”) have touched this idea of throwing conceits
into the terms of eternity, the past, present and future, but
this story seems to explore the notion somewhat more
thoroughly.

There is something similar in “The Man Who Knew All
the Answers.” There are plenty of stories of people with pre-
vision, but this is beautifully built to its structural catastrophe
on the detail that its character knew a wrong correct answer.

The good-humor and unexcused melodrama of Mindret
Lord’s “Problem” is its raison d’etre as far as this volume is
concerned. Mr. Lord is a producer of motion picture revues
and a popular composer. Mrs. Lord is the daughter of one of
Iowa’s early authors, Hamlin Garland.

135



136 THE OTHER WORLDS

II

The other “variants” derive from the most ordinary notions
of imaginative fiction but do not use them enough to be tire-
some. It takes as much skill to write a new story from an old
notion—as Shakespeare’s works prove—as it does to start from
scratch. Mr. O’Brien has given a vivacious picture of a world
in which every one has to tell the truth. Mark Twain went
into this matter in an essay one time without dramatizing the
horrible possibilities.

“Alas, All Thinking,” goes to the last ends of human evolu-
tion and discusses the eventual thought monster. The reader
may be comforted by the recent report of one scientist or
another that the human race entered another era of intellectual
recession about ten years ago, after its dangerous advances in
intellectual power during the early part of the century.

“The Comedy of Eras” uses the old-time machine trick but
it is rather fetching, after all the words, to find that Shake-
speare wrote Bacon’s works by Shakespeare as inspired by an
ordinary Twentieth Century bum who stole from Shakespeare.
Glancing at “Titus Andronicus” and “Pericles” and some
other details among the magnificent writings of the Bard, it is
immediately evident that this is the most credible explanation
of Shakespeare’s works that has yet been advanced.

Mr. Kuttner, incidentally, does a Shakespeare-Bacon trick
of his own. He is represented in the third section of this
book by a story which is as pleasantly gruesome as one could
wish; but when he is doing japes like this “Comedy” he be-
comes “Kelvin Kent” in the magazines.

“The Fourth Dimensional Demonstrator” is a rowdy little
affair which never uses the possible fourth dimension as an in-
trinsic element of the plot. It imagines that the dies or molds
of creation might be set to include personalities and suggests
some consequences. Several of these stories have been written
but this one seems to be the gustiest of the lot. Perhaps an
improvement could be made by devising a story in which
Roosevelts, Hitlers, Bernard Shaws and so on could be multi-
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plied in the same moment ot history—Chaplin has done some-
thing a little like this in “The Great Dictator”—but the mere
notion is sufficiently terrible for the average person, without
any details.

These are not offered as “literary” stories, though there is
nothing disgraceful about the forthright prose of even the
humblest of them. They are simply the products of some of
the most ingenious of our Free Thinkers.

The most casual critic will notice that these are nearly
all dramatizations of the paradox. In some of the plodding
stories that discuss time and the extra dimensions, the paradox
is covered by laborious and offensively arbitrary definitions
and explanations. This crop is not marred by any appeals to
reason. If you dig up a god in your garden who assures you
that your worst lies are not only true but always have been—
don’t bother Einstein, see Mr. Sturgeon or me.






A GOD IN A GARDEN

He was most excessively ugly, and had queer ideas
as to how to deal with truth—but he had power!

By THEODORE STURGEON

KennNerH CourTNEY, anyone could see, was plenty sore. No
man works so hard and viciously digging his own lily pond
on his own time unless he has a man-size gripe against some-
one. In Kenneth’s case it was a wife who allowed herself to
be annoyed by trifles. The fact that in her arguments she
presented a good case made Kenneth all the angrier because
it made him sore at himself too. Suppose he 4ad come in at
four a.m.? And suppose he Aad told Marjorie that he was
working late? A lie like that was nothing—much. The only
trouble with lies was that people—especially wives and bosses
—can make such a damn fool out of a man when they catch
him in one. All right; so it was a poker game, and he had
lost a few bucks.

Marjorie, as usual, got all the details out of him; but she
didn’t stop there. She cited instance after instance when he
had done the same thing. Her kick, it developed, was not so
much the poker, but the fact that he had lied to her about it.
Well, and why should a man brag to his wife about losing
twenty-four bucks? If only she’d take his simple little explana-
tions without all those fireworks, life would be more worth
living. At least he wouldn’t have to retreat into the garden
and take out his fury on a pick and shovel.

He had reached about this stage in his mental monologue
when his shovel rang dully against old Rakna.

Of course, he didn’t know then that it was Rakna. He might
well have stopped digging altogether if he had known. And
then again, he might not. It didn’t work out so badly in the
end.
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At any rate, all he knew was that there was an unyielding
mass, and a large one, in his way, and he couldn’t finish dig-
ging the little lily pool until he moved it. That would have to
happen now, he thought bitterly. Everything’s going wrong
today.

He threw down his shovel and stamped up the garden path
toward the house. Sore as he was, he still found room in his
sulking mind to admire that garden. It began at the house,
almost as if it were part of it, and led downward into a little
gully. Kenneth had, by ranking trees and shrubs carefully,
built a small lot up to look like something twenty times as
big.

The sunken rockery, well out of sight, was the hidden theme
of the whole; you stumbled on it, that rock garden; and yet
because of the subtle placing of the trees and plants around
it, you knew that it had been there all the time. There was a
miniature bridge, and a huge pottery teapot—all the fixings.
And once you were in the rock garden, you and your eye
were led to the shrinelike niche by the lily pool.

For months Kenneth had been searching for an idol ugly
enough for that niche; he wanted it there so that it would
frighten people. Something nice and hideous, to be a perfect
and jarring foil for the quiet and beautiful effect of all that
surrounded it. Kenneth determined to leave that niche empty
until he found a stone face ugly enough to turn an average
stomach—not wrench it, exactly; Kenneth was not altogether
fiendish in his humorous moments!—but plumb ugly.

He went into the back kitchen—it served as a tool shed as
well—and took down a crowbar. His wife came to the door
when she heard him.

“How’s it going?” she asked in the dutifully interested tone
of a wife whose most recent words to her husband were violent
ones.

“Swell,” he said, his casualness equally forced.

“See?” she cried in feminine triumph. “You even lie to
me about a little thing like that. If everything was swell
down there, you wouldn’t need a crowbar to dig with. This



A GOD IN A GARDEN I41

ground isn’t rocky. Why can’t you tell the truth just once?”
Then she fled into her own territory, to be alone with her in-
dignation.

Kenneth shrugged. Fight all morning with your wife, and
you're up against things like that. He hesitated. She was
probably crying, after that blowup. That’s a woman for you.
Fire and water all at once. Oh, well. He shrugged again and
started back with his crowbar. The tears would wait, he re-
flected callously. There were more where they came from.

His conscience bothered him a little, though. Maybe she
had something there. It did seem as if he couldn’t tell her—
or anyone—the absolute truth. It was just a conversational
habit, that lying; but it did make trouble. But what could
a man do? Maybe he’d be a little more careful in future—
but, damn it, why did she have to be so picky?

As usual, he took it out in work, picking and prying and
heaving. Well, this lump of brownstone or whatever it was,
was something worth while working on. Not like digging
in the soft earth around it. He began to forget about Marge
and her annoyances in the task on hand.

Slipping the bar well under the brown mass, he heaved
strongly and lifted it a few inches at the corner. Kicking a
rock under it, he stepped back for a look at the thing, and was
confronted by quite the most hideous imaginable face. He
stared, shook his head, stared again.

“Well, I'll be . . . here’s my idol, right where I need it. Now
where the devil did that thing come from?” he asked no one
in particular.

Yes, it was an idol, that brown mass in the half-finished lily
pool. And what a face! Hideous—and yet, was it? There was
a certain tongue-in-cheek quality about it, a grim and likable
humor. The planes of that face were craggy and aristocratic,
and there was that about the curve of the nostril and the
heavily lidded eyes that told Kenneth that he was looking at
a realistic conception of a superiority complex. And yet—
again; was it? Those heavy eyelids—each, it seemed, had been
closed in the middle of a sly wink at some huge and subtle
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joke. And the deep lines around the mouth were the lines
of authority, but also the lines of laughter. It was the face
of a very old little boy caught stealing jam, and it was also
the face of a being who might have the power to stop the sun.

“Or a clock,” thought Kenneth. He shook himself from
his apathy—the thing nearly hypnotized by its ugliness—and
walked around it, knocking off clods of dirt with his hands.

The face was lying on its side. Yes, he discovered, it was
more than a face. A body, about half the size of the head,
was curled up behind it. Kenneth shuddered. The body
looked like unborn fetus he had seen at the Fair, floating in
alcohol. The limbs were shriveled, and the trunk was big-
bellied with an atrophied chest, jammed up against the back
of that enormous head. The whole thing was, maybe, five
feet high and three wide, and weighed a good ton.

Kenneth went back to the house shrugging off an emotional
hangover, and called up Joe Mancinelli. Joe had a two-ton
hoist at his “Auto Fixery” that would do the trick.

“Joe,” he said when he got his connection, “I want you to
come right over with your truck and the two-ton lift. And
listen. What I've got to lift will knock your eye out. Don’t
let it scare you.”

“Hokay, Kan,” said Mancinelli. “I feex. I no scare. You
know me, boy!”

Kenneth had his doubts.

“Who are you calling, dear?” Marjorie called.

“Joe Mancinelli. I've got to have help. I ran acrossa ...a
big rock in the lily pool.” There it was again. Now, why did
he have to say that?

Marjorie came across the room and put her hands on his
shoulders. “That’s so much better, sweetheart. It isn’t terribly
hard to tell the truth, now, is it?”

Her eyes were a little red, and she looked very sweet. He
kissed her. “I . .. I'll try, kiddo. You're right, I guess.”
He turned and went out to the shed, muttering to himself.

“Can you beat that? Tell her a lie and she raises hell. Tell
her another and everything’s all right. You can’t win.”
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He rigged a sct of shear poles so that the chain hoist would
have some kind of a purchase, and dragged them down to the
rock garden. The sight of the half-buried idol gave him
another fascinated shock. He looked at it more closely. It
seemed old as time itself and carved—was it carved? Its execu-
tion made him think that if nature had carved rock into idols,
then this was a natural work. And yet, it was so flawless!
What human artist could do such macabre sculpture? Ken-
neth had seen the striges on the carved galleries on Notre
Dame cathedral in Paris, and had thought that they were
tops in owutré art. But this— He shrugged and went back to
the shed for a wire strap to slip under the thing, meeting Joe
halfway to the house. Joe was staggering under the coils of
chain over his shoulders.

“Hi, keed! Ware you got heem, thees beeg theeng?”

“Down at the bottom of the garden, Joe. What made you
come over here so fast?”

“I like to see thees theeng make scare Joe Mancinelli,”
wheezed Joe. . '

“Well, look it over for yourself. It’s half buried. I've got
shear poles rigged. Be with you in a jiffy.”

As he reached the shed, Kenneth smiled at the roar of
polylingual profanity which issued from the rock garden.
Joe was evidently impressed. Coming to the door with the
wire strap in his hand, Kenneth called: “Scared, Joe?”

The answer came back hollowly: “I no scare. I sorry I
come. But I no scare!”

Kenneth laughed and started down. He had taken about
five steps when he heard a sound like a giant champagne
cork, and Joe Mancinelli came hurtling up the path as if he
were being chased by one of the devil’s altar boys.

“Hey! Whoa there!” Kenneth called, laughing. “What
happened? Hey!”

He surged forward and tackled the Italian low. They slid
to a stop in a cloud of dust. “Easy, now, boy. Easy.”

“The ’oist is down dere. You do you work, calla me, I
come back, get heem. I don’t never touch that theeng.”
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“All right, all right. But what happened?”

“You don’ tell nobody?”

“No, Joe. Course not.”

“So I see thees face. Thees not so gooda face. Maybe I
scare, maybe no. I tell this face, T no lika you. So. I speet
on you. So. Ptui’” Joe turned white at the recollection, and
swallowed hard. “Thees theeng shake all over like wan piece
jally, is make the mouth like dees”—Joe pursed his lips—“an’
... ptow! Is speet on me. So. Now, I go.”

“You dreamed it,” Kenneth said unconvincingly.

“So, I dream. But I tella you, boy, I go now to church. I
take wan bat’ in holy water. I light wan dozen candles. An’
I bring you tomorra plenty dynamite for feex that theeng.”

Kenneth laughed. “Forget it, Joe,” he said. “T’ll take care
of old funnyface down there. Without dynamite.”

Joe snorted and went back to his truck, starting it with a
violence that set its gears’ teeth on edge. Kenneth grinned and
picked up the wire strap. “I no scare,” he said, and laughed
again.

He was not, evidently, the only one who was amused by the
episode. Old funnyface, as Ken had called the idol, really
seemed to have deepened the humorous lines around his
tight-lipped, aristocratic mouth. A trick of the light, of course.
“You know,” said Kenneth conversationally, “if you were alive
you’d be a rather likable dog.”

He burrowed under the idol and pushed the end of the
strap as far under as he could reach. He was flat on his
stomach, reaching out and down, with his shoulder against
the mass of the thing, when he felt it settle slightly. He pulled
his arm out and rolled clear, to see old funnyface settling
steadily back into the hole.

“You old devil!” he said. “You almost had me that time.
Bet you did that on purpose.”

The idol’s face seemed to have taken on a definite smirk.

“_is speet on me,” Joe had said. Well, he was no better
than Joe. He picked up a clod of earth, held it poised, and
expectorated explosively, following up by ramming the clod

-
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into the sardonic lips of the idol. There was a staall but power-
ful explosion and Kenneth found himself flat on his back six
feet away.

Now Kenneth Courtney was no story-book hero. He was
just an ordinary driver for an ordinary trucking firm. But
in his unbrilliant but satisfying past, he had found that the
best thing to do when he had this cold, crawling feeling at the
pit of his stomach was to smile at his antagonist. Nine times
out of ten, said antagonist was floored by it. So he reared
up on his elbow and smiled engagingly at the idol.

The smile faded quickly; one glance at the idol’s mouth
took care of that. The lower lip was quivering, like an angry
child’s, or like a railroad bull about to take a poke at a tramp.
Suddenly it snapped shut. The jaws bulged and contracted,
and little bits of earth fell into the hole around its cheeks.

More than a little shaken, Kenneth got his feet under him
and walked over to the idol. “I'd bury you where you are,
tough guy, but you're in my lily pool. Come up out of there!”

He went furiously to work, rigging the hoist over the idol.
In a remarkably short time he had the ends of the strap
hooked into the chain-fall, and was heaving merrily. To his
surprise, he found that the idol came up easily—there could
not have been more than three or four hundred pounds’ load
on the hoist. He stopped hauling and stood off a bit.

“Why, you son of a gun!” he exclaimed. “So you’ve decided
to co-operate, hey?”

It was true. The idol’s emaciated legs and arms straddled
the pit, and were lifting the massive head steadily. Even as he
watched, the chain-fall began to slacken as the weight came
off it. By this time Kenneth was almost beyond surprise at
anything.

“O. K., buddy,” he cried, and heaved away. Higher and
higher rose the idol, until the shear poles creaked and their
bases began to sink deeper into the soft earth. Finally it swung
clear. Gauging the distance nicely, Kenneth toppled the shear
poles and the idol swung face inward into the niche, landing
with a rubbery thump. Kenneth grinned.
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“Stay that way, old boy,” he told the idol. “You’re no uglier
behind than you are face-outward.” He threw the strap over
his shoulder, lifted the shear poles at the lashing and dragged
them back up to the shed.

When he came back with a spouting garden hose, the idol
was facing outward.

“On second thought,” said Kenneth conversationally, as he
busily sluiced down that hideous, humorous face, “I don’t
blame you. You are a little more presentable stern-foremost;
but then you’re a damsite more likable this way.” Kenneth
was scared stiff, but he wouldn’t show it, not even to an old
graven image.

“That’s much better,” said the idol, blinking the mud out
of its eyes. Kenneth sat down weakly on the nozzle of the
hose. This was the payoff.

“Don't sit there looking so stupid!” said the idol irritably.
“Besides, you’'ll catch cold, holding down that hose.”

Kenneth’s breath came out in a rush. “This is too much,”
he gasped. He was more than a little hysterical. “I ... T...
in just a minute I'll wake up and smell coffee and bacon. I
don’t believe there 7s a crusty old idol, or that it talked, or
that—"

“Get off that hose,” said the idol, and added meaningly.
“And dry up.”

Kenneth rose and absently began wringing his clothes.
“What sort of a critter are you?”

“I'm a god,” said the idol. “Name’s Rakna. What’s yours?”

“K-Kenneth Courtney.”

“Stop stammering, man! I'm not going to hurt you. What’s
the matter; didn’t you ever see a god before?”

“No,” said Kenneth, a little relieved. “You don’t seem
like . .. I mean—" Suddenly something about the god,
something in his incredibly deep eyes, made it very easy to
talk. “I thought gods lived up in the clouds, sort of. And
anything I ever read about it said that gods come to earth in
fire, or lightning, or in the shape of some kind of animal,

k2

or——
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“Nuts,” said the god.

Kenneth was startled. “Well, gods don’t talk like that . . .
uh . .. do they?”

“You heard me, didn’t you?” asked Rakna. “Think I'm
a liar?” The piercing gaze made Kenneth wince. “Like you?
No, you dope; I was created by common people, who thought
common thoughts and spoke in a common way. Not in this
language, of course, or in this time. But people are pretty
much the same, by and large. Think the same way, y’know.”

“Well, what people were you the god of?”

“Oh, you wouldn’t know if I told you. They disappeared
quite a while back. Used to be one of them buried near me.
Had his thigh bone poking into my . .. well, never mind.
Anyhow, he faded out. There’s not a trace of those people
left anywhere. This earth has been here quite a while, you
know. They come and they go.”

“How come you can speak English, then?”

“Because I know everything you know, which isn’t much,
by the way, and considerable besides. Every time a thought
passes in that gab factory of vours I know what it is. You
drive a truck. Your wife’s named Marjorie. She’s very capa-
ble; knows all about budgets and calories and such. She
thinks you’re a liar.”

“If you're a god,” Kenneth said quickly, to change the sub-
ject, “why couldn’t you dig yourself out?”

“Listen, lamebrain, who said I wanted to dig myself out?
Can’t a god grab forty winks once in a while?”

“Forty winks? How long were you asleep?”

“I don’t know. Couple of hundred million years, maybe.
I'll tell you when I get a chance to look at the stars.”

“But there wasn’t any earth that long ago!”

Rakna leered at him. “Vas you dere?”

Kenneth sat down again, this time on dry ground. Stand-
ing was too much of a strain.

“Hm-m-m . . . I see steam’s back again. Electricity? Yes.
You’re getting along, you people. Atomic power? Oh, well,
it won’t be long now. Levitation? Trans—"
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Kenneth had the uncomfortable feeling that he was being
read like a newspaper—a back number at that. He was a
little annoyed, and besides, those waves of beneficence still
flowed from Rakna’s eyes. Kenneth'’s fear departed completely,
and he rose to his feet and said:

“Listen. All this is a little too strong for me. As far as
I'm concerned, your somebody’s half-ton Charlie McCarthy.
Or maybe you're wired for sound.”

Rakna chuckled deep in his jowls. “Ahal” he rumbled. “A
skeptic, no less! Know what happens to little mortals who
get cocky? They suffer for it. In lots of ways. For instance,
I can increase the density of your bones so that your own
skeleton will crush you to death. Like #Ais!”

The deep eyes turned on Kenneth, and he fell to the ground,
crushed there by an insupportable and increasing weight.

“Or I can put your eyes on your fingertips so that you have
to see with your hands.”

Kenneth found himself on his feet again. He was staring
at the ground, although his head was up. He saw the world
reel about him as he clapped his seeing hands to his face. He
cried out in an ecstasy of terror.

“Or,” continued the god conversationally, “I can finish your
lily pool for you and drown you in it.”

Kenneth was hurled forward into shallow water, where no
water had been before. He bumped his head stunningly on a
solid concrete surface and lay there, immersed and strangling.
Suddenly he found himself before the idol again. His clothes
were dry; his eyes were in place; everything was quite, quite
normal. Except that damned idol, and the brand-new lily
pool. It had all taken possibly eight seconds.

“Or—" said the idol

“O. K, O. K.,” said Kenneth weakly. “You win.”

“That’s better,” smirked Rakna. “Now listen to me. 1
don’t want you to think I intend any harm! I don’t. But un-
fortunately for my character I was created in more or less a
man’s image. The only faults I have are human ones, and
even though I have improved considerably, I still possess those
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taults. One of them is vanity. I don’t like to be called a
weakling any more than you do. You'll take a poke at some-
one who calls you a pansy; all right, so will I. Savvy?”

Kenneth nodded.

“Right. All I want from you is a little consideration. Keep
your mouth shut about me; I don’t mind being admired, but
I don’t want to be a museum piece.” Amused pity suddenly
manifested itself on those craggy features. “Look, Kenneth,
I've been a little hard on you. After all, you did give me a
comfortable place to sit. Anything I could do for you?” Again
those fear-erasing waves of friendliness. Kenneth stopped
trembling. ’

“Why ... I don’t know. I've got a good job, and about
everything I want.”

“How about your wife? Are you altogether happy?”

“Why, sure I am. Well ... that is—"

“Never mind the details. I know all about it. She calls
you a liar and she’s right, and you wish something could be
done about it. Want me to make you incapable of telling a
lie? T can do it.”

“You mean—"

“I mean that every time anyone asks you a question you’ll
be able to tell them only the truth. How much money you
have, what you did that night in Denver”—Kenneth quailed
at that—"“what you honestly think of your boss—

“Oh, no!” said Kenneth. “That doesn’t sound so hot.”

Rakna grinned. “All right. Let’s do it this way. Everything
you say will be the truth. If you say black is white, it will
be white. If you tell your wife you were working late instead
of playing poker, then it will be true. See what I mean?”

Kenneth couldn’t see anything wrong in that. “By golly,
Rakna, you’ve got something there. Can you do it?”

“I’'ve done it,” said Rakna. “Look. See that chain hoist
you hauled me up with?”

Kenneth glanced at it. “Yeah.”

“Now tell me it’s not lying here, but it’s in the shed.”

“It’s in the shed,” said Kenneth obediently.
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The hoist vanished. A clinking of chain drifted down the
garden path. Rakna grinned.

“Hot cha!” exclaimed Kenneth. “Nothing but the truth.
Thanks a million, Rakna. You’re an ace!”

“Skip it,” said the god. “Now beat it. I want to think.”

Kenneth started up the path, his surliness quite gone and a
new spring in his step. Rakna gazed after him and chuckled
deeply. .

“Cocky little devil,” he said. “This ought to be good.” He
relaxed and let his mind dwell casually on profound matters.

As he qame to the turn in the path and out of the range of
old Rakna’s quizzical gaze, Kenneth’s steps suddenly slowed
and he began to wonder a little at all this. Surely a thing like
this couldn’t be true! He found himself in a very precarious
mental state. He could go back again and see if there really
was a god in his garden, or he could blindly believe everything
that had happened, or he could go on as usual and try to for-
get the whole thing. The worst part of it all was that if it
all was a dream, he was probably nuts. If it wasn’t a dream,
who was nuts? He shrugged. Once you got used to the idea
of having a god in your back yard you could get a kick out of
it. But how did the old sourpuss think he could prove his
power by making Kenneth speak the absolute truth? Not, of
course, that there was anything in it.

Marjorie heard him coming into the house.

“Hurry and wash up, darling,” she called briskly. “Sup-
per’s on!”

“Be right with you, kid!” He scrubbed up, put on a clean
shirt and came down to the dining room. In one of the steam-
ing dishes on the table was turnips. He frowned. His wife
noticed, and said forlornly:

“Oh, dear, I forgot. You don’t like turnips!”

“Don’t be silly,” he lied gallantly. “I love ’em.”

No sooner had he said the words than the lowly turnips
seemed to take on a glamour, a gustatory perfection. His
mouth watered for them, his being cried out for them--turnips
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were the most delicious, the most nourishing and delightful
food ever to be set on a man’s table. He loved ’em.

A little startled, he sat down and began to eat—turnips more
than anything else. “Most delicious meal I ever had,” he told
a gratified Marjorie. No sooner said than done. It was. And
as a matter of fact, it was strictly a budget meal—one of those
meals that good little managers like Marjorie Courtney throw
together to make up for yesterday’s spring chicken. She was
vastly flattered.

“You must have worked terribly hard to fix up a meal like
this,” Kenneth said with his mouth full. “You must be tired.”

She was, suddenly, a little. Kenneth laid down his fork.
“You look tired, dear.” Lines appeared on her fresh little face.
“Darling!” he said anxiously. “You're terribly tired!”

“I don’t know what’s the matter,” she said haggardly.

“Marjorie, sweet, you're sick! What is it?”

“T don’t know,” she said faintly. “All of a sudden I feel—"
Her head dropped on the table. He caught her in his arms.

“Buck up, kid. T'll carry you upstairs. Hang on, now. I'll
get you settled and call a doctor.” He crossed the room and
started up the stairs.

“I'm too heavy—" she murmured.

“Nonsense!” he scoffed. “You're as light as a feather!”

Her body seemed to lift out of his arms. He was halfway
up the stairs by this time, poised on one leg, about to take
another step. The sudden lightening of her body had the
effect, on him, of a kick on the chin. Down he went, head
over heels, to the bottom of the stairs.

It was a nasty jolt, and for the moment he couldn’t sez any-
thing but stars. “Marge!” he muttered. “You all right? Say
you're all right!”

A whimpering cry cleared his head. Marjorie was settling
gently down toward him, bumping each step lightly—lightly,
like a floating feather.

He reached out dazedly and took her hand. She came drift-
ing down toward him as he sprawled there, until their bodies
rested together.
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“Oh, God,” moaned Kenneth. “What am I going to do?”

He rose and tried to help her up. His gentle pull on her arm
sent her flying up over his head. She was crying weakly, hys-
terically. He walked into the living room, his wife literally
streaming out behind him, and held her poised over the day
bed until she rested on it. Then he ran for the telephone.

But as the singsong “Operator!” came over the wire he laid
down the receiver, struck with a thought. Bit by insane bit
he pieced the thing together; Rakna’s promise; the power that
he now had over the truth—the whole crazy affair. In the last
few hectic minutes he had all but forgotten. Well, if he could
do it, he could undo it.

He went back to his wife, drew a deep breath, and said:

“You’re not sick. You weigh one hundred and fourteen.”

Marjorie bounced up out of the day bed, shook her head
dizzily, and advanced toward him. Kenneth sensed thunder
in the air.

“What sort of a joke was that?” she demanded, her voice
trembling. Kenneth thought a little faster this time. “Why,
darling! Nothing has happened to you!”

Marjorie’s face cleared. She stopped, then went on into the
dining room, saying: “What on earth made us wander out
here when we should be eating?”

“Nothing,” said Kenneth; and that seemed to tie up all the
threads. He felt a little weak; this power of his was a little
too big to be comfortable. He noticed another thing, too:
he could make his wife forget anything that happened, but
he still knew about it. Lord! He’d have to be careful. He had
a splitting headache, as always when he was excited, and that
didn’t help any. Marjorie noticed it.

“Is something the matter, Kenny?” she asked. “Have you
a headache?”

“No,” he said automatically; and as he said it, it was true!
For the first time he grinned at the idea of his power. Not
bad! No more toothache, stomachache, business worries—
business— Holy smoke! He was rich! Watch.
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“Marge,” he said as she put two lumps in his coffee, “we
have twenty thousand dollars in the bank.”

“Yes. I know. Isn’t it nice? Cream?”

“You know? How did you know?”

“Silly! I've always known. You told me, didn’t you? Any-
way, I've known about it quite a while, it seems to me.
Why?”

“Why?” Kenneth was floored. Then he shrugged. The
truth was like that, he guessed. If a thing was true, it re-
quired no explanation; it just was. He finished his coffee and
pushed back his chair. “Let’s go to a show, kiddo.”

“That would be nice,” she said. “Just as soon as I get the
dishes done.”

“Oh,” he said airily. “They’re done.”

She turned astonished eyes to him. It occurred to him then
that if he persisted in this sort of thing he might make her
doubt her sanity. A bank account was one thing; but the
dishes—

“I mean,” he explained. “We did them.”

“Oh...of course. I...well,let’s go.”

He made up his mind to go a little easy thereafter.

That was the beginning of a hectic three weeks for Kenneth
Courtney. Hectic, but fun, by golly. Everything came his
way; everything he said was true, and if everything he did
wasn’t quite right, it could be fixed. Like the time he was
driving his big twelve-speed Diesel tractor-trailer job through
the mountains one night, and a light sedan whipped around
a hairpin turn and steered straight between his headlights.

“Look out!” he called to Johnny Green, his helper, who was
in the bunk over the seat. “We’re going to smash!”

And as the car approached, as their bumpers practically
kissed, Kenneth remembered his powers. “We missed him!”
he bellowed.

Miss him they did. The car vanished, and a second later its
careening tail light appeared in the rear-view mirror. It just
wasn’t possible—but it was true.

He did learn to be careful, though. There was the time
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when he casually remarked that it was raining cats and dogs.
That mistake cost him half an hour of running madly around
telling people that it really wasn’t raining cats and dogs, you
know, just raining hard. The thing would have made quite a
sensation if he had not thought of declaring that it had not
rained at all that day.

His influence was far-reaching. One night he happened to
tune into a radio soprano who was mutilating Italian opera te
such an extent that Kenneth inadvertently remarked: “She’s
lousy!” Thirty seconds later the loud-speaker gave vent to a
series of squeaks and squalls which had no conceivable con-
nection with Italian opera.

He had to watch his language. No author or orator was
ever so careful about avoiding clichés and catch phrases as
was Kenneth Courtney in the weeks in which he enjoyed his
powers. A friend once remarked that he had been working
all day; “I'm dead!” he said. Kenneth turned pale and sol-
emnly swore that he would never use zAaz expression again.
He began to notice things about the way we speak: “I'm
starved.” “You're crazy.” “You look like a ghost.” “I hate
you.” “You're a half-wit,” or “idiot” or “imbecile. “You
never grew up.”

At first Kenneth was a good man to have around the house.
From his easychair he did the housework, made the beds,
cooked a delicious series of meals, redecorated the living
room, and renewed every article of clothing and linen in the
house. Pretty soft. But he found that the wear and tear of
the thing was too much for his wife.

Though Marjorie had every evidence that the work was
done, still she had no memory of doing it—unless, of course,
she remarked on it to Kenneth. In that case she would be
told, and truthfully, that she had done the work herself. But
she began to worry a little about her memory; at times she
thought she was losing it altogether. You don’t cook a six-
course dinner without remembering anything about it except
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the fact that you cooked it; and Marjorie even had to be told
about that. So Kenneth, after a while, left the house to its
appointed boss, and amused himself elsewhere.

And Kenneth never told her—or anyone—about Rakna and
what he had done. Why? Because the conviction that matter-
of-fact, efficient little Marjorie Courtney wouldn’t believe such
a far-fetched tale was so deep-rooted that it never occurred to
him to use his power on her. She had, in the past, called him
a liar so many times with justice that he felt subconsciously
that she would do it again. That, incidentally, might have
been Rakna’s doing.

Well, for three weeks this went on. Kenneth had money
to burn, all the leisure time he wanted—he worked now for
the fun of it—and life was a song—in swingtime, of course,
but still a song. He had been so busy experimenting and
amusing himself that he hadn’t thought of really celebrating.
And on one memorable Saturday night he went downtown
and threw a whingding that made history.

Only an old sailor or an ex-soldier or a man with Kenneth’s
powers can throw that sort of a binge. He was not a heavy
drinker; but every time that sickly, cloying feeling came over
him he’d say, like every other swiller: “I’m not drunk. I may
be tight, but I'm not drunk.” And then he could start over.
Never mind the details; but let this suffice: the next morning,
stocks on liquor jumped two points, and on the various hang-
over remedies, six to ten points. Not a sober man went out of
a barroom anywhere in town that night. Kenneth painted the
town bright, bright red; and he and all the tipplers he could
possibly find—and everything was possible to Kenneth!—
literally drank the town dry.

He reeled home about six in the morning. He had poured
some two hundred gallons of the best down his throat, and
his breath would fell a strong man at thirty yards. Yet he was
only delightfully high; he even remembered to eradicate the
breath as he came in the door, by remarking that it was sweet
as a baby’s.
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Marjorie was up when he entered rockily, flinging his hat
to the right, his coat to the left, and himself on the carpet.
She said nothing, which was bad; just walked daintily around
him and upstairs. He called her, but she kept on going.

“Oh, oh!” he said. He started after her, found the stairs a
little too much for him, and so declared himself on the second
floor. Once there, he stumbled in on Marjorie. She was pack-
ing.

“What goes on?” he wanted to know.

“I’'m going to stay with mother for a while,” she said tiredly.
“Till you sober up.”

“Sober up?” he repeated. “Why, I'm perfectly sober!” It
was true, of course; but that made no difference. Just because
a thing is basically, unalterably true doesn’t mean that a
woman and a wife is going to believe it. She kept packing.

“Now wait a minute, darling. Haven’t I been good to you?
What do you want me to do? Marjorie!” This was the first
time she had pulled anything like this. He was flabbergasted.

She turned toward him. “Kenneth, I'm sorry, but I've got
to go away from you for a while. Maybe forever,” she added
forlornly. “You see, something’s happened to me . .. to us

. in the last few weeks. I don’t know what it is, but I
think sometimes that I'm losing my mind. I forget things

. and you, Kenneth! I can’t understand what you’re up to,
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