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As its title inplies, Borderlands contains fiction that resides out there on
t he

edge, on the perineters of what's being done in the field of contenporary
horror, dark fantasy, and suspense literature (hereafter referred to as HDF).
When | solicited material for what | hope will be the first of many vol unes,
I

made it clear | didn't want stories that enployed any of the traditiona
synbol s

and i mages of the genre. | wanted witers to expand the envel ope, to | ook
beyond

t he usual metaphors, and bring ne sonething new.

Sone fresh meat, so to speak

The stories you now hold in your hands represent al nost eight nonths of
sifting

t hrough nmore than a thousand submitted manuscripts. | suffered through this
editing ordeal for several reasons (besides needing the noney, of course):

t he

field of HDF needed a nmarket for short fiction that took no prisoners, that
did

not precategorize its submi ssions, and that opened itself up to the new

Voi ces

as well as those of seasoned masters. Let's face it--npst of the anthol ogies
whi ch appear year after year have tables of contents that can al nost be

i nterchangeabl e with one another. The sane list of slick, proficient HDF
witers

who are well known to nost of us. Now this is not to say | don't
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i ke what the Dark Brotherhood of Familiar Nanes wites (indeed, nore than a
few

of themare contributors to this volume) ... it's just that |I think the field
of

HDF needs a transfusi on of new bl ood.

And like |I said before, sone fresh neat.

Each Borderl ands story is unique, presenting a new vision or a new direction
for

HDF literature. If the authors chose to work with traditional naterial
(werewol ves, ghosts, serial killers, etc.), they explored these famliar

nmyt hol ogi es from perspectives made fresh and exhilarating--maybe a little
skewed, maybe a little depraved, but always in ways that remrained intriguing
and

i nventive.

Borderl ands stories appear wi thout restriction, prejudice, or taboo. | made
certain there is no one "type" of story to be found here, so please, expect
t he

unexpected. Tal es of graphic violence, or "splatter," operate al ongside

i nternalized, brooding exam nations of the human psyche in torment. There are
some pieces of grimreality, twi sted dreans, and even a few | eaveni ng touches
of

hunor. There are stories by award-w nning veterans and sonme by bold
newconers--each tale going its own way, seeking its own unique path to the



Cuter
Banks, to the Farthest Shores, to the Gates of Terra |ncognita.

The only comon thread, the only true connective tissue anong themall, is

t hat

they are all extremely well witten. You will be treated to a potpourri of
styl es and viewpoints and techni ques. Sonme stories will dazzle, while others
will quietly subvert, but they will all reach down and grab for the soft
parts.

So come on now. Get ready to take a different kind of journey-- a trip to the
pl aces that |ie beyond the mapped out regions of the imagination. The wind is
starting to snarl and the Iight grows feeble.

A good tine to begin ...

--Thomas F. Montel eone
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THE CALLI NG

David B. Silva

Dave Silva has, in the space of only a few years, established hinself as a
very

fine witer. His fiction displays sensitivity, a lyrical style, and imagery

t hat

demands a powerful enotional response. Silva's work has appeared in many
magazi nes and ant hol ogi es, including the prestigious Year's Best Horror
Stories,

and he is the author of several novels. Although he's also well known for his
editorship of an excellent magazi ne of features and short fiction, The Horror
Show, David recently termi nated the nagazine so that he could devote all of
hi s

time to witing.

A doubl e-edged sword, that. We |lose a valuable fiction market, but we'll be
getting nore stories froma young naster of the genre. The following story, a
chilling odyssey across the | andscape of slow death and grimrevelation, is

Silva's best ever.

It never stops.

The whi st e.

The sound is hollow, rising froma cork ball enclosed by red plastic. His
not her

no | onger has the strength to bl ow hard--the cancer has nmade
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certain of that--so the sound comes out as a soft song, like the chirring of
a

cricket somewhere off in another part of the house, just barely audible. But
there. Always unmni stakably there.

Bl air buries his head beneath his pillow. He feels like a little boy again,
trying to close out the world because he just isn't ready to face up to what
is

out there. Not yet. Maybe never, he thinks. How do you ever face up to
sonet hi ng

like cancer? It never lets you catch up

It's nearly three o' clock in the norning now.

And just across the hall

Even with his eyes closed, he has a perfect picture of his nother's room the
| anp on her nightstand casting a sickly gray shadow over her bed, the

bl anket s

gathered at her feet. Behind her, |eaning against the wall, an old ironing
boar d

serves as a makeshift stand for the IV the nurse was never able to get into
hi s

nother's veins. And the television is on. And the bars on the side of the bed
are up to prevent her fromfalling out. In his nind, Blair sees it all. Mich
t oo



clearly.

He wraps hinself tighter in the pillow

The sound fromthe television is turned down, but he still thinks he can hear
a

scene from Starsky and Hutch squealing from sonewhere across the hall way.
Then the whistle.

A thousand tinmes he has heard it calling him... at all hours of the night

when she is thirsty ... when she needs to go to the bathroom... when she
needs

to be noved to a new position ... when she is in pain. A thousand tines. He
hears the whistle, the soft whirring call, conming at himfrom everywhere now.
I't

is the sound of squealing tires fromthe street outside his bedroom w ndow.
I't

i s the high-pitched hum of the di shwasher, of the television set, of the
refrigerator when it kicks on at m dnight.

Ever ywher e.

He has grown to hate it.

And he has grown to hate hinself for hating it.

An ugly thought comes to mind: why ... doesn't she succunb? Wiay hasn't she

di ed

by now? It's not the first tine he's faced hinself with this question, but
lately it seens to come up nore
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and nore often in his mnd. Cancer is not an easy thing to watch. It takes a
person piece by piece.

"My feet are nunb."

" Nunb?"

"Li ke wal ki ng on sandpaper."

"From the cheno?"

"I don't know "

"Maybe ..." Blair said naively, "maybe your feet will feel better after the
chenmo's over." He had honestly believed that it would turn out that way. Wen
the chemo stopped, then so woul d her nausea and her fatigue and her |oss of
hair. And the worst of the side effects had stopped, for a while. But the
nunbness in her feet... that part had stayed on, an ugly scar left over from
a

body punped full of dreadful things with dreadful names |ike doxorubicin and
dacar bazi ne and vinbl astine. Chem cals you couldn't even pronounce. It wasn't
| ong before she began to nmiss a step here and there, and soon she was havi ng
to

gui de herself down the hallway wi th one hand pressed agai nst the wall.
"Sonmetines | can't even feel them" she once told him a pai ned expression
etched into the lines of her face.

She knows, Blair had thought at the time. She knows she's never going to
dance

again. The one thing she loves nost in the world, and it's over for her

The heater Kkicks on.

There's a vent under the bed where he's trying to sleep. It nakes a famliar
al nrost haunting sound, and for an instant, he can't be sure if he's hearing
t he

soft, high-pitched humof the whistle. He lifts his head, listens. There's a
hush that rem nds himof a hot sumer night when it's too humid to sleep. But
t he house seens at peace, he deci des.

She's sleeping, he tells hinself in a whisper. Finally sl eeping.

For too |long, the endl ess nights have haunted himw th her cancerous

l'i keness.

She is like a butterfly: so incredibly delicate. She's lying in bed, her eyes
hal f cl osed, her nmouth hung open. Five feet, seven inches tall and not quite



ni nety pounds. The covers are
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pul | ed back slightly, her nightgown is unbuttoned and the outline of her ribs
resenbles a relief map.

She's not the same person he used to call his nother

It's been ages since he's seen that other person. Before the three surgeries.
Bef ore the chenotherapy. Before the radiation treatnents. Before he finally

| ocked up his house and noved down state to care for her

She cried the first time she fell. It happened in her bedroom early one
nor ni ng

whi | e he was nmaki ng breakfast. He heard a sharp cry, and when he found her
her

| egs were fol ded under |ike broken wings. She didn't have the strength to
clinb

back to her feet. For a nonent, her face was frozen behind a nmask of conplete
surprise. Then suddenly she started crying.

"Are you hurt?"

She shook her head, burying her face in her hands.

"Here, let me help you up."

"No." She notioned hi maway.

He retreated a step, maybe two, staring down at her, studying her, trying to
put

hinself in her position. It occurred to himthat she wasn't upset because of
t he

fall--that wasn't the reason for the tears--she was crying because suddenly
she

had realized the ride was coming to an end. The last curve of the roller
coast er

had been rounded and now it was wi nding down once and for all. No nore
corkscrews. No nore quick drops. No nore three-sixties. Just a slow, steady
deaccel eration until the ride cane to a final standstill. Then it would be
tine

to get off. The fall ... nmarked the begi nning of the end.

It had been a harsh realization for both of them

He began wal king with her after that, guiding her one step at a tinme from her
bedroomto the kitchen, fromthe kitchen to the living room fromthe living
roomto the bathroom A week or two |later, she was using a four-pronged cane.
A

week or two after that, she was using a wheel chair.

Everything ran together those few short weeks, a kal ei doscope of forfeitures,
one after the other, all blended together until he could hardly recall a tine
when she had been heal thy and whol e.
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She's going to die.

Bl ai r has known that for a long time now

She's going to die, but

but. ..

how long is it going to take?

It seenms |ike forever.

A car passes by his bedroomw ndow. It's been raining lightly and the slick
whine of the tires rem nds himof that other sound, the one he's cone to hate
so

much. He hates it because there's nothing he can do now. There's no going
back,

no maeki ng things better. All he can do is watch ... and wait ... and try not
to

lose his sanity to the incessant call of the whistle.

He bought the whistle for her nearly two and a half weeks ago in the sporting
goods section of the | ocal Target store. A cheap thing, made of plastic and a
smal |l cork ball. She wears it around her neck, dangling fromthe end of a



thin

nyl on cord. Once, when it became tangled in the pillowase, she nearly choked
on

the cord. But he refuses to let her take it off. It's the only way he has of
keeping in touch with her at night. Unless he doesn't sleep. But he's already
feeling guilty about the norning he found her sleeping on the floor in the
[iving room

When he went to bed--sonetime around 1:30 or 2:00 in the norning--she'd been
sl eeping confortably on the couch, and it seenmed kinder not to disturb her
Seven hours later, after dragging hinmself out of the first sound night's

sl eep

i n weeks, he found her sitting on the floor

"Jesus, Mom"

She was sitting in an awkward position, her |egs fol ded sideways, one arm
propped up on the edge of the couch, serving as a pillow. No bl anket. Not hing
on

her feet to keep themfromgetting cold. And to think--she had spent the

ni ght

l'i ke that.

He knelt next to her.

" Nbr@"

Her eyes opened lazily. It wasn't terribly rational, but he held out a

di st ant

hope that she'd been able to sleep through nost of the night. "lI'msorry,"
she

said drowsily. "I couldn't get up ... ny legs wouldn't..."
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"I shouldn't have left you out here all night." He managed to get her |egs
strai ghtened out, to get her back on the couch, under a warm bl anket, with a
soft pillow behind her head.

That afternoon, he bought her the whistle.

"When you need ne, use the whistle. You got that?"

She nodded.

"Ni ght or day, it doesn't matter. If you need nme for sonething, blowthe

whi stle." He paused, hearing his own words echo through his mnd, and a cold,
shuddering realization swept over him He didn't know when it had happened,
but

somewhere along the Iine they had swapped roles. He was the parent now, she
t he

child.

"What if | can't?"

"Try it."

Li ke everything else, her lungs had slowmy lost their strength over the past
few

nmont hs, but she was able to put enough air into the whistle to produce a
short,

hi gh- pi t ched hum

"Great."

That was--what ?--three weeks ago?

Blair sits up in bed. The streetlight outside his window is casting a nurky
bl ue-gray |ight through the bedroom curtains. The roomis bathed in that
l'ight.

It feels dark and strangely out of balance. He fluffs both pillows, stuffs

t hem

behi nd him and | eans back against the wall. Across the hall, the light

flickers, and he knows the television is still on in his nother's room It
seens

as if it's far away.

He shudders.

Let her sleep, he thinks. Let her sleep forever.



Sonetimes the house feels like a prison. Just the two of them caught in
their

life-and-death struggle. The ending already predetermned. It feels ... not
lonely, at least not in the traditional sense of the word ... but
i sol at ed.

Qutside these walls, there is nothing but endl ess black enptiness. But it's
in

here where life is coming to an end. Right here inside this house, inside

t hese

wal | s.

The television in her roomflickers again.

Blair stares absently at the shifting patterns on the bedroom door across the

hall. He used to watch that tel evision set while she was in the bat hroom
Sonetimes as long as an hour, while she
12

changed her col ostony bag ..

"I'"ll never be close to a nman again,"” she told hima few nonths after the
doctors had surgically created the opening in the upper end of her signoid
colon. The stoma was | ocated on the |ower left side of her abdonmen. "How
coul d

anyone be attracted to ne with this bag attached to ny side? Wth the fou
odor ?"

"Sormeone will come along, and he'll |ove you for you. The bag won't matter."
A fleeting sigh of hope crossed her face, then she stared at himfor a while,
and that was that. She hadn't had enough of a chance to let it all out, so
she

kept it all in. The subject never came up again. And what she did on the
ot her

si de of the bathroom door becane something personal and private to her
somet hing he half decided he didn't want to know about anyway.

If he had a choi ce.

"How re you doing in there?" he asked her late one night. He'd had to help
her

out of bed into the wheelchair, and out of the wheelchair onto the toilet.
That

was all the help she ever wanted. But she'd been in there, nysteriously
qui et ,

for an unusually long tine.

" NbnP"

"I'"'m okay," she whi spered.

"Need any hel p?"

More quiet.

" NbnP"

"What ?"

"Do you need any hel p?"

"I"'ve lost the clip."”

"The clip?"

"For the colostomy bag. It's not here.™

"You want ne to help you look for it?"

"No. See if you can find another one in one of the boxes in the closet."
"What does it |ook |ike?"

"I't's ... alittle plastic ... clip."

He found one, the last one, buried at the bottomof a box. It had the
appear ance

of a bobby pin, alittle longer, perhaps, and
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made of clear plastic instead of nmetal. "Found one."
"Ch, good."

He pull ed the sliding pocket door open, nore than was necessary if all he had
i ntended to do was hand her the clip. The bathroom was snaller than he



remenbered it. There was a wal ker in front of her, for balance if she ever
had

to stand up, and the toilet had metal supports on each side to hel p her get
up

and down. It seenmed as if the entire roomwas filled with aids of one kind or
anot her.

"I's this what you're | ooking for?"

She was hunched over, |eaning heavily agai nst one of the support bars, her

ni ght gown pul |l ed up around her waist. Her face was weighted down with a
weariness he'd never seen before and for the first tinme he understood how

t axi ng

this daily--sonetinmes three or four tines a day--process had becone for her
When she | ooked up at him she seenmed confused and di sori ent ed.

"Are you okay?"

"I can't find the clip.'
tine.

He couldn't bring hinmself to see howit was attached to her. Partly because
he

didn't want to know, and partly because that woul d have been |ike checking
out

her scars after surgery. Some things are better left to the inagination. Mre
i nportant, there was a worman in front of himwhose ribs were protruding from
her

chest, whose face was a taut mask stretched across her skull, whose fingers
wer e

frail sticklike extensions of her hands; and this wonan, |ooking so nuch |ike
a

stranger, was his nother. CGod, this was the woman who had given himbirth.
"I"ve got the clip right here.™

"Ch." She tried a smle on him then glanced down at the bag in her hands.
The

process was slow and deliberate, but after several attenpts she was finally
abl e

to fold the bottom side of the bag over

Blair slid the clip across it. "Like this?"

She nodded.

And he realized sonething that should have occurred to himlong before this:
it

was getting to be too nuch for her. As sinple as enptying the bag m ght be,
it

was too confusing for her to work through the procedure now
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"Ckay, | think we've got it."

"Ch, good."

"Ready to get out of here?"

"I think so." She whispered the words, and before they were all out, she
started

to cry.

" NbnP"

She | ooked up, her eyes as big as he'd ever seen them

God, | hate this, he thought, taking hold of her hand and feeling conpletely,
despairingly hel pless. | hate everything about this.

"I didn't hurt you, did I?"

Her crying seened to grow |l ouder for a nonent.

She showed hi mthe col ostony pouch for the first

" NbrP"
"I didn't want for you to have to do that."
Lovi ngly, he squeezed her hand. "I know. "
"I"'msorry."

"There's nothing to be sorry about. It's not a big deal."’
of

He pulled a couple



squares of toilet paper off the roll and handed themto her. "Things are hard
enough. Don't worry about the small stuff. Ckay?"

By the time he got her back into bed again, she had stopped crying. But he'd
never know if it was because of what he'd said, or if it was because she
didn't

want to upset himanynore. They were both bendi ng over backwards trying not
to

upset each other. There was sonething crazy about that.

The whistle bl ows.

At least he thinks it's the whistle. Sonmetinmes, it's so damm hard to tell
There's that part of him that tired, defeated part of him that doesn't want
to

hear it anyway. How long can this thing drag on? Qutside, all of thirty or
forty

feet away, a man jogs by with his dog on the end of a | eash. Peopl e who pass
this house don't have the slightest inkling of what's going on behind these
wal I's. A wonan's dying in here. And dying right alongside her is her son

He pulls the covers back, hangs his feet over the edge of the bed.

For several days, she hasn't been able to keep food down. That
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menory cones horribly clear to hi mnow.

"Feel better?"

She shook her head, her eyes closed, her body hunched forward over the bow .
Then suddenly anot her expl osi on of undi gested soup burst from her nouth.

He held the stainless steel bowl closer; it felt warmin his hands. This had
been going on for nearly three days now. It seermed like it mght never stop
"You' ve got to take some Compazi ne, Mom'

"No. "

"I can crush it for you and mix it with orange juice."

No response.

" NbrP"
No response.

"I't"ll go down easier that way."
"No. "

"Christ, Mom you' ve got to take sonething. You can't keep throw ng up
forever."

"The pills make ne sick."

"Sicker than this?"

"They make nme sick."

The whi st e.

Blair slips a T-shirt over his head, pulls on a pair of Levi's. He tries to
convince hinself it'll stop. Maybe if he just leaves it alone, the sound will
quietly drift into the background of the television set, and he'll be able to
go

back to sl eep again.

"It'"ll stop onits own," she tried to convince him "But if it doesn't,

you' |

dehydrate."

At last the vonmiting appeared to have run its course. At least for the tine
being. She sat up a little straighter, taking in a deep breath. \Wen she
opened

her eyes, they were faraway, devoid of that sparkle that used to be so

prom nent

behi nd her smle.

"Pl ease, just take one Compazine."

"No. "

Her skin began to lose its elasticity a few days later. The nausea
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stopped on its own, just like she'd said it would. But now, the only liquid
she



was taking was in the formof crushed ice, and there was the very real fear
t hat
dehydrati on m ght eventually becone too painful for her

"We can try an IV," the visiting nurse told him "It won't help her live
| onger,
but it'lIl probably nake her nore confortable."

"Her veins aren't in very good shape.”

"lI've done this before."”

They had to lean the ironing board up against the wall behind the headboard
of

her bed, because they didn't have an IV stand. The nurse hung the solution
bag

fromone of the legs, and it seemed to work well enough. Then she tried to
find

a veinin his nmother's right arm It wasn't as easy as she'd thought it would
be.

After several new entries, he turned away.

H s mot her began to whi nper.

"The needl e keeps sliding off." The nurse switched to her left arm stil
struggling to find a workable vein, still failing mserably.

"That's enough," he finally said. "Let's just forget it."

"Her veins are so--"

There was a tear running down the cheek of his nother, and her nouth was

tw sted

into a grinmace which seened frozen on her face.

"I"'msorry, Mom | didn't nean to hurt you."

She roll ed over, away fromhim

He's standi ng at her bedroom door now, and she's in that sane position: with
her

back turned toward him He can see the black cord of the whistle tied around
her

neck, but the whistle is out of sight.

" NbnP"

The television flickers, drawing his attention. The scene is from Starsky and
Hut ch, shot inside a dingy, gray-black interrogation room There's a young
man

sitting in an unconfortable chair, Starsky standing over him badgering him
I't

seens faraway and uninportant, and Blair's attention drifts easily back to
hi s

not her.

"You need anyt hi ng?"

He noves around the foot of her bed, stops al ongside her, the stainless stee
bow on the floor only a few inches away from his
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feet. "MonP"

Her eyes are closed. She | ooks peaceful. Her nightgown is partially open in
front. There's a thick tube running up the right side of her body and over
her

col I arbone, running underneath the skin--like an artery--where the doctors
had

surgically inplanted a shunt just a few short weeks earlier. Inside that

t ube,

flowi ng out of her stomach, up her body, and back into her bl oodstream
there's

an endl ess current of cancerous fluid the tunor has been manufacturing for
nont hs.

In her left hand, wapped around a long, thin finger, she's holding the nylon
cord. He can al nost hear the whistle's highpitched humcalling to himfrom
somewhere el se. Sometines it sounds as if it's singing his name--Bl-air--and



he

wonders if he'll ever be able to hear his name out |oud again w thout being
swept away by the strange concoction of resentnent and hel pl essness that
overwhel ns hi m

He touches her arm

For a nonent, everything is perfect: she's sleeping soundly, the house is
qui et ,

the whistle stilled. Too good to be true.

" Nbr@"

He pl aces the pal mof his hand over her chest, not believing what's going
through his nmind now No intake of breath. No beat of heart. |Instead, she
feels

cool to the touch, and ... and absolutely ... notionless.

"Jesus ..."

"I don't want to talk to anyone."

"You sure?" he asked, holding his hand over the nouthpiece of the phone.
"They'll want to visit."

"Maybe not."

"I don't want anyone to see ne like this."

It had happened so gradually: first the phone calls, then the visitors,
finally

the mail, and before he had realized what had happened, they had isol ated

t hensel ves fromthe outside world. It was just the two of them alone, inside
t he house, waiting for the cancer to run its course.
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One nore time, he places the palmof his hand ever so lightly across her
chest.

"Mon? Pl ease, Mom"

The wal | above her bed flickers with the light fromthe tel evision set,
reflecting dully off the underside of the ironing board. He gl ances up
staring

at the 1V tube still dangling fromthe |eg of the board, renmenbering too
clearly, too vividly how much pain she went through the night the nurse had
struggled to find a good vein in her arns.

"I never should have let her do that to you."

It feels cold inside the house. The room seens darker, smaller, a lonelier
pl ace.

He stands next to the bed, careful not to disturb her, though sonewhere in
t he

back of his mind he's already aware that she's finally at peace now. She's
lying

near the edge, her legs bent at the knees, her arns bent at the el bows. She
| ooks as if she's praying. For a nonment |onger, he stares, failing to renenber
a

time when the flesh wasn't pulled taut |ike a death nask across her face.
Thi s

is the way he'll always remenber her. It's all he has left.

The tel evision draws his attention again, and that tiny distraction is
sonehow

enough to stir him He turns toward the door, wanting to be out of the room
thinking it can't be over ... he doesn't want it to be over ... maybe if he
conmes back | ater

Then he hears it again.

The whistle. A soft, echoing sound. Calling him

Bl-air.

" NbnP"

He expects different when he turns back, but he finds her eyes still closed,
her

chest still notionless. The nylon cord hangs | oosely around her neck, the

whi stl e | ost somewhere inside her cotton nightgown. He sits on the edge of



t he

bed, studying her, suddenly feeling like alittle boy. It's a lonely feeling.
Bl-air.

It sounds agai n.

The whi st e.

Wth care, he unwaps her finger fromaround the black cord. Then he opens

t he

front of her nightgown and follows the cord
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down ... down there ... down to where the whistle is softly blow ng, to where
t he cancer has been growing. The incision fromher |last surgery is open, the
tissue curled back, and inside the cavity--ash gray and darker, pulsing--the
cancer is wapped like a kiss around the nouthpiece of the whistle, exhaling
a

soft hunm ng song--

Bl-air.

It never stops.

The cancer never stops.
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Scarlaris, June 28th

Harlan Ellison

After all this time, what new can | add to the ongoing saga that is Harlan
El li son? Because he stands hip deep in charisma, it's hard to tal k about
Ellison-the-witer without comenting on his personality. Abrasive,

out spoken,

articulate, brilliant, clever, incisive, caustic, vengeful, inpassioned,
whi nsi cal , warnmhearted. Harlan is all of the above. If you are truly his
friend,

| believe he would do just about anything for you; and if you're his eneny,

well, watch out. ... He is the original no-bullshit kind of guy. You will

al ways

know where you stand with Ellison, and these days, that's refreshing.

To wap things up, | need only say this: Harlan Ellison is the best fantasist
we

've got. When he's on top of his game, nobody does it better

They chased hi mthrough the woods and brought hi mback and | ynched him Their
sheets making it awkward to kick him they used the sawed-off ball bats and a
tire iron to bust himup pretty good before they threw the chain over the
sweet

gum
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They secured the chain around his neck with the tow hook and pulled it so
tight

the Iinks broke flesh. Then six of themgot on the other end of the chain
and,

calling hima fuckin' nigger-fucker, they gave the chain a sharp, nean yank
t hat

sent himjerking so high his head hit the thick branch overhead. They sl ung
t he

chain around the bole of the sweet gum and | ooped it fast. Then they stood
back

and wat ched.

Hs pale white face went al nost black with nottled patches of trapped bl ood.
Hs

nmout h opened and his tongue bul ged past his |lips. Rafe offered a pack of
Mar | boros around the group. They all lit up, and Wes Kurlan puffed on his

pi pe,

his hood held loosely in his |left hand. Above themthere was prol onged

j erking

and trenbling, and they conmented on that. Several of them exhausted from



t he

crashing run through thickets, sat down and breathed deeply. Ws Kurl an

i nquired

wi th concern about John Porter's condition. John had had a m|ld stroke only

f our

nmont hs ago. John said he felt okay; a little w nded; but okay.

They hung around for half an hour

Then they retraced their steps back out to the road, stopped to pick up the
body

of Ansel Lomax, put it gently into the bed of the Iead truck, and drove back
to

town. The wi nd caught the pants |legs of the man on the sweet gum and he
swayed

gently, as if froma heavenly breath.

He had been shooting Klansmen with a 30.06 hunting rifle, fromthe

conceal nment

of the woods that ran deep fromthe edge of the road to the river. He had
been

working with the Deacons, a militant black group in Al abama, for about three
years. He had been sending noney for longer than that, but had finally

deci ded

he wanted to be involved in a little hands-on activity in aid of equaling the
odds.

The Deacons--sharecroppers, furniture factory hands, two postmen, a dentist,
and

three Viet Nam vets--had di scovered, nore than twenty years earlier, that the
ni cest target on a bright night with a full nmoon was the long, white, stupid
sheet worn by a noron standing high on the flat-bed of a truck, whooping like
a

denent ed night oW and waving a Louisville Slugger over his head. Nice
target,

perfect target: pale white and clear as a |light against the
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woods.

He had put the crosshairs of the Bushnell scope flat on the center of that
peaked white hood, tracked the truck as it passed on the road, and squeezed

t he

trigger of the big ganme rifle slowy, sending the pencil-thick

t hree-inch-1ong

expanding slug on its way. It hit Ansel Lomax in the left cheek with a nuzzle
energy of 2930 foot-pounds and bl ew his head apart. Hi s body | ofted and went
over the side of the truck. Now the hood was black, and filled with bl oody
soup.

He slid el even feet.

The three Deacons with himhad escaped, but he was from Chicago and didn't
know

his way around scrub growth and nud pits. They chased hi mthrough the woods
and

brought hi m back and | ynched him Then they drove back to town with what was
left of Ansel Lonax.

The white man from Chi cago hung in the darkness for two hours, swaying gently
in

t he pl easant northern Al abama breeze.

Then he reached up, grabbed the chain, and pulled hinself to a point where he
could unclip the tow hook. He hung on to the chain for a nmonment, then dropped
the fifteen feet to the nmuddy ground.

He | eaned against the tree for a while, massaging his throat, and then,
spitting

bl ood, he turned to | ook toward the road. After a few minutes he scuffled his
way back to the road and wal ked in the opposite direction the trucks had



t aken.

In the breeze, the chain clinked against itself, making a small sweet sound
in

t he ni ght.

He was not in Chicago; he was not in northern Al abama. He was in Beloit,

W sconsin. He stared down the dingy, ratty length of Fourth Street, at the
bars

and nen's room ng houses encrusted with the soot and pul p refuse fromthe
Bel oi t

Coron factory on the other side of the street. The Beloit Corporation was
famous: it manufactured paper-maki ng machi nery for the world.

The man from northern Al abama had cone into town on 57. He had stopped at
several bars on the way. In Beloit, they were usually called "l ounges," not
bars

or taps or pubs.

He wandered down Fourth, stopping for a tequila, lime and salt
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at La Tropicana; a shot of J.D. with a Bud back at the coconut G ove; an
Arrow

schnapps at Ganny's; and finally cane to The Werks. As he came through the
door

into the blue snoke, he took note that it was a worki ngman's oasis, and nade
sure he was wearing a blue chanbray shirt, twill pants, and an old, cracked
| eat her bonber jacket with a fur collar against the cold.

He picked out a man in his mddle forties sitting alone at the bar working on
a

bottle of Ten High. As he poured his shot glass to the line fromthe bottle,
t he

man from northern Al abama saw that the drinker was nissing the thunmb and
little

finger of his right hand. He wal ked to the bar and took the stool beside the
drinker. The man | ooked up only nonentarily.

"Hi," the man from northern Al abanma sai d.

The drinker | ooked up fromunder thick eyebrows, nodded to the stranger, and
munbl ed, "R ght."

They sat silently for a few nmnutes, till the bartender w ped the mahogany
into

their area. "Wat can | get you?" he asked.

"I"ll bet you've got a secret bottle of George Di ckel down there somepl ace, "
t he

man from northern Al abama said, firing off a winning grin. "Wy don't you

j ust

bring the bottle and a couple of water glasses for ne and ny kid brother here.
I

figure he must have sone kinda death wish sittin' here going at that Ten Hi gh
straight. If you can't put a little good Tennessee sour mash sippin' whiskey
into your kid brother, what the hell's it all about, right?"

The stranger beside himhad | ooked up as the words kid brother were spoken
And

he realized he was, in fact, sitting beside his older brother Yernon, whom he
hadn't seen all week because Vern had been on the road with the cartage
conpany

van. Now he smiled and all owed the bartender to renove the bottle and enpty
shot

gl ass. "You nust of got paid."

"Coupl e of Sonys fell off the |oading dock. Carson told me to take 'em he'd
line 'emout as smashed on the invoice. Gave one to Ma and sold th' other one
over to Janesville."

Then he made that goofy face that had al ways made his kid brother |augh when
t hey were grow ng up.



"So. How s it goin' ?"

Ver non shrugged, said, "Ah, you know, the usual. Cettin' tired
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of drivin' interstate, though; 1'll tell you that, Bobby. Sonetimes | just
get

cranky as hell and begin to think it's never gonna end. You know, workin',
driving, tryin' to forget Bea and the kid."

Bobby nodded. They sat silently. Then, after a while, when the George D cke
had

cone, and they'd poured generous anobunts into the tall water glasses, and
wer e

si pping like bluegrass Col onels, Bobby said, "You renenber when Pa was
wor ki n'

in the wet end?" He inclined his head to indicate the big Beloit Corporation
factory across the street. "Renenber he used to come hone sone nights and go
straight upstairs and lay on down ..."

Vern said, " and put his armover across his eyes ..
"Yeah, and he'd stay up there till supper, and when he come down he al ways
| ooked pulled up tight, and he'd say ..."

" did you ever get the feelin' you'd lived too | ong, past your tine, and

j ust

wanted to sleep forever?"

Bobby sighed. "That was it."

"Yeah, well, I'magettin' to feel like that, too," Vern said. They sat
silently,

wor ki ng at the secret bottle.

"I got a headache," Bobby said.

"You drink too nuch."

"Horseshit."
"You do. You drink too nuch. You're gonna die young, |ike Pa. They'll take
out

your liver and send it over to the college for the nedical departnment. Fanmpus
exanpl e of an organ that ate a man."

Bobby grinned his brother's grin. They |looked a lot alike. "Fry it up with
onions, real crisp.”

"I think," Vern said, slapping his hands together, "that what you need is
some

adventure! Somethin' to sober you up and put a spring in your step, m boy"

"Hold it, Vern. I'mnot goin' on one of your redneck trips. No Al po contests,
no
wet - T-shirt bars, no pool cue brawls. Not again. Denise says she'll divorce ne

I

cone in torched like that again." He was serious. Hs hands were out flat in
t he

air between them a barrier to mschief.

H s big brother (and he had no big brother, had been one of four children

t he

other three girls) |aughed and | eaned in to hug
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him "No, absolutely not! |I agree. Nothin' like that. But | got sonethin'
special. Somethin' | heard over to Janesville."

"Li ke what ?"

"Li ke, that N cky Pederakis nessed hinself up good and finally died. O
diverticulitis."”

"OfF whatl What the hell's that?"

"Don't matter. But he didn't go to the doctor for a while, and his bowel s got
obstructed and a fistula forned, and they operated on his colon, and he died
on

the table."”

"Where the hell did you learn that kind of stuff?" Then he paused and a grim



snmle froze his lips. "Good. The | ousy notherfucker. He used to beat the shit
out of ne every day back in school."

Vern said softly, "I know"

"So that's good. Goddamit, | outlived the sonofabitch."

Vern laid a hand on Bobby's shoul der. "Cone on, we're goin' over to the
funeral . "

H s brother stared at him After a few seconds he let the lupine snile fade,
and

his face grew serious. "Yeah."

And they went outside after Vernon had paid for the fine, rare George Di ckel
and there was a 1980 Mustang at the curb that hadn't been at the curb when

t he

man from northern Al abama had entered The Werks.

And they got in; and Vernon drove; and they went the twelve mles to
Janesvi | | e;

and Vern turned into the parking lot at a funeral hone Bobby didn't know,
because it wasn't the one that had handl ed Pa's service; and they got out and
went inside.

There was a ribbed black velvet directory board on a slimtubular steel stand
in

the foyer. Small, tasteful plastic letters and arrows had been pressed into
t he

ri bbing, indicating that the Kessler service was in Parlor A and the

Peder aki s

service was in Parlor C the former to the left, the latter to the right.
Vernon and Bobby wal ked slowy toward Parlor C. There was a |ine of people
entering the room a dark-suited enpl oyee of the funeral home, wearing a pink
carnation in his lapel, holding the door open so visitors would not get hit
by

the door. He smiled bravely at Bobby and Vernon, who smiled back as bravely.
They
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got in at the end of the line, and noved slowy forward.

When they had paced the length of the aisle, after twenty mnutes, they cane
at

last to the front of the parlor and found thensel ves | ooking down into the
pl acid face of N cky Pederakis, a dead man no longer in his mddle forties,
but

rather his final forties. Life had not dealt sweetly with N cky Pederakis.
Despite the refurbi shment of funerary cosneticians, or perhaps in part
because

of their attentions, he looked |like a cross between sonmeone who had had his
ki sser regul arly bashed in barroom encounters, and one of a thousand cl owns
exploding froma tiny car in a center ring.

Bobby st ood | ooki ng.

Vern watched the family. Two nmen in cheap black suits, their faces younger
stanpi ngs of the death mask now worn by N cky Pederakis, were pointing at
Bobby

and whi spering agitatedly. They separated and turned to the people on either
si de. They whi spered rmuch | ouder now, jerking their thunbs over their

shoul ders

to indicate Bobby, still staring raptly into the open casket, |eaning over
with

hi s hands on the anodi zed pastel blue nmetal lid panel. He seened unable to
get

cl ose enough.

"Hey!" One of the younger Pederakis boys was pointing at Bobby. "Who the hel
are you?"

The room went silent. The knots of visitors humm ng condol ences opened,
everyone



stopped tal king, and they stared first at the pointing finger, then at Bobby.
It took a moment for the silence to register on Bobby, and when he | ooked up

still |eaning over the open section at Nicky's face, he saw the rooms
attention

on him He stood up. Vern noved closer. "You know ne," he said to the famly.
"Yeah, | know you," the other brother said, alnost snarling. "You' re that
creep

Ni cky used to kick ass alla tine. What the hell you doin' here? N cky hated
your

guts.”

"Just wanted to make sure the cocksucker was really dead," Bobby said, noving
fast toward the side door exit. Vern was right behind him

They got hal fway through the first open row of chairs before the brothers and
their friends expl oded across the neat rows,
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knocking chairs in all directions. The one who had done the pointing caught
up

with Vern, reached out, and snagged the collar of the bonber jacket. Vern
pivoted and hit himin the throat. The brother fell back gasping, into the
crowmd, and Vern picked up a folding chair and smashed himin the head with
it.

Bobby grabbed Vern by the arm and pulled himthrough the exit door he'd
pushed

open. He was screaning, "The lousy bully got what was conmn' to himl | hope
he

suffered like a dyin' shit, an' he's goin' straight to Hell!"

Then they were in the side-hall and Vernon grabbed a plush chair and wedged
it

under the doorknob and they ran like crazy nmen out the back entrance of the
funeral home, got to the Mustang, and |left skid marks exiting the parking |ot.
When Vern dropped his kid brother off at the house, he | eaned out of the

wi ndow

and said to Bobby, "Mybe there's still some good stuff to get, bein' alive!
Whaddaya t hi nk, Bobby?"

H s brother |eaned in and kissed the man from northern Al abama on the |ips,
gri nned hugely, and whooped. "Better high off that goddam minute starin' at
t hat

sonof abi tch croaked in his fuckin' baby-blue coffin than all the whiskey in
t he

wor | d!"

"Remenber that," the man from northern Al abana said, and drove away into the
ni ght, knowing that if there was a nmenory that would last, it would be of the
[ esson in the nonent; not of an ol der brother who had never exi sted.

Across the aisle an elderly black couple, deep into their fifties, were
trying

to spoon-feed their nentally inpaired daughter. To the man from Bel oit she
appeared to be in her mddle thirties. He tried to ignore the General Six
Principle Baptist mnister in the mddle seat beside him apparently a
vegetarian or sinply finicky beyond belief, who kept trying to give him
foodstuffs off his flight tray. "Are you sure you wouldn't like this nice bit
of

roast beef?" the Reverend Carl Schrag said. "I haven't touched it. Here, you
can

take it with your own fork if you're concerned.”

The man fromBeloit turned away fromthe sight of creamed asparagus drooling
fromthe side of the girl's nouth to smle at the mnister. "No, thank you
very

much. | have the fish. | don't eat neat."
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The mnister's face it with camaraderie. "l agree absolutely conpletely!



Fl esh

of the beast. Poor things. Stand all day and all night in tiny cubicles, in

t he

dark, just fattened and fattened, all their color |eached out, till they're
sl aughtered. "

"Just like the wonmen in the whorehouses in Kuwait," the man from Bel oit said,
noticing with inpish pleasure the | ook of the affronted, the | ook of the
doltish, the |l ook of the utterly appalled that blasted the mnister's

conposur e.
"What did you say?!" he demanded, fork trenbling an inch from his nouth,
spear ed

baby carrots now forgotten

"Ch, I'mawfully sorry,"” the man fromBeloit said, "I certainly didn't nmean
to

offend. It's just that the hideous parallel you drew ... but perhaps you're

unaware of the slave trade in white women that continues to this very day in
many of the southeast Arabian sultanates ..."

The mnister's eyes rolled in his head. He had | ost control of his notor
functions. The man from Bel oit reached over and gently pressed Carl Schrag's
wist. The minister's hand, bearing fork, slowy |owered. Transfixed, he

sinmply

star ed.

The man fromBeloit continued eating, and continued tal king. "Yes, you see,
slave-holding is still practiced in Saudi Arabia, Yenen, Oran, Miscat,
Bur ai m ,

Kuwai t, even Ethiopia. Ch, of course, in sone of those places the practice
has

been legally and publicly abolished, yet in nost of themthe slaves have
never

been freed. In nost of them slave-buying, selling, holding, whipping,

viol ating--perfectly acceptable by local |law Your food is getting cold."

The minister took a nouthful, continued to stare disbelievingly, like a
bunbl ebee at the end of an entonol ogist's straight pin. Wat was this nman
sayi ng

to him

Across the aisle, the young wonan was trying to west the spoon from her
father's hand. The elderly black nother wore an expression of stunned
acceptance. They had been at this chore for at least half of their lives. The
man from Bel oit recogni zed the slope of shoul ders, the caring and

det erm nati on

and futility in eyes and expressions, the practiced naneuvering of hands and
i npl enents around flailing body.
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"But for the harens and brothels of these countries,” he said to the

m ni ster,

t hough still watching the people across the aisle, "Wstern wonen are highly
prized. Bl ondes, redheads, Nordic types with incredibly long | egs and bl ue
eyes

like cool fjords. Sonme of themare lured to the Mddle East through ads in
newspapers, Variety, that sort of thing. You know, 'Wnted: Dancers and
Showgirls for chorus lines in Road Shows. See far places, high pay, exotic
conpani ons,' that sort of thing. And they just vanish. O they're ki dnapped
right off the streets in European cities, often Marseilles. Next tinme you see
them they're at a slave auction in Yenen."

The m ni ster was gasping. "Wy, |'ve never heard of such--"

"Ch, yes, absolutely,” the man fromBeloit said. "Very common. And many of

t hem

are sold into these harens, or dens of sexual fleshliness, where they're kept
in

pitch-black cells on soft mattresses, and they're fed a | ot of carbohydrates



to

fatten them up--apparently these Arab potentates lust after pale pale suety
vessel s for their disgusting pleasures.™

Rev. Schrag had gone the color of his glass of nilk.

"And once they're kidnapped, well, that's it," the man fromBeloit said, as
he

finished his fish in sauce. "W have al nost no extradition recourse in such
pl aces; and the United States government, well, you can forget it; they can't

chance of fendi ng one of those oil barons. You can imagi ne what val ue they

pl ace

on some nanel ess eighteen-year-old farmgirl fromlowa, stolen while visiting
Berlin, as against the cost at the punp of higher gas tariffs.”

He wi ped his nmouth, took the last sip of coffee light, and sniled sadly at

t he

mnister. "So you see, it was the awful parallel you drew with the roast
beef . "

Rev. Schrag was bereft of response. "And what takes you so far from hone, |
presune you're goi ng on sonmewhere after Paris?"

They were on a jet liner out of New York, bound for Paris, with connections
to

Jeddah, Riyadh, Cairo, and Dubai

Across the aisle, the girl in her mddle thirties was nunbling to herself,
playing with her hair and trying to figure out the swing latch that |owered
t he

tray-table. Her nother was |ooking out the port; her father was trying to nop
up

baby food fromthe seat and
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the girl's dress.

The minister was having difficulty righting hinself. This man in the aisle
seat

besi de himseenmed to be spiritually kin, but in the name of Jesus what
horri bl e

obscenities! He tried to convince hinself that it had been innocently spoken
he

was always willing to give the benefit of the doubt. The man was very likely
unsaved, but if we were to cut off all social congress with the

| ess-than-ri ght eous, why, we'd never be able to snag anyone from Satan's

cl aws.

He nustered a snmile and replied, "I'mgoing to the Holy Land. | had severa
weeks | coul d have taken anywhere and, well, |'ve been meaning to do this
journey for so |ong. "

"I understand perfectly,’
Where is your parish?
"Senatobia, Mssissippi,"” the mnister said.

"Ah!" the man fromBeloit said, with famliarity

"Do you know it?" the minister asked, pleased now that he had given himthe
benefit of the doubt.

"Northwestern part of the state? Between Menphis and Oxford? Near Lake
Arkabutla, isn't it?"

"Why, yes! You do know our little place!"

"No, sorry," the man from Beloit said, unbuckling his lap belt and standi ng.
"Senat obi a. Must be very small." He turned and went aft to the |avatory.
When he came back, ten mnutes |ater, he wal ked past his row, noticing that
Rev.

Schrag was trying to work the crossword puzzle in the airline giveaway
magazi ne,

and he stood in the service alcove as the stewardesses racked and sent bel ow
t he

used di nner trays. He stood there and pretended to be sel ecting a magazi ne

the man fromBeloit said. "And where are you fron?



from

the rack, but he studied the elderly couple and their child.

They had hooked her up with a Wal kman, the earphones tied with a ribbon under
her chin so she could not inadvertently knock the little gray foam earpieces
| oose. She was rocking back and forth, licking her lips, her eyes closed. Her
not her and father were trying to conplete their own neals, the food | ong
since

grown cold. He watched themand felt a great sadness take him After a while,
he

returned to his seat.

Carl Schrag | ooked up as the man fromBel oit buckled in. "That was in very
poor

taste, sir," he said. Stiffly.
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"I agree" was the reply. "But let nme ask you sonething. Just as a matter of
theoretical surmise.”

The minister closed the inflight nagazine on his prol apsed traytable, marking
the crossword's location with his ballpoint pen. He sighed with resignation
turned halfway in his seat, and fixed his traveling conpanion with a | ook

t hat

had often commended rectitude to his parishioners. "Yes, and what woul d that
be?"

"You believe in God, no doubt," he said.

"Are you serious?"

"Yes, yes, of course. | ask that only as a point of departure. | can see
you're

a man of the cloth, and so | know the answer is yes. But what | want to ask
you

i s about gods, other gods, not God as we know H m'

"There is but one God, and H's Son."

"Yes, | understand; and | agree absolutely. But let us for a nonent consider
t hose poor, benighted hel ots of heathen beliefs. Egyptians who believed in
Pt ah

and Thot h and Anon; Myas who worshi pped Pepeu and Raxa Cacul ha', the
Thunderbolt; Vikings with their Odin and Loki and the rest; the Yellow River
peopl es and Kuan Ti, the god of war, and Kuan Yin, goddess of nercy; Altijira
and Legba and Kwatee and Kronos. CGods, all of them Strong gods, personable
gods, effective gods. What about thenf? What do we do with them now that
their

times are gone?"

Rev. Schrag stared at himevenly. He was on firmfooting now "I have no idea
what you're tal king about, sir. As | said: there is but one God, and Jehovah
is

H s nanme; and His only begotten Son, Jesus Christ, our Savior. Al the rest
of

this is primtive denonol ogy, cheap superstition. Pagan idolatry."

"Yes, of course,"” he said, reaching into the aisle to retrieve and hand back
to

the elderly black man the soft, frayed "bl anki e" his daughter had thrown to
t he

i ndustrial-strength carpet. "But |let ne have the benefit of your thinking on
this, as a theol ogian, as a man of God who's pondered about such things.
need,

wel I, sone gui dance here; some clear thinking, if you get ny neaning.

"Take, for instance, the transition from G aeco- Ronan pol yt heismto nedi eval
Christianity. When we read of this nomentous watershed in the history of the
Western Wrld, there
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is such a smug sense of triunmph, whether we encounter it in Christian

hi stori ans



i ke Eusebius of Caesarea or Christian apol ogi sts such as Augustine, who got
sainted for being a flack for Jesus--"

Reverend Schrag's eyes popped open, he tried to speak, coughed; he nmade
inarticul ate sounds; he foundered on a sound that was the fuh-fuh-fuh

begi nni ng

of flack; and the man fromBeloit made snall of his abashed behavi or

di sm ssi ng

it with an inpatient flutter of his hand and by continuing in the sane tone:
"We're nen of the world here; we needn't pussyfoot around it. Augustine was
not hing nore nor less than a p.r. man for the politics of orthodoxy. These
days,

the belief that the elevation of Christianity to the position of an official
state religion, instantly enbraced, brooking no competition, was total
conplete, imediate ... well, it's nonolithic. But it wasn't, as | understand
it. I mean, even as late as 385, the enperor Theodosi us was having a rough
tine

interdicting belief in the pantheon of gods--"

H s words had been coming so fast, so snoothly, that only now was the Rev.
Schrag able to interdict the rococo syntax.

"Paganism That's all it was! lgnorant savages sl oughi ng through darkness

t owar d

the Iight of Jesus Christ!"

"Ah, yes certainly, no question about it, | agree absolutely whol eheartedly,"

the man fromBeloit said, slicing through the mnister's fustian so coolly it
was as if Schrag had taken a breath mint rather than having popped his
eyebal | s.

"But you see how driven you are to use the word 'pagani sm ? Which was not, at
least in the first instance, a concept that the 'pagans' applied to

t hensel ves,

but one that evolved as a way of distinguishing the non-Christian survivals
after the gradual Christianization of the Roman Enpire under Enperor

Const anti ne
and subsequent
"These were barbarians ... barely able to tie their shoelaces ... they
pai nt ed

their fundanents blue and ripped out each other's hearts and danced around
canpfires naked and ate each other's entrails... pagans... bar-bare-ians!"
Hs

voi ce had spiraled to a level that was drawi ng attention from ot her
passengers.

The man fromBeloit snmiled awkwardly at the elderly black man across the
ai sl e,

but his attention could be held only an instant: his
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daught er was singsongi ng, over and over, "Ma'y tinkle, ma'y tinkle, ma'y
tinkle."

He turned back to Reverend Schrag and said, "Wll, there is certainly no
condoni ng such behavior, particularly the part about painting their asses
bl ue,

but when you call them barbarians, |I'mnot sure you' re aware of all the
facts."”

"Wauh-what facts?"

"Well, for instance, archaeol ogists working in Peru at sites such as Panpa de

| as LI amas- Moxeke and Sechin Alto, ten thousand freezing feet above sea | evel
in

t he Andes, have found a culture that predates the Mayas by 2000 years and the
Azt ecs by 3000 years.

"Huge U-shaped tenples ten storeys high; an enornous warehouse, bigger than a
basebal | field, it served as a food storage conpl ex; the buildi ngs gorgeously
decorated with painted friezes of jaguars, spiders, serpents.” He |leaned in



and

whi spered, "Their vivid colors preserved intact by the dry cold of the Andean
at nosphere. Wiy do you think they would settle at that altitude, build a
sophi sticated civilization at the sane tine the Egyptians were buil ding

pyr am ds

and the Sunerian city-states were flourishing, in such a grossly hostile
regi on?

"Perhaps to get closer to the gods they deified? Do you think that's
possi bl e?

What do you think about that, dropping the 'pagani sm business, ass-painting
notwi t hst andi ng? What do you t hi nk?"

"WIl you kindly stop saying that!"

"Whi ch part of it, the paganisn®?"

"No, the other."

"Ch, you nmean the part about how they painted--"

"Yes! Yes, that's the part."

"Well, | don't nean to be contunacious, Reverend, but | was discussing
alternative deities; it was you who brought up how they ..."

Rev. Schrag crashed back into the conversation. "There never were any such

deities," he said quickly. "Until the True Word was reveal ed, pag--uh
heat hens

bel i eved many strange and inpossible things."
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"Mm | see. So we can assume that such 'heathen' nmartyrs as Hypatia of
Al exandria died for nothing. But let me ask you this--" and he sneaked a
gl ance

across the aisle where preparations to nma'y tinkle were proceedi ng apace,
"--what if you were one such as these, one of these obsol ete gods. And al

your

bel i evers were gone, all the Hypatias had been properly stoned to death by
good

Christians, no nore worshi ppers, except perhaps a random di aboli st here and
there, corrupt individuals trying to bring you back so you could pick w nning
lottery tickets for them What do you do then?"

Stiffly, Schrag said, "I have no conjecture on that, sir."
"No idea at all?"
"None. "

"You don't think maybe Hera went off in a snit and took to drinking too nmuch
mead and becane a bitchy al coholic?"

"Don't be ridicul ous!"

"Maybe Ji zo sank into a funk and contenpl ated harakiri ?"

"Who did what?"

"So let me get this straight. What you're saying is that you don't think
maybe

possi bly Jupiter kept right on existing after Constantine bullied all the
Romans

into converting, and after a while with nobody praying to him not even one
daub

of blue paint on a backside, he just got bored with it all and, say, just put
a

pistol up to his Aynpian forehead and bl ew his beatific brains out?"

The minister stared at him growi ng angrier by the moment. Then he settled
hinsel f facing stiffly forward, took up the magazi ne, opened it, and went
back

to the crossword puzzle.

"Si xteen down," the man fromBeloit said idly, "an eight-letter word for
"neutral': middling."

The minister said nothing; and he did not | ook up as the man from Bel oit
unbuckl ed and rose, following the elderly black man as he ai ded his daughter
toward the rear of the plane and the | avatories.



He waited as the father spoke softly to the girl, saying, "Now you go on in
an'

make tinkle, Evelyn. You know. The way you do. That's a sweet child." And he
opened the door for her, saying, "Now don't touch the door, don't ness with

t he

lock, just go in an' nake tinkle, all right? I'lIl be right here."

35

She went in, and he closed the door, turning to smle awkwardly at the man
wai ting behind himfor the cubicle next in the row

The man fromBeloit sidled past, entered the lavatory that shared a bul khead
with the cubicle in which Evelyn was slowy and carefully pulling down her
panties, then the absorbent cotton incontinence liner. He closed his eyes for
a

nmonent, made a small sound, and then reached through the bul khead to touch
Evel yn's head. She cl osed her eyes.

"Sleep, good child. They |ove you so. Their time is so short. Let themlive."
And he formed the aneurism and he nade it explode, and she made a gentle
sound,

and fell.

He flushed the toilet, left the cubicle, and edged past the open door of the
next stall, where the elderly black man was kneeling half in the aisle,
calling

to his daughter.

He returned to his seat. The nother gave a start as one of the stewardesses
from

the rear leaned in to speak quietly to her. In a panic, she tried to get out
of

her seat, found herself still buckled, pulled and pulled at the device til

t he

st ewar dess hel ped her, and then they rushed back up the aisle.

The man fromBeloit closed his eyes and feigned sleep. He didn't think there
woul d be conversation with the Reverend Carl Schrag before they | anded at De
Gaul l e, but he wanted to repose in privacy and darkness for a tinme. Repose
and

think clearly of the noment of relief that would come to the old people
before

they began to deal with their grief.

The sky was very clear, and far bel ow the clouds went on their way.

The man fromthe jet liner stood on the edge of the cliffs, staring out past
Thasos, across the Aegean. "Levendis," he murrmured. "Levendis." He sighed
deeply, plucked three pebbles fromthe ground, and hurled theminto the sky.
They flew up toward the sun, spreading their wings for a noment, white herons
that formed an ancient design with their flying forms; then in an instant

t hey

roll ed and dove, feathered shafts that struck the water, pierced the sea and
vani shed, plumeting toward the distant floor littered with broken stones.
Enor mous broken stones. Cycl opean bl ocks bearing praises to a god whose nane
had

not been spoken on this
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earth since the long night of hungry waters that had w ped an entire
civilization fromthe land, and frommenory. Intricately carved broken stones
now rmerely accretions of |inestone, barnacles, and anenpnes, acrawl wth
crustaceans and small, blind fish. Softened shapes of fractured statues
hundr eds

of meters in height when they had stood agai nst the sky, before the night of
ash

and flane. The pul verized Great Tenple in which the sacred ethnoid crystals
had

been kept. Down and down the heron shafts went, into a darkness never



suspect ed,

much | ess penetrated. They went to w eckage.

I n angui sh, he called out across the water; but the wind died and the day was
silent; and all who nmight have heard woul d not understand the tongue in which
he

spoke, for it had not been spoken in thousands of years.

"Stranger, can | soften your pain?"

The man fromthe jet liner turned at the sound of the voice behind him It
was

an old man, as blind as the fish that swam anong a nmillion nosaic tiles.

"Did you see that?" the man fromthe jet |iner asked.

"Did | see you throw pebbles into the air?"

"You did see, then."

"No. | see nothing. |I heard themclick in your hands. | heard them as you
threw

them You aren't Geek, are you?"

"No. Not Greek."”

"Where are you from stranger?"

"Froma |l and that no | onger exists."

"You sound | onely."

"I was lonely, for a long tinme."

"For your peopl e?"

"Yes. But they're gone, and | haven't heard ny nane spoken for nuch too |ong.
And why are you here, sir? Wat brings you to this enpty place?"

"I come here to worship."

The man fromthe jet liner drew a deep breath. "Wat god do you worship here?
Not hi ng ever stood here."

"Not here. Qut there." He waved a hand toward the sea, and beyond to the
greater

ocean. "I hear the voices of the children of Poseidon."
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"They were not Poseidon's disciples. You hear the | anentations of an ol der
race.

Nobl er and nore acconplished than any other. They never had the time to claim
their inheritance.”

The old man | aughed lightly. "So you say."

"There were worlds and | ands and peopl es. "

"I think you are dream ng dreans that make you an enpty man," he said.

" Per haps

you should return to your homeland, no matter what nanme it now bears. Hone is
where you go when there is no place else to go. You can know it again through
t he words of your poets."

"No poets wote of ny land. Plato had a few words ... but | gave himthose
words. If | go home, it will only be to sleep." He paused, and added, "To
rest."”

The old blind man spoke softly. "Too much rest is rust."

"Way did you think | night be Geek?"

"Because you knew our word, levendis. But | was wong."

On the Bahnhof strasse, amid crowds entering and exiting the five-Ievel
"everything store" called Jelmoli's, Zurich's answer to an American

depart ment

store with a basenent storey of drugs and groceries, the nman from G eece,
hurrying to the Icelandic Airlines ticket office, bunmped into Gaen Fritcher

a

Californian on detached duty with IBMs Swiss affiliate.

She had gone to Jelnoli's to get a few cans of American product--Dennison's
chili, Canpbell's tomato soup, Durkee's french fried onion rings,

Pringl es--because she was certain that one nore neal of schnitzel, spaetzle,
and

cabbage, subnersed in sauce as appetizing as Elner's due, would send her



over
the brink. She had begun having fever dreams, as sultry as sexual fantasies,
hersel f entwi ned with packages of Nabi sco gi nger snaps and (shanefully)
Spaghet ti os.

She was al so having terrible nmenstrual cranps, and there had been literally a
crying need for Panadol

When he blindsided her, and the bag of groceries rocketed from her grasp, she

gave a small croak of despair. "Hey, I'mawfully
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sorry," the man from Greece said, stooping to retrieve the still-rolling
cans.

"Ch, really, I'msorry ... | wasn't watching where | was going ... the crowd,
you know . ..

They gat hered everything, repacked it, and stood. He smiled his best smle
and

she | ooked enbarrassed at even havi ng thought the things she'd thought.
"American?" she asked.

"Once upon a tine," he said. And added, "I really amsorry |I'msuch a klutz."
And he touched her forearm and snmiled again, and said, "I'll be nore
careful . "

And he strode away into the crowd.

Gnen returned to the tiny apartnent | BM had secured for her. The company
suites

were all filled, and they had taken a three nmonth lease on this little flat,
in

hopes she woul d have conpl eted her transference survey by that time or

failing
that recourse, they would be able to nove her into a company-owned residence.
She set the bag of groceries on the kitchen counter, fished around till she

found the small plastic-wapped box of Panadol, and carried it into the
bat hr oom

Wth a fingernail, she slit the price tag and bar-code sealing the Panado
box,

and tore off the protective plastic wap with some difficulty, funbling

i nterm nably and cursing the nythical children who were thus guaranteed al
protecti on agai nst taking too much nmenses nedicine. She finally got the box
open

and dunped out the two sheets of caps, each shrouded in a plastic bubble.
There was a folded slip of paper between the sheets. She laid it aside,
pressed

t he back of one of the plastic bubbles, popped out a capsule, then repeated
t he

maneuver. She took her toothbrush fromthe water glass, ran it half full,
swi shed the water, poured it out, refilled the glass hal fway, and took the
t wo

Panadol .

She sat on the closed toilet, letting the analgesic start to do its work,
snoot hi ng the waves of pain. She thought for just an instant of the
attractive

man who had bunped into her on the Bahnhofstrasse. 1dly, she picked up the
pi ece

of paper that had been fol ded inside the plastic-wapped box. She opened it
and

| ooked at it, expecting an advertisenent in at |east three |anguages.
Handprinted in pencil on the slip of white paper were the words YOU LL BE
DEAD

BY MORNI NG GWEN. For no good reason, because this was clearly sonme kind of
stupid

39

thing that m ght have to do with an idiot advertising canpaign, she felt her



heart thunp heavily. She was, in an instant, and inexplicably, terribly

fri ght ened.

She dropped the note as if it had come from enem es.

There was a knock on the apartnent door, and then the doorbell rang tw ce.
She

sat where she was. Thinking through the fear

She was an enpl oyee of a nultinational corporation. Could this have somnething
to

do with international terrorisn? Had they sonehow tapped into the conputer
run

t he personnel records, and selected her at randonf? She knew it couldn't be
personal . She had been in Zurich only three weeks. She knew al nost no one.
Was

there, on the other side of that door, a pair of ski-masked and bl acksuited
kneecappers fromthe Red Arnmy Faction or the | RA? Beneath their nmasks a young
man and wonman, pockmarked skin, anthracite eyes, teeth in need of polishing,
sworn angel s of death sent by Carlos or Abu Nidal ?

The doorbel | chi ned.

A spurned | over. Soneone she'd known in New York, during that crazy sunmer
before AIDS came to the world, when she was answering personals in New York
Magazi ne? One of the nore than a few nmen she had seen in the nude? The one
she

had | aughed at, had been forced to use a kitchen knife to hold off till she
could gather up her clothes and flee? Traced her, followed her, cone to
guench

some psychopathic thirst for revenge?

A voice called fromthe other side of the door.

"Fraulein, Mss, Lady ..."

She went to the door, put her ear against it. No sound. Finally, she said,
"Yes,

who is it?" And then she quickly stepped to the side, in case the serial
killer

fired through the door, or cleaved the center panel with a fire ax.

"Ah! @Quten Morgen, Fraulein Fritcher ... ich binder

"I don't speak German! \Who are you? Speak English, please; | speak only
English!" She heard the panic in her own voice.

"Ah! Ja. Ich, uh, that isz, I ... yes, | amthe taking-care-of nman. Nein ...
vhat isz that | nean ... | amder superviszer ... der superintendent, ja, das
ist ... yes, | amder janitor!" There was a note of al nost desperate relief
in

his voice as he found the correct word.
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And she |istened as the crazed sil k-stocking strangl er advised her that the

incinerator in the hall had gone geflunkt or some simlar word, and that it

woul d not be avail able for trash and paper dunping till after six that

eveni ng.

Then he went away.

Gren wandered back to the kitchen, certain now that there could have been no

way

i n which such a nessage could have found its way into that seal ed box. Not at
the factory, not in the grocery, not any way at all. There had been no signs
of

tanmpering, no pinholes, inviolate, untouched.

Yet the message had been there, and she knew, now, that it had been
super nat ura

creatures. Beings fromthe other side, the souls of those she had done harm
in

her previous lives. They were warning her, and there was no escape. By
nor ni ng,

she woul d be dead.



She sat at the kitchen table and began to cry.

I haven't lived nearly |ong enough, she thought. And |I'm on the managenent
track.

She reached across to the counter and pulled down the thick cylinder of
Pringl es, husking breath so deeply that her chest hurt; and she pulled the

plastic strip fromthe container, popped off the nmetal lid, and took out a
potato chip. It didn't help at all, not even the taste of the world and the
life

she had | eft behind. She thought hopelessly that she didn't want to die in a
foreign land. She ate another Pringle.

Lying atop the third chip, nested perfectly with the other slimforns, was a
slip of fol ded paper. She opened it with utter terror consum ng her, and read
| GNORE PREVI QUS MESSAGE

She received only two pieces of mail that day in the | BM courier pouch from
New

Yor k. One was an announcenent of Nancy Kimrer's shower two weeks hence. The
other was contained in a plain white envelope with no return address, and the
singl e sheet of neatly typed nmessage was this: "The life which is unexani ned
is

not worth living." Beneath, were two words in pencil: Plato and bang.

He stood now, the man from Zurich, where he had never set
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foot before. He had rented a car in Reykjavik two days earlier, the

26t h, and driven to Bu' dhir, where he had taken a room and given sight to a
man

blind frombirth. In truth, he hadn't needed a car; no nore than he had needed
a

castle, a brigantine, an arbalest, a flat-bed truck, a 451-barrel Vandenberg
Vol l ey @Gun, an ethmoid crystal, a 1980 Mustang, or an lcelandic Airlines DC 8
ZurichReykj avik. No nore than he had needed special equipnent to breathe the
wat er of the Aegean, centuries before it had borne that nane.

But he had wanted to see the riot of colors, the ecstasy of nmbss growing in
vol cani ¢ cinders deposited by the eruption of Munt Hekla in 1970 al ong a
rivulet on the edge of Thjorsa'dalur; he had wanted to go as a man, to stand
before the black ash cliff at Langahlidh and marvel at the tenacity of the
exquisite, delicate white flowers that grew toward the light from

i nhospi tabl e

fissures. He wanted to have the time before the kalends of July to

contenpl ate

how | ong, how far he had wandered; to think back to what had been and what
was

now, to reconcile hinself to the end of the journey.

He had come much farther than from Chicago or northern Al abama, Quito or
Sydney,

Damascus or Lioazhong or Lagos on the Slave Coast. He had been far afield,
traveling through i mense |ightless distances; pausing to pass the tinme with
a

tel epathically garrulous plant-creature; spending tine unneasurabl e observing
hi ve-arachnids as they slowy nmutated and grew toward sentience and the use
of

tools; taking a hand in the devel opment of a conpl ex henotic social system

t hat

united water and fish and the aquicludes that had rul ed as autarchs since the
silver moon had fractured to form Miurus, Phurus and Veing. He had returned,
weary beyond the telling, having seen it all, having done it all, come ful
circle through miracl es, wandering, |oneliness and | oss.

There had been centuries of despair, followed by centuries of acrinony and
deeds

too awful to recall w thout unbearable pain and guilt; centuries of sybaritic
i ndul gence, followed by centuries of cataclysm c ennui; and finally,



centuries

and years and days reduced to odd nonents now and then, of wonderful, random
unpr edi ct abl e ki ndness. That were no nore satisfying or lasting
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than all the acts of all the centuries that had preceded them

He was al one. Since the long, terrible night of ashes and screans, and the
cl osing over of the waters, he had been al one. There were, of course,

di abol i sts

and fools who believed; but their belief was product of insanity or delusion
No

descendant of those who had come to the Great Tenple wal ked this world.
Nowhere was there to be found a true believer

And at |ast he had cone to know that he nust return, to the place that had
brought himto exi stence, and there he nmust go down alone to find eterna
rest.

He coul d wander no longer. He sinply didn't have it in himto continue.

So he had cone by way of Reykjavik and Naefurholt and Brun, in a great circle
across the island of vol canoes, as June canme to an end, the last June he
woul d

ever see. Cane, at last, to stand here on Sunday the 28th, the |ast day but
t wo

of the nonth, with a sudden change of wi nd and a new nmoon that had brought
salutary weat her, the sun pouring its beam ng rays to the very bottom of the
crater.

Snaef el | sj okul I.

In Icelandic, all vol canoes bear the name of Yocul, and it neans glacier, for
in

the lofty mountains of that region the volcanic eruptions cone forth from

i cebound caverns. Snaeffels neans snow nountain. There it towers on the

west ern

peni nsul a, and can be seen from Reykjavik, a great urban capital of the
sophi sticated nodern world. Even in Reykjavik the mountain is known to
possess

great power, sone say psychic power.

He stood on the edge of the crater and smiled. Not even in Reykjavik, where
t hey

could feel the power, could they guess the enormty of Snaefellsjokull's
secret.

To a height of five thousand feet.

In Snaeffels Yoculis craterem he thought, in dog Latin, kemdelibat unbra

Scartaris Julii intra cai endas descende, audus viator, et terrestre centrum
attinges.

He | aughed lightly, and the metallic wind picked at his clothing, ruffled his
ash-gray hair. Wuld anyone recogni ze those words wi thout the fictional Iines

the witer had added for the story's benefit? Kodfeci. Arne Saknussenm
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Above himthe blind spire of Mount Scartaris, black as the eclipse on that
ni ght

of scream ng stones and hungry water, rose in expectation of the novenent of
t he

sun. Waiting. Poised to aimits finger of shadow across the thighbone

peni nsul a,

passi ng across the fjord, swinging fast to cancel the flood of sunlight
pouri ng

into the center of the crater

Snaeffel s had been quiet since 1219. He renmenbered now, w th another small
smle, howit had been that the witer had come to expose the secret--while
concealing it the nore in tall tale--and he could see, even now, the face of
t he

Franci scan nonk as the words burned thenselves into the illumn nated



manuscri pt

as he sat with quill poised. That had been during one of the centuries of
antic

fool i shness for him

Each hillock, every rock, every stone, every asperity of the soil had its
share

of the | um nous efful gence, and the shadow of Scartaris fell heavily on the
soi|l . The shadow of the spike that penetrated the sky was marked and cl ear
and

noved rapidly as hi gh noon approached.

He watched with the first genuine tickle of anticipation he had felt in a
dozen

mllennia. The shadow slid, roiled, faster and faster, and the sun cane to
rest

with a gasp at its highest point, and the shadow fell upon the edge of the
central pit in the heart of the crater. It rushed down the wall, across the
cal dera, and ink poured over the edge of the central pit in the heart of
Snaeffels. Forsaking all others, the shadow of Scartaris forned the road sign
he

had come across eternities to read.

Descend into the crater of Yocul of Snaeffels, which the shade of Scartaris

caresses, before the kal ends of July, audacious traveler, and you will reach
t he
center of the earth. | did it. Arne Saknussemm

He went down into the crater and stood at the Iip of the central pit. It
neasured about a hundred feet in diameter, three hundred in circunference.
Thi s

trenmendous, wondrous shaft, its sides al nost as perpendicul ar as those of a
well, a terrifying abyss nore than eight hundred and fifty neters deep, which
had come to be call ed Saknussemm s Chi mey by those who had been fool ed

t hr ough

the witer's misunderstandi ng of words in an anci ent manuscript that
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had been mani pul ated under his gaze.

The tine was ended for tricks and make-work.

Even gods can learn. G ven enough tine.

Even gods forgotten, gods without disciples, gods whose tinmes and | ands had
vani shed before nenory had forned in those who had come to claimthe world.
He stepped into the shadow, |eaving sunlight for the last time, and began his
descent. There was only one answer to what a god can do when everything has
been

taken fromhim and he knew at | ast what that answer was. Not sleep, not

i ol ation, not descent into final darkness, never to enmerge. No, the answer
| ay

beneath him to recreate. To reify. To cause it all to come again, stronger
and

m ghtier and nore golden than it had been when chance and di saster had wi ped
it

away.

And one day not that far off, perhaps only a few centuries hence, his people
woul d arise, bringing with thema certain inheritance all others had debased.
As

they had | ong ago created him he would recreate them

And on that day they would go once nore to the Great Tenple, to sing his
nane,

and to thank himfor growi ng bored and foolish and for trivializing hinmself
with

the Iives of those now vani shed and thensel ves turned to nyth.

But he woul d keep the nane of the place, and the nonent in which he had

| ear ned.



Scartaris, June 28th.
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d ass Eyes

Nancy Hol der

Al t hough Nancy Holder is a fairly newlight in the HDF firmanment, she's really
a

grisly (actually, she's very attractive) veteran of the Publishing Wrs.

After

selling her first novel, a young adult romance, in 1981, she went on to wite
i nnurrer abl e romances under a series of pseudonyns--seven of which spent tine
on

Wl denBooks' romance bestseller list. Her books have been translated into a
dozen | anguages, including Serbo-Croatian (how many of us can make that

cl ai n?),

and her |atest novel, Rough Cut, a "wonmen's nmainstreamfiction," recently
appear ed from War ner Books.

She currently lives in San Diego with her husband, Wayne, hard at work on a
horror novel. Her recent appearances in sone of the best horror and dark

fant asy

ant hol ogi es mark Hol der as a witer to watch. The followi ng story, full of
vi sceral panic and disorientation, will show you why.

Goi ng blind.

Reeling out of the doctor's office, a skylit aerie latticed with Wandering
Jew,

Dot trenbled fromthe reverb in her head:
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d ass eyes, glass eyes, going blind going blind, going blind or going to die;
why why why and why the fuck not.

She staggered over the sidewalk as if it were the deck of a pitching ship:

| eeward, grab the street |anp; wi ndward, smash agai nst the pet shop w ndow,
mayday, jagged crack dead ahead, collision with the pavenent inm nent.

She stunbl ed hard, hugged the mail box. The seaport town pitched and
yawed- - somet hi ng about her inner ear, the pressure on her brain, the liquid
in

her eyes.

The tears on her cheeks.

Dot was a painter. She catered to the tourists, did seascapes and sail boats,
crests and froths and scuddi ng waves. For fun, for sheer delight, she painted
naked men, had a show at the Whnen's Art Collective, called "Cupidity: Shafts
and Hearts."

Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck. Maybe she could trade it in, get paralyzed instead,
pai nt

with a brush between her teeth and they' d make a goddamm novi e about her.
Musi ¢

by Bernard Herrmann. Screech screech screech and the knife cones down as she
stabs herself in the throat after they tell her they're gonna have to pul

her

teeth, too, and she won't be able to paint anynore unless she figures out a
way

to stuff the paint-brush up her goddamm nose.

A tooth for a tooth, an eye for an--

Bl i nd.

So what? So the fuck what? Do the Beethoven trick. Do the one-I|egged

wat er ski er

trick. Do the Screwed by God but Bounced Back pol ka. Braille painting.

No eyes. CGonna grab that scal pel and screech screech screech (that was where
she'd get the knife for the throat trick), gonna, er, ah, ahem excise

t hem - cut

"emout, slice '"emopen and let the stuff dribble out, just like Luis Bunuel
Very arty, gaping sockets. CGotta get sonme Bl ades sungl asses. Sone Ray- Bans.



Hel |, her Medicare would cover a few dozen pairs, wouldn't it? Rows and rows
of

protective lenses (a little boy shrieking "Mnmry! That |ady! That |ady don't
got

no, don't got--" and puking up the dog biscuits he'd snitched fromthe St
Bernard's bow while his nomwaited for himin the car, checking her eye
makeup

inthe rearviewmnmrror.) Protective |enses.
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AN

(And sone wel | - neani ng man, possibly one of her stud nodels for the Cupidity
exhi bi ti on, pushing her down on the bed and easing apart her |egs and
mur mur i ng

"I don't care, Dot. It doesn't bother me at all.")

Not one socket's worth. Love is blind, as his vitreous good hunor gushes

bl ack

i nsi de her.

d ass eyes. O course. The doctor said sonething about that. You can't tel

t he

di fference these days. Blue--azure, cerulean, French ultranmarine; burnt

si enna,

neutral gray; or perhaps sonmething in green (her contacts were tinted green
to

go with her curly red hair)--bright aqua green, chrom um oxi de green, sap
green,

enmeral d green

He showed her the videotape about the wonman who'd been shot in the head, | ost
all her vitreous hunor, and they had to replace her eyes. He made her | ook at
the wonman's plastic ones (very ordinary hazel), hooked up to her nuscles. The
worman swi vel ed up, down, around. Did not stare blankly into that dark night.
D d

not | ook like a fucking freak

He said they weren't glass anynore, but made fromacrylic. That nearly drove
her

crazy then and there, because she painted in acrylics. Same stuff they made
false teeth out of. Her glass eye man was a naster, had | earned fromthe guy
who

did Satmmy Davis, Jr.'s, eyes. Top Gun Eyeball Man.

Did she care? Did she give a good goddamm? He said her anger was normal. Fuck
him Fuck him What the hell did he know about having his eyeballs cut out of
hi s head?

He al so said somnething about cancer. Sonething about that was how come the
excision. O had he said, "exorcisn? That was it. It was the eyes, her evil
eyes, that could Kill her. And if thy right eye offended thee, wel

Wll. This nust be a bad dream and she was going to wake up, take her subtly
green contacts out of the cooker, pop 'emin, and get back to work. Scuds or
studs, ocean suds or dudes sans duds. In acrylic.

Sane stuff they made dentures out of.

Dot |let go of the mail box and staggered down Seagull Street, toward Seavi ew
Lane, and home. d ass eyes. One--no, better nake
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that two--for each outfit. A Marcos collection. Faberge eyes. Wth

rhi nest ones

in the mddl e, so they sparkled when she blinked. Blue, green, hazel, brown.
Kal ei doscope tears.

Goi ng blind.

CGetting |ost.

In her stupor, her torpor, terror, Dot had steered by the wong set of jagged
cracks, and now she drifted thick in the Sargasso Sea of the town's bad side,
and she was getting scared.



Men were | ooking at her, sizing her up. Tall, dusky men with their hands in
their pockets, hair nets on their heads, pulled down so the V pin-holed the
center of their foreheads. Third eyes of malice. Wnen in black pol yester
sauntered past, narrowed their lids. Everyone stared with their perfect,

bl oodshot, eyes. Dot stonped down the street as if she knew what she was

doi ng.

But what she was doing was getting |ost, and part of her was astoni shed at
how

frightened she was about it. Wth each step across each trough of jagged
crack,

her heart punped faster, brave little propeller nuscle. Her stomach tightened,
a

stomach that had al ready become a hard, round clam hiding inside itself. She
was a di stress beacon, announcing to all around her, all who wondered what an
obvi ously niddl e-cl ass honky Angl o woman was doing in the

barri o-project-ghetto

in the |ate afternoon, that she was vul nerabl e, and defensel ess, adrift

wi t hout

food or water. Up the friggin' creek without a friggin' paddle.

The sun di pped. A black dog with a running sore on its back trotted beside
her,

whi npering in tune to her heartbeat. "Shoo," Dot said, and her voice was

Wi mpy

and baby small .

Lost. Mugged. Cut up real bad. Raped. Jesus God, blind girls tell no tales.
Blind wonen talk of snmells and sizes. Wite cane, black glass, mght as well
t he

fuck be naked with a gl ass eye bull'seye painted on her crotch. No, officer

I

don't know how tall he was or what col or he was but he had a | ow voi ce and
hi s

dick was well, let's see, about two-thirds the size of yours.

Three young Oriental boys in neon shorts and surfin' T-shirts wandered by,
made

comments, hooted, and chuckled. After they
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rounded the corner, Dot covered her nmouth with her hand, fighting down the
waves

of panic. Trade it in, get her legs cut off. Mdtorized wheel chair, balloons
fluttering saucily behind, marching in the parade for the rights of the

di sabl ed: that gal's got spunk

The row houses cantil evered over the streets |ike English Tudor nmonunents
(her

favorite naked man portrait: doublet, no hose, a feathered porkpie hat. Such
eyes. Cobalt-dancing, shiny; in their way, erect.) The paint peeled off

sal non

stucco walls like rolled-up parchnents. Broken w ndows bl ed the spray-painted
hex signs of rival gangs. The stinks of garbage and urine, rotten fish and

f uel

sat on her chest like a quartet of denons. The dog barked, raised his |eg
agai nst the corner of a chain |link fence, peed.

A door opened, slammed shut. Someone knocked fromthe inside--

Knock knock

Wio's there?

You' |l never know, will you, bitch? Once you | ose sight of sight.

Shadows drifted across her ankles. Dot swall owed hard and resisted the urge
to

stop wal ki ng and get her bearings. Better to | ook |ike she knew where she was
goi ng; better yet, that she was late for a very inportant date. She imagi ned
hersel f as El eanor Lance in one of her favorite novies, The Haunting: primin



her whi pped cream and tweed, raising her nose in the air at the caretaker of
t he

evil old haunted mansion and informng him so stupidly, so ignorantly, so
blindly, "I'm expected."

Expected at the hospital tonorrow. Tomorrow Shit, it was because she'd worn
jeans to his office. She hadn't been respectful enough, in her sloppy sweater

and silly red high-tops. Keds of deep brilliant red, so that with her green
eyes

she | ooked like a thin, tall |eprechaun. When she was a little girl, she'd

been

stuffed into ruffly frocks for the periodic visits to the pediatrician. But
bi g

Dot, adult Dot, Dot on the brink of blindness, that Dot had been in a hurry,
finishing up a fireplace edition of Hurricane Bay, conplete with pines and
sunset. Pulled off her paint-stained sweatshirt, noticed the time, said, "Onh,
shit," and left on the dribbly jeans. Wiile Dr. Maxwell shone light in her
eyes,

all she could think about was the brown paint on her knees, and would some of
it

rub
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off on his nice ivory slacks?

As fucking ignorant as El eanor Lance. Expected. Fuck. And |ost now, | ost

wor se,

so lost she didn't even know if she could turn around and retrace her steps.
And through the grim grimy sky, the second-rate sun was blurring down behind
a

turquoi se apartnent building, and the broken Red Train bottle off her

st ar board

bow turned gray. The dog whi npered again and trotted off. She reached out a
hand

toit as if it were alife ring. Two black men cane out of a grocery store
and

| ooked at her. One whistled and said, "Hey, baby." Marching past, she stared
wi t hout seeing. Ad trick, new meaning.

Of to see the wizard, off to see, oh, please, M. Wzard, if she only had
some

eyes. If she only had her sight. Screech screech screech she would do it. She
woul d fucking really do it why not why the hell not. What was her life

wi t hout

brown paint, and cyan and tangerine and her good buddy, plain old daisy
egg-yol k

yel | ow?

Tears forned again. She wondered if people without eyeballs cried. And if

t hey

did, did the tears go into the sockets? Did the tears slide down soneplace in
back of your cheeks? Did you swall ow them behi nd your face? O were the gl ass
eyes |like shields or bulwarks or dikes that prevented all that? Wy hadn't
she

asked the doctor? She would have to call himthis instant, call himup and
ask

himif she would be able to cry, because, because ..

because of the wonderful things tears does.

Shit. If she found a phone, she should call a cab

And what was all that thick, rich, twenty-foot-deep bullshit anyway, about
tunmors and cancers and grow hs in her brain? If he wanted noney that bad, why
didn't he just do a hysterectony--

Trade it in, yes; who needed children? Hell, how could a blind wonan take
care

of a toddler, anyway? Hey, doc, take the ovaries and the fallopians and the



hoo- hah units. Fill those dripping surgical gloves with squishy |ady gl obs
and

keep the sockets | oaded with cornea. Leave the eyes, oh please, oh, Cod,
let's

do some nore tests now, right now

She wal ked of f the curb, and a notorcycle alnost hit her. The driver, in a
silver baseball jacket and silver helnmet, held a gas can in his lap that he
waved at her as he yelled, "Watch it, bitch!" For
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a nonent she was afraid he was going to slosh her with gasoline. But he
revved

hi s engi ne and sped around her

She exhal ed, hard, noved on

Where was she? And as for nmore tests, who was she kidding? Dr. Maxwell was
t he

end of the long, unw nding, daisy-egg yellow brick voyage to the bottom of
t he

sea. He was her specialist's specialist's great-grand specialist. He was the
| ast word in eyeball problens. Diseases. Fatalities. Wen he said cut, the
surgeons excised up to their el bows. They drowned their arms in bl ood and

| oosened organs.

A TV antenna pierced the sun's eye; black flowed over the horizon in inky
cl ouds.

And she was | ost worse

And just as her heart began a nmjor panic pol ka, and the fleeting

t hought - - hel |

if she did get nugged, maybe they'd have to postpone the surgery and they'd
find

a cure, anmxup inthe lab results, St. X of the Eyeless would take pity on
her

and no way, no way did she want to be hurt tonight, because tonorrow

af t ernoon,

she'd be hurting plenty--just as that thought flashed through her nind
somet hi ng made her stop dead and turn her head.

A flash lit up the sky. It burst soundl essly across the horizon, shot

strai ght

up into space, a brilliant, searing white. Light struck her like a slap
smashed

into wi ndows, vaporizing them nelting fences. Light, but no heat, bright and
tinted yell ow and white and a col or that was no col or but a sensation of

i ntense, harsh, destruction.

Dot cried out and flung her hands over her face. She saw her finger bones. As
her | egs buckl ed and she sank to the sidewal k, she thought, the Big One.

Sur gery
wi || be postponed because the Russians have just nuked the hospital. Thank
God,

t hank God, thank--

And then she screamed and shut her eyes tightly. Because, although it was

i mpossi ble, the light intensified.

Duck and cover. That was what they used to sing. Duck and cover. She bent
over,

covering the back of her neck, and sobbed.

The Big One. Dear God, would it hurt? Wuld she sizzle or just evaporate? And
then fl oat above the bl ackened earth and the
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rubbl e, and glide down sone tunnel--

Wal k toward the light. That's what happened next when you died, the white
l'ight,

and sormeone who | oved you, waiting. Some nystical white light.

After a long time, she opened her eyes. Searing white, too bright for her to



endure. She cl osed them again, hard. Okay, maybe dead. A good trick. An okay
trick.

Jesus, no! It was not okay. The screech screech screech was just a joke, al
right? She'd thought about it because she was scared. Because it wasn't fair.
She cried, tears bundling around her eyeballs and spilling down her face.
Wasn't

up to her anyway, was it? If she was dead, she was dead. Trade nmade. Done
deal .

What a | oad of crap, she thought, and opened her eyes.

The ni ght was pitch-black around her. Mars black, ivory black. It was so dark
she coul dn't even see her knees, her fingers, the cracks in sidewal k.

She |istened. No sound. She licked her |ips and gingerly straightened back up
The peeling walls, the chain link fences, the dirty wi ndows. Everything was
gone.

O swathed in the night.

O she really was dead.

O el se she had just gone blind, prematurely.

"Ch, Cod," she npaned, and touched her eyes. Two round, big grapes. Still

t here.

Her sigh of relief was a scream of protest, because tonorrow they woul d not
be,

and now that the gane was over (what had it been, a factory expl osion?) she
under st ood that she had no choi ces.

And then she saw the house.

It |oonmed across the street, an i mense, wooden Victorian of perhaps five
stories. It was difficult to tell howtall it was; gingerbreaded gabl es poked
at

odd angl es and heights. In perfect, new condition, it was painted white and
bei ge and pernmanent green, and she could tell all this because the walls were

packed with wi ndows, |ike the dozens of little mrrors on a sixties-style
pur se

or blouse fromlIndia. Each wi ndow bl ossoned wi th happy
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dai sy-yellow light, and they were all exposed, w thout curtains or blinds.
A round porch studded with carved posts grew | arger as she got to her feet
and

wal ked toward it. Large green flower boxes of orange flowers hung fromthe
railing.

Dot reached out a hand and said softly, "Hello?"

She heard a strange click behind her, alnpbst a hiss, acconpanied by a | ow,
threateni ng voice that said, "G me your purse," at the exact sanme tine that
she

| ooked through the oval glass in the center of the front door, and saw a man
in

a white terry cloth bathrobe raise an axe over his head.

At his feet, a naked worman hel d her hands out in a pleading gesture.

"Cod!" Dot shrieked.

The wonman brought her hands beneath her chin and doubl ed forward. The man

ar ched

hi s back, began the arc--

"No!" Wthout thinking, Dot ran to the front door and pounded on it with her
fists.

The man froze. So did the woman. They posed |ike wax figures, the axe al nost
to

her neck.

Dot banged on the door. They did not nove. She rattled the knob, kicked at

t he

gl ass.

They did not nove.

"Jesus!" Dot called. "Jesus!"



She turned around, saw no one, heard a rustle in the bushes against the front
of

t he house. "Hey!" she said, then renenbered a sharp sense of danger, a voice,
a

hi ss-click.

She backed away, escaped to the porch.

The woman screaned. There was a chunk- -

Dot ran the I ength of the porch, shrieking.

The rowl ets of wi ndows sparkled, blurred. She searched through them for one

| arge enough, | ooked in. A roompainted nint green, with no furniture, no

pi ctures, nothing. The floor gl eanmed, bare wood. Another scream God, she had
to

do sonmet hing. She had to hel p--

What, go in there and be axed? Screech screech screech, the axe trick? Trade
for

t hat ?

Didn't matter. Wouldn't happen. Couldn't. She curled her
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fingers under the bottomrail and pushed. The | ower sash noved easily,
sliding

upward wi thout a sound. There was no screen

The wonman screanmed again. Dot swall owed hard and clinbed into the house, into
the bare room

Her feet made rapping noises on the floor as she ran toward the door; the
sounds

seened out of sync with her steps. She glanced down, stunbled, and knocked
her

el bow agai nst the wall.

Chunk.

Her breath canme hard, hot. She wapped her hand around the doorknob and bit
her

lower lip. Christ, what the hell was she doi ng?

Eyebal | i ng the situation

Chunk.

She opened the door.

The man stood on the other side. Someone had dropped a bucket of naphthol red
pai nt over his head--

Jesus, God, no, no, no--

And his hand clutched the axe. Something pink and | ong and pul si ng was

wr apped

around the business end.

"Wl come to the eye of the storm"” he said warmy

Dot yanked the door shut. He stopped it with his foot, grabbed the knob

gr abbed

Dot's wrist. His hand was sticky, viscous, strong.

She tried to speak, to nove, to do anything. He dragged her down the hall.
The

wal s were covered with mrrors; she saw herself a hundred times, shanbling
behi nd the ghoul, the man who was snmiling with red teeth and red |ips.

H s eyes were washed with red. His eyes were filled w th bl ood.

Bl ood streaned down his cheeks like scarlet red tears.

Dot swayed. Her eyes rolled back in her head and she felt herself going,

goi ng;

she stopped herself, forced herself back into consciousness, and trailed
behi nd

him She stared with horrible fascination at the axe. Was that the last thing
she was going to see? The swipe of a blade? A true-life screech screech
screech!

"Ch, dear," she nmpaned, and it sounded so stupid, so banal, that she found
hersel f dissolving into hysterical giggles.



The man towed her around a corner. To port, a flight of stairs carpeted in
sea

green; to starboard--

Dot threw up, all over her own forearm as the man | owered
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the axe to the top of his bloody shoe and nodded with satisfaction

The wonan lay at his feet. Her abdonmen was sliced open, and everything | ay
strewn at her feet like jetsamon the beach

When she was finished vomiting, Dot stood trenbling. Her mnd raced, trying
to

think her way out of it. But it was too busy quarreling--this isn't real
Yes,

it is. No. Yes--to be of much use.

So Dot stood hel pl essly beside the man, certain that she was drowning in
fear,

because she coul dn't breat he.

"Why don't you try it?" the nman said. He let go of her wist and held out the
axe. "Gve it a good, hefty swing."

She stared at him unable to make sense of his words. He shook the axe.
"Gve it a go," he urged. He | ooked as though he'd been skinned--sticky red,
even his hair, slicked down as if it had been painted on

"Nnnn," Dot said, and yet, and yet ... Her mind flailed, splashed.

Take the fucking axe, she thought at |ast, and bash his fucking head in.
Wrdl essly, she accepted the bl oody weapon fromhim She gripped the handl e
with

bot h hands, blood sticking to her, took a breath--

And then he stepped behind her and put his hands over hers as if he were
teaching her to play golf. He snelled of blood; his arms were frigid. Hs
bat hrobe parted and his penis fit between her buttocks.

"We' || do one together, okay?" he asked. His breath was fetid, the odor of
rotted tissue.

Bile rose in her throat. She heaved once, tw ce, had nothing nore to throw up.

"Please, | don't ... I'mhaving an operation tonorrow," she blurted out. "I
have

to get back."

He | aughed. "You don't want to go."

"Yes, | nmean ..."

"No, you don't want to. Because you'll die on the table."

She jerked, tried to | ook at him He captured the side of her head between
hi s

jaw and shoul der. "What are you ... what?"
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"Your eyes have cancer in them" he said, "and they want to cut them out. But
you'll die anyway. You'll die fromthe anesthetic."

"How do you know?" She stared down at the wonman, shut her eyes tight. His
body

was all around her. Hi s penis nudged against her. She'd gone crazy, that was
it.

It started with the flash. She'd gone crazy at the flash. |Inmagined the flash
Blinding |ight.

The man gestured to the woman. "Go on. dinb in."

Dot shook. The man | et go of one of her hands and w apped his arm around her
wai st. Bl ood sneared over Dot's bl ouse, straight across her abdonen, in the
same

pl ace the worman had been but chered.

"Make a trade?" the man whi spered.

Dot's head | olled back agai nst his chest, her neck arched and exposed. Wth
one

cl ean whack, he could behead her, if he wanted.

She swal | owed hard. "Wo are you?"



"I think you know." His voice bubbled with amusenent. "Cuz | know what you
want . "

She shook her head.

In another room a wi ndow slid open. She heard the sound as clearly as the
man' s

si gh of happi ness. Heard footsteps on the bare floor

"I"ve got a gun!" a voice called, and it was the same voice that had

mur mur ed

"G me your purse," outside in the dark. "Hold on, |ady! Keep fighting!"
"Ch, Jesus." Dot's voice quavered as the man tightened his grip on the axe.
"One for practice," he said, "and then you take care of the others. Then we
can

go in. If you want, we can eat her heart first.'
with

hi s shoe.

The footsteps drew closer. "Lady, are you okay?" the other man shouted.

"He isn't arned," the axe nman assured her. He lifted Dot's |inp arns above
her

head. The axe hovered above them both. Gore dripped onto the crown of Dot's
head.

Dot whi npered. "No, no, no--"
Whooooowahsssh.
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"See? It's very sharp. It cuts very clean.'
did a good job."

"I... I..." Dot's entire body convul sed. He held her firm

"The trade. You want to know about the trade. " He gestured to the w ndows on
the other side of the room "You saw in, you can see out. Look."

And she did | ook

In an instant, all the wi ndows shifted and sparkl ed. Light danced off them
Green light. The room gl owed with undersea jade, with shi mering, beautiful
green.

A city appeared, green castles with spires that jittered and rippled, perched
on

He nudged the dead wonan

The man kissed Dot's tenple. "You

a hill carpeted with lush grass and tall verdant trees. Fields of orange
flowers

sprouted. And the wi ndows of the city glanced with light, green light, |ike
jewels, like big green jewels, like--

The mirrors danced and pirouetted, opened and closed like | enses.

Dot trenbled. "You're the devil."

"Lady, where the hell are you?" called the other man.

The axe man ki ssed her again. "Don't be silly." He nuzzled her. "Here he
cones.

He thinks he's so brave."

"Why? Why do you want to make me do this?" Dot demanded shrilly.

The man |l et go of her. She dropped the axe and ran without seeing, slaming
into

t he banni ster on the side of the stairway. Stunned, she held on to the rails
as

if they were prison bars.

The axe man inclined his head and said, "Listen."

"Hel p," called a new voice, the high-pitched falsetto of a young boy.

"Kid? Is there a kid in here? Jesus!" the other nan bell owed from sonewhere
in

the house. "Kid, hold on! There's a bad man in here! He's got an axe!"

The boy began to cry. "My, | want my nmonmy. "

"They'l| keep coming," the man said to Dot. "The little people. There will be
nmore. And it'll get harder for you. The trick will become nore and nore
difficult."

He wi ped the blood fromhis eyelids, then reached into the
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sockets and yanked out his eyes. H's scream echoed down the halls, mngled
with

Dot's. She flew around himand headed for the door

"Trade! Trade!" he shouted at Dot, follow ng her with his outstretched hand.
" Do

it, Dotty!"
"Lady!" the other man cried, closer still, and the child' s sobs grew | ouder
"Lady?"

The door was | ocked.

"Everything's | ocked," the eyel ess man said. H s gaping sockets dripped. The
eyes in his hand stared at Dot. They rolled in his palm the irises a

vi brant,

unbel i evabl e green

"Pick up the axe."

"No," Dot said, flattening herself against the door. "No."

He paused, sighed. "Then | will." Casually, he flung the eyes over his
shoul der--they rolled into the shadows--1eaned over, and hefted the axe.
"Col d-hearted orbs," he said. "Nothing nore."

And then he stal ked her, raising the axe over his head. "I amthe great and
terrible, | ama wiz of a--"

And suddenly, nore than anything, she wanted glass eyes; it was all right to
have gl ass eyes; it was wonderful --

Acrylic, yes, and three fittings by the apprentice to the Eyeball Mker to
t he

Stars--

pl ease, M. Wzard--

"I was joking! she shouted. "Joking!"

He wal ked toward her slowy, deliberately, drawing the axe over his right
shoul der, finding his grip. "I'"mnot."

She woul d wake up, wake up, wake up

--on the street outside

--in the hospita

--in bed, at hone on the farm oh, Auntie Em and di scover she was only a
girl,

and this was all a dream-

Dot wept soundl essly.

"Crocodile tears,” the nman said. "No tricks, now. None. You can't nelt nmne,
you

know. | was expecting you."

A ass eyes gl ass eyes, going blind and going to die. Wiy why why and why the
fuck not.

"Hel p!'" the boy screeched as he flewinto the room He wore overalls and a

pl aid
shirt, and his eyes were cornfl ower blue. He
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saw Dot, and the axe man, yelled and doubl ed back, only to run into a tal
man

behind him a gaunt, bearded man with I ong, blond hair. The stranger held an
opened switchblade in his left hand.

The eyel ess man ignored them He stood so close to Dot she could snell what
he

was beneath the bl ood. And what he was, was eneral d green death.

"W ndows of the soul," he whispered. The shadow of the axe fell across Dot's
face.

Then he turned the axe head sideways and swiped it like a sickle. Dot saw the
bl ade head, saw it com ng, saw it comi ng, scream ng, Saw -

VWhite light. Green light. Her eyes, burned to gl ass.

And then a world of green, all green, as she hurtled in a whirlw nd toward

t he



green-jewel ed city, screaming at the stars overhead, the shards of gl ass, the
jagged cracks in her eyes.

VWhite light.

Scream ng, as a bl ade sliced open her stomach and in the space that was nade
the man with the switchblade and the little cornfield boy pushed up her guts
and

clinmbed into her abdomen, stepped down into her bowels, their footsteps |oud
and

echoi ng.

VWhite light.

And she | ooked up and saw that she was flying upward, into a sea of green

t hat

pul sed, pulsed, with the rhythmof a heart.

And the pul se thundered all around her, throbbing, bleeding into her,
cascadi ng

down her throat, behind her eyes, her glass eyes.

Her throat of glass, her eyes of glass, her heart of glass-- hattered.
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The Grass of Renenbrance

John DeChanci e

John DeChancie is well known as a witer of science fiction and fantasy, but
hi s

contributions to the HDF genres have been very infrequent. If you ask him
why,

he's likely to tell you it's because he really doesn't like horror and
doesn' t

really understand it as a literary form He wote a book with me (Crooked
House,

Tor Books) that was kind of an experinmental haunted house novel, and the
entire

time we worked on it, he clainmed he didn't know what he was doi ng. Mbst
peopl e

who read the book felt he knew exactly what he was doi ng. John can be a very
funny guy--even when he's not into his Rodney Dangerfield routine.

Born in 1946 in Pittsburgh, he is a second generation Italian-Amrerican. Hs
fam |y nane was Di C ancia until his father had it legally changed. Stil

l'iving
inthe city where the three rivers neet, he is currently working on a new
fantasy series. O the following story, | think it's the only piece of short

fiction he's ever published. But "The G ass of Renenbrance is so totally
original and so purely a horror story, you're going to wish this guy has

t aken

nore journeys into HDF territory.
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When Ted Kirby saw the brown UPS truck creeping down the street toward his
pl ace, he knew it had sonething for him He was expecting delivery of the
"mracle" grass seed any day now. In fact, he had been waiting inpatiently
for

nont hs.

He was kneeling by the dead azal eas near the concrete front wal k, struggling
with the intractable taproot of what had been a sprawing ugly weed. He had
cut

off the top of the plant and exposed the enornously thick root enough to
grasp

it tenuously with a thunb and two fingers. He was tugging at it, gently and
steadily, not wanting to break it off near the surface and have the denonic
thing regenerate its |leathery dark green | eaves and bilious yellow fl owers
yet

again. This time he'd get it all. The ground was sodden after a week of rain,
the soil nice and | oose, and if he were patient enough ..



"That's it, baby. Easy does it."

He | ooked up, continuing to pull on the root. The UPS van had stopped about
five

houses down, the driver peering out into the bright afternoon sun, |ooking at
house nunbers.

"Over here, pal. I'mthe one you want.'
the driver to hear. "Conme on, baby," he said, |ooking down again, his voice
ironically sweet and cooing. "Easy does it. Conme to papa."” He was | osing

pati ence quickly, as he usually did. He wi ped his hands on his faded jeans,
scrunched the brimof his baseball cap down, and tried for a better grip.

" Come

to daddy, honey. That's it." Then, his voice turning bitter, he began yanking
on

the thing. "Cone on, conme on ... no good, lousy, stinking, rotten, filthy
prick

weed BASTARD!'

Wth a snick, the root broke, but an astonishing foot and a half of it cane
slithering up, a yellow white, tapering, waxen rope. Kirby half expected to
see

magma wel ling up fromthe hole.

"Son of a bitch must go hal fway down to hell," he nuttered. Sighing, he threw
the root aside and levered hinself to his feet. He | ooked around at his |awn.
Wong. Couldn't call it a lawn. Couldn't call a good three quarters of an
acre

of clay, gravel, raincarved ruts, hordes of thriving weeds, and occasi ona
sickly clunmps of burnt-out grass a |lawn. A weed arboretum maybe

He had tried everything. The last three years had been a titanic struggle of
one

honeowner agai nst the worst soil upon which any
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devel oper had ever plunked a tract house down. The "topsoil" the | andscapi ng
contractor had supplied, a pungent hash of mine tailings and cow manure, had
washed away in a heavy rain shortly after Kirby and his wife had noved in.
Wth

good topsoil going for thirty dollars a small truckload, Kirby had called the
contractor and had demanded a new | awn.

The contractor's reply: "Hey, talk to the man upstairs. W just throw the
dirt

down and plant. Rain ain't our departnent.”

So Kirby spent the next few weekends raking and | oosening the hard subsoil

t hen

repl anted. Nothing. He watered nore. Nothing. He watered | ess. Nothing. He
tried

every conceivabl e seed and seed m xture: Kentucky bl uegrass, perennial rye,
red

fescue, Chewi ng's fescue, red top, Merion blue, velvet bent, creeping bent,
nmeadow fescue, annual blue, white clover ... even the zoysias and ot her
exotic

strains. Alnost none of it came up, and that which did never |asted a sumer.
He

| avi shed the ground with all nmanner of fertilizer and chemi cal nostrum
Conmrer ci al concoctions were usel ess. He top-dressed with sifted conpost,

har dwood ash, boneneal, cottonseed meal, superphosphate, and tankage, all to
no

avail. He spread the excreta of various animals--cow, chicken, horse, sheep
and

goat. He had the soil tested, found it to be slightly acid, and spread |ine.
No

luck. Muriate of potash--sane result. Nitrate of soda--ditto. Mno-basic

pot assi um phosphate, potassiumnitrate, calciumnitrate, magnesium sulfate,

He spoke not nearly |oudly enough for



iron

sulfate, ditto, ditto, ditto, ditto, ditto. In a fit of exasperation, he
bought

a Rototiller, chewed up the entire plot, and renade the lawn. It canme up as
before, only to choke and wither and die. The struggl e becane an obsession
He

fought on. His wife got to the point where she cringed when she saw hi m put
on

hi s garden clothes and go out to the garage. Qutside, he would grunble and
curse

and nutter continually. Hs wife couldn't stand to hear it, shutting herself
in

t he bedroom or flying out of the house on needl ess shopping trips. He had
carried on the crusade three sunmers running, and spent winter nights reading
books on gardening and | awn care. Last winter he had tried the techni que of
sowi ng seed on top of the snow. Came spring, and the earth broke open with
noi st, pale green shoots--which strangl ed and shrivel ed when the dry season
cane.
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He flewinto a rage. Half berserk, he ripped out all the shrubs, even the
rhododendrons that were doing passably well. Afterward, he regretted the

out burst, and apol ogi zed to Jenny. She was beyond being nollified, however,
and

threatened to | eave him suggesting that he seek professional help. It wasn't
just the lawn, she said. It was everything. He had changed. Did he know that
he

was al ways tal king to hinsel f? A ways, swearing darkly in that

hal f-intelligible

dyspeptic nmurmur of his. She was frightened.

"Goddamit, then |leave!" He stalked into the garage. She left, finally, about
a

nonth | ater.

Kirby stood on his sorry lawn as the van pulled in front of the house. He was
tired, and felt useless. Two heavy blows | ast week. He had been furl oughed at
the plant--and himwith a white-collar, mddle managerial position. "Things
are

going to hell in a fucking hand basket,"” is the way a fell ow enpl oyee, also a
victimof the axe, had put it. "Wen they don't have paper for us to push,
you

know it's getting bad." And his suit against the devel oper and the

| andscapi ng

contractor had been thrown out of court. Also, he had had cold confort in
Jenny's lawyer telling himthat she didn't want the house. Nobody wanted the
goddamnm thing. "She wants half the capital gain when you sell,"” the | awer
had

sai d. When he sold. He had Jaughed.

H s gaze was drawn to the stacks and spires of Poseidon Chemical jutting
above

the low hills to the east. He had a resune into Poseidon, but they weren't
hiring. Who was? Besides, chemicals wasn't his business. Steel had been ..
Chemical s. Maybe sonmewhere, he thought, sonewhere there's a conpany that puts
out a real miracle growing forrmula. Just a matter of the right nolecules.
Little

t hi ngs, nol ecul es; |ike PingPong balls, arranged in various configurations.
Just

the right conbinations, and--

"Ki rby?"

It was the UPS driver, yelling fromthe van
"Yeah, right here."
Kirby crossed the lawn to the truck, absently kicking at rock-like clunps of



cl ay.
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"Somet hin' for you,'
t hen

passing hima clipboard. Kirby funbled with the bul ky box, put it down, then
scrawl ed his signature on the clipboarded delivery list.

"Ckeydoke! " The driver gunned the van's engi ne and pulled away.

Ki rby wal ked back to the open garage, reading the |abel on the box. This was
it,

the fancy experinmental grass seed. Probably another rip-off. Another failure.
He

couldn't even make out the nanme of the conpany. "Os ... Os-wee-Kkin®"

The | abel read OSW ECI M HORTI CULTURAL PRODUCTS, OSWECIM POLAND. He hadn't
ordered anything fromPoland. Ch, here it was--1 MPORTED EXCLUSI VELY BY GRANT
| MPORTS, PASSAIC, NJ. Right. Polish grass. Sounded |ike a bad j oke.

In the garage, he took a hunting knife to the reinforced strapping tape and
ri pped the box open. Inside was a |arge clear plastic bag full of fine seed.
Sone literature as well. He took out a small brochure and | ooked at it. It
consi sted of one short paragraph repeated in several |anguages--French

Ger man,

Italian, English, and others he couldn't identify--and photographs of plots
of

the driver said, handing over a | arge cardboard box,

grass.
"Great."

He read the English

Plant this seed with a grieving heart, and it will grow where other grasses
will

not. It will cover that which cannot be covered-- shane, despair, tragedy,
cruelty, and sin. This is the Grass of Healing. The wounded earth will take
it

toits bosom Do not bother to nurture it, for it will growif the earth has

received that which has bled in innocence. This is the G ass of Renenbrance.
"What the hell is this crap?" Disgusted, he crunpled the brochure and threw
it

into a corner.

St oopi ng, he cut open the plastic bag and ran his hand through the seed.
Didn't

| ook unusual; just ordinary grass seed, a pale beige in color. He had nothi ng
to

lose. He lifted the bag, carried it to the Scottspreader, and dunped the
entire

contents in. It was |late June, possibly the worst tine to plant, but what the
hel I .
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Later, Kirby slouched in the ersatz Eanes chair in the living room sucking
absently on a can of beer while he half watched the el even o' cl ock news. He
was

nmostly thinking. Wth one ear he heard the anchorman tal ki ng about trouble at
t he Posei don works. An enpl oyee had bl own the whistle on shoddy safety
neasur es

at the plant. A controversy had ensued.

Abruptly, he got up and turned the set off. Had he heard sonethi ng? Yes, down
the street a child was scream ng. Laughi ng?

He sighed and | ooked out the curtainless picture window Jenny had nade off
with

the curtains--why, he'd never know. She'd made them herself, probably. He
peer ed

out into the night. Something had been naking him feel strange all afternoon
an

edgy, antsy feeling. From being alone, nost likely. He wasn't used to it yet.



Qut side, crickets clicked and chirped, cicadas buzzed in the brush covering
t he

vacant | ot next door. Fromfar away cane the disconsolate how of a dog. He
didn't like the way he was feeling; not at all. Wat the hell was wong wth
hi n?

The crap in the brochure. The cryptic phrases had echoed in his head al

aft ernoon. Even now. The Grass of Healing. Crazy stuff. The wounded earth
will

take it to its bosom... Wuat could it all nean? That which has bled in

i nnocence. Why woul d soneone wite junk like that in advertising material for
grass seed? He couldn't get it out of his mnd

He went down to the gane room and rewote his resune.

Kirby was still unenployed two weeks later (and still lacked a firm
invitation
to an interview), but the grass came up spectacularly well. He had not even

bothered to water it. It hadn't rained either-- unless he was badly m staken
the two weeks were a tineless alcoholic blur to him The ground was parched
and

cracked, but thick, vibrant shoots were poking through all over, oasis green
and

resol ute. Bare patches m ssed in seeding soon filled in, colonized by
aggressi ve

under ground rhi zomes snaki ng from nei ghboring plants. Weds shrivel ed and

di ed

all over the lawn, and the dry husks of dead grubs surfaced, crowded out of
their hibernation chanbers like slumtenants displaced by urban renewal. The
grass grew only so high--about two and a half inches--and stopped. Kirby
fired

up the Sears riding nower once, for form s sake, and
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mowed dutifully, but by late August, the grass had gone untrimred for a nonth.
There was not nuch remar kabl e about the way it | ooked.

Kneeling, Kirby tore a tiny plug out of the thick pelt of turf around him and
examned it. Over tine, he had become sonething of an expert. The stem and

bl ade

of the individual plant |ooked |ike any northern-climte bent grass, but at
wor k

here was an auxiliary above-ground growth nechani sm-stol ons, also called
creepers--that nade the plant extrenely prolific. In this it was no different
fromthe zoysias and other southern varieties such as St. Augustine grass,
but

those and others had failed here conpletely, and bl uegrass, which utilized a
simlar stratagem had barely held its own.

Around the first of Septenmber, the lawn's growth curve seened to reach a
poi nt

of dim nishing returns, and stabilized.

Then it began to die.

But not before Kirby started dreanm ng about Nazis in the vacant lot. The

dr eans

started in md July.

"I don't want to dream about fucking Nazis again. Please, God, don't let ne
dream about them again."

Ki rby was reduced to whinpering, slunped in the Eames chair with an all-night
cable novie station on the tube, buzzed out of his brain on Jenny's
prescription

diet pills, an old half-full bottle of which he had chanced across in a

kit chen

drawer among the balls of string and bits of alum numfoil and other oddnents
(Jenny had taken nost of the culinary utensils). But the beer would finally
get



through to him and he woul d nod off and agai n dream about the fucking Nazis
standing out there in the tall grass of the vacant |ot, bl ack-hel neted,

bl ack-coat ed statues of Aryan manhood, the red of their arnmbands |ike open
wounds upon their souls. They would stare at him questioning him He would
be

wor ki ng on the lawn, usually reseeding by hand, scattering fistfuls of seed
angrily into the wind, sweat running in ticklish rivulets down the back of
hi s

neck. They woul d stand out there, occasionally nmoving fromside to side, now
and

then stepping forward toward the | ot but never com ng out of the weeds to
step

on the grass. And he would yell, his throat constricted and burning, "Wat do
you want ? What do
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you want from nme?" And one of them would answer, "W bin die Unschul dei gen

Ki nder ?"

"Say it in English, notherfucker!"

"Where are the innocents?"

"CGet out of here! Get out!"™ Still casting grass seed at themas if engaged in
some exorcisnic ritual, he would walk toward themuntil he came cl ose enough
to

see the death' s-heads on their collars, insignia of the Totenkopfverbande.
"Wr mussen ... we rnust guard this ground. It is our duty."

And he woul d wake up with his arns twitching and el ectric shocks convul sing
hi s

body, half paral yzed and unable to scream

He did not have the dreans every tine he slept; if he had, Kirby's devel opi ng
psychosi s woul d have swallowed himin very short order indeed. As it was, the
di sease process, already considerably advanced by the tinme Jenny left him
was

nerely accel erat ed.

First to have sone intuition that Kirby's condition mght well be clinica
was

Ji m DeLuca, a friend who dropped over one evening to see how Kirby was
getting

al ong. Over beers, they bullshitted awhile, and DeLuca got the unm stakable
and

di sconcerting inpression that he was talking to a man who was gradual |y

| osi ng

hi s handl e on things. Although he did not have a catal og of synmptons to refer
to, he had done enough general reading to be disturbed by Kirby's free flight
of

i deas, his short attention span, his abrupt nood shifts. And even if he

coul dn't

go by synptonmatol ogy, the horrible nmess of the house, Kirby's haunted eyes
and

cadaverous general appearance were clues enough

Still, DeLuca wasn't altogether sure. At this point, Kirby still had
protracted

monents of rationality.

"There aren't any jobs out there, Jim" Kirby |amented, shaking his head.
"There

al ways used to be jobs. Wat's going on?"

"It's called industrialization.'" DeLuca gulped fromhis can of MIler's, and
bel ched loudly. "That's what's going on, Ted."

"I call it screwing the little guy. That's all it is. Just another way to
fuck

over people."

DeLuca nodded--and when he got home that night he tracked down Jenny's nunber



and call ed her. Jenny agreed that sonething was wong but didn't know what to
do. Kirby's parents were dead,
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and he had one brother in California, but Kirby hadn't seen himin years and
he

had an unlisted phone nunber. There was little that anyone could do, at |east
for now.

In the August heat of the house, the ML6 was cool in his hands. The rifle had
been easy enough to purchase, even though sale and ownership of this fully
automatic nodel was totally illegal. Afriend of a friend dealt in them and
in

ot her contraband weaponry. Could this friend of a friend interest Kirby in a
good deal on a reconditioned WN'I-vintage arny-i ssue Thonpson subrachi ne gun?
Yes, he could, though Kirby had bl own his already-depl eted savi ngs account on
the M6 and didn't know where the nmoney for the tommy would cone from Didn't
care. At that point Kirby just wasn't thinking.

He had forgotten about the lawn. Didn't care. It was dying and he didn't

care.

Fi xations are variable. OQher things were bothering him his life, the shape
and

contour of it, the substance of it. He didn't like it. It is difficult to
descri be exactly what he was feeling. H s nind was a flux of half-forned

t houghts, a tarn of hal fcongeal ed enpoti ons.

The Nazis still bothered himtoo. Particularly unsettling was their

appear ance

in the daytime as flickering i mages at the edges of his vision, vanishing
when

he | ooked at themdirectly. He would turn his head away and they'd be there,
standing guard in the vacant |ot, black scarecrows in a field of weeds--and
still those questioning eyes, eyes blue and steely, set in faces creased with
the sorrows and pains of hell, eyes that spoke: Wiy are we here? There is
not hi ng for us here.

Ki rby decided that Greenfield, the owner of the Tudor splitentry across the
street, would be the first to get it. Kirby had the back of his neighbor's
Adi das T-shirt in the sights of the M6 as Greenfield sprayed the tied-down
silver maple in the front yard.

This was shortly after Kirby had screaned at sone airhead of a clerk at an
enpl oyment agency who, over the phone, had the tactlessness to use the phrase
"a

man of your age" when telling Kirby how difficult it would be to find hima

j ob.

Kirby shot white heat into the receiver, infornmng the clerk in so nany words
t hat
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the age of forty did not necessarily signal the onset of senility. He slamed
the recei ver down and cracked the ivory plastic of the pretty little Princess
phone.

Maybe not Greenfield. What was it the Nazis kept asking? Were are the

i nnocents? How about this group of kids on bikes conming down the street?
Unschul - sonet hi ng ki nder. Kinder. Didn't that nean children? These | ooked

i ke

t hem what ever-the-fuck-it-was children to him He swiung the barrel until he
was

tracking the kids. There were five or six of them furiously pedaling bikes
with

smal I i sh wheel s and oversi ze handl ebars and plastic colored streaners flying
fromthe handgrips. He tracked themuntil they flew past the house, then ran
to

a wi ndow of the famly roomto pick themup again. They raced on down the
road--and here a strange thing happened.



It is said to happen usually when a person is drowning or is close to death.
But

in Kirby's case, it came at a critical decision point in his life. Hs life
didn't actually pass in front of his eyes. It was nore like this: the entire
geography of his life appeared to him laid out on a detailed map in
bas-relief,

viewed from an aerial perspective. Here he was at this set of coordinates, in
this house-- go back three years and he and Jenny were in the house on Delia
Street, into which they had noved shortly after marrying--go back fromthere

The map showed everything clearly. Here the small town of his boyhood in
M chi gan; there the Air Force base in Texas where he had undergone basic
trai ning, then had been discharged because of a recurring peptic ulcer; there
the small college in northern Pennsylvani a where he had taken his BA--here
was
every place he had spent time in, all the physical points of his life, al
connected by dotted lines drawn in orange Magic Marker. Parallel to the Iines
lay red arrows pointed in the direction of forward tine. And now as he
crouched
in the sweaty interior of his enpty house (Jenny's brother had come and
trucked
away most of the furniture--Kirby hadn't protested), the |ast orange dotted
l'ine
left the barrel of the ML6, leading directly to the kids. A huge floating red
arrow swung with the line as it noved in a broad arc ..

until one of the guards stepped into his line of fire, holding up an
adnoni shi ng pal m shaking his onyx-helnmeted head. H s eyes were
preternaturally
sad.
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Kirby screaned and fell backwards, sprawing on the parquet floor. He |eft
t he
dropped rifle and fled into the basenent. In a few mnutes he was busy m xing
pai nt --he had been neani ng to whitewash the exposed concrete bl ock in back of
t he house--the incident having failed to | eave a mark on his mind, running
from
it like ink on waxed paper
No, Kirby didn't fire his rifle until the day the whistle-bl owi ng Posei don
enpl oyee (long since term nated by direct order of the board of directors)
was
proved undeni ably right.
Kirby was dozing in one of the spare bedroons on the only bed Jenny's brother
had I eft him Sirens, shouting, and general commotion startled himto ful
consci ousness. A | oudspeaker was bl aring sonmewhere--a distorted voice
announci ng
somet hing unintelligible. He had | ain down shortly after lunch, feeling weak
and
slightly nauseated. Up to that point, he had been feeling a little better
had
been drinking |l ess, and had run out of the pills he had driven into the city
to
buy on a street corner in the ghetto. He hadn't seen or dreanmed of the Nazis
in
two weeks. It was mid Septenmber, a Saturday afternoon, and the | awn was
conpl etely brown, though tenperatures had been keeping to the md seventies.
He sat up and knew he was very ill, his stonmach inverted and ready to erupt.
He
found it difficult to breathe. He got up, tottered to the bathroom and threw
up. After rinsing out his nouth, he went to the open sliding windowin the
famly room



Qutside, the world was in the process of turning upside down. People were
runni ng everywhere. Volunteer fire trucks raced up and down the streets. A
nei ghbor woman a few houses down was standing in her front yard, screaning
hol ding the linp body of her three-year-old daughter. He could hear the

| oudspeaker now. The voi ce was sayi ng sonethi ng about the necessity for

i mredi at e evacuati on

He noticed a filmof yell ow powder covering the windowsill. He ran a finger
through it and rubbed his thunmb and finger together. The stuff felt oily and
burned slightly. He rinsed his finger off under the kitchen faucet. Sonething
told himto get the ML6.

Qut si de, he stood on the concrete slab porch and watched with a curious

det achrment. Many people were visibly ill, staggering out
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of their homes, sone already collapsed on | awns, driveways, and in the
street.

Kirby saw that the yell ow powder was everywhere, showing up plainly on the
concrete of the walk and driveway, |less so as a light dusting on the grass.
The

air had a slight yellow sh cast, carrying a rank vinegary smnell.

A wave of nausea passed over him and he bent his head over until it passed.
Strai ghtening up, he saw a helmeted figure rushing toward him It was in fact
a

| ocal policeman wearing a gas mask, but the m dnight-blue uniformand the
mask

made hi m | ook enough |ike one of the dreamfigure Nazis to nake Kirby take a
step back and raise the rifle.

The cop stopped in his tracks and threw his hands up, |ooking sideways out of
t he goggl e-eyes of the nmask.

"Are you crazy?" he yelled. "Haven't you heard?" The voice was nmuffl ed, and
Kirby couldn't quite rmake him out.

"Go away," Kirby told him

"The plant--there's been an accident. This stuff is killing people! You ve
got

to get out now |Is there anyone else in the--?" The cop put a hand to his
chest

and coughed.

"You peopl e have to | eave ne al one," Kirby said.

"Drop it! Drop the gun!"

Kirby shifted his eyes to the right. Two nore cops in nmasks had hi m covered,
crouchi ng behind the doors of a squad car

"Drop it! Now "

Kirby stood there, statuelike and inpl acabl e.

The tabl eau lasted until the first cop doubled over and fell to his knees. He
ri pped off the mask and vomted on Kirby's brown |awn. Kirby watched.

The cops fired two shots each, three going wild, one creasing his back and
shattering the glass of the stormdoor. lIgnoring the searing pain along his
shoul der bl ades, Kirby enptied half the clip on full automatic at the squad
car.

He lowered the rifle and | ooked, not bothering to take cover. The cop on the
near side of the car was down. He couldn't see the other one. The first cop
was

writhing on the | awn, thin bloody foamdribbling fromhis lips. Kirby turned
and

went into the house, shutting the front door.

In the kitchen, the shakes hit him Bracing hinself by holding on to the
front

of the sink, he waited until the seizure passed, then
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pi cked up the rifle and lurched out the back door

The surviving cop was waiting for him and this time the cop's ai mwas



better.

He dropped Kirby with one shot to the upper back

Facedown in his lawn, Kirby noticed an amazing thing before he died. The
bott onmost parts of the grass stems were green! The grass wasn't dead; it was
waiting. It hadn't died after all! It nade hi m happy.

The substance rel eased by the m nor expl osion at Posei don Chenical was so
toxic

that cleanup efforts were hanpered. They never did get all the bodies out.
The

t hree-square-nile area, pronounced "sem permanently nonutilizable" by the
bureaucrats whose job it is to be creative with [ anguage, became the fina
repository for some 2500 unrecovered corpses.

A five-year-long investigation began. Wiy had officials at the plant del ayed
three hours in reporting the incident? Wiy had safety procedures been so

| axly

adhered to with the plant so near a heavily popul ated area? Why had war ni ngs
been i gnored? Who was responsi bl e?

It seened that everyone had just been follow ng orders.

One mldly interesting note: the cleanup crews narvel ed at how sone of the

[ awn

grass around the houses had survived. Everything el se had died--forests of
trees

stood bare |inbed and gray, scrub brush had died to the ground, even the

| owl i est weed had refused to germinate. But in one area a patch of healthy
gr ass

was spreadi ng outward year after year. No one knew what to nake of it, and no
one had a clue to why the grass | ooked as if soneone were cutting it. And
nobody

bothered to find out why except one scientific teamfromthe agriculture
department of the state university, who went in to get sanples. But they got
t he

hell out of there fast and never came back.

The guards saw to that.
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On the N ghtmare Express”

Francis J. Matozzo

It is always refreshing to discover a story that takes an old idea or
traditional HDF symbol and turns it inside out. Something that really rips up
all the tired old cliches. Good stories always do this-- provide the reader
with

a new way of considering the seemngly famliar. Not only is "On the

N ght mar e
Express" by Francis J. Matozzo very well witten, but it also does a dance
nunber on a couple of HDF's hoariest icons. | won't tell you what they are

because | don't want to defuse the power of Frank's tale. Don't worry, you'l
know what |'mtal ki ng about when you get there.

Frank Matozzo (he pronounces it "muh-tah-za" even though we Sicilians would
say

"muh-dotz") lives in a small Pennsylvania town with his wfe and

t hree-year-ol d

son. He says he's been witing for "quite a few years and ny progress has
been

slow." Wth recent sales to Pul phouse and Modern Short Stories, and now
Borderl ands, | think Matozzo is ready to nmake a profound inpression upon his
prof essi onal peers. |'mnot saying this just because he's a good Italian boy.
This guy is a witer, friends.
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W sat quietly on a wooden bench outside the Jenkintown train station waiting
for the 7:15 from Phil adel phia. Joe had taken the precaution of wearing a
t hi ck



wool sweater beneath his raincoat and, unlike the others waiting on the
platform he was quite warm and snug. It was unseasonably cold for Cctober
and

t he bel owfreezing tenperatures had caught nost people by surprise.

As we sat, a tunbling circle of |eaves swept along the wooden planks in front
of

us, driven by the wind. | watched them dance al ong the boards and fl oat off
into

t he shadows--they had a hypnotic effect. My nervousness about taking Joe out
faded and | began to relax. | closed ny eyes and, despite the cold, dozed

of f.

Instantly the dream cane--the black steam engi ne rose from some dark corner
of

nmy mnd, breathing snmoke and fire |like some terrifying iron-clad dragon

Behi nd

the engine the swaying flatcars stretched to infinity, carrying thousands of
naked bodi es and the choki ng odor of decaying flesh. It was an exhibit of
deat h

inall its horrendous variety. Bodies were shot, slit, shredded; disnmenbered
and

di senbowel ed, hacked-of f pieces dripping fromthe barbed wire fencing that
encl osed each overstuffed car

Down the tracks the real train appeared, its shrieking whistle cracking the
cold

night air, and I awoke in terror, heart pounding. As the crowd surged forward
to

board the train ny dreamslowy faded, like a fog bank rolling out to sea,

| eavi ng behind faint wi sps on the shores of mnmy consci ousness.

Al t hough the train was crowded, Joe and | managed to sit together. A man in
front of us was snoking a pipe, and the fruit-scented odor of tobacco

per neat ed

the car like fresh cherries. There was little conversation anong the
passengers.

Everyone was sinply enjoying the warnth of the train ... everyone except ne.
M

nightmare had left me chilled to the bone and strangely |ightheaded. | felt
so

weak that | was afraid | was going to faint.

Breathing slowy, | tried to focus on the people around us to distract myself
but succeeded only in transposing their faces onto the dead bodies in ny
dream

Only the worman sitting across the aisle interested nme enough to take my mnd
of f

t he nausea
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| had seen her on the platformwaiting with the others. She was a striking
young

worman, tall and slender with long black hair that hung bel ow her shoul ders.
She

was | eaning forward, drawing in a sketch pad. Her face was partially
obscured- -1

could see an ear, a smooth white cheek, white neck, delicate hands. The sight
of

her drawi ng brought back nmenories of art school and nmy own niserable
endeavors

in that area. She appeared young, though not so young that | imagi ned her a
student. She was dressed in tight designer jeans and a soft white bl ouse that
was vi si bl e beneath an unbuttoned bl ack | eather raincoat. Her |egs were
lifted

slightly, the tips of her white sneakers touching the floor, enabling her to



bal ance t he sketchbook on her knees. As | watched, she paused to scratch her
ankl e. A wool en sock was nudged down and her long fingers lingered on the
snoot h

fl esh. Then she was drawi ng again, the ankle left uncovered, sock crunpled.

| heard Joe's heavy breathing next to ne. He had seen the woman al so. For him
the train and everyone else in it ceased to exist. Only the girl

remai ned- -t he

bl ack hair, the delicate hands, the glinpse of naked fl esh. The sickness

i nsi de

hi m began to grow |l i ke the invading tendrils of sone obscene plant, and the
evi |

filled his veins. He loved the thrill of meanness, the rush of adrenaline

t hat

savagery gave him

The conductor called the names of towns and junctions in a deep, operatic
Voi ce.

SlowWy, the train enptied. By the tine we reached Lansdale there were only a
handf ul of passengers left. Lansdal e was her stop

She left the train with a half dozen others, then wal ked by herself to the

| one

car parked at the end of the Iot, her raincoat billow ng out |ike a cape,
reflecting the yellow |light fromthe overhead | anps. Tucked under her right
arm

was the sketchbook; a red satchel was slung over her opposite shoul der. She
wal ked snoot hly, her steps |ong but unhurried. The others that had departed
t he

train wasted no time getting out of the cold. Car engines roared in an al npst
si mul t aneous overture. By the time she reached her car, the ot was enpty,

t he

| ast car disappearing down the driveway of the station. Silence returned to
t he

lot, broken only by the jingling of her car keys.
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When she bent to open her door, Joe attacked.

He pulled a long silver knife fromthe folds of his raincoat and placed it
agai nst the softness of her throat. Wapping his powerful arnms around her
body,

he swiftly carried her off into the woods that abutted the station. There he
threw her to the ground. The sketchbook and satchel were torn away and

di scarded. Joe put the knife in his mouth, holding it between strong teeth,
tasting the hot metal. Wth both hands he tore at her pants as she wat ched
hi m

with a silent, expressionless face. The tight deni mcaught at the swell of
her

hi ps dragging her forward in the dirt. She hissed |ike a snake as he
violently

yanked, his nostrils quivering with the scent of danp | eaves and soil, the
pungent aroma of |eather. The zipper burst, scraping her tender flesh; pants
and

underwear cane off |ike a layer of skin.

Joe's heart pounded at the sight of her translucent |egs and the nusky dark
regi on of her crotch. H's hands crawl ed up her legs like spiders, squeezing
t he

softness of her thighs, the hardness in his groin aching against the confines
of

his clothing. Unzipping his own pants, he released hinself to the cool night,
stiffly poi sed above her unresisting body.

The wind carried an abundance of scents--the grass, the pine fromthe woods,
t he

sweat from his body--everything but the scent of fear that he wanted from her



She wasn't frightened. Angered, Joe spread her roughly and | owered hinself.

She

reached up for himinstantly. Her long arnms pulled himdown, her supple |egs

thrust upward to neet him Startled, he tried to pull back, but her grip was

like steel. He opened his nouth in wild protest and the knife dropped, the

serrated edge biting into his sensitive, weakening nenber. He cried in agony.

Hot ruby dots dripped fromhis penis and sprinkl ed her thighs.

The wonan | aughed, then grow ed. Her fingers clanped coldly around the tender

bl eedi ng shaft, pulling it to her nmouth. Her tongue stabbed outwards, |ong

and

dewy, and she drank

Joe's mind becanme a brilliant constellation of exploding red stars. He | eaned

over her, transfixed by the feral expression on her face, wanting her to stop
yet not wanting. His blood, his life was being sucked into the cold fire

of

her voraci ous nouth.
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The bright nmoonlight reflecting off his knife caught his eye and brought him

back. Wth his last bit of wllpower he scooped the knife up and in a single

furious nmotion buried it deep into her chest. There was an expl osi on of

bl ood.

Thi ck and viscous, it left crinson ropes on his bare | egs. The wonman screaned

in

true fear and Joe grinned--this was the way it should be.

He dug for her heart, twi sting the handle of the knife, opening a w der hole

for

the blood to gush out, wanting to enpty her as she had tried to do to him

The

bl ade sliced neatly through body tissue, scraped off the bones of her rib

cage,

and punctured her frantically palpitating heart. He pulled the knife out and

swiftly drove it in again, delighting in the firmyet giving flesh. It was a

sensation that flowed fromthe handle of the knife to his forearm to his

tingling elbow. It drove himinto a glorious rage. He hacked repeatedly at

t he

red body, long after her screams had faded, stopping only when the gushing

bl ood

turned into weak trickles that seeped slowy through the ribbons of her skin.

| mredi ately the body changed ... the skin becane winkled, the eyes sunk into

deep sockets, the hair turned spotty and white. The entire body w thered away

until what lay before us in the dirt was no | onger recognizable as the young

worman fromthe train but soneone nmuch ol der, someone anci ent. The body

conti nued

to deteriorate, crunbling to dust before ny horrified eyes.

In the distance a train whistle blared crisply on the cold night air. Joe

gat hered hinsel f, w ping the drying blood fromhis legs with the woman's

di scarded jeans. The echo of the train faded, replaced by the softer sound of

flapping wings. | stared into the night expecting a giant bird to appear

t hen

| owered ny eyes and saw t he sketchbook |ying next to the tracks, pages

fluttering in the w nd.

Si ckened by all that happened, | wal ked unsteadily to the tracks, gathering

t he

book and worman's red satchel. | sat down at the base of a tree in an area

illuminated by splinters of moonlight. Opening the book, | studied the penci

drawi ngs within--portraits and | andscapes done in a vivid realistic style.

Even

in the moonlight | could see that the wonan, whoever or whatever she was,

drew

with the ease and grace of a master. \Wen | cane upon the |ast draw ng,



78

t he one she'd been working on on the train, | froze--an insidious worm of
terror
crawm ed up ny spine as | stared at the perfect straight lines. | brought the

book cl oser to ny eyes. There was no mi stake: the death train of ny dreans,
t he
very sanme, was spread before ne.

Aurora Di G ovanni --the nanme danced |ike sweet poetry on ny tongue. | repeated
it

to nyself, aloud, in silent thought, in nmy dreams. | was haunted by the nane,
the face, the neager clues | possessed. In the safety of ny apartnent | pored
over her belongings. | studied the strangely blurred photo |icense that

pl aced

her age at twenty-five; | held the pens and pencils that were her tools,

t ur ni ng

themin nmy hands, imagining that the creative spark she gave themstil

i ngered

within the inanimate matter. | stared at the keys and wondered what

connection
there was between the beautiful artist on the train and the crunbling nonster
in

the woods ... for she was a nonster. To this Joe attested. There was no need
for

himto show me proof of the macabre act she perfornmed that night. | knew what
she was, yet | was still infatuated with her.

Joe had al so becone infatuated, but not with Aurora. After his very first
taste

of killing he longed ... no, lusted for nore. He tal ked about killing every
day,

describing the nost brutal acts of torture and mayhemin sinple |oving
detail .

The i mense gratification he took fromthese sick ravings repul sed ne nore

t han

anyt hi ng he described. For himthere was nothing nore erotic than brutality.
He

woul d work hinself into a frenzy of sexual desire that would culmnate with
hi m

kneeling half naked over the toilet, the veins in his forehead pul sing as he
spilled his amful seed into the brackish water. N ght after night he begged
ne

to go out, to ride the night trains. Night after night | refused him

He threw tantruns--scream ng at ne, cursing nme. Because of ny preoccupation
with

Aurora he accused nme of wanting to fuck the dead, then gloated that only he
was

man enough for her. In the end he would shrivel on the bathroom floor, crying
like a child, knowing that | would not |let himout.

My dreans of the death train, once a nightly terror, abruptly stopped. D d
have Aurora to thank for the cure? Had the
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transference of nmy dreamto her sketchbook, the exact transposition of ny

ni ght mare, sonehow succeeded in erasing it fromny nnd? | was unable to

| eave

such questions unanswered for long. Only ten days after Aurora's death | was
again waiting for the night train to Lansdale. Waiting with her sketchbook
under

my arm her keys jingling in ny pocket, and Joe waiting ever anxiously by ny
si de.

The address on Aurora's license turned out to be a dismal brick warehouse
whi ch



squatted like an ugly toad on a slope overlooking a freight yard. It had been
a

war m day, |ndian sunmer weather, and the night wind was mld--a far cry from
our

last visit. We rode a cab fromthe train station and a tal kative driver

dr opped

us at our destination within ten mnutes, a short crosstown haul. To
alleviate

any suspicions, | pretended that we were entrepreneurs surveying a site to
renovate and open as a restaurant. "This place could use sone new bl ood," the
driver said as he pulled up to the warehouse. "Hasn't been anyone in that
bui Il ding for ages."

"I see," | said and paid himthe fare.

Joe said nothing. He'd been silent our entire trip, staring out the w ndow of
the cab as we rode, preoccupied with his thoughts. | knew he felt this a
foolish

venture, yet he would have done anything to escape the confines of our
apartment--to be out anong people again. His silence frightened ne.

A light rain began to fall as we stood outside the building, danpening our

cl othes. The entrance was a small wooden door, barely large enough to fit a
grown nan.

What did | really expect to find? As | fished for the keys, | reviewed ny
excuse

for being there should | be questioned: to return the sketchbook to its

pr oper

owner .

After a noment of searching | found the right key, and we entered the
bui I di ng.

| mredi ately a nusty, oppressive odor reached out fromthe dark interior, as
if

anxi ous to devour the brief rush of fresh air filtering through the open door
I

could snell the danpness fromthe concrete floor and, once the door closed,
felt

ent onbed by the darkness. Only the sound of the increasing rain outside,
sizzling against the building, anchored me to reality.

| felt along the wall hoping to find a light switch, but ny fingers
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encount ered not hing but cold brick. Then a shaft of |ight pierced the

dar kness--Joe with a flashlight, prepared as usual. | watched his shining
eyes

above the circular yellow gl ow, wondering what other tools he carried. Finally
I

| ocated a switch. A dimoverhead bulb was coaxed into service.

The place was filled with art. They were stacked |ike boxes of dry goods

al ong

the walls, two and three rows deep. Painting after painting, nunbering in the
t housands. Stored, discarded, forgotten. G ls, watercolors, tenperas,

sket ches;

scattered |i ke debris throughout the warehouse. | picked up one of the franed
oil paintings that was lying on the floor. It was a scene froma

ni net eent h-century picnic--a nman and worman eati ng beneath the shade of a huge
oak tree. Although the colors had faded and m | dew was encroachi ng upon the
corners, the canvas scene breathed with life. | could alnpst taste the red

wi ne

fromtheir romantic toast, could al nost hear the rustle of green nature
around

them and feel the desire for the buxomyoung woman in the man's gl azed stare.
The signature of the artist was nestled in the I ower right-hand corner--as it
was, | soon discovered, incredibly enough, on every single piece of artwork



in

the room-"Aurora Di G ovanni."

By the time | finished browsing through the stacks I felt as if | had known
Aurora ny entire life. She called to me fromthe lines and swirls of the

pai ntings, speaking fromthe faces of the people-- nusical, |oving, and kind.
She was a master of realism of subtle romantic nature, yet equally adept at
portraying the surreal. No matter the style, a degree of optim sm showed

t hr ough

every painting. |Indeed, even in depictions of evil--in the brief flashes of
war ,

the glinpses of death, cruelty, and econom c strife--there was always a
life-affirmng center. It was inmpossible to | ook upon her work and not feel a
wonder ful surge of artistic inspiration

Joe did not care for Aurora's work; he stal ked the warehouse |ike a caged
tiger,

i npatiently flexing his hands, his nmind flooded with i mages of brutality. Yet
t hese i mages were tenpered by something unusual in him-a strange sense of
renorse and nervous apprehension. | knew that we nust nove on

Al ong the back wall of the warehouse was a service elevator leading to the
next

floor. We entered and began our ascent. As soon
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as we reached the second floor, |I knew we were not al one.

Through the el evator cage | could see a sparsely furnished living area--a

t abl e,

two wooden chairs, the arched back of a sofa, all revealed in the faint gl ow
of

a lanp that rested on a sturdy end table. From somewhere in the roomcane a

| ow

moan. Sliding the cage door open, we entered.

A sharp intake of breath cane fromthe vicinity of the sofa. | stood outside
t he

el evator, listening, the famliar scent of oils and paints perneating the
room

Then, faintly, soneone whi spered.

"Aurora..."

"I"'ma friend," | answered, carefully nmoving forward.

A figure stood up fromthe sofa and turned to face ne. | could see | ong bl ond

hair falling around a pale face and resting on thin, delicate shoulders. It
was

a boy, a teenager, no older than eighteen. He wore faded dungarees and a

pl ai n

white shirt the sleeves of which were rolled up to just bel ow the el bows,
exposi ng snooth, slender arnms. He appeared mal nouri shed and coul d barely open
his nmouth to speak.

"Who are you?" he asked in a painful rasp

"I brought something. | brought Aurora's sketchbook." Speaking slowy, |
noved

to the end table and stood with the glow of the lamp in ny face.

"l asked you a question.”

"I already told you. I'ma friend."
He coughed loudly for a few seconds. "Aurora has no friends."
"I"'man adnirer then. | want to know nore about her. About her work."

"Where did you get the book?"

"I found it in the woods. Close to the railroad tracks."

The boy's face knotted into a grinmace of pain, cracked lips pulling back to
di splay rows of crooked, coppery teeth. Then he rel axed, the spasm gone, dark
green eyes resting in black sockets that contrasted sharply with the rest of
hi s

white, bloodless face. "Gve it to me. Gve nme the sketchbook."



"But | have questions."

"Gve me the book and I'Il try to answer them" Another coughing spell shook
hi s

fragile body. |I handed t he sketchbook

82

over, wary of any sudden notion, and he took it with the shaking hands of a
drug

addict. I medi ately, he | ooked through the pages as if to confirmthat none
wer e

m ssi ng.

"She was so talented,"” | said. "That last drawing. O a train. | had a dream
exactly like that."

The boy stiffened, his eyes studying the | ast page, the drawing torn from ny
dr eans.

"I't's amazing. She captured every |ast detail of my nightmare."

"You bastard. You killed her!"

He stared at nme, his eyes like stilettos. He made no nove forward, yet his
body

suddenly seened infused with coiled power.

"I knew it as soon as | saw you," he said in a | ow, nenacing voice. "You have
the | ook of a predator. You killed her and stole the book."

"I killed no one."

"You were close enough to her that she could read your dreams. Now you're
her e,

with her sketchbook."

"Read ny dreans?"

Suddenly he lunged towards me. | braced myself, waiting for himto strike,
but

he stunbl ed and wavered. As suddenly as the rage had cone, the life drained
from

his eyes. There was a wheeze, a groan, and he dropped to the floor

"Help me," he gasped, lying at ny feet, hands kneading his stomach. | reached
down and pulled his frail body onto the sofa.

"What can | do?"

"Feed ne."

"What ?"

"Aurora fed ne ... | haven't learned yet. Please!"

| stood there, notionless; it was Joe who understood perfectly what to do.
Who

took his knife and neatly sliced a straight red line down his forearm Wo
offered it, conpassionately, to the withing creature on the sofa. And it was
Joe who cried softly as the boy's cracked |ips touched the shimering red
stream

and drank.

Aurora painted dreans. Everything | had seen bel ow were copi es of other
peopl e's

dreans. In over two hundred years she
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had never painted an original piece.

"Aurora believed that a dreamwas a work of art," explained the boy, who told
us

hi s name was Victor.

"A dreamis a painting with synbols and hi dden neani ng. The dreamer is an
artist," he continued. There was life in his eyes again, color in his gaunt
face. "I was her dreaner for a long tine. She used ny dreans exclusively. In
return she made ne like this ... it's what | wanted. Now she's dead. You' ve
killed the artist but what about the dreaner?"

"I told you. | killed no one!"

"You're a predator,"” said Victor. "And | say that wi thout nalice."

"If that's true then I'mno worse than you. \Where does your next neal cone



fronf
What i nnocent person?"

"I"'ma novice; | pose no threat to anyone. Even Aurora, with the know edge
and

strength of centuries, posed no threat to anyone in this day and age. W feed
of f each other and those who are willing to cross over. But you? You're the

product of this age, the true horror of the night--the nonster."

| waited for Joe to attack; for himto tear out Victor's tongue with his bare
hands, but he was strangely silent. He kept noving away from us, fading back
into the shadows of the room | wanted desperately to call him to hold him
and

keep himwi th me but the words never cane.

"We do share sonething else in comon,"” said Victor, gently placing his hand
on

nmy shoul der. "We share our dreans."

"My friend could kill you," | snapped, twisting fromthe chill hand.

"Yes. And | could kill you. Very easily. But why kill? | want to show you
somet hi ng. "

I was led to another section of the roomwhere a | ong wooden table stood. The
table was covered with jars of paint and brushes-- Aurora's workshop. | felt
a

burning urge to pick up the brushes and follow the old novenents again.
Qpposite

the tabl e was a gigantic canvas held together in three sections by
scaf f ol di ng.

Two stepl adders were placed at either end for access to the top. It was quite
obviously a work in progress. The finished section around
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the top of the canvas depicted a gray horizon infused with dark storm cl ouds.
Fromthis fragnentary beginning | detected a desolate air, a sense of dread
unusual in her work.

"This is what she was working on," said Victor softly. "She was uncertain
about

t he centerpiece.”

"This | ooks so dismal."

"I failed her," replied Victor, frowing. "I ran out of dreams. She waited
for

weeks, but there was nothing for me but bits and pieces. Watever it was she
was

| ooking for, |I couldn't provide. So she went out one ni ght anong the peopl e,
to

gi ve her powers free rein. Ch, she hated going out. Imagine, if you will, a
crowmd of images battling for space inside your head. Imagine that for a
singl e

week, then nultiply it by two hundred years. It's why she boarded herself in
secl usi on throughout her life. Living in warehouses, cabins, obscure towns.
Supporting herself by selling a few paintings to local galleries, noving on
But

t hat ni ght she needed inspiration." He paused and poi nted back to the sofa
wher e

t he sket chbook was propped against the pillows. "She went out and found your
train. Unfortunately, she also found you."

| have no recollection of nmovenent or conscious thought, only that suddenly I

found nyself with my hands around his throat. | westled himto the ground,
ny

face hovering above his. | felt rage, terror, nonumental confusion. "I didn't
kill her!"

"OfF course you did," he said calmy and with little effort, he tw sted away.
The
strength in ny arns evaporated. He stood above ne, | ooking down.



"Joe killed her."

"No, it was you. How many others have you Kkilled?"

"I't was Joe!" WIldly, | |ooked around the room "Joe!l He'll tell you hinself.
He

| oves killing."

"There's no one here but us."

"He was here. He's gone now, but he was here. He fed you, don't you renenber?
You drank his blood."

"Look at your arm"

My eyes focused on a narrow |ine of congeal ed bl ood runni ng down ny forearm
But

the armwasn't nmine, couldn't be nmine--it was Joe's. | had seen him cut
hi nmsel f

just there; had seen the bl ood.
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From ny kneeling position, |I |ooked up at Aurora's nassive canvas. The
unfi ni shed portion seenmed inpossible to fill, a black hole swallow ng al
t hat

approached it. It had swal |l owed Aurora, driving her outside her artist's

t ower

to meet her fate. Wuld it also swall ow ne?

"You owe it to her," said Victor, as if he could read ny thoughts. "Aurora
sai d

that the difference between the artist and the nonster was the difference
between |ife and death."”

Abruptly he wal ked away. He seened tired again, his energy spent. | heard the
qui et rustle of cushions as he settled back on the sofa. | |ooked back at the
pai nting. A sound canme from beyond the walls of the building--a distant train
blaring its lonely, mournful tune through the night corridors. Fading slowy,
echoi ng, vani shing forever

| was alone with the canvas, the brushes, and the odor of the paints.
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THE POUNDI NG ROOM

Bentley Little

When | read the following story by Bentley Little, I knewit was a

Bor der | ands

story before | even finished it. Although 1'd read (forgive ne) little by
Bentley, 1 had always liked the way his stuff tends to always be a little
skewed

fromthe reality nost of us know so well.

Littl e has published his short fiction in the small press and al so genre
magazi nes such as Night Cry and The Horror Show. His first novel, The

Revel ation, appeared in 1990. He says he is a facel ess bureaucrat who wears a

beard working in a large southern California city. 1'll have to see if | can
spot himnext time |'mout there.
Thunpt hunp ... thunpthunp ... thunpthunp ... thunpthunmp ..

| hear it even now, the pounding, like the anplified beating of ny heart. But
it

is not ny heart. And it is not the pulse of blood rushing through ny veins,
t hough it does cone fromwthin ne.

O maybe it comes fromwithout.

It's hard to tell.
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| like to think that it arises fromthat portion of nmy mnd which is ny
nenory,

but it is nore inmmediate than an ordi nary renmenbrance, and | hear it nuch
nor e

of ten.

When | arrived for work that first day, | did not know what to expect. 1'd
been



i nterviewed the week before in the corporate boardroomon the fourth fl oor
and

was hired on the spot, with hearty shakings of hands all around. | was given
to

understand that | would have an office, but how big that office would be and
whet her | would be provided with a secretary had not yet been decided. In
fact,

not a whole hell of a lot had been decided. My official title was corporate
liaison, but it was an entirely new position and the job description was
necessarily vague. My duties would be better understood by both nyself and ny
enpl oyer once |'d begun working and gotten a handle on the situation

So | really had no idea what | would be doing.

The corporation manufactured conputer parts; not the mcrochips and hi gh-tech
conponents but the sinpler and nore practical housings and frames. It was one
of

the | argest conpanies of its type on the Wst Coast, and the parking | ot

al one

was gigantic. | went through the gate and told the man in the booth that | was
a

new enpl oyee. He checked nmy name against a list on his computer screen and
waved

me on. It was not yet eight, but the lot was alnmost full, and | ended up
par ki ng

out in the cheap seats and hiking it in. A blonde binmbo in a red Fiat sped
down

one of the rows and alnost hit ne, slamming on her brakes only at the |ast
nmonent when she saw that | would not cross her path in time for her to mss
nel

and | vowed that the next day | would come early and get a decent parking

space.
The facade of the main buil ding was fake Deco, and though | saw ot her

enpl oyees

entering through a side door, | decided to go through the Iobby in the front.

I

had not been told where to report, and | thought it would be best on the
first

day to behave conservatively. | pushed open one of the double glass doors and
entered the huge | obby, approaching the receptionist, an attractive bl ack
worran

weari ng a phone headset. | cleared ny throat. "Excuse ne," | said. "I'm
Charl es

Ni chol s, the new corporate liaison."
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The wonman | ooked down at a m nmeographed sheet in front of her, then smled up
at

me. "Aad to have you with us," she said. "M. G bbonz will be out in a
nonent

to take you through your orientation."

"Thank you," | said.

She pushed a button on the console in front of her, then gestured toward one
of

t he cool pastel couches which rimed the | obby. "Have a seat."

| moved toward the closest couch. M. G bbonz. Qut of the four board nmenbers
who

had interviewed nme, | |iked G bbonz the I east, though there was no concrete
reason for my feelings. He was a short, alnost squat nman with a thin pointed
nose and the clothes of a dandy. He had a condescendi ng manner and a smnug,
bor ed

voice to match. | sat down on the couch, but before |I could even pick up one
of



t he magazi nes on the adjoining table, M. G bbonz was wal ki ng through the
doorway behi nd the receptionist.

He shook my hand heartily. "Wl come aboard," he said. He smiled, revealing
white

even teeth.

| returned his smle and said, "It's good to be here."

G bbonz I ed ne past the receptionist and through the doorway into a w de hal
lined with photographs of conmputers and conputer parts. He waved at the

busi ness-suited nmen and wonen we passed. "I'll bet you're wondering what we
have

in store for you today," he said.

| nodded. "It crossed ny mnd."

"Well, the particulars of your position haven't been ironed out yet, but we
have

plenty of things to keep you busy in the interim" He stopped in front of an
unmar ked door and opened it. Awell-lit stairway |led down. "This way."

| followed himdown the steps. The |ight dinmed considerably as we rounded
t he

corner, and the remainder of the stairwell was quite dark. Frombelow, | heard
a

ragged, rhythm c, muffled poundi ng.

Thunpt hunp ... thunpthunp ... thunpthunmp ..

A slight feeling of apprehension passed through ne, but G bbonz was unni ndf ul
of

both the noise and the darkness, and |I followed himdown into the gl oom
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"As |iaison,'
t he--"

But |I did not hear the next word for we had reached the bottom of the stairs
and

he had pushed open the wooden door

The room before us was dark and small, not rmuch |l arger than an average

of fice.

The floor was earthen, the bare walls and ceiling were constructed of old
unpai nted boards, and the stifling hum d air reeked of human perspiration. In
the center of the roomwas a |long black table around which sat sixteen or
seventeen men. The nen were all shirtless, their sweaty torsos glistening
even

inthis dimlight, and over each of their heads was a brown paper sack in

whi ch

were cut two crude eyehol es. The nmen were poundi ng stones against the top of
t he

table in an even rhythm gripping the small rocks in their hands and bringing
them down in time on the black wood, and it was clear that this was the

he continued, "your first assignnment will be to interface with

source
of the noi se.

Thunpt hunp ... thunpthunp ... thunpthunmp ..

G bbonz wal ked around the table, and | followed him The nmen continued to
pound

on the table, as if they did not see or notice us, their beat not wavering.
Behi nd those holes in the sacks eyes may have watched our progress, but the
sacks thenselves turned neither one way nor the other. At the front of the
room

on a small raised platform was a dingy throne, covered with faded red

vel vet.

G bbonz gestured toward the throne. "This is your office,’
"I's this a joke?" | demanded.

He shook his head, and | could see fromthe expression on his face that he
did

not understand ny reaction.

he sai d.



"I"'msorry," | said, backing up. "I was hired as a corporate |iaison, and
this

isnot... | didn't think I'd be ..

"We told you this was a new position, M. N chols."

"Yes, but you led ne to believe I would ... | nean, | outlined the type of
position | was |ooking for--"

"M. N chols--"

"I thought it would be a normal job!" | glared at him Al this tinme, the nen
had continued to pound on the table. The rhythm c thunping was starting to

gi ve

me a headache, driving a wedge into ny brain, and all | wanted to do was run
out

of the room and back up the stairs. | turned around to | ook at the nmen. Their

positions had not changed. They remained entirely unnoving save for the
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synchroni zed punping of their arms. The top of the table was unscuffed, |
saw,

despite the constant battering of the stones. | glanced up at the ceiling. A
single small bulb in the shape of a flame peeked out froma knothole in the
wood.

"Sit down," G bbonz said gently. He laid a hand on my arm and there was
something in that touch that pronpted ne to ascend the platformand sit down
on

the throne. Below ne, | could see all of the nmen, the sacks over their heads,
t he unceasi ng punping of their arns. | wiggled a bit, trying to get
confortable, but the seat of the throne was hard and lunpy as if under the
padded material there were rocks.

G bbonz handed ne a short kingly scepter--tarnished brass with a head of the

sane faded red velvet as the throne. "Hold this," he said. | took the
scepter.

"You will get a fifteen-minute break at ten and three, a half-hour lunch at
twel ve. "

"l don't have a--"

"I will informyou of the tine," he said. He turned and began wal ki ng toward
t he

stairs. "Cood |uck!" he called back

The door shut.

| was alone with the men. Though it was daytinme, though we were in the m dst
of

a large nodern corporation, | was afraid. The pounding did not grow

| ouder--it

remai ned constant, as always-- but ny perception of it changed. Wt hout

G bbonz's presence there to deflect it, all ny attention was drawn to the
scene

before nme. The unnatural ness of it, its inconprehensibility, put nme on edge.
I

felt like alittle boy, constantly on alert, knowi ng a nonster is going to

j ump

out but not knowi ng where or when. | did not really think anything was goi ng
to

junp out at me, but | felt that sane fear, experienced that same feeling of
expect ant nervousness.

Thunpt hunp ... thunpthunp ... thunpthunmp ..

| tried to think about sonmething else, tried to concentrate on my apartnent,
on

a novie | had seen the day before, on anything other than the roomin which
was sitting, but my attention was drawn back to the bizarre tabl eau before ne.
And t he poundi ng, poundi ng, pounding. This nust be what it is like to work in
t he engi ne roomof a ship, |I thought, or to work with a jackhamrer. 1 did not
under st and how anyone coul d be around such constant noise for any |ength of



time. It was deaf ening,
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al | -encompassi ng. My thoughts, ny inner words, took on the rhythm of the
poundi ng, coming to me in bursts of two, separated by a pause.

Thunpt hunp ... thunpthunp ... thunpthunmp ..

| don't know why | did not just get up and | eave. Perhaps | thought that

G bbonz

had | ocked the door. Knowi ng that the door was |ocked, having this fear
confirmed woul d have been far worse than the suspicion. O perhaps | thought
this was a joke, a prank played on first-day enpl oyees. O perhaps | thought
this was all part of sonme el aborate psychol ogical test to gauge ny reaction
under stressful circunstances and that nmy behavior was being filned with a
hi dden canera. | do not really know what | thought. But | know | was afraid
to

| eave the dais, afraid to stand up fromthe throne, afraid to let go of the
scepter.

There were eighteen nen. | counted them N ne on each side of the table. Only
I

was not sure they were nmen. | could see their sweaty torsos, but their heads
wer e hi dden under the sacks, and | had the horrible feeling that if | |ooked
under those sacks | would not find human heads. | thought of talking to them
of

yelling at them but sonmething stayed ne. | was afraid to speak to the nen.
was afraid they would not answer.

| was afraid they woul d answer.

It was horribly hot in the room and already nmy underarmnms were soaked.

coul d

feel nmy shirt sticking to my wet back. Rivulets of sweat poured down the

si des

of my face frommy unconfortably danmp hair.

And still the pounding continued. Never ending. Never changi ng.

Thunpt hunp ... thunpt hunp ..

The poundi ng nmust have hypnotized me sonehow, lulled me to sleep, because
after

that | stood up fromthe throne and set the scepter down. | stepped off the
platform Myving slowy, as if underwater, | reached the man at the end of
t he

tabl e and grabbed with both ny hands the sack over his head. | could feel the
coarse fibery paper between ny fingers. The man's arm continued to nove up
and

down, the rock solid in his clenched fist, unmoving, unchanging, as | slowy
pul | ed the sack from his head.
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It was ny father. His face was grayish yellow, his eyes closed, a fine white
powder on his mustache. He | ooked exactly as he had when he died. The old
face

grafted onto the sweaty body woul d have been | udicrous, al nbst comical, were
it

not for the fact that the head was dead and the body, arm punping strongly,
was

undeni ably alive.

My cold hands were trenbling, but I nmoved on to the second man and pull ed the
sack fromhis head. It was ny nother. Her skin was sallow, her thin face at
rest, her eyes and lips closed. The sack had apparently been supporting her
and

when | pulled it off, her head lolled Iinply on her right shoul der. Her hand,
clutching her stone, continued to beat on the wooden tabl etop

I put ny hand to her forehead, and her eyes suddenly popped open, burning wth
a

red intensity.



Then | was on the dais again, on the throne, clutching ny scepter, staring
down

at the nen, all of whomstill had sacks over their heads.

The door opened at the far end of the room and | wondered if it was tine for
a

break yet. It couldn't be, | reasoned. G bbonz had just left a few nonents
ago.

He wal ked toward nme. "Five o'clock,” he said. "Tine to call it a day."

| stared at him This had to be a joke, but it wasn't funny and | could think
of

no possi bl e punch line.

"You just left a few m nutes ago," | said.

He | aughed. "Tinme flies when you're having fun. Conme on." He took the scepter
fromnmy hand, placing it on the wooden platformnext to the throne, and
foll owed himacross the room out the door, and up the stairs. As | wal ked
back

into the real world, leaving the hot hell of the dark room behind nme, | saw
t hat

ot her people were indeed leaving as if it was tinme to go home, small groups
of

men and wonen putting on jackets, taking out keys, checking purses as they
wal ked down the hall toward the exit. | |ooked around for a wall clock and
saw

one near by.

Four fifty-nine.

Where had the day gone? What had happened to ne?

Though | was out of the roomand in a nodern well-1Iighted
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hal | way of the conpany, | felt a shiver run down my spine. | turned to

G bbonz,

trying to keep my voice as nonchal ant as possible. "I thought you were going
to

tell me when it was tine for break and lunch. You left ne in there all day."
He | ooked at ne, puzzled. "Wat?"

A passing worman turned to smle at ne. "Charles,” she said, nodding.

It was a greeting, an acknow edgnent from one acquai ntance to another, but I
had

never seen the worman before in ny life. The confusion nmust have shown on ny

face, because she |aughed. Her |augh was tinkling, nusical. "Judee," she
prodded. "Lunch?"
| nodded, pretending | understood. Apparently, | had met this woman at |unch

What the hell had happened to ne?

G bbonz held out his hand. "Good first day," he told me. "You'll fit in well.
See you tonorrow. "

| shook his hand but said nothing. | had no intention of com ng back here
ever

again. | wal ked out to the parking |lot alone, got into ny car, and drove hone.
That night | lay awake, thinking of that hot sweaty room hearing the

poundi ng,

seei ng the unnovi ng bodies of the men with the sacks over their heads, and
knew | had to go back again. | could not |eave everything as is. | would
spend

the rest of nmy |ife wondering about that room those nmen, that corporation. |
had to know who--what--those nen were, what was under those sacks. | wanted
to

di scover that there was nothing out of the ordinary at all, that tonorrow
would arrive to find that it was all a test, a joke, an initiation rite, and
that I was now the proud owner of a nice new air-conditioned office. But

knew

that was just wi shful thinking.



| reported the next nmorning to G bbonz's office. He did not seem surprised to
see ne, and he did not act as if anything out of the ordinary had occurred

t he

day before. He sinply shook ny hand, said hello, and I ed me down the hall,

t hrough the door, down the stairs to the room

Everyt hi ng was unchanged.

| was tenpted to ask about the duties of ny job again, but it would have been

pointless. | had no intention of staying here any
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| onger than necessary. He handed nme the scepter, | clinbed the dais and sat
down

on the throne.

Thunpt hunp ... thunpt hunp ..

G bbonz left without a word, and | was alone with the men. The table on which
t hey were poundi ng seened newer than it had yesterday, and the single candle
bul b seened di mer than before. But it was probably just my inmagination

| was scared, but | forced nyself to put down the scepter and step off the
platform M heart was poundi ng, and the sweat was pouring down ny face. |
slow y approached the first man, and | stood there for a nonent, staring at
hi s

glistening rmuscles. | knew he was big enough to easily beat the crap out of
nel

but somehow that was not sonmething | worried about. That possibility did not
frighten ne.

The stone in his hand came down on the table in hard even strokes.

| took one step closer. The man nade no attenpt to restrain my hands as | put
themon the top of the sack. He neither flinched nor yielded, in no way
acknow edgi ng ny presence, his untiring arm com ng down in jackhammer
strokes,

striking the table.

| pulled off the sack.

On top of the large brawny shoul ders sat a tiny shrivel ed-apple head onto
whi ch

was stanped an expression of w de-eyed youthful terror. The small nouth
opened

and cl osed spasnodically, gasping like a fish drowning in air, and then the
eyes

cl osed, the head drooped onto the | eft shoul der. The poundi ng arm sl owed,

t hen

stopped, the stone falling fromthe unclenching fingers.

The pace of the other nen's pounding increased, as if to make up for this

| oss,

but they did not turn to look at me, did not deviate in any way fromtheir
ritual. The sack noved neither one way nor the other; the bodies remained in
pl ace, unnovi ng save for the piston |ike arns.

| touched the body of the de-sacked man. Had | killed hin? Was he dead? The
sweaty skin was warm and spongy to the touch. | |ooked closely at the tiny
head.

Al though it was winkled and shriveled, its features were vaguely famliar
as

if this were soneone | should know but could not quite place. | stared at the
face for a long tine.
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Then it cane to ne.

Franklin Roosevelt. The face | ooked |ike that of Franklin Roosevelt.

I quickly pulled off the sack over the head of the adjacent man's head. The
shrivel ed vi sage of Albert Einstein gasped bug-eyed for air, then expired.
The tenpo of the pounding increased as | pulled off other sacks.

W nston Churchill

WC. Fields.



They were all fanmous nmen, many of them powerful world | eaders. Finally, there
was one nman left, at the head of the table. Hi s arm was punping fast and
furious

at an inhuman rate, the sound of the single stone striking the table at this

speed sounding like a flat drunroll. | wal ked toward the man, ready to pul

of f

t he sack, but something held me back. | was filled with a fear nore profound
than | had ever experienced before or have experienced since. | stared at the

sack and thought | saw, pressing |lightly against the coarse brown paper, the
outline of a ridged head.

From underneath the front of the sack protruded a single fern frond.

| left without |ooking back. |I knew | would wonder afterward what had been
under

that sack, but | knew also it was not sonething that would keep nme up at

ni ght .

Sone things it was better not to know.

| wal ked up the stairs, down the hall, and out of the building.

I never went back. | never even drove down that street again, and a few

nont hs

later I noved out of the city.

In the years since, | have often wondered what it all neant, or if indeed it

meant anything. If | had read of such an occurrence in a novel, short story,
or

other work of literature, | could have analyzed it in terms of symbol or
nmet aphor, | could have placed meaning on the individual elenments of the room
and

on the events which occurred there. But this was no work of fiction, there
was

no correspondence between what | experienced and sone hi gher neani ng.

Yet. ..

Yet | wonder what did happen. Were those robots or genetically
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engi neered creatures? Had the corporation sonehow cl oned or resurrected

f anous

peopl e? Were those nmen going to be used for something? As part of a publicity
canpaign or a plot to take over the world? | didn't know then, and | stil
don't

now, but somehow none of those expl anations seem adequate. | can't help
feeling

that those ... things ... were in sone way an integral part of the comnpany,
as

necessary to its function and operation as | abor or managenent. | do not

t hi nk

they were human, but | do not think they were man-made either. | wouldn't
cal |

t hem supernatural, but that description is closer than any other

I still think about my one day and one hour on the job, and | can see the
ni ght mare contours of the roomas if it were before me now. | can hear the

rhyt hm ¢ poundi ng, poundi ng, poundi ng. Sonetines the noi se intrudes upon ny
life, coming up fromthe depths, grow ng |ouder, superinposing upon the here
and

now, and | wonder if | sinply dreaned it all and am going crazy. O, far nore
frighteningly, whether I amstill in that room and have never |eft, whether
have been lulled into slunber and have dreamed everything that subsequently
happened, whether | have been hypnotized by the pounding and can never | eave
t he

room

Thunpt hunp t hunpt hunp t hunpt hunp . .

97

Peeling It Of



Darrel |l Schweitzer

When | created the concept for Borderlands, | worried about getting enough
stories | could honestly proclai munique or bizarre or thoroughly strange.
Thi s

fear becane exacerbated as | waded knee-deep through subm ssions that ran

t hrough the sane tired HDF shticks. Gradually, the really odd pieces began to
surface, and | felt better. One of the first stories to give nme such
reassurance

was Darrell Schweitzer's "Peeling It Of" and even though | asked him for
several sets of revisions, | always knew | was going to buy it.

In his late thirties, Schweitzer's been a professional witer since he was
twenty-one. He's worked as an editor of both magazine fiction and books of
criticism had stories in npost of the genre nagazi nes and ant hol ogi es; has
had

several story collections published, in addition to a handful of novels. He
lives in Philadel phia, where he continues to wite and work as coeditor and
co-publisher of the latest incarnation of Wird Tal es.
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"I'"ve done sonething to Joanne."

"It's worse than life and death,” Sam G Inore said, and | believed him

| had to. It was sonething about his intensity, the way he said it, the way
he

| eaned over the table and stared right through ne, the way he had begged ne
to

nmeet himnow, tonight, here in a ridiculous East Village bar called the
Yuppi e

Upper despite the | ateness of the hour and the foul February weat her

But | was his friend, so there | was. W went back a |long way together, to
chil dhood, and in a city as huge as New York you cling to anyone who isn't a
stranger.

| glanced around at the decor--everything that the name of the place inplied,
a

hi deous caricature of the young-and-|oaded inmage, clashing neo-fifties
chrone,

neo-thirties Art Tacko, a whole wall dom nated by a Warhol esque portrait of
Marilyn Monroe in pale green--and reflected that in other circunstances this
woul d be one of Samis little jokes. W would both be |aughi ng now.

But even before I'd sat down, when | found himin a back booth nursing the
remai ns of sone tall drink that cane with a pair of cheap sungl asses w apped
around the stemof the glass--even then | could sense that sonething was
terribly wong. Samcould try to be silly to stave off the nmost wenching
despair, but it never worked and it wasn't working now.

| stood there in front of him shaking the water off ny coat.

"Sam goddamit, this had better be good."

And then he went very pale, and his lower lip was trenbling. | thought he was
going to break down then and there.

"It's about Joanne."

| sat down. A waiter canme over. | ordered a whiskey sour just to get rid of
hi m

"Sam" | said, "you'll have to get over her. You're divorced now, |ike God
knows

how many ot her people. Sonething a | ot of people have learned to live with."
"It's not just that. I've discovered I--"

| tried to be as firmas | could w thout upsetting him "I hope you aren't
goi ng

to say you still love her. It's a bit late for that."
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He sipped his drink. The straw made a gurgling sound.
"No, Frank," he said. "Quite the opposite. | have discovered that | truly
hat e



her."

"Put that out of your mind," | said. "Just forget it. That kind of thing can
eat
you, like a cancer."

He toyed with his glass, twirling it in his hands.

"You haven't been there, Frank. You don't know It was actually a confort to
realize, at last, that | hated her. It wasn't just the culmnation of a long
process of insults and tantruns, rejections and sneaki ng unfait hful ness,

t hough

it was all those things. It wasn't even anything |like Poe's 'thousand
injuries

of Fortunato,' but some vast and inexorable force working on ne, like
tectonic

plates grinding inside ny mnd. And then, when | knew that | hated her, those
plates were in place, and there was no nore grinding, and | felt only’
relief.”

"This is sick. It's bad for your head. So quit it!"

"I wish | could,"” he said. "But, you see, | didn't call you here tonight just
to

tell you about my little miracle of self-discovery. No, it's sonething else,
somet hing |'ve done."

"Somet hi ng you' ve done?" | felt the first tiny shiver of fear then
"WIl you listen to all of it? Just listen? Be a friend and--?"
"Yeah, sure, Sam 1'Ill listen," | said. "Because | amstill your friend."

He ordered another drink. It wasn't a silly one either, just whiskey and
soda.
He sat quietly for a while, sipping it. The bar was conpletely enpty now,
save

us and one waiter. The nusic had been turned off. | could hear the faint
sound

of the television in the far corner

"I went to see Joanne again, two days ago," he said at last. "She's still in
t he

old apartnment. | went there, and, you know, for a few mnutes | couldn't
bring

nmyself to go up. | just stood in the |obby. But then | saw the | abel on her

mai | box. It said JOANNE G LMORE, 4D. She hadn't even gone back to her mmiden
nane. For a second | wondered if it mght mean there was one final tie she
refused to break--but then | disnmissed the possibility it could nean anyt hi ng
at

all. It was, instead, the final straw. | hated her just a bit nore then, and
it

was enough.
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"I took my time walking up the stairs. My heart was racing the while. Wen
rang the bell again and again at 4D and there was no answer, | was only too
ready to leave. | was | ooking for an excuse, an out.

"But then there was novenent inside. The peephole flickered.

"Joanne opened the door a few inches and peered out. She was in a bathrobe
and

slippers, her hair up in a towel.

"*Sam' she all but hissed. 'l told you never to conme here again! Do you need
a

fucki ng court order?

""But | wanted to see you, dearest,' | said. | ramed ny shoe in between the

door and the janb, then put ny shoulder to the door and shoved ny way inside.
"That was nore than she had been expecting, even after everything that had
happened between us. She just stood there, her hand to her nouth in amazenent.
I

cl osed the door behind ne and turned toward her in the narrow hall way.



""What the hell do you think you're doing? She was furious, but whispering.
There has never been anyone el se who could put such venominto a whisper

' Get

out of here before |--"

'"Before you screan?" | grabbed her by the shoul ders and sl ammed her agai nst
t he

wal I, holding her there. The towel started to cone |oose. She jerked her head
to

get it out of her eyes. "No one will cone,' | whispered back at her, 'even if

they can hear you. This is New York, hone of the late Kitty Genovese,
remenber ?"

"She was getting scared by then, | could tell. But she controlled herself.
Her

voice was icy calm

"'So now you're here. Now what ?

""] just wanted to talk to you again, Jo--"

"She was alnost crying then. 'There's nothing left to say. Just |eave ne

al one

and get the fuck out.'’

"'Profanity, my dear, is the last recourse of the fucking inarticul ate, and
you

were never inarticulate, so why talk to nme like that?

"I reached up to gently caress her cheek, and she sl apped ny hand away with
real

repugnance, as if | were covered with lice or sonething. That hurt. That,
nor e

than anything el se, strengthened ny resol ve.
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'""My CGod,' she said, in tears now, shaking all over. 'Your barging in here
i ke

this only makes me sure | did the right thing getting rid of you. If | ever
had

any doubts about you being a creep and an asshole, | don't now.'

"""l don't either,' | said. | grabbed her by the throat with ny left hand and
lifted her till she stood on tiptoes against the wall. She tried to kick ne
in

the balls then, but | just stepped aside. | held her dangling there, but just
for a second--"

"Jesus Christ--Sam You didn't--?"

| felt sick then. | held on to the edge of the table hard. Al | could do was
think to nyself, Ch shit, Ch shit--

But Sam hel d up his hand.

"Frank, please. It's not what you think. You prom sed you'd hear nme out."
"Ckay. Yeah. | did."

"She barely nanaged to gasp, 'Sam don't--do--anything stupid ..
"I couldn't wait any longer. It was tinme to let her in on ny secret.

"I sank my fingers into the side of her face, slipping under the skin by her
| eft ear. The underside of her face felt like putty, and it was wet in there,
and al nost scal di ng hot.

"I don't think Joanne was quite conscious then. She seened stunned, sonmehow
paral yzed, and she didn't nmake the slightest sound or motion as |I slowy
pul | ed

outward and her face cane away in ny hand. For a few seconds | held it

dr oopi ng

over mnmy fingers like half-nelted cheese. Then it was no heavier than a
cobweb,

and a few seconds after that, my hand was enpty.

"I let go of her then, and when | saw the raw, red place where her face had
been, | was violently sick. | ran into the bathroom and puked my guts out.
Then



| came out and wal ked slowy into the living room | sat down on the sofa and
just stared at everything, taking inventory, looking for nothing in
particul ar

but looking for it with desperate urgency. Nothing. That was the key. For al
Joanne and | had lived here for twelve years, there was nothing left. The

prints

on the walls, the stereo, the furniture were all different. Even the tennis
trophy we'd won together in college--1'"d left her that
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when she'd asked for it--was gone fromthe shelf. The roomtold the story of
a
stranger's life.

"Then | heard her sobbing softly out in the hall. | stood up. It was tine for
ne

to go.

"The wonman sitting in the hall, the one wearing Joanne's bathrobe and

sli ppers,

was no one | had ever seen before. | stopped and studied her face for a

m nut e.

The cheekbones were higher, the nose |onger, the eyes brown instead of hazel
the eyebrows thicker and nore arced. Her expression was that of sonmeone who

has

suddenly stepped into life without any bearings, unsure of who she is or how
she

got there.

"The very unfamiliarity was conforting. | left the apartment w thout a word.
Downstairs, | scraped ny ex-wife's name off the other woman's nail box."

The truly terrifying part was that Sam Gl nore clearly believed every word he
said. | was trapped then, conpletely unprepared, and yet | had to do
sormet hi ng,

as surely as | would if | had come across a man bleeding to death in a back
al | ey.

"Sam " | said, very deliberately. "Listen to what you're saying. This is ..
crazy. | nean, you know, you really know, that people's faces don't conme off

like Silly Putty."

He fol ded his hands on the table.

"But they do, ny friend. They do. You have been mny best friend all these
years,

but there's one secret |'ve been keeping fromyou all this tine. They do.
know

it."

| was only stalling for time then, desperately, until | could cone up with
some

sort of plan.

"Ckay. They do."

"I learned that when | was six years old, Frank. It was one norning a couple
days after Christmas. | was hunting Injuns in the living room crawing
around

under the furniture with nmy coonskin cap and Frontiersman cork rifle. You
remenber, Frank? You had one too."

"l remenber,” | said.

"Well, it was barely dawn, rmuch too early for me to be allowed up, and there
I

was. Suddenly the door to the guest bedroom
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opened, and ny grandfather stepped out. | froze where | was, afraid he'd see
ne

and tell ny parents. But he just stood there in the doorway, fully dressed,
with

a suitcase in hand, staring into space as if he were trying to renmenber



sormet hi ng.

"Then he crossed the living roomand went into the kitchen. | put ny gun down
gingerly and crept out a way to see what he was doi ng.

"It was real, Frank. | was w de awake, not dream ng. G andpa put down the

sui tcase, then reached up behind his head with both hands as if he were
funbl i ng

for the string to take a Hall oween mask off--that was the image that cane to
nel
even then--and he peeled his face away. It just cane off But he had his back
to

me and | didn't see--1 nean, | only saw when he held up the mask of flesh to
t he

wi ndow. It was translucent in the pale light for just an instant before it
vani shed with a hiss, the way a thin slice of bacon will fizzle away into

nothing on a hot grill.

"When he turned back toward the living room he was sonmeone el se, an ol der man
I

didn't know.

"I wanted to scream Frank. | bit nmy fist hard to keep nyself from screan ng
At

the sane tine, | think I was nore consciously afraid of being caught up too
early than anything else. My mind rejected what | saw. It was inpossible, |
told

nmysel f. Just what you'd say. Alittle kid doesn't have a real good grasp of
what's possible and what isn't, but there are limts, and that, even for a
si x-year-old, was too mnuch.

"I nmust have let out a little noan, because then he saw ne.

"'*No," | whinpered softly. 'Go away.'

"Qur eyes net, and for just an instant it was still G andpa there, gazing at
ne

out of that stranger's face--angrily, sadly, | couldn't tell--and then he did

i ndeed go away. Whatever there was, in the eyes, in the face, that renai ned
of

Grandpa was gone, and the stranger shrugged, picked up his suitcase, and |eft
t he house.

"I lay there for a long tine. Mther found nme eventually. She thought | was
sick. I'd wet ny pajanmas. | got a scolding and was put to bed, and she never
under st ood, never suspected, and for years afterwards that scene came back to
nme

in nightmares or just popped up in the mddle of a train of thought, and
tried

to figure
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it out. I was much, rmuch too young. Kids can't understand that adults are
real

people too, with their own feelings and vulnerabilities. He was just G andpa.
He

visited. He brought me presents. | couldn't imagi ne what frustrations, what
little agoni es he nust have gone through before taking that final escape
route.

"And sonetines | wondered: was it because of ne? Wat if, instead of 'Go
away, '

I'd said, 'Please stay. W love you'? But | didn't. | didn't say anything at
all.

"And that's how | found out ny little secret.”

W sat there quietly for what m ght have been five minutes. The | ast
custoners

and even the waiters were gone, so we were alone but for the bartender in the
corner by the television

There were lots of times | thought | would just get up and bolt, but | was



afraid to. And Sam G lnore was ny friend, and friendship is a little like
marriage--in sickness and in health--so | had to stay.

"Sam what did you do to Joanne?"

He swirled the ice in his glass, gazing into it, seem ngly oblivious of ne.
"I didn't want to hurt her. | just wanted her gone, out of ny life. Then it
woul d be over."

"It isn't that sinple, Sam and you damm well know it. People are going to
wonder what happened to her. The police are going to start asking questions--"
| stopped then, waiting for his reaction. Perhaps | had gone too far by
mentioni ng the police.

There were tears on his cheeks now He put his el bows on the tabletop
covered

his eyes with his hands, and sobbed.

"It's not like you think, Frank. No cops ever cane | ooking after ny

gr andf at her.

He was gone, like a stone thrown into a |ake, and after a while the ripples
j ust

snoot hed out. Grandma and nmy parents never nentioned him He nmade a gracef ul
exit. But, Frank, you're right. It's not that sinple for me. That's why

you're

here tonight. | called you not nmerely to tell you about what | did, but
because

I need your help with sonething that is still going on. There has been, you
m ght say, an unforeseen conplication.”

"l don't understand,” | said.
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"It's Joanne. It's different with her. She keeps com ng back."

That was when the plan occurred to me. | grasped at it with quiet, desperate
del i beration, because | had to do sonething, and this, at |east, was
sormet hi ng.

| stood up and put nmy coat on
"Come on, Sam W gotta get out of here.”
He put on his coat.

"Ckay. .."

| took him by the arm and maneuvered hi m past the cash register. He was too
befuddl ed then. | led himlike a child or a very, very old man. | had to | eave
a

twenty of my own to pay for the drinks.

Qut side the wind how ed, and the stinging sleet was turning into stinging
SNOW.

"Where are we going?" my friend shout ed.

| just dragged him along. There were no taxis in sight so we made for the
subway

ent rance.

"We're going to Joanne's apartnent,” | said. "We're going to settle this
crazy

thing once and for all."

He yanked me to a stop, but | held on to him He glared at ne, teeth
chattering.

"It won't do any good. She's not there anynore."

"Sam you may be ny closest friend, but you' re going to have to show ne."

He didn't resist then as | led himdown the stairs into the subway, steadying
him | dropped two tokens into the farebox and steered himout onto the enpty
platform | was nore scared than ever. The waiting was the terrible part. W
were al one, with nowhere to go and nothing to do for | didn't know how | ong,
and

live rails just off the edge in either direction. As long as | was novi ng,
doi ng

something, it didn't seem so bad, but waiting was another matter entirely.
W would find the truth. That was the plan. If Joanne was in her apartnment,



t hen

I would have to direct Sam gently or otherw se,
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into the care of a psychiatrist. If she wasn't, it was time to go to the
pol i ce.

At last the train came. | sat Sam down between nyself and the wi ndow. As we
rattl ed through the darkness he just stared out at the concrete walls weavi ng
past. Then, after a while, he began to speak, but to hinmself, not in
conversation, but just babbling al oud.

"I couldn't sleep that night when | got hone. After | didit... |I felt like
like a murderer. | was waiting for everyone in the building to start poundi ng
on

the walls and on ny door and shouting 'He's the one! There!' But | only |ay
still in the darkness, listening to the ticking of my alarmclock. It sounded
like thunder. | listened to nmy own heartbeat too. |I could hear it, as if ny
senses were all suddenly hei ghtened, because ... because | knew ... Ilike
Roderick Usher. | |ooked at the clock once and it was hal f past twelve. Then

I

roll ed over again and | ooked once nore, and it was a quarter to four.
hadn' t

felt any interval in between. It was like that, like a whole part of ny life,
all the years of ny marriage, had been ripped out, destroyed. Once | was
twenty-four. Now | amthirty-six. And there's nothing in between. Nothing.
"After a while, there was another sound. There was soneone in the kitchen.
heard a cabi net open. Pans clinked. | thought for a nmonent that it was
bur gl ar s,

that I would die the archetypal New Yorker's death, knifed in nmy own

apart nment

just after | had ..

"But it was someone fixing breakfast. | |ooked at the clock again. It was
al nost

Si X.

"And | heard, quite distinctly, Joanne's voice. | knew | was not dreaning
even

as | had been certain when | saw Grandpa that tinme. But it was not the way
Joanne had sounded in years. She was alnpost a little girl again and was

si ngi ng

an old song she had been fond of. | used to ask her what it meant, but she
never

knew

"'How many nmiles to ny love's grave?

Just three score and ten

Can | get there by candl elight?

But never back agai n.

Never back again.'
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"I slid out of bed as quietly as | could, w ncing as the bedsprings or
floorboards creaked. | didn't know what to believe then. | was past al
bel i evi ng.

"I rushed into the kitchen, but there was no one there. However, a frying pan
was on the stove, and Joanne's bl ue bat hrobe hung draped over a chair.

"Even that wasn't the end, Frank. No, it was just the beginning, the first
onslaught. | went to work that day as if nothing had happened, but she was

everywhere. It's not that | actually saw her but... one of the girls at the
agency suddenly decided to wear her hair exactly the way Joanne did. And
anot her

had a ring that wasn't |like the one | had given Joanne on our first

anni versary--it was that ring, even down to the scratch it got later. It was



al |

I could do not to start scream ng and yank it off her finger. But when she,

t hat

particul ar copywiter's assistant, turned to ne, | saw something in her
eyes--hazel, |like Joanne's--that sent me back into nmy office w thout a word.
That afternoon | found one of Joanne's old love notes in a file of photos. It
was frombefore our marriage and it said sinply, I'myours. Now those photos
were for a brand-new project for a brand-new client, so how do you suppose

t hat

note got there? How?"

The train canme to a stop, then lurched into notion again. W were in the
Fifties

now. It wouldn't be Iong.

"I don't know, Sam Really | don't."

"I"'m being haunted by details, Frank. That's howit is. She comes back--in a
sound, in aring, in a note, little things. Wen |I got back to ny own

apart nment

t hat night everything was arranged just a little differently. Some of the
books

on the shelves were not nmine, but hers. That was when | knew that it would
only

get worse and worse, until... well, I couldn't just wait until the end, and so
I

t hought of you, and I called you."

The subway had reached our stop. | helped Samto his feet. He seened weak,
al nost |inp, but he wasn't drunk. | think it was despair. He was giving up
"Come on, old buddy," | said, all but hoisting himoutside and up the stairs.

When we reached Joanne's apartnent buil ding, he hung back, but | dragged him
inside. W stood in that very | obby with the
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mai | boxes. Joanne's sticker had i ndeed been peel ed off.

Samtried to be jovial again.

"Say, Frank, old chum let's you and ne just ... forget the whol e business.
Whaddaya say? It's all been a big joke. A practical joke."

As usual, it didn't work. | knew he was trying to offer ne, and hinself, an
escape. But it was long since too late for that.

"Conme on," | said gently. "W have to go up."

There was an el evator, but, as he had two days previously, we clinbed the
stairs.

"You may be wondering," he said as we went, "... | mean, there is an el ement
of

logic missing ... so why didn't G andpa cone back and haunt us, |ike Joanne
has?

I think I know why. Because he wanted to go. It was his time to | eave his
body

and become somebody el se. He knew that. But | forced Joanne. It wasn't right,
and | have to pay for what | have done."

W reached the fourth floor. | rang the bell of 4D and waited. | rang again,
feeling some of what he nmust have felt, that first time, the desire to find
some

hasty reason to avoid going through with what we had conme to do.

Maybe nobody is hone.

That woul d have hel ped hima lot, two days previously, but nowit would be no
help at all, for either of us.

This was the totality of ny plan, to ring the bell, to confront the truth, to
find Joanne living there and discover that ny friend had | ost his mnd, or
even

to find her corpse ... | was ready for that... and to admt that he was a

nur der er.

But | wasn't prepared for the one thing that did happen.



A stranger cane to the door. She fit the description Sam had given, darker,
with

brown eyes and arced eyebrows. She was, | think, a little taller than Joanne,
and her hair was |onger, straighter

When he saw her, Sam put his head on ny shoul der and cried softly. The wonman
stared out at us through the partially opened door, nervous, ready to slam

t he

door in our faces.

Al | could say was, "Excuse ne, Mss, but does Joanne G lnore live here?"
She shook her head and cl osed the door partway.

"l don't know no Joanne G lnore."
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"Well then, did she live here? You nmust have just noved in. Do you know t he
name

of the previous tenant?" She glanced at nme, then at Sam then back at me. "I
don't know nobody by that nane. Wat do you want?" "Let's get out of here,
Frank," Sam said. "Nothing," | said to the woman. "Sorry to have di sturbed
you. "

Samwas pulling me toward the stairs.

"So you see?" he said. Wt stood in the frigid air, huge flakes of slushy snow
whirling around us.

"No, | don't see. Soneone else lives there now, that's all. Were is Joanne?"
He turned to nme, hurt, shocked. "You still don't believe me. | haven't been
lying to you, Frank. It's all true. Everything | told you is true."

"Sam |'d like to believe you. But you know | can't."

He began to wal k briskly toward the subway entrance.
| ran after him

"I want you to come to ny place,’
"You'll believe ne then."

That was the one hope |I had left to cling to, that Joanne had for sone reason
nmoved back in with Samand was living with himnow, in the other apartment in
Br ookl yn. Maybe she had done it out of pity, as she saw his mnd crunbling,
and

he, in his madness, had devel oped this whol e fantasy as a defense nechani sm
in

the aftermath of their particularly nessy divorce. It wasn't a conforting
notion, that ny best friend was having serious nental problens, but it made
sone

sort of sense.

On the corner by the subway entrance was a newsstand. An old wonan was buyi ng
a

newspaper .

"There!" Sam shouted to me. "Look! There's proof!"

"What ?"

Before | could react at all he had snatched the | ady's change purse out of
her

hands and cone back to nme, breathless.

he said, a trace of anger in his voice.

"Here. You see? It's another thing of hers. Joanne's. | gave her this purse
once. See the initials--"
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The initials were unquestionably J.G, as in Joanne Glnore, but | didn't
| ook

very closely because the old woman was scream ng and the man inside the
newsst and had stepped out, an iron bar in his hand. | grabbed the change
pur se

from Samand threw it back to its owner.

Then | hurried Sam down the subway steps. The tunnel was |like a nmaze. It
seened

to go down and down forever.

"There!" Sam screaned



He broke away from ne again. W had cone upon a bag lady, a thing of tatters
and

filth, like an animate heap of rags knee-deep in trash as she pawed through a
hal f-enmpty trash can, stooping over, picking, eating. Sam | unged at her
wrestl ed her to the ground, screaming, "No! Not like this! No!"

| tried to pull himoff but only succeeded in hauling both of themto their
feet. The bag lady grunted like a pig, her mouth full of half-eaten garbage.
She

clawed at Samis face, and for a horrible instant | believed the whole story
and

was certain his face woul d suddenly peel off.

Sam snat ched a not her-of -pearl conmb fromthe bag lady's matted hair and

t ur ned

to me while the three of us westled.

"It's hers. It's Joanne's."

The bag | ady shrieked and began to vomit great gouts of filth.

"Saml Stop it." | hit himon the back of the neck as hard as | could. But for
all he had been weak in his despair, he was now enormously strong in his
frenzy.

He flung me aside with one arm so hard that | hit the opposite wall and fel
down st unned.

When | | ooked up, he had the bag | ady down on the ground. He was kneeling
over

her, gently peeling her face off. He held it up to ne like a soiled rag. Then
it

was gone, and he was | eaning | ow, speaking gently to the bag |ady. Al

coul d

see of her face was a clean, pink nass.

She spoke back in a voice | alnost knew, but faded into the whinperings of a
frightened child, then into conpletely inarticul ate new ings.

Right there. Right there my own sanity snapped, ny whole, |ifelong conception
of

what is and isn't possible, what is real and unreal shattered conpletely. |
couldn't judge ny friend Sam
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anynore. | couldn't say he was crazy or not. These things were no |onger sane
or

i nsane. They nerely were.

Sam hel ped me to ny feet. | |ooked over to where the bag lady lay still amd
t he

spilled trash, but he turned me away.

"Joanne was there. | couldn't let her live like that, not even for a few
seconds. "

"I thought you hated her,"” | said.

"Come on. W have to go."
Now he was | eading ne. Now I pulled away from hi mand stood there shaking al

over. | was afraid of himfor the first tine. The only thing | could think
was

that he would peel ny face off. | only wanted to run away, to escape him
forever.

But he asked ne in an al nost pathetically hopeful tone, "You will conme al ong
and

hel p ne now, Frank, won't you?"

"Yeah, old buddy," | said.

He went into another of his nonol ogues on the ride to Brooklyn. | just sat
there

hel pl essly, gazing at one face after another as passengers got on and off.
Not hi ng nade sense anynore. | concluded, at |ast, that Samwasn't crazy. No,
he

was the only one who was sane. He under st ood.



"I saw ny grandfather one nore tinme. Did | tell you about that? No, | didn't.
I't

was when | was fifteen and | went to sonme sort of nusic festival in
Washi ngt on

Square. | don't remenber why you weren't along. | don't renenber what kind of
music it was, either. That is not the point of this renmenbrance.

"An old man in a runpled coat sat on a bench in the mddle of the square. He
hadn't come for the nmusic. He was one of those people who roost there every
day,

like the pigeons. The scary part was that | knew him He was a conplete
stranger, yet the way he noved his hands when he rolled a cigarette, and
somet hi ng about his posture and the angle of his hat--all these were a secret
code, details of a message for ne al one.

"I stood there for several mnutes, gawking, and very, very slowy the face
became nore familiar, as if someone were surfacing fromdeep inside this
man' s

body. Like the way your face slowy becones visible if you press it against a
plastic tent and stare through.
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"And | wanted to screamagain, just like when | was six. | bit ny fist, hard,
and the shock of recognition--recognition of the gesture--nade it all the

Wwor se.

Everything cane floodi ng back. It was that di mnorning nine years before al
over again.

"Grandpa was there and everything, all the secret details and codes seened to
say, If only you'd called out. If only you'd cared--

"I tried to speak. | tried to explain it all to him then and there, to make
hi m

understand at last that it wasn't ny fault because | was so afraid. | wanted
to

ask his forgiveness, but the words wouldn't come. All | managed to do was
step

nearer and say, 'Il-- I|--"

"But the old man | ooked up sharply, scow ed, and said an obscene word. CQur
eyes

met. There was a flicker of something, but in an instant whatever | thought I
saw was gone and there was just this utter stranger angry at this kid for

i ntrudi ng on his privacy.

"I didn't go to the nusic festival. | just ran and kept on running for bl ocks
and bl ocks. "

When we stood on the sidewal k outside Sam Gl nore's apartnent, the lights
wer e

on. It sounded like a party. There was nusic playing, the sort of sixties
fol k

musi ¢ Joanne had al ways |iked but Sam had never cared for. | couldn't make it
out clearly, but close to the wi ndow soneone was singi ng al ong:

"How many niles to Babylon ? Just three score and ten. Can | get there by
candl el i ght ? Aye, and back again. Aye, and back again."

Samturned to nme, and once nore it was he who was trenbling and afraid, and
was the one who had to be strong.

"WIl you help nme?"

"Yes," | said.

W went up. The door was unl ocked. The apartnent was not as | had seen it the
last tine | had visited Sam Joanne's things were everywhere, the posters,

t he

furniture, the bookcases, the paintings on the walls.
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There were four women waiting for us in the living room One of them was

bl ack.

| had never seen any of them before, but all were about Joanne's age, al



attractive in one way or another, all of themwearing what | recognized as

Joanne' s cl ot hi ng.

Sam sank down into a chair. | just stood there. The record finished, but no
one

went to lift the arm The needl e went on scratching.

"I"mhere," one of the wormen said. Her voice was distinctly Joanne's voice

NOW.

There could be no mistaking it. "I've been thinking about us a lot," said
anot her, the voice seeming to travel fromone nouth to another, as if the
speaker were running down a corridor, shouting out a series of windows. "I'm

lost," said the third, "but if I try," said the fourth, "sonetimes | can find
ny

way part of the way back, for a little while." The first sighed and said,
"Sometines | wake up in another place and | don't know who I amor how | got
there, and then | begin to remenber, and sonetines | want to kill you. But
sonmetines | renenber how it was for us in the beginning. Things were good
once.

| can renenber that."

Samwas crying |ike a baby now, clawing at his forehead and cheeks.

"Please," | said. "Sam don't."

But he wasn't talking to ne.

"Jo--tell me what to do. Please tell ne.
She didn't answer. She was gone. | began to understand then, that sonehow her
soul swam up from sone uni magi nabl e abyss toward the light, and for a few
nmonents she could | ook out of a stranger's eyes. Then she woul d sink down
agai n.

It nust have taken all her strength to bring these four women, these four
strange bodi es together--four because she didn't have enough control to focus
on

just one--and hold themthere until Samand | arrived. But that was all she
could do, for just a few minutes, and as | watched every trace of whatever
had

been Joanne G lnore faded fromthose four faces. | was even | ess certain that
the four wonen were wearing Joanne's clothes. Al of them stared around the
room as if awakening froma trance. They filed out of the apartnent |ike

sl eepwal kers. | was sure that very soon there would be four puzzled | adies
out si de, wondering how they had gotten to Brooklyn on this bitter night at
such

an extrene hour.

114

Joanne was like a stone in a pond, trying to swim She had barely rippled the
surface, but that was miracl e enough

Samturned to nme, his cheeks streaked with tears.

"WIl you help ne, Frank, for friendship's sake?"

"You know I will," | said.

"I'm... I"'mnot as brave as ny grandfather. | can't do it myself."

| reached out toward himw th both hands. He nodded sl owy.

And | stood over himand | slid ny fingers into his cheeks, into the scal ding
wet ness beneath his skin.

Later, after he had gone into the darkness in search of Joanne, and a

conpl ete

stranger sat with me in the silent apartnment, | understood one final thing,

t hat

Sam G I nore was a pathetic liar, that his whole story had been a fabrication
to

the core, an excuse, a feeble Band-Aid over a terrible and nysterious wound.
He had been lying, even to hinself.

He had never, never hated Joanne. | was sure that he would realize that
soneday,

in sone strange place, when he finally found her again.
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The Raw and t he Cooked"

M chael G een

One of the really wonderful things about editing an anthology is the

occasi ona

chance to make a "di scovery," to peel back the wappings on fresh talent and
know you're one of the first people to realize this new witer has got what
it

takes. M chael Geen's story cane out of a pile of unsolicited nmanuscripts

t hat

total ed nore than a thousand. A complete unknown. H s chances were literally
one

out of a thousand. But his story was so striking, and so incisive, | knewit
was
something | wanted for Borderlands. | kind of see it as a stinging allegory
t hat

exam nes what the fast-food industry is doing to our children, but it is also
a

gut - churni ng good read, and that's what it's all about, right.

M chael is in his md-thirties, married with three kids, and works part-tinme
as

alibrarian in a small town in Vernont. He specifically asked that | not
revea

the town's nanme. Weird? Yeah, | thought so. Wen inforned he woul d be part of
this anthol ogy, he wote: "I hope everything goes snmoothly with the book, and
that by next year we're still around to enjoy it." Yo, Mchael... ny kind of
guy.
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Harry hadn't gone nore than two mles before he spotted the girl. Sl ow ng the
van to match the speed of her bicycle, he took note of the bright green
swinsuit, the |long blonde ponytail, the linbs so bare in the afternoon sun
He accelerated for a nonment and then abruptly pulled over to the curb. He
shut

of f the engine, grabbed a prepared syringe fromhis kit, and quickly clinbed
out

of the van. Standing on the sidewal k, Harry watched the girl approach

When she tried to escape by riding across the nearest |awn, he chased after
her

and knocked her to the ground. Hol ding her down firmy, he slipped the needle
into her upper arm and depressed the plunger. As he waited for the child to

| ose

consci ousness, he spoke to her quietly. There were tiny chips of sky
reflected

in each of her frightened eyes. "Shhh ..
Ti me

to rest."

Eventual |y, she slept.

Harry lifted her in his arms and carried her back to the van. He slid open

t he

door and placed her on the carpeted floor. Her small chest rose and fel
steadily as he checked her pulse. Her pretty face was peaceful, unscarred by
t he

worl d, w thout evidence of corruption or sin. Renoving the handkerchief from
hi s

pants pocket, he dabbed at the fine thread of saliva | eaking fromthe corner
of

her mout h.

As he started the van, Harry congratul ated hinmself on his good fortune. Oten
he

had to search for an hour or nore before |ocating such a suitable child.

he said. "Time to rest, honey.



Consi deri ng how far behind schedule he was, finding this little girl so
pronptly

had certainly been a stroke of |uck

He drove out of town along the state highway. It was a thirty-mnute ride to
hi s

next stop. He enjoyed working this part of the coast, where his assignnents

weren't so close together. The land was still uncluttered here, still nostly
unspoi | ed.

Harry lit a cigarette and turned on the radio, |ooking for a ballgane. The
girl

moaned once, but softly--so softly that Harry al nbst didn't hear
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"M . Mack," the manager greeted him "How are you?"

Harry glanced at the tag on her blouse. "Fine, May. Just fine."

"I spoke with the main office yesterday," she said, "and they informed ne

t hat

you would be arriving earlier this afternoon, before the evening rush.”
"Well, May," Harry replied, "sonething came up during the installation this
nmor ni ng. An unforeseen conplication.™”

"Ah," May answered. "I see."
They were standing just outside the building' s rear entrance. Of to the
right,

a steady stream of cars crept past the drive-through wi ndow, each vehicle
pausing to receive a small white bag or two of food and a cardboard tray of
assorted drinks.

"Can | get you anything?" My asked. "Coffee? A Jolly Burger?"

"Thank you, no. 1'd better get started here and tend to our friend."

May smiled. "Very good, M. Mack. Then I'll speak with you later."

Harry turned away. He wal ked across the parking lot and clinbed into the back
of

the van. He handcuffed the still sleeping girl to the rack of shelves bolted
to

the wall and then he gagged her. Beneath her head he pl aced the enbroidered
pillow that his wife had made for himon his last birthday. Near her hands he
set the stuffed bear that sone previous child had | eft behind. Then he

gr abbed

the wire brush and half a dozen sheets of sandpaper fromthe topnost shelf,
and

st epped back out si de.

He wasn't too surprised to discover that the play area was fairly crowded.

Ki ds

were goi ng up and down both slides, clinbing in and out of the giant Jolly
Sandwi ch, and riding all three french-fry seesaws. Several others sat at the
tabl es arranged along the front of the building, picking through the few
remai ni ng scraps of their children's neals.

Harry made his way toward the corner beyond the infants' sw ng set. Once

t here,

using the nmaster key on his ring, he opened a small wought iron gate and
entered a fenced-off section of the playground, a space barely ten feet
square.

Just inside the gate, on a low brick pedestal, with his right armupraised in
a

cheerful salute, stood M. Vally, the jolly clown.
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Harry t hought he seenmed to be in pretty poor shape, considering the fact that
the last installation had been only six nonths ago. M. Wally's grinning face
was rusty in several places, especially near the |ips and eyes, and every
but t on

on his suit was chipped. Also, the blue toes of his overlarge shoes were
cracking badly. Harry estinmated that the work would take at |east an



hour--first

brushi ng and sandi ng, and then touching himup with sonme paint.

"M. Vally," Harry said, rolling up his sleeves. "Wth your perm ssion, |'ll
begin. "

Exactly one hour later, he applied a final bit of purple to M. Wally's |ape
and stood back to admre his work. Even after fourteen years in this

busi ness,

Harry still occasionally felt a certain swelling of pride in his chest when
he

successfully conpleted this portion of his duties.

As he reseal ed the paint cans and gathered his brushes, Harry realized how
late

it had become. Except for five kids and two young wonen, the play area was
now

enpty. The supper tine rush was |ong over. The lights were on inside and the
parking ot quiet. Harry | ooked west and saw that if he hoped to finish
before

sundown, he woul d have to hurry.

The little girl was awake when he reached the van. Harry put all the paints
awnay

on the proper shelves and placed the brushes to soak in a jar of fresh
turpentine. Then he retrieved his | ogbook fromthe front seat and renoved the
gag fromthe girl's nouth.

He asked her several tinmes what her nane was, and her age, but she refused to
answer. And so, next to that day's date in the |edger, right bel ow the

i nformati on he had entered concerning the norning job, Harry wote: Nane: ?
Sex:

F Age: 8(?) Place: Freeport. Installed: Haverhill. Coments:

But he couldn't think of anything to add right then, so he cl osed the book
and

turned back to the girl.

"I"mgoing to give you sonmething that will make you sleep,” he told her. He
opened his kit, took out a syringe, and gave her a second shot.

"Please don't worry," Harry said to her. He knelt beside her and wi ped a tear
fromher cheek. Gently he touched her hair. "Everything' s okay, honey. Don't
worry. "
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When she was finally unconscious, he renoved the handcuffs, spread the rubber
sheet out on the carpet, and got to work.

As he stripped off her swinmsuit, he noted once again how truly beautiful she
was. Carefully, he brushed away the few grains of sand that clung |ike
powder ed

sugar to her belly. Then he began rubbing the scented oil onto her skin,

unti |

every part of her was slick and shiny, front and back

He took the pair of red Wshaped barrettes fromher hair and put themin his
pocket, thinking that his granddaughter night |like to have them As he shaved
the girl's head, he wondered how his wi fe was feeling, and he remn nded

hi nmsel f

to be sure to phone her as soon as he had finished here.

Harry put the girl's shorn tresses and her swinsuit in the |arge plastic bag
that al ready held several days' worth of clothes, shoes, and hair. Then he
sat

down beside her and lifted her head onto his | ap. Now came the worst part, or
so

Harry often thought. He would have preferred to skip this step, but it was
somet hing that couldn't be avoi ded.

Starting with her lower left molars, using the hooked probe, he separated the
gum from around each tooth. He worked rapidly and with considerable skill
tearing at the gum pockets until every root was at |least partially exposed.



Then, taking the curved elevator, he forced its point down between each root
and
t he jawbone, twisting his wist up and back until he felt sonething give.

Usi ng

any one of three forceps--the universal, the hawk's bill, or the cow horn--he
woul d then sinply dig deep with the instrument beaks, grip the roots, and
pul | .

The work proceeded quickly. If a tooth shattered, he just left the attached
fragment in her nmouth. He put all the extracted teeth together in a M. VWally
Super Si ze cup, and then spent a few m nutes pressing at her gums with cotton
swabs, stopping the worst of the bl eeding--although baby teeth don't bl eed
very

much at all.

Then came the painting of her face--the |opsided orange snmile, the blue

di anond

tears, the big black circles around her eyes--a la M. Wally.

Finally, she was ready. Harry found the canmera and phot ographed her in the
requi red poses, which was something new that the main office had just started.
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As he carried her across the play area, all the kids becane still and the two
remai ning nothers fell silent. Standing directly in front of M. Wally, Harry
wai ted a nmonent before speaking. The clown's raised right hand seened to be
reaching out to arrest for an instant the actions of the entire world.

"M. Vally," Harry recited, "Thou art the savior of mankind. W live on thy
breath, and we subsist on the flesh of thy body. Take this child, O Thriving
One, into thy bosom Accept this offering fromthy hunble servants.™

He brought her around to the other side of the pedestal and set her on the
ground. He al so put down the Styrofoam cup that held her teeth. He inserted a
key into M. Wally's left shoul der, and the back half of the statue swung
open.

He picked the girl up again and stood her inside M. Wally, fastening severa
straps around her chest, waist, and thighs, until she was securely in place.
Last of all he adjusted the neck brace, so that her face fit snugly agai nst

t he

i nside surface of M. Wally's face, her eyes peering out through his eyes,

her

nmout h open inside his smle.

"Daughter," Harry said, "ye have eaten and drunk. Go forth, go forth."

He set the cup of teeth near her feet, and closed her in.

The chaste mai dens who tended the tenple's grills and perpetual fires would
renove the girl's body soon after she died.
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His Mouth WIIl Taste of Wrnmwod

Poppy Z. Brite

The award for the nmpbst intriguing nane anong Borderl ands' contributors has
got

to go to Poppy Z. Brite. Born in 1967, Poppy wites with a maturity and
contro

not often found in young witers. Her stories nmove and withe in silky,
snakel i ke rhythms, enbodied with a dark sensuality, |oathsone yet attractive.
She has appeared in Silva's The Horror Show and Ptacek's Wnen of Darkness
I,

and she has recently conpleted her first novel

Currently living in Athens, CGeorgia, Poppy has spent her time not witing as
a

candy maker, short-order cook, an artist's nodel, and an exotic dancer. Anmong
her interests, she lists Siamese cats, Anerican cars of the forties through

t he

sixties, and burial custons of different cultures. Somehow, | get the feeling
this lady's not exactly your basic girl next door.
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"To the treasures and the pleasures of the grave," said my friend Louis, and
rai sed his goblet of absinthe to me in drunken benediction

"To the funeral lilies," |I replied, "and to the cal mpal e bones." | drank
deeply

frommy own glass. The absinthe cauterized nmy throat with its flavor, part
pepper, part licorice, part rot. It had been one of our greatest finds: nore
than fifty bottles of the nowoutlawed |iqueur, sealed up in a New Ol eans
famly

tomb. Transporting themwas a nui sance, but once we had | earned to enjoy the
taste of wormwod, our continued drunkenness was ensured for a long, |ong
tine.

W had taken the skull of the crypt's patriarch, too, and it nowresided in a
velvet-lined enclave in our nmuseum

Louis and |, you see, were dreaners of a dark and restless sort. W net in
our

second year of college and quickly found that we shared one vital trait: both
of

us were dissatisfied with everything. W drank strai ght whi skey and decl ared
it

too weak. We took strange drugs, but the visions they brought us were of
enptiness, mndl essness, slow decay. The books we read were dull; the artists
who sold their colorful drawi ngs on the street were mere hacks in our eyes;

t he

musi ¢ we heard was never |oud enough, never harsh enough to stir us. W were
truly jaded, we told one another. For all the inpression the world nmade upon
us,

our eyes mght have been dead bl ack holes in our heads.

For a tine we thought our salvation lay in the sorcery wought by nusic. W
studi ed recordi ngs of weird nanel ess di ssonances, attended perfornmances of
obscure bands at ill-lit filthy clubs. But rmusic did not save us. For a tine
we

di stracted ourselves with carnality. W explored the danp alien territory
between the |l egs of any girl who woul d have us, sonetimnes separately,

soneti mes

both of us in bed together with one girl or nore. W bound their wists and
ankles with black |ace, we lubricated and penetrated their every orifice, we
shamed themwith their own pleasures. | recall a mauve-haired beauty,

Fel i ci a,

who was brought to wild sobbing orgasm by the rough tongue of a stray dog we
trapped. W watched her fromacross the room drug dazed and unstirred.

When we had exhausted the possibilities of women we sought those of our own
sex,

craving the androgynous curve of a boy's
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cheekbone, the nolten flood of ejacul ation invading our mouths. Eventually we
turned to one another, seeking the thresholds of pain and ecstasy no one el se
had been able to help us attain. Louis asked ne to grow ny nails | ong and
file

theminto needl e-sharp points. Wen | raked them down his back, tiny beads of
bl ood welled up in the angry tracks they left. He loved to lie still,

pr et endi ng

to submt to me, as | licked the salty bl ood away. Afterward he woul d push ne
down and attack me with his nouth, his tongue seeming to sear a trail of
liquid

fire into ny skin.

But sex did not save us either. We shut ourselves in our roomand saw no one
for

days on end. At last we withdrew to the seclusion of Louis's ancestral hone
near



Bat on Rouge. Both his parents were dead--a suicide pact, Louis hinted, or
perhaps a nurder and a suicide. Louis, the only child, retained the fanly
home

and fortune. Built on the edge of a vast swanp, the plantation house | ooned
sepul chrally out of the gloomthat surrounded it always, even in the middl e of
a

sumer afternoon. Oaks of prinordial hugeness grew in a canopy over the
house,

their branches |like black arns fraught with Spani sh nbss. The noss was
everywhere, reminding me of brittle gray hair, stirring waithlike in the
dank

breeze fromthe swanp. | had the inpression that, left too | ong unchecked,

t he

noss mght begin to grow fromthe ornate wi ndow franmes and fluted col ums of
t he

house itself.

The pl ace was deserted save for us. The air was heady with the | um nous scent
of

magnol i as and the fetor of swanmp gas. At night we sat on the veranda and

si pped

bottles of wine fromthe famly cellar, gazing through an increasingly

al coholic

mst at the will-0'-the-w sps that beckoned far off in the swanp. Cbsessively
we

tal ked of new thrills and how we m ght get them Louis's wit sparkled
liveliest

when he was bored, and on the night he first mentioned grave robbing,

| aughed.

| could not imagine that he was serious.

"What would we do with a bunch of dried-up old remains? Gind themto nmake a
voodoo potion? | preferred your idea of increasing our tolerance to various
poi sons. "

Loui s's sharp face snapped toward nme. H s eyes were painfully sensitive to
light, so that even in this gloam ng he wore tinted

124

gl asses and it was inpossible to see his expression. He kept his fair hair
clipped very short, so that it stood up in crazy tufts when he raked a

ner vous

hand through it. "No, Howard. Think of it: our own collection of death. A
catal og of pain, of human frailty--all for us. Set against a backdrop of
tranquil |oveliness. Think what it would be to wal k through such a pl ace,

medi tating, reflecting upon your own epheneral essence. Think of making | ove
in

a charnel house! W have only to assenble the parts--they will create a whole
into which we may fall."

(Loui s enjoyed speaking in cryptic puns; anagrans and pal i ndromes, too, and
any

sort of puzzle appealed to him | wonder whether that was not the root of his
determ nation to look into the fathom ess eye of death and master it. Perhaps
he

saw the nortality of the flesh as a gigantic jigsaw or crossword which, if he
fitted all the parts into place, he might solve and thus defeat. Louis would
have | oved to live forever, though he would never have known what to do with
al |

his tine.)

He soon produced his hashish pipe to sweeten the taste of the wine, and we

spoke
no nmore of grave robbing that night. But the thought preyed upon nme in the
| anguor ous weeks to come. The snell of a freshly opened grave, | thought,

must



inits way be as intoxicating as the perfune of the swanp or a girl's npst
intimate sweat. Could we truly assenble a collection of the grave's treasures
that would be lovely to | ook upon, that woul d soothe our fevered soul s?

The caresses of Louis's tongue grew | anguid. Sonetimes, instead of nestling
with

me between the black satin sheets of our bed, he would sleep on a torn

bl anket

in one of the underground roons. These had originally been built for

i ndeterm nate but always intriguing purposes--abolitionist neetings had taken
pl ace there, Louis told ne, and a weekend of free |ove, and an earnest but
wi I dly inconpetent Black Mass replete with a vestal virgin and phallic

candl es.

These roons were where our museum would be set up. At last | cane to agree
with

Louis that only the plundering of graves might cure us of the nost stifling

ennui we had yet suffered. | could not bear to watch his tornented sl eep, the
pal | or of his holl ow cheeks,
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the delicate bruiselike darkening of the skin beneath his flickering eyes.
Besi des, the notion of grave robbing had begun to entice ne. In ultinmte
corruption, mght we not find the path to ultimte sal vation?

Qur first grisly prize was the head of Louis's nother, rotten as a punpkin
forgotten on the vine, half shattered by two bullets froman antique Cvil
War

revolver. W took it fromthe famly crypt by the light of a full noon. The
will-o -the-w sps gl owed weakly, |ike dying beacons on sone unattai nabl e

shor e,

as we crept back to the manse. | dragged pick and shovel behind me; Louis
carried the putrescent trophy tucked beneath his arm After we had descended
into the museum | lit three candles scented with the russet spices of autumm
(the season when Louis's parents had died), while Louis placed the head in

t he

al cove we had prepared for it. |I thought | detected a certain tenderness in
hi s

manner. "My she give us the famly blessing," he nurnured, absently w ping
on

the I apel of his jacket a few shreds of pulpy flesh that had adhered to his
fingers.

W spent a happy tine refurbishing the museum polishing the inlaid precious
nmetals of the wall fixtures, brushing away the dust that frosted the vel vet
designs of the wall paper, alternately burning i ncense and charring bits of
cloth

we had saturated with our blood, in order to give the roons the odor we
desired--a charnel perfume strong enough to drive us to frenzy. W travel ed
far

for our collections, but always we returned hone with crates full of things
no

man had ever been neant to possess. W heard of a girl with violet eyes who
had

died in sone distant town; not seven days later we had those eyes in an
ornate

cut-glass jar, pickled in formal dehyde. W scraped bone dust and nitre from

t he

bottons of ancient coffins; we stole the barely w thered heads and hands of
children fresh in their graves, with their soft little fingers and their lips
like flower petals. W had baubl es and precious heirl oons, vermn cul ated
prayer

books and shrouds encrusted with nold. | had not taken seriously Louis's talk
of

maki ng love in a charnel house--but neither had | reckoned on the pleasure he



could inflict with a fenur dipped in rose-scented oil

Upon the night | speak of--the night we drank our toast to the
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grave and its riches--we had just acquired our finest prize yet. Later in the
eveni ng we planned a cel ebratory debauch at a nightclub in the city. W had
returned fromour nost recent travels not with the usual assortment of sacks
and

crates, but with only one small box carefully wapped and tucked into Louis's
breast pocket. The box contai ned an object whose existence we had only
specul at ed upon previously. Fromcertain half-articulate nutterings of an old
blind man plied with cheap Iiquor in a French Quarter bar, we traced runors of
a

certain fetish or charmto a Negro graveyard in the southern bayou country.
The

fetish was said to be a thing of eerie beauty, capable of luring any lover to
one's bed, hexing any eneny to a sick and painful death, and (this, | think
was

what intrigued Louis the npst) turning back tenfold on anyone who used it
with

| ess than the touch of a naster

A heavy m st hung | ow over the graveyard when we arrived there, |apping at
our

ankl es, pooling around the markers of wood and stone, abruptly nelting away
in

patches to reveal a gnarled root or a patch of blackened grass, then closing
back in. By the Iight of a waning noon we nmade our way al ong a path overgrown
with rioting weeds. The graves were decorated with el aborate nosaics of

br oken

gl ass, coins, bottlecaps, oyster shells lacquered silver and gold. Sone
nounds

were outlined by enpty bottles shoved neck downward into the earth. | saw a

| one

pl aster saint whose features had been worn away by years of wind and rain.

ki cked hal f-buried rusty cans that had once held flowers; now they held only

bare brittle stens and pestilent rainwater or nothing at all. Only the scent
of

wild spider lilies pervaded the night.

The earth in one corner of the graveyard seened bl acker than the rest. The
grave

we sought was marked only by a crude cross of charred and tw sted wood. W
wer e

skilled at the art of violating the dead; soon we had the coffin uncovered.
The

boards were warped by years of burial in wet, foul earth. Louis pried up the
lid

with his spade and, by the nobon's meager and watery |ight, we gazed upon what
lay within.

O the inhabitant we knew al nost nothing. Sonme said a hideously disfigured
old

conjure woman |lay buried here. Some said she was a young girl with a face as
| ovely and col d as noonli ght
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on water, and a soul cruder than Fate itself. Some clained the body was not a
worman's at all, but that of a white voodoo priest who had rul ed the bayou. He

had features of a cool, unearthly beauty, they said, and a stock of fetishes
and

potions that he would hand out with the kindest blessing ... or the direst
curse. This was the story Louis and | liked best; the sorcerer's
capri ci ousness

appeal ed to us, and the fact that he was beauti ful



No trace of beauty remained on the thing in the coffin--at |east not the sort
of

beauty that a healthy eye m ght cherish. Louis and | |oved the translucent
parchnent skin stretched tight over |ong bones that seemed to have been
carved

fromivory. The delicate brittle hands fol ded across the sunken chest, the
sof t

bl ack caverns of the eyes, the colorless strands of hair that still clung to
t he
fine white dome of the skull--to us these things were the poetry of death.

Louis played his flashlight over the withered cords of the neck. There, on a
silver chain gone black with age, was the object we had come seeking. No
crude

wax doll or bit of dried root was this. Louis and | gazed at each ot her
noved

by the beauty of the thing; then, as if in a dream he reached to grasp it.
Thi s

was our rightful night's prize, our plunder froma sorcerer's grave.

"How does it | ook?" Louis asked as we were dressing.

| never had to think about ny clothes. On an evening such as this, when we
wer e

dressing to go out, | would choose the sane garnents | mght wear for a

ni ght's

digging in the graveyard-- black, unornamented bl ack, with only the whiteness
of

nmy face and hands showi ng agai nst the backdrop of night. On a particularly
festive occasion, such as this, | mght snudge a bit of kohl round ny eyes.
The

absence of color made nme nearly invisible: if | walked with nmy shoul ders
hunched

and ny chin tucked down, no one except Louis would see ne.

"Don't slouch so, Howard," said Louis irritably as | ducked past the nmirror
"Turn around and look at me. Aren't | fine in my sorcerer's jewelry?"

Even when Louis wore black, he did it to be noticed. Tonight he was

respl endent

in narrow | egged trousers of purple paisley silk
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and a silvery jacket that seened to turn all light iridescent. He had taken
our

prize out of its box and fastened it around his throat. As | canme closer to
| ook

at it, | caught Louis's scent: rich and rather neaty, |ike blood kept too

| ong

in a stoppered bottle.

Agai nst the scul pted hollow of Louis's throat, the thing on its chain seened
nore strangely beautiful than ever. Have | neglected to describe the nmagica
obj ect, the voodoo fetish fromthe churned earth of the grave? I wll never
forget it. A polished sliver of bone (or a tooth, but what fang could have
been

so |l ong, so sleekly honed, and still have sonehow retained the | ook of a
human

toot h?) bound by a strip of copper. Set into the netal, a single ruby
spar kl ed

like a drop of gore against the verdigris. Etched in exquisite mniature upon
the sliver of bone, and darkened by the rubbing in of some bl ack-red

subst ance,

was an el aborate veve--one of the symbols used by voodooi sts to invoke their
pant heon of terrible gods. Woever was buried in that |onely bayou grave, he
had

been no nere dabbler in swanp magic. Every cross and swirl of the veve was



reproduced to perfection. |I thought the thing still retained a trace of the
grave's scent--a dark odor like potatoes |ong spoiled. Each grave has its own
pecul i ar scent, just as each living body does.

"Are you certain you should wear it?" | asked.
"It will go into the museumtonorrow,"” he said, "with a scarlet candle
bur ni ng

eternally before it. Tonight its powers are mne."

The nightclub was in a part of the city that |ooked as if it had been gutted
fromthe inside out by a righteous tongue of fire. The street was lit only by
occasi onal scribbles of neon high overhead, advertisenents for cheap hotels
and

all-night bars. Dark eyes stared at us fromthe crevices and pat hways between
bui | di ngs, di sappearing only when Louis's hand crept toward the inner pocket
of

his jacket. He carried a small stiletto there, and knew how to use it for
nor e

t han pl easure.

We slipped through a door at the end of an alley and descended the narrow
staircase into the club. The lurid glow of a blue bulb flooded the stairs,
maki ng Louis's face | ook sunken and dead behind his tinted gl asses. Feedback
bl asted us as we canme in, and
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above it, a screaming battle of guitars. The inside of the club was a

pat chwor k

of flickering light and darkness. G affiti covered the walls and the ceiling
like a tangle of barbed wire come alive. | saw bands' insignia and jeering

deat h' s-heads, crucifixes bejewel ed with broken glass, and bl ack obscenities
withing in the stroboscopic light.

Louis brought me a drink fromthe bar. | sipped it slowy, still drunk on
absinthe. Since the nusic was too loud for conversation, | studied the
cl ubgoers

around us. A quiet bunch, they were, staring fixedly at the stage as if they
had

been drugged (and no doubt many of them had--1 renmenbered visiting a club one
ni ght on a dose of halluci nogeni c nushroons, watching in fascination as the
guitar strings seened to drip soft viscera onto the stage). Younger than
Loui s

and nyself, nost of themwere, and queerly beautiful in their thrift shop
rags,

their |eather and fishnet and cheap costune jewelry, their pale faces and
pai nted hair. Perhaps we woul d take one of them hone with us tonight. W had
done so before. "The delicious guttersnipes,” Louis called them A
particularly

beautiful face, starkly boned and androgynous, flickered at the edge of ny

vi sion. When | |ooked, it was gone.
| went into the rest room A pair of boys stood at a single urinal, talking
animatedly. | stood at the sink rinsing my hands, watching the boys in the

mrror and trying to overhear their conversation. A hairline fracture in the
gl ass seened to pull the taller boy's eyes askew "Caspar and Al yssa found
her

tonight," he said. "In sone old warehouse by the river. | heard her skin was
gray, man. And sort of wi thered, like something had sucked out nost of the
nmeat . "

"Far out," said the other boy. H's black-rimred |ips barely noved.

"She was only fifteen, you know?" said the tall boy as he zipped his ragged
trousers.

"She was a cunt anyway."

They turned away fromthe urinal and started tal king about the band--Ritua
Sacrifice, | gathered, whose nane was scrawl ed on the walls of the club. As
t hey



went out, the boys glanced at the mrror and the tall one's eyes net mne for
an

instant. Nose |like a haughty Indian chief's, eyelids smudged wi th bl ack and
sil ver.
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Loui s woul d approve, | thought--but the night was young, and there were many
drinks yet to be had.

When the band took a break we visited the bar again. Louis edged in beside a
thin dark-haired boy who was bare chested except for a piece of torn |ace
tied

about his throat. Wen he turned, | knew his was the androgynous and striking
face | had glinpsed before. Hi s beauty was al nost feral, but overlaid with a
cool elegance like a veneer of sanity hiding nadness. Hi s ivory skin
stretched

over cheekbones like razors; his eyes were hectic pools of darkness.

"I like your amulet,” he said to Louis. "It's very unusual ."

"l have another one like it at hone," Louis told him

"Really? I'd like to see them both together." The boy paused to let Louis

or der

our vodka gimets, then said, "I thought there was only one."

Loui s's back straightened like a string of beads being pulled taut. Behind
hi s

gl asses, | knew, his pupils would have shrunk to pinpoints: the |ight pained
hi m

nore when he was nervous. But no trenor in his voice betrayed hi m when he
sai d,

"What do you know about it?"

The boy shrugged. On his bony shoul ders, the novenent was insouci ant and

drop-dead graceful. "It's voodoo," he said. "I know what voodoo is. Do you?"
The inplication stung, but Louis only bared his teeth the slightest bit; it
m ght have been a smile. "I amconversant in all types of nmagic," he said,
"at

| east."

The boy noved closer to Louis, so that their hips were al nost touching, and
lifted the amul et between thunb and forefinger. | thought | saw one |ong nai
brush Louis's throat, but |I could not be sure. "I could tell you the neaning
of

this veve," he said, "if you were certain you wi shed to know. "

"It symbolizes power," Louis said. "All the power of ny soul." H's voice was
cold, but I saw his tongue dart out to noisten his |lips. He was beginning to
di slike this boy, and also to desire him

"No," said the boy so softly that | barely caught his words. He sounded

al nost

sad. "This cross in the center is inverted, you see, and the line encircling
it

represents a serpent. Athing like this can
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trap your soul. Instead of being rewarded with eternal life ... you m ght be
dooned to it."

"Dooned to eternal life?" Louis permitted hinmself a small cold snile

"What ever

do you mean?"

"The band is starting again. Find ne after the showand I'Il tell you. W can
have a drink ... and you can tell ne all you know about voodoo." The boy
threw

back his head and | aughed. Only then did | notice that one of his upper

cani ne

teeth was ni ssing.

The next part of the evening remains a blur of nponlight and neon, ice cubes
and



blue swirling snoke and sweet drunkenness. The boy drank gl ass after gl ass of
absinthe with us, seeming to relish the bitter taste. None of our other
guests

had liked the liqueur. "Were did you get it?" he asked. Louis was silent for
a

| ong nonent before he said, "It was sent over from France." Except for its
single black gap, the boy's smle would have been as perfect as the
shar p- edged

crescent noon.

"Anot her drink?" said Louis, refilling both our glasses.
When | next cane to clarity, | was in the boy's arnms. | could not nmake out
t he

words he was whi spering; they nmight have been an incantation, if nmagic may be
sung to pleasure's nmusic. A pair of hands cupped ny face, guiding ny |ips
over

the boy's pal e parchnent skin. They m ght have been Louis's hands. | knew
not hi ng except this boy, the fragile novenent of the bones beneath the skin,

t he

taste of his spit bitter wi th wormwod.

| do not renenber when he finally turned away from ne and began | avi shing his
| ove upon Louis. | wish | could have watched, coul d have seen the | ust

bl eedi ng

into Louis's eyes, the pleasure wacking his body. For, as it turned out, the
boy | oved Louis so much nore thoroughly than ever he | oved ne.

When | awoke, the bass thunmp of mnmy pul se echoing through ny skull blotted out

all other sensations. Gadually, though, | becane aware of tangled silk
sheet s,
of hot sunlight on ny face. Not until | came fully awake did | see the thing

I

had cradled like a lover all through the night.

For an instant two realities shifted in uneasy juxtaposition and al npst

nmer ged.

| was in Louis's bed; | recognized the feel of the
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sheets, their odor of silk and sweat. But this thing | held--this was surely
one

of the fragile numr es we had dragged out of their graves, the things we

di ssected for our nmuseum It took nme only a noment, though, to recognize the
fam liar ruined features--the sharp chin, the high el egant brow. Sonet hing
had

desiccated Louis, had drained himof every drop of his noisture, his
vitality.

H s skin crackled and fl aked away beneath nmy fingers. His hair stuck to ny
lips,

dry and colorl ess. The amulet, which had still been around his throat in bed
| ast ni ght, was gone.
The boy had left no trace--or so | thought until | saw a nearly transparent

thing at the foot of the bed. It was like a quantity of spiderweb, or a danp
and

i nsubstantial veil. | picked it up and shook it out, but could not see its
features until | held it up to the window. The thing was vaguely human
shaped,

with enpty linbs trailing off into nearly invisible tatters. As the thing
waft ed

and billowed, | saw part of a face in it--the sharp curve left by a
cheekbone,

the hol e where an eye had been--as if a face were inprinted upon gauze.

| carried Louis's brine shell of a corpse down into the nuseum Laying him
before his mother's niche, | left a stick of incense burning in his folded
hands



and a pillow of black silk cradling the papery dry bulb of his skull. He
woul d

have wi shed it thus.

The boy has not conme to me again, though | |eave the w ndow open every night.
I

have been back to the club, where |I stand sipping vodka and wat chi ng the
crowd.

| have seen many beauties, nmany strange wasted faces, but not the one |I seek
I

think I know where | will find him Perhaps he still desires me--1 nust know.
I will go again to the lonely graveyard in the bayou. Once nore--alone, this
time--1 will find the unmarked grave and plant ny spade in its black earth.
Waen

| open the coffin--1 knowit, I amsure of it! --1 will find not the

nmoul deri ng
thing we beheld before, but the cal mbeauty of replenished youth. The youth
he

drank fromLouis. His face will be a scrinmshaw nask of tranquility. The
amulet--1 knowit; | amsure of it--will be around his neck

Dying: the final shock of pain or nothingness that is the price we pay for
everything. Could it not be the sweetest thrill, the only salvation we can
attain ... the only true nmonent of
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sel f - knowl edge? The dark pools of his eyes will open, still and deep enough
to

drown in. He will hold out his arns to ne, inviting ne to lie down with him
in

his rich worny bed.

Wth the first kiss his mouth will taste of wornmwod. After that it wll
taste

only of me--of ny blood, ny life, siphoning out of my body and into his. |
will

feel the sensations Louis felt: the shriveling of my tissues, the drying up
of

all ny vital juices. | care not. The treasures and the pl easures of the
grave?

They are his hands, his lips, his tongue.
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Oh, What a Swell Guy Am |

Jeffrey GCsier

The following story is one of those rare ones that junps out of the nonstrous
pile of unsolicited stories and refuses to take no for an answer. When

first

read Jeffrey Gsier's tale of total, literal disintegration, | was noved by

t he

raw energy of the prose, by some of the unforgettable visual imges, and by

t he

sheer ugliness of human anger stripped naked. His work was totally unknown to
me, but when | nentioned discovering his story to friends in the publishing
business, | was told Gsier's been naking a fine reputation for hinmself in the
smal | press nmagazi nes.

Born in Chicago in the md-fifties, Gsier has lived there nost of his life.
He's

held a variety of jobs, all the while witing his personal, dark visions. He
is

currently enployed as a witer, editor, and producer of educational filns.
Married, with two kids, Jeff plans to keep the stories flowi ng. Let's hope so.
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One week ago | left the house, Lisa and the kids, and nmoved into this shabby
little studio apartnent. Wy?



| mean, whatever passed between ne and Lisa on that night, whatever rift we
wi dened and whatever shrill and hateful resolution my have cone fromit, it
did

not warrant my noving out and actually signing a goddamed | ease on this
peeling, hissing, festering little box of a room And yet, here |I am

Lucki ly.

Three days ago | went to lunch with Ellen and John, two of ny staff--two of
ny

nor e dependabl e, | ess decadent and spinel ess assistants. My treat. | tried to
be

light and glib, tried to be a friend, tried to |l et them know how nmuch

depend

on themto keep the rest of those incorrigible reprobates in Iine, and what
happened?

| started swelling up. It was strange, because at first they just squinted at
ne

and | ooked at each other nervously. Then | felt the pressure: the crease

bet ween

nmy cheeks and eyes, the tingling across ny brow ridges. Wen John told nme |

| ooked as though | was having an allergic reaction, | reached up to the place
where ny face was supposed to be, and instead ny fingertips hit this swollen
nunbed surface, |like a water-bloated nmask.

Once we got back everyone was all concerned because | |ooked so bad, and of
course, when | finally looked in a mrror, | did |ook pretty bad. But when
everyone started telling me to go hone! or go see the conpany nurse! or go to
the emergency room --well, let's be honest. \Wat woul d have happened if | had

gone hone? The pl ace woul d have gone utterly to pieces, ny staff would have
degenerated into the free-spirited bunch of gypsies it threatens to becone
every

time | shut ny door or take a phone call or go to a neeting. And of course,
Al an

Wasserman, ny own supervisor, would be taken off the hook through the

know edge

that the nan destined to replace himhad screwed up sonmehow, which of course
I

woul d have, had | left.

Which | didn't.

There was enough to do, of course, as there always is for anyone with vision
and | managed to map out ny agenda far ahead of all foreseeabl e deadlines. |
was

in the office until 11 P.M, concentrating on the vision, not nerely on ny

j ob,

ny image, but
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rather on the sheer joy and power of being the one who propels everything
forward. | did not touch ny face. | did not bargain for the unusual body
odors

that | seemed to enmit as the evening progressed. Ch, | fidgeted all over the
pl ace. | paced and paced the narrow confines of ny office and | digressed--as
I

al ways tend to do--into fits of ... vengeful reflection, |I guess you'd cal

it.

But | got the job done. Mne and a few other people's, in fact.

| had to call the security guard, Me, to bring up the el evator when

finally

left. | guess the first real harbinger of the conmi ng weekend' s annoyi ng chain
of

events was Moe's reaction when the el evator doors opened and he | ooked at ne.
In

t he nonent before he recogni zed me he shuddered, crossed hinsel f, and



whi nper ed

a qui et prayer.

Was | so unrecogni zabl e? When | got hone | examned nyself in the mirror--the
facial edema and the peppered rash streaking across the creases between each
i ndi vidual swelling. |I was sick. People get sick. People get well. So what?

| felt fine. A few hours sleep, and 1'd be as good as new.

And so it seened. At first. The swelling was down in the norning--not gone,
but

at least a little relieved. | showered religiously, trying to get rid of that
naggi ng, nasty odor, and ended up baptizing nyself in AOd Spice, just to make
sure | didn't offend all of ny timd so-called co-workers.

| did all this for them And then | went to work.

When | rounded that final corner into ny departnment, there they were, all six
of

them just standing there, joking, |aughing, sneering, talking about soneone
(1

wonder who), and posing |like a bunch of those unenpl oyed New York ethnic
types

you al ways see in those blue jeans comercials. Fromthe | ooks on their faces
I

could tell that they hadn't expected ne to cone in at all.

It was a scene. Wrds were passed, on both sides. A crowd managed to gat her
M

boss's secretary, Margaret, was watching. Conplaints began to ripple outward
fromour little departnent. Ellen began to cry. Soneone threatened ne.
Soneone

on the other side of a bank of file cabinets heard that and began to appl aud.
Who? |'ve been giving that some thought, too.
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| ended up back in ny office, pacing once again. | had the door shut so no
one

could hear the pounding in nmy head or on ny face. | |ooked around at the

clutter, at the crunpled kid's drawings |'d thunbtacked there years before,
drawi ngs | no longer seenmed to recogni ze. Sonehow ny office, its clutter and
even its geonetry, no |longer nmade any sense to ne.

I finally sat down. The noment | did there was a knock at ny door. It was

Al an,

nmy boss, and Margaret. \When they saw ne, when they | ooked at ny surroundings,
t hey becane shaken and unsettl ed.

They were both conciliatory. They understood the |ong hours | put in, the
enornous pressure | put mnyself under, but even | could get sick. So sick, in
fact, that it was better that | just go home and take a couple of days off to
recuperate. Margaret said she'd call Lisa, explain the situation, and tel

her

to expect me shortly. Al an wondered al oud why Lisa had even let nme out the
door.

| assured themthat | could call Lisa nyself. They proceeded to usher ne out
of

there with expressions of measured distaste smeared unconfortably across
their

faces. It was no better--in fact, it was worse--on the train ride hone. Could
I

possi bly 1 ook or snell so bad? Was my rage, ny enbarrassnent, my huniliation
so

obvi ous?

The first thing | did when | entered my shabby little apartnment was check the
time. It was only 10:30 A°M The next thing | did was exam ne ny face in the
bat hroom mirror

| was al nost unrecogni zable. My cheeks, ny |ips, and neck were swollen and
purpl e, shimrering and al nost translucent except for the red, peppery patches



of

rash scattered across ny face. My bl oodshot eyes were al nbst swollen shut. My
forehead was a protruding field of pustules. Every time | opened ny nouth, a
stringy mass of mucus appeared, as thick as a finger and as |ong as ny nouth
could open to acconmpdate it.

And there was that snell again.

I lay down on the danmp and crunpl ed bed sheets and fell into a restless,

vi sion-1aden sleep. | don't know how long that sleep lasted. | was not in a
cl ock-watching frame of mind when | finally awoke to find ny roomveiled in a
speci al kind of darkness that had nothing to do with the world outside ny

wi ndows. | stunbl ed
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around the apartnment, sonetines failing to recognize a wadded mass of nmy own
clothes piled on a chair, or sonetimes recognizing features in that |um nous,
deeply shadowed seni darkness that | should not have recognized at all.

| ooked

into the bathroommrror once with the hot fluorescent lights on, but the

figure

inthat mrror was still draped in mst and shadow. Al | could see clearly
was

a head, which was far too | arge--1opsided and edged with creases and nodul es.
When | leaned in close to deci pher the features, darkness swall owed the
entire

face.

| watched tel evision--a Friday night lineup of sitconms and cop shows. | was

unable to follow the dial ogue or the plotlines, as though the events nade no
i near sense, as though | was hearing a famliar |anguage | had never

bot her ed

to learn.

| would occasionally run soft, fleshy palnms over a bul bous, nmonstrous face,
and

open nmy mouth to let out a whinper or a whine. The sound that came out was a
long, fluttering wheeze that rose in pitch and shaped itself into a fragile,
beauti ful nel ody before hissing away.

The next thing | renmenber is the phone ringing. It was bright out. A quick

| ook

at nmy hands and feel of my face told nme I was no | onger swollen

It was Lisa.

"Donal d? I's everything all right? Margaret Schunman called ne last night to
ask

how you were. | guess you haven't said anything to them about ... us."
“l... no, | haven't."

"Well, don't worry. | didn't tell her, either. She says you left work sick
yest erday norning. She nmade it seem as though you were ... She paused. How
nmuch

woul d Margaret have dared tell mnmy wife? Cbviously nmy boss had put her up to
this.

"As though | was what ?"

"She seemed very concerned about you. Are you all right? You don't sound too
good. "

"What the hell do you care, anyway?"

"Listen, Donald. Are you so set on this? | nmean, were things all that bad for
you here? The kids miss you so nmuch. Couldn't you even cone hone when you're
si ck?"
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"Home." The word cane out as a long, bitter snort. "Ch, CGod, Donald. Please.
Don't be so stubborn. W need you here. The kids need you. | need you. W can
get you out of that stupid Iease. "

"No. "

"Well, at least let me come over and visit you."



"Not a fucking chance, Lisa."

"I thought maybe | could talk you into going to that party."

"What fucking party?"

There was a silence. She was losing it. How nuch | onger could she actually
hol d

out ?

"Alan's secretary, Margaret. Renenber? She's having a party. The one you--"
"Hey, |ook, sweetheart, | don't feel up to partying tonight. Wy don't you
j ust

go there wthout me?"

"Donal d, they're your friends. Not mine. | couldn't go there w thout you."

"Friends, are they? Just because | work with then? Don't make me | augh! They
al |

hate ny guts, do you know that? So you think they'd really invite me unless

t hey

thought it'd | ook too obvious or uncouth not to invite ne? They're no better
than you, you little pig. You and your fucking, overstuffed little kids."

I could feel the shudder of disgust over the phone. It thrilled me enornously.

"Ckay, Donald. We'll talk about this later. You know ... |'ve put up with ..
Damit! You | ove making ne feel like a fool, don't you? What do you want ne
to

do? Cry? Beg? Listen, Donald, let's not talk about it. If you need soneone to
talk to, just call your little friend, Margaret. Ch, and by the way, Donal d,

t he

kids could care | ess about you not being here. | don't think they'd even
notice

you' re gone, except that you're not here to wake themup wi th your whiny
little

tirades at six in the nmorning." dick

Aick. Hmm The bitch! 1'd give her a while to reevaluate it all. See where
you
stand in a week, Lisa! | collapsed back on the bed. | found nyself thinking

about Margaret. So young and sweet and unattached. Suddenly a power surged

t hrough me, emnerging between ny |l egs and bringing on a ferocious erection
Wthout nmy freeing it or coaxing it, | ejaculated in a series of painful
spasns,
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doubl i ng me up, sending convul sive chills through ne, unhinging nme fromthe
illusions surrounding me for just a few instants, depositing ne somewhere
fundanmental and very real. At least, that's what | think happened. | fel
back

into the sheets.

| awoke several times throughout that day, though there's no way of being
sure

how many times | actually did get up and how nany tinmes | nmerely dreant that
I

got out of bed. In retrospect | suppose it's possible that | had no dreans
what soever, and that even ny nost demented, inpossible fits of wakeful ness
wer e

real events, in spite of the fact that nmy inmage in the mrror was

i nconcei vabl y

distorted and nmy apartment had taken on an al nbst tropical, prineval

appear ance,

rotting away beneath plant growths that resenbl ed nothing so nuch as the face
in

the mrror.

And yet there were tinmes when |I'd awaken--al nost afraid to open ny eyes, and
find that the apartment was just as it had been all norning and that my image
in

the mrror was as it had always been. A little pale and nore haggard and



unshaven than usual ... but it was me. Wthin mnutes of rising, going to the
bat hroom drinking sone water, pacing and trying to piece together thoughts,
I'd

flop back on the sheets and plunge back into that dreadful, purposeful sleep

When | woke up at 8:30 P.M, however, | knew that | was really awake,

deci sivel y

awake. | took a long shower with some sinus-clearing deodorant soap. | got
dressed and prepared myself for Margaret's party. Everything seemed clear--ny
m nd, my vision, the geography of ny apartnent. | wasn't in the least bit
swol | en.

The only thing that nagged at ne was ny appetite. | was ravenous. | nade
bacon

and m crowave popcorn for dinner and still, | was unappeased. Suddenly, the

cockroaches and centi pedes scurrying fromone hiding place to another
attracted

me enormously, and with startling, uncharacteristic reflexes, | was able to
snatch at them and gobble them down. | could barely taste them but | got
enornous satisfaction fromthe feel of their Iiving bodies thrashing about in
ny

nout h.

It was 10:30 by the tine | got mnyself out of the apartnent and
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onto an el train. As | rode toward Rogers Park | began thinking about

Mar gar et

about Ellen and John, all the people who'd w tnessed ny disciplinary seizure
t he

day before, all of whomwould be at this party now, no doubt describing that
scene in sidesplitting detail for the benefit of those poor souls who'd

m ssed

it.

| |1 ooked out the window at the cluttered stretch of night passing nme by,

t enpt ed

just to wander the streets and soak in all that sweet, autummal darkness.

Al one.

| don't know who let me in. There weren't nore than twenty people there, and
it

didn't take long to spot her. Margaret smled when she saw nme. | neasured

t hat

smle, the glimrering, featherlashed eyes. Until Lisa nmentioned it |'d never
taken Margaret's beauty ... personally. Now ... well, it's hard to descri be.
So

"Il describe her, instead: thick black shoul der-length hair, big brown eyes,
a

little pug of a nose. Her nipples were riding promnently beneath a tight
cotton

shirt. She wore a short skirt, beneath which |ong, tanned | egs strode toward
ne.

Her voice betrayed no contenpt for ne. She did not ask about ny wife. She
gave

me a warm close-range greeting and took ny jacket. | watched the dance of
her

ass and thighs as she retreated and felt the saliva surge through ny nouth
and

over ny lips.

| looked up to see if anyone had seen. There was Russell, our college
part-tinmer, |ooking at nme. He nodded. Russell was the one person | knew at
this

party who hadn't w tnessed the scene at work, so | went up to himwth the
nost

convincing life-of-the-party smle | could stretch out of that troubled face



of

m ne.

He tal ked nmy ear off and | just listened, nunmbed by the tawdry, nonotonous,
and

otherwi se wholly invented details of his life. |I just shut up and took it.
And
drank. Suddenly | had an enormpus capacity for alcohol. | attenpted to drink

away the sound of Russell's voice, to silence all that stupid, politically
correct Third Worldi sh nusic throbbing and scratching out of the speakers,
trying to dull at least a little bit of the |um nescence of Margaret's skin
beneat h her clothes. But there wasn't enough al cohol in all of Rogers Park to
redirect ne.

Eventually the crowd thinned. The nusic settled into an
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i nnocuous New Age drone. My drinking at least put me in a calnmer, |ess
hysterical frame of mind. | sat alone and watched the party wi nd down, and for
a

brief tine all desires, fears, and obsessions sat dormant w thin ne.

When Margaret sat down next to nme | |ooked up to find that 1'd been dozing on
the couch and that we were alone. There was no nusic. The lights were
brighter.

As she talked | watched the skirt ride up her thighs, |I saw glimers and

hi nts

of the treasures puckering in those shadows between her |egs, and heard them
calling out to ne. | |ooked at that face, so inviting, so young, so unlike

wi zened, shar p-edged Lisa.

She asked about Lisa in a way | thought counterproductive to all the nmonentum
we

were stirring. | explained our situation. That seemed to interest her. Didn't
it? She asked about mnmy health, made diplomatic remarks about ny tantrum at
wor k

the day before, and all the while, kept rubbing those thighs together.

When she touched ny forehead with the back of her hand | grabbed her wist. |

pul | ed the hand down across ny face, kissing it. | pulled her toward ne, |
noved

nmy hand up those cl enched thighs and onto the |ace of her panties, | took in
t he

warnth of that formthat was suddenly, inexplicably fighting ne.

She junped to her feet, cursing.

"Donal d, Donald, you ..." She rolled her eyes to the ceiling, shut them and
then rubbed the back of that sane hand across her own forehead.

"You' re | ooking very sick, Donald. Wiy don't you go home before there's
troubl e?"

"I want you," | said, in a voice so deep and resonant that | barely

recogni zed

it.

She stal ked away, tal king about our respective jobs, about women, about men,
cops, and all that

I was behind her. She led me into the kitchen and | began pl eading or yelling
or

crying or at |east sonething that was nmeant to be persuasive.

There foll owed, then, several explosive, disconnected nonments during which
heard two distinct sets of screans, felt ny hands cl ose around her forearns,
and

saw her kitchen recede into a fog
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out of which there energed a cranped, choking mass of vegetation, all rising
before me, swelling and hissing.

There was a cold slicing sound, a surge of heat through nmy chest, and an
expl osion of light. The kitchen fell back into focus.



She was standing no nore than three feet fromme, her eyes bulging in
horror--at

nmy face, at nmy chest. In her hand was a | arge carving knife, dripping bl ood
and

thick with a reddi sh-brown mass that should have just plopped onto the floor
but instead seenmed to pull itself up onto the blade, cling there, and then

i nch

its way toward the handl e.

Margaret, her shirt torn, her left forearm gouged and bl eedi ng, | ooked from
ny

chest to the knife, which she pronptly dropped, and then at ny face. She

t ur ned

away screanming and nelted to the floor, sobbing.

I ran out of the apartnent, clutching at nmy chest, groping about ny

m dsecti on,

searching for a bleeding cavity, but nmy hand remained dry. | felt no pain.
Waen

the i nner | obby door slamed behind ne | realized 1'd forgotten ny jacket.
grabbed at the door. Locked. | couldn't have gone back anyway. | exam ned ny

chest in the |obby Iight.

It didn't look right. It wasn't ruptured, or even damaged, but it did not

| ook

right; it didn't |ook |ike ne.

Through the glass door | could see only darkness and my reflection. My face
had

swol len up again. | stared deep into that transparent reflection, trying to
see

at least a glimer of nmy eyes within the deep pits there, but nmy brows and
cheeks buried them It was only sight itself that assured ne that | stil
even

had eyes.

| staggered, whinpering, down the alleys for I don't know how | ong, arousing
dogs into howing fits. An occasional hand to ny face told ne | was too
horrifying to dare stand on the street under the full glare of a streetlight.
I

sat down in a nook between two apartnent buil dings, shielded behind a

dunpster,

trying to recollect nyself, to reconstitute nyself.

Perhaps | slept, because | jerked into consciousness with a sudden jolt. |
st ood

up and felt my face. Although | did feel a deep cut beneath ny left eye, |
was

no |l onger swollen. My fingers told me what a look in a car w ndshield
confirmed:

I was ny own,
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recogni zabl e self again.

Trying not to think of the inplications of what had happened at Margaret's, |

mar ched over to the Howard el station and got on a southbound B train. | got
some strange | ooks fromny fell ow passengers, but this wetched |ate-night
refuse didn't bother ne at all. | ignored them disnissed them

There was a bug-eyed ol d bl ack wonan facing ne across the aisle. She was
staring

intently at ny face. | |ooked at the floor, at ny hands, anything to avoid
this

gaze that would not go away.

My left eye was watering. Waves of needle itches pul sed down the cheek
beneat h

it. I shut my eye, twitched that whole side of ny face, but refused to raise

ny



hand, refused to touch ny face. The old woman woul d not stop staring at ne.
The
roar of the train seened to be engulfing nme, pounding me into pulp from al

sides. | felt the water drip down my face. The itching was unbearabl e and
sharpening into an excruciating pain. | thought nmy left cheek was swelling
out

of shape, when suddenly | felt a trenendous relief of pressure, a cool gust
agai nst my face, and the itching vani shed.

The old woman screanmed. | | ooked up at her. She was standing, |ooking fromme
to

the floor and crying out in hysterics.

| stood and reached for ny face. Were ny left cheek had been, there was a
deep,

jagged holl ow. Down on the floor, at ny feet, was a slab of wet, quivering
neat .

Everyone was standing now, |ooking at us. | screaned. | ran to the train
doors,

but we were between stations. | pounded on them anyway, cracking the gl ass,
and

then ran across the car to the other doors and repeated these futile gestures.
My fell ow passengers watched nme |like horrified vultures, clearing away only
during ny runs fromone end of the car to the other

And then, as | pounded on the glass | heard another wave of screans. | |ooked
over and saw that the slab of meat--ny cheek-- was inching across the floor
toward ne.

| tried to scream but what enmerged was a deafening roar. | saw an inpossible
reflection in the cracked gl ass, and then kicked the door away, diving
t hr ough

t he openi ng.
I hit wood and netal, and then bounced off the edge of the

145

tracks and fell twenty feet onto the concrete bel ow

I was still conscious when | hit bottom | could feel pain in every linb and
for

a nonent was sure | would now just die wherever | |ay.

But the pain lingered and intensified. It electrified ne. Wen | went to test
ny

limbs | found they were strong and unbroken. | stood and realized that ny

i mpact

had not killed or even damaged me. These were growi ng pains. As | | ooked
about

me | felt taller, stronger, and nore purposeful by the noment.

Above ne was a starless indigo sky, and set within it, a full nobon surrounded
by

a soft glow. Wthin that noon was an intense and purposeful face, its frozen
expression | ocked onto ne, judging nme or maybe just watching nmy every
novenent

for its own sinister pleasure. | |ooked at the I evel plain around ne. There
wer e

no el tracks above nme, none of the recognizable | andmarks that lined the
Howar d

el line. It was a | andscape sparse in detail and rich in horizons, spreading
out

for three hundred sixty degrees. There were sil houetted nmonoliths in the

di stance, things that might once have been buil di ngs but which were now
singular, isolated ruins. Al around were congested gardens of bul bous,

tw sted

pl ant growmhs, glowing with reflected nmoonlight. A |low pitched noan drifted
down

fromthat swollen nmoon face, while whispered choruses hissed fromthe garden



pat ches.

There was a fam liarity about this place. There were soothing breezes that
settled nmy tortured skin, and odors in those breezes that told ne that no
nmatter

where | ventured across this plain, food would al ways be near

So | wandered, occasionally |ooking up at that noon whose face was so simlar
to

my own, waiting for it to speak. | stopped once, sniffing at a garden beneath
me, recognizing food by the salivation it spurred. | pulled up a thick strand
of

the stuff and dug ny teeth into it. The nmeat was sweet, hot, and juicy, but
along its axis ran bone. | held it out at arms length as | chewed. It was a
| ong, shapely, hairless leg. | gasped and dropped it, spitting out the norse
in

my mouth. | started to run

Scraggly tailed little aninmals darted past as | ran. | stopped and wat ched

t hem

crisscross ny path--all ny possible paths. They
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were bipedal rats with human eyes and short, expressive snouts. In their

ar ns,

over their shoulders, they carried tiny objects, some of which | ooked |ike
mniature furniture, some of which | ooked like the tw sted, jagged carcasses
of

dead birds.

The sky expl oded with |laughter. | | ooked up and saw the moon, its face

t hor ned

and encrusted, with a wi de, needl e-toothed nmouth and | ong, slashing tongue,
shaking the earth with its voice, staring at me with red eye slits.

I cringed and felt nyself shrink into the | andscape. The scurrying rat things
were nearly as tall as | now, and the gardens of bul bous, fl esh-and-bone

pl ant s

were |ike dark, inposing forests.

I found a stone-ringed fountain, the center of which was filled with a

gl ow ng,

ef fervescent red fluid. | sat down along the ring and buried ny face in ny
hands

as the laughter died away. | was safe and warmwi thin the understandi ng
shel ter

of nmy own sweaty pal ns.

"Om up, buddy, you got sonethin' for me, doncha?"

| looked up. | was seated on a bench. A silhouette | ooned above nme, backlit by
a

street | anp.

"Excuse me?" croaked, ny voice a deep, hoarse whisper

"Come on, man, get yer ass up!" | saw a flash of |ight across his nidsection
A kni fe. Another goddammed knife. An instant of panic was followed by an
escal ati ng appreci ati on of what had happened to me in Margaret's kitchen. So
I

stood up. dadly.

"What do you want ?"

| could see the light in his face now Pale skin, |ight brown stubble on his
face, an asymmetrical shock of black hair shooting out of one side of his
head.

The eyes were deep red and surrounded in bl ack, painted shadow. But best of
all,

he was a little on the plunp side.

"Well, let's see ... how about ny slippers and a good book ... a nice dinner
wor | d- f ucki ng- peace now that |'mon the subject, and, oh yeah"--brandi shing
t he



kni fe before ny face--"1I
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al nost forgot: all your nobney."

"Uh, well, okay." | chuckled. My |aughter sounded Iike the noon's. | wondered
if

he recognized that. "Tell ne," | said casually, as | reached for ny wallet,
"how

does ny face | ook?"

"Huh? What do you ..."

Ei ther he was just now |l ooking at me for the first time or ny face was
changi ng

before his eyes, because his dom nant sneer nelted away and he let out a
girlish, whining gasp, |eaping away, holding the knife between us.

"Stay back, man, or I'Il open you up!"

| laughed at that threat, and |unged. The knife pierced ny palmbut | flung
it

asi de and tackl ed the guy--mangy, faggoty punk that he was--and sat over him
as

he cried out. W gave each other a long, touching, soulful ook and then

did

it.

| didn't | eave rmuch behi nd except the ness. The fell ow was poi soned,
pol I ut ed,

and | was left with that inpure taint in nmy mouth that one is always |eft
with

after a chemically treated neal. | was stuck sonewhere in the wastel ands of
uptown and sure that it was unwise for me to show nyself in the glare of

anot her

train station.

So | wal ked. And as | wal ked, | got to wondering: was what | had done so
strange? In the world we live in? W eat dog and horse neat all the time and
pretend we just don't believe it. And given what |1'd just been able to judge
for

nmyself, it seenms fairly credible to assune that everyone, at one tine or
anot her, has inadvertently eaten human flesh. But | had killed a rmugger and
eaten himon the spot. Uncooked. Just howwas | to justify this? |I've al ways
had

an instinct for taking correct, superior courses of action, even and
especial ly

when the value of ny actions went unappreciated or m sunderstood. Surely
there

could be a reason why this too was right and correct and perhaps even

admi rabl e.

But when | stunbled into nmy apartnment just before dawn and stood before the

mrror, looking at this thing | had becone, | knew I'd just been kidding
nysel f.

And that's all. | spent all day Sunday drifting in and out of sleep. At one
point | even called Lisa. A big mstake, as it turned
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out. At first | had to convince her that it was actually me by claimng that
I

had a cold and sore throat. As the conversation "progressed" | found that |
was

havi ng to defend nyself constantly--for ny record as a husband, as a father
as

a son or son-in-law. It was getting harder and harder to speak all the tine.
Wrds that seened to overdrive through ny head got all garbled up as | tried
to

voi ce them and quite a few unusual sounds seened to punctuate and over power
them And as | grew nore defensive and she got nobre accusatory--and as |



started

to wonder whether that little bitch Margaret had gotten to ny wife--1 got

| ouder

and angrier and nmy speech becane i nconprehensible and, ultimately, physically
i npossible. | found nyself roaring into the phone, coating it with | unpy
green

foam The environnent around me began pul sating in and out of shape and

felt

nmysel f caught on a breaking wave. Only the dial tone brought ne around again.
|'ve been thinking a great deal about work. About work, and about food.
wonder

what Margaret did or plans to do about that ugly m sunderstandi ng Saturday
night. O course | was the victimof circunstances. No one gives off scents
like

that, nakes gestures and strikes poses and focuses in on someone |ike that
unl ess she's ready to be taken on a long, fiery ride, and of course that's
what

was happeni ng and she knew it and | was only playing a part, wasn't 1? She

backed out, |ooked at nme as though | was some kind of a ... she stabbed ne,
goddamm it! She tried to kill me. How could she bring me up on charges? How
could she get me fired? She tried to kill me and, shit, oh shit, of course, |

can see it all now That was her plan all along, fromthe noment she called
Lisa. | wouldn't be surprised if my boss put her up to it. Why not? That

baby-faced little bitch, I ... God, am| hungry. |'ve got to get sonmething to
eat .

It's 6 AM Mnday norning. |I've been awake since midnight, nmulling all this
over and | can see the way things are, the way they will have to be. | am
surging with strength of a kind | never dreaned possible. | get up to look in

the mrror, when the place contracts enough for nme to find the mrror, and
see

somet hing great and beautiful. My red, razor-sharp crests, this face--so big,
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SO Wi se, so expressive ... Look up there! The noon cannot set, because it
can't

take its envious eyes off me even as the red sun sizzles away at its swollen
flesh. Al around there are sweet-scented flying reptiles, all of whom wear
ny

visage. | could be like them one of them Al it would take is a surge in

t he

right direction, at the right nonent

Little rat things |leave offerings at ny feet. They leave nme littl e wooden
ornanents, birds, their slaughtered off-spring ..

Thank you, little rat things, but my appetites are too great for your
children

to satisfy. | could surge into a small formand fill up on them and wal k
anong

you but, you see, there are things to be done. There is a place | have to go.

| have to eat. | need food. And then | have to go to work. There are hordes
of

schenming, insignificant, back-stabbing little insects who need to be guided,
need to be made an exanple of, need to be herded. | nust go down there, to
poor

Al an, to John, Ellen, bless their poor, expendable little souls, to Margaret,
and bring themall to me, and all the rest as well, you see, because ..
because

God, you sizzling noon up in the sky, because |'M HUNGRY
Let themslice off their groping fingers on the razored ridges that surge up
through me like a spreadi ng, newborn sea floor. Let themtry to keep nme off a



train. Let themtry to keep ne out of the building. Let themtry to send ne
hone, let themtry to stop ne fromeating whatever | please

Let them | ook up to the sun that throbs as deep a red as ny red, arnoured
fl esh,

to the moon who cannot stop |aughing, that nmoon who wears ny sweet, sweet
swol | en face.
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DELI A AND THE DI NNER PARTY
John Shirl ey

John Shirley is one of those guys who never fail to nake an inpression--be it
good or bad. And he's made plenty of both kinds through his outspoken

col umms,

hi s penchant for punkish nmusic and ideol ogies, and his totally strange brand
of

fiction. He broke into publishing back in 1979 with a novel called

Transmani soon. | guess you have to call what he was writing back then SF--but
for specul ative, rather than science, fiction. A succession of novels has
foll owed and an inpressive collection of short stories entitled Heatseeker
Shirley | ooks like a kind of dissolute WIlliamHurt, has lived places as

di verse

as Manhattan, Portland, Paris, and now Cakland. He used to be the | ead singer
in

a rock band, but now spends all his time witing inaginative fiction that
defies

categorization. The followi ng story gives a view of the world through the
eyes

of a child--which we all know can be accurate, even if all the rules are

br oken.
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Delia watched fromthe upstairs wi ndow as the guests arrived. Two cars of

t hem

one coupl e per car, about ten mnutes apart. There would be four guests here
toni ght, for her parents' dinner party.

"There will be six adults,"” said the Telling Boy.

She nodded. She went to the top of the stairs to watch the | ast couple cone
in.

"Hey, you guys nade it!" Delia's daddy said, greeting the nan with a
handshake.

"How s it going, Jack?" the man said.

"Kinda weird until, oh, maybe two nonths ago now. | had to get a new
agent - - pi cked up on sonebody good through Robert Longo--started selling

pai ntings again. Three today to a collector in Chicago."

"That's great," the nan said. Delia thought his nane was Henry sonething. He
was

a balding man in horn rimglasses and a turtl eneck sweater; he was much
taller

than her short, thick-tumi ed daddy. He was a man who w ote restaurant

revi ews,

she knew. She'd seen him before. And his plunp, nervously friendly wife,
Lucy,

in her neat dove gray and blue pantsuit. She was ol der than the others.

"She plays nother to Henry," the Telling Boy said. The Telling Boy wasn't
consul ting his book yet. He was talking off the cuff. He had the little book
whi ch | ooked |i ke one of those gol d-spi ned Gol den Wonder books for kids,
tucked

under his arm He stood there, stiff and formal in his jammes, six feet tal
and wearing those janmes with the booties, wherever did he find themso big

?
The Telling Boy didn't | ook Iike a boy. He |ooked Iike an old man, in fact,



tall

and bent a little and age spotted and hooded eyed and sunken cheeked and gray
haired. But the old man was called the Telling Boy anyway. You got used to it.
"I wish | had a cigarette,” the Telling Boy said wistfully, as he did rather
of ten.

She had tried giving himcigarettes, but he couldn't really touch things in

t he

worl d, and he could only ook at them | ongingly.
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"Who's that spying on us up there?" Lucy said inpishly, waggling a finger in
cut esy accusation up at Delia.

Mama | ooked up at Delia and smiled wearily. Mama had dark hol |l ows under her
eyes

and thi nni ng hennaed hair and a special padded bra because one of her bosons
had

been taken away by the cancer.

"Come on down and say hi, Delia," she said, with a resignation that was heard
as

a certain flatness in her vaoice.

Anot her fl atness cane into Daddy's eyes when he saw her up there. They didn't
like her to watch themin secret. Her daddy had gotten mad, very mad, when he
found Delia hiding under the kitchen table watching him and realized she'd
been

watching himsilently for a full hour as he puttered around the kitchen

t aki ng

bites fromthings in the fridge and putting them back, reading the com cs
pages,

pi cking his nose, calling a woman Delia didn't know on the phone, talking to
her

in a funny, hushed tone of voice.

Delia cane down and said hi. Everyone sat around in the living room
[istening

to The Gypsy Kings on the record player, drinking aperitifs, admring Daddy's
paintings on the wall and Delia's dress. The other guests, the Crenshaws,

smil ed

at Delia at first as if they nmeant it, but the smiles got nore strained, after
a

whil e, as they always did, because she didn't respond. Ms. Crenshaw was a
tall

and thin and very el egant black |lady, skin nore |ike creany cocoa than bl ack
she wore a tight red gown that showed a | ot of cleavage, kind of dressy
conpar ed

to the others. She used to be a nodel, Delia had heard Daddy say, and had
appeared in lots of ads in Ebony. Her husband, Buddy Crenshaw, was a white
nman,

shorter than his wife and stocky, with a neat little gray beard and a bald
spot

on the back of his head. He was tal ki ng about trying Rogaine for the bald
spot,

Rogai ne was the bal dness cure that he had hel ped prompte, and what a rip-off
it

was because it hadn't worked for himand it was really expensive, and how he
was

going to do another pronotional canpaign for it. No one thought this was
funny.

And they tal ked about the parking around here, on these steep streets in San
Franci sco, and how hard it was on a Saturday ni ght because they were near
North

Beach, but how nice a
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nei ghbor hood, at least, to drive around in | ooking for parking, because you
could "look at all the lovely Victorians."

The bl ack | ady, whomthey called Andy even though that's really a man's nane,
tried to talk to Delia a little, and | aughed when Delia told her how old she
was.

"You're certainly a big girl for five years old," the Andy |lady said, sniling
i ndul gently, thinking Delia was joking. "Did you do a Rip Van Wnkle sort of
t hi ng?"

"She's al nost el even,"” Daddy said, with a faint disgust in his voice. "She
l'i kes

to pretend she's five. She believes it, too."

Mama gave Daddy a quick | ook of reproach. He was supposed to make |ight of
al |

that, and he'd made it worse. Delia glanced through the door into the dining
room and saw the Telling Boy there in his blue and white janm es, sitting
awkwardly on the edge of the dining roomtable. How dirty the jamm es | ooked
in

this light. They had sonething like nold on themin the crotch

No one el se | ooked at the Telling Boy. Even though he was staring at them He
| ooked at Delia and held up the book, tapped it. She nodded. Her not her
frowned

at her, puzzled and vaguely angry.

D nner. Andy and Buddy were tal ki ng about having seen Nureyev's new ballet.
Nur eyev was choreographi ng, they said, instead of dancing now, and both Andy
and

Buddy chuckl ed over Nureyev's choreography. "He's really not a Renai ssance
nman,

shoul d have stuck to dancing, but his ineptitude is taken as brashness and
progressivity," Buddy said glibly, and everyone snorted and said, "God,
Buddy,

you're right, ballet critics are blind where Nureyev is concerned, they've
al |

shared vodka with him"

Talk like that. Delia was gl ad when her nother said she didn't have to stay
for

dessert. "Alittle girl who doesn't |ike dessert?" Lucy chirped. "M
goodness,

where did you get this one? Mars?"

Daddy al nost said, No, but sonetines we wonder

But he got a warning |look from Mama and didn't say it. And he | ooked at Mama
in

a way that said, | told you this was a bad idea. W shouldn't try to have
di nners here in the house.

Delia knew her parents very well. Thanks to the Telling Boy,
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she knew them better than they knew thensel ves.

Delia went upstairs, supposedly to watch the Di sney channel on her TV and go
to

bed, and the others went into the living roomagain for coffee and the
expensi ve

i mported cookies that Mana was using as dessert.

The Telling Boy was waiting there, of course.

The old man dressed like a little boy for bed.

Wth the book open, waiting for her

She had a feeling Iike a snake of excitement biting its own tail off. Its

j awns,

chewi ng slowy, were dread.

Today, Delia saw, the book was called Delia and the D nner Party.

Delia turned out the lights.

The Telling Boy began to read, even though it was dark. A gentle light from



t he

book it his dry gray nmouth as he read. The lips noved |like a puppet's nouth.

In

a voice that was old but not grandfatherly, he read:

"Delia was a little girl, or maybe not so little. If you think five years old

is

little, then she was little. But maybe you are not yet five years old--and

t hen

she nmight be a big girl to you."

Delia thought: |'ve been five ever since the first time the Telling Boy cane

to

explain things to ne.

"One day Delia's parents had sone people over for a dinner party. Delia

didn't

feel like talking to them even though her parents wanted her to. Delia was a

sad little girl. She didn't have any friends except a boy who lived in the

attic.

"After Delia went to bed, she thought and thought to herself. 'Maybe | can

make

friends with these people after all,' she said. "I'lIl ask my friend the

Tel l'i ng

Boy.' So she went upstairs and asked her friend the Telling Boy. He was a

very

wise little boy who wore wonderful nagic janm es and could talk to all the

little creatures who lived in the attic. 'Delia,' he said, 'l don't know if

you

can be friends with these people, or your parents either. The only way to be

sure is to go see themagain and try to decide.' So Delia went along with the

Telling Boy into the Looking Tunnel..."

The Telling Boy tucked the little book under his arm and gestured to say,

After

you. They wal ked toward the corner of the
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roomthat was nearest to the living roomdownstairs, and the |lines of wall

edges

that met in the corner seenmed to extend thenselves into a new depth, a reach

t hat extended beyond the wall and becane a dusty road stretching into

dar kness.

They wal ked into the corner and down the road. In the sky were stars and

spiders, both glittering. There were cobwebby rafters up there, and there

wer e

cl ouds. There was a cockroach crawling al ong the horned moon. The pl ace

smel | ed

of dust and mi | dew.

And then, on the road up ahead, was the living room It was a box. A

room si zed

box glowing gently in one of its corners fromthe light of its table |anp.

They wal ked up to the nearest wall of the translucent box, and | ooked through

at

the dinner party. She could see them they couldn't see her

Daddy had broken out the Chivas. They sat sipping their |iquor--Lucy taking

hers

in coffee, becom ng much nore nervously giggly--and Daddy was drinking his on

t he rocks.

Delia and the Telling Boy could hear what was being said, though it was a

little

muf fled. "I love that dress," Lucy was saying to Andy. "It's so assertive and
I wish | could wear sonething like that but 1'd look silly. | nean, you

| ook

wonder f ul .



"They seemvery nice," Delia said. "Andy liked that. She's smling."

"Let's go over here and see what Lucy really said," the Telling Boy suggested.
Delia foll owed himaround the corner, and saw t he same scene played again,
with

the Telling Boy translating the dialogue. He read fromhis little book: "'"lI

| ove

that dress,' Lucy said with a well-disguised sarcasm 'Black people are

al ways

ready to overdress, aren't they? | suppose if you were a black man instead
you' d

have a big gold chain with a clock on it so | should be happy for snall

bl essings. Al ny senses are assaulted by your skintight red satin dress with
t he neckline that plunges to your navel. | could never enbarrass nyself that
way. ' "

But Delia hardly heard what the Telling Boy was readi ng; she was wat ching,

wr et chedly fascinated, the Telling Boy's visual translation
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In her bedroom she had a book she'd been given when she was three. It was
cal l ed

The Magic Kids, and it was about soneone who | earns that their neighbor kids
are

elves in disguise. And it had a special cover on it with alittle plastic
see-t hrough panel holding a picture of the Magic Kids. Wen you | ooked at the
illustration straight on they | ooked |ike ordinary kids; when you tilted the
book and | ooked at an angle, the picture shifted and revealed the little boy
and

girl as elves with wings and pointed ears.

The living roombox that the Telling Boy had shown her was sonething |ike

t hat .

When you stood on one side and | ooked in, you saw the people in the room as

t hey

| ooked "normal ly." Wen you went around the corner and | ooked, seeing it from
anot her angle, the inmage shifted and you saw what the box really held.

Mama and Daddy and Buddy and Andy and Lucy and Henry.

Monsters. Skin stripped away, red nmeat and bl ue white bone exposed and
nastily

wet, teeth bared, fingers bonel ess and ropeli ke, barbed tentacles; black

t ongues

three feet |long that whipped out |ike the tongues of |izards, tubul ar tongues
with | anmprey-nouth tips. Bodies overgrown in sonme |inbs, unnaturally tapered
in

ot hers.

Her Dad--she knew himby his clothes, they all wore their human cl ot hes--had
a

second face on the side of his head that was snapping its jaws at Mama |like a
vicious little dog barely kept |eashed. Mama's head was triple faced; the one
faci ng Daddy was angry and frightened, one of its eyes had been gnawed away.

Ski nl ess dwarfish faces oozing pus and blood ..

Their genitals were repugnantly exposed, their clothes gone crotchless;
Daddy' s

penis was a two-headed lizard thing that hissed and twi tched and then
convul sed

wi th sickness, vomited sticky white fluid that fell sizzling to the floor.

Mama' s vagina was a big hairy spider on its back with its belly cut open
wavi ng

its bristly Iegs.

Delia | ooked away, her stomach twitching like a fly in a web. ...

The Telling Boy had prepared her for this. He had been showi ng her things for



many years now. He had given her glinpses. But
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never so clearly.

It's just a story in his little book, she told herself. That's really all it
is,

in the end.

She watched the Lucy thing and the Andy thing; the Lucy thing |ashing out
with

its finger tentacles, slashing at the Andy thing's face, scoring it with

bl oody

grooves. The Andy thing recoiled. | love that dress. It's so assertive ... |
wi sh | could wear sonething |ike that.

Delia was seeing the hideous underside of the conversation. The truth. O so
t he

Telling Boy told her.

The Telling Boy said, "Let's go |look on the other side again."

They went around the corner. It was both a relief to see them human agai n,
and

di sturbing. Knowi ng what was just one flicker behind the facade.

Daddy was saying, "How are things at the agency?"

"Kind of a bore, lately," Buddy said. "Getting to be a routine. You woul dn't
think it would be the same-old sane-old at an ad agency, since we're
constantly

havi ng new accounts, doing creative work, but--"

"Hey, | could believe it," Daddy said a little pityingly. "You uh ..." He

pi cked

up his glass, smled snmugly as he sipped. "You find time to work on that
novel

you were telling ne about?"

"The novel ? Sure, bits and pieces.'
slowy but surely.”

Lucy was unusual Iy qui et.

The Telling Boy opened his book and read the translation

""How are things at the agency? Are you bored out of your head with the sane
old

ri p-off mani pul ations of the public, the same old scans to sell unnecessary
junk? Are you witing that novel you used to talk about? | doubt it. You're
not ,

Buddy's snmile was false. "It's grow ng

are you? You're not that creative. Not like ne. I'man artist. | make ny
l'iving

as an artist, and not a comercial artist either. An abstract artist. Artists
are better than other people. So stay in your place, you little weasel, |I'm

t he

celebrity in this house, I"'mthe artist, not you, your best hope is to foll ow
ne

around |ike a puppy dog, |ooking up to ne. t

"Was that what Daddy was saying?" Delia mused. "I don't
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know what he neans by sone of that stuff. Rip-off manipul ations. What does an
ad

agency do anyway?"

"They make TV and radi o conmercial s,
n O,]. "

"I"'msorry. | don't nean to go over your head. Sometines it's difficult to
put

things in ternms a five-year-old girl can understand."”

Delia was tenpted to argue about being a five-year-old. She knew she wasn't
really. But the Telling Boy didn't Iike her to tal k about that.

They peered around the corner |ong enough to see that the Daddy nonster was
standi ng over the Buddy nonster, its tongue sucking out one of the Buddy

the Telling Boy expl ai ned.



nonster's eyes; the Buddy nonster was on its back, its arns and legs in the
air

like a dog surrendering a fight. The Daddy nonster's penis shot sizzling
white

fluid onto the Buddy nonster's exposed belly, so that he withed in pain.
You find time to work on that novel you were telling ne about?

Delia's stomach |urched again, and they | ooked back at the other side where

Lucy
was saying, "l guess I'll go outside and have a snoke."
"Ch, you can snoke in here," Daddy said, "if it doesn't bother anyone el se

He | ooked questioningly at the others.

Andy said, alittle stiffly, "No. It's okay. The occasi onal anbi ent snoke
doesn't bother ny asthma nuch. "

The Telling Boy opened his book and read the translation. "And Andy replied,
"You may as well--you've already been offensive to me. Wiy not tornent ne
sone

nmore? You disgust ne.'"

Delia knew what she would see if she | ooked around the corner: the Andy
nonst er

chewi ng at sone exposed place on the Lucy nonster

"Why don't you have your cigarette in the kitchen," Mama said, "while |I'm
gi vi ng

you that saute recipe you asked for?"

"If it's all right. That'd be nice," Lucy said, smiling icily at Andy. She
got

up and foll owed Mama out of the box. Gone from sight.

"I"'mglad she left the roomto smoke," the Telling Boy said, sadly. "I sure
would like a cigarette.” He turned to Delia and said,
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"I'f you ever grow up, don't start smoking. You never quite get over it even
after you quit."

"Did you die because of snoking?" Delia asked him

"They said it was lung cancer brought on by cigarettes,” the old man in the
jamm es said. "And that was part of it. But it was al so because ny wife
want ed

me to die, so | didn't try to fight it. | was hoping she'd feel guilty,
afterwards. "

Del i a nodded. She understood. She'd | earned a | ot about people fromthe
Tel l'i ng

Boy.

Buddy was tal king over sonething called stock options with Henry. "They are
bot h

pretendi ng they know about stock options,'
don't

know anyt hi ng about them They are bragging to one another by pretending to
know

about the stock market. Do you want ne to read the--?" He started to open the
book.

"No," Delia said. She was watching her dad. He had gone with Andy to hel p her
pi ck out a CD

"Let me give you the benefit of my vast good taste, Andy," Daddy said,

j okingly.

The Telling Boy read his interpretation fromDelia and the Di nner Party.
""Let's go over here,' Daddy said, 'where | can flirt with you and you can
flirt

with me wi thout anyone noticing."'"

"Ch no," Delia said. "He wouldn't do that."

Feeling really sick now, |ike she was going to cave in.

"You saw the nmonster,"” the Telling Boy said. "He mght do anything. A

the Telling Boy said. "But they



creature

like that."

They were flirting with one another. The woman was pretending to push hi m out
of

the way with a sideways shove of a hip so she could get to the rack of CbDs,
bot h

of them giggling. Daddy picked out Janmes Brown, the woman | aughing at him
saying he'll be playing rap records next; she picked out Bartok's string
quartets, and whispered teasingly, "James Brown, that's an exanple of that

bi g,

hard organ of good taste of yours?"

"I'f you want an exanple of that--" he said, |laughing. "I know a notel--"

"Ch, listen to him Stop!" She | aughed.
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"Seriously--what | would like to do is show you a painting in nmy studio--I

j ust

feel like you could relate to it--"

"Ch, it's let me show you ny etchings now"

They both | aughed, but she went along with him downstairs, to his basenent
studio. Andy just calling casually to her husband that she'd be right back

He

waved and nodded, scarcely looking up fromhis conversation. No wonder he was
| osing her, Delia thought.

Delia felt cold. She | ooked around. Darkness, except for the translucent box
that contained the living room She thought she saw a shiny blue black beetle
the size of a wheel barrow craw i ng al ong upsi de down through a hole in the
sky.

She shivered

"I wish I'd brought a coat," she said.

"I wish | had a cigarette,” the Telling Boy said grumpily.

"He's not going to do that thing with her in the studio, is he?" Delia asked.
"Do you want to see?"

She hugged herself. "No."

"I't's what happens next in the book."

She | ooked at her shoes. "All right."

He turned and wal ked off into the shadows. She followed him Sonething
scuttled

out of their way. And then he was descendi ng, wal king down into the dusty and
infinite floor, down an invisible staircase. It |ooked |ike he was sinking
into

the ground. Delia was used to this, too. She stepped down into the floor
wher e

it | ooked solid but wasn't, and found the steps with a probing foot.

The baserent studi o was anot her translucent box, in another shadow gallery.

I't

was shaped rectangul arly, and had pipes pierced through it. There was a stack
of

pai ntings and a table of paints and a big wooden stand that held a
twenty-foot-w de painting. She had seen it before; an abstraction that hinted
of

iris shapes and orchids and parting folds of red velvet. Daddy was pointing
to

one side of it, saying sonething about organic and inorganic shapes, and then
he

took Andy's hand and led her to the other side of the |ong painting. And
didn't

et go of her hand. Turned to her with a you understand, don't you? | ook
"It's beautiful," she said.
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The Telling Boy said. "Cone and see." He led Delia around the corner, where



t he

i mge shifted

The nonsters were withing agai nst one another, copul ating and rendi ng,
Daddy' s

hi deous ani mal penis smashing itself with suicidal fervor into the creature's
vagina ... a vagina that was a sucking spiral of wet flesh lined with tiny
flechettes, o00zing coagul ated bl ood: the nouth of an oversized | eech. The two
ski nl ess creatures making sounds like lard in a garbage disposal, like fluid
in

a tubercul ar chest, like a record being played backwards; gnashing at one
another with random sets of teeth erupting fromtheir chests; the wonan's
breasts were the teats of dogs; her butt convul sively spat feces, and his

bel ched masses of clinging, squirmng pinwrns. They |icked at each other's
effluvia with their long black tubular tongues, |icking and sucking, feeding,
grinding, clawing. Not enjoying this, just doing it because they had to, for
some reason.

The painting was changed too. It was reveal ed as an enornous, grotesquely
photo-realistic image of a huge wonman's vagi na, spread open and nauseatingly
di spl ayed.

Gagging, Delia | ooked at the dusty, infinite floor and yelled, "Daddy stop it
stop it stop it stop it get away fromher stop it!"

She ran around the other side of the box, the side where her Daddy | ooked
human,

where he was sinply kissing the Andy | ady. And Delia began to bang on the
translucent wall, yelling, "Stop it stop being nonsters with her!"

Daddy | ooked up. Not toward Delia but up toward her room

"What is that girl doing up there?" he nuttered. "Yelling that kind of shit.
The

therapist told us to let her act out and not to nmake a big deal, but, goddam
it, she has to | earn sonetinme--"

He was heading for the stairs. The Andy |ady, breathing harshly, turned with
enbarrassnment to pretend to | ook at the painting.

The Telling Boy said, "We'd better go back to your room He expects to find
you

there."”

"Do we have time?"

"l don't know "

They hurried back the way they'd conme. Found the stairs, wal ked up through a
ceiling, hurried back along the shadow
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corridor of the Looking Tunnel toward the entry corner of her room

She coul d hear Daddy wal ki ng up the stairs to her room She could see his

sil houette, over there, off in the distance. Conming angrily. Losing his

t enmper.

Reachi ng the door.

No. She wanted to get there first, before he found her m ssing.

She saw her room at the end of the Looking Tunnel, where three |ines

conver ged.

It was a box, translucent and far away, with another box glowing in it in one
corner: the TV. In her room Daddy was storm ng around, |ooking under the
bed,

sl amm ng open the closet door, |ooking to see where she was hiding; on TV,
Donal d Duck was making enraged sore throat noi ses as he chased a m schi evous
chi pmunk around his cartoon fishing cabin.

Delia stood on the verge of the room |ooking at her daddy poking through the
cl oset.

"Go on, while he's not |ooking," the Telling Boy said.

She stepped through. Her daddy heard the noise and turned. "Where the hel
have

you been hiding? Dammit, Delia--1"msick of this bullshit. This kind of



acting

out. You're too old to play these little ganes. You're not five, you're

el even,

and this is five-year-old stuff--not talking to anyone, staring at everyone
like

they're insulting you, screanming at us fromup in your roomand then hiding
when

[o_n

Mama was coming in. "Wat's goi ng on?"

"Daddy," Delia said, "why were you being nonsters with that worman in the
basenent ?"

He blinked at her. "What?"

"Rubbi ng on her body and kissing and all that. That Andy | ady."

Mama turned to stare at him He worked up a convincing | ook of outrage.

" Goddamm

it, Delia, now you' ve gone too far--making up this bullshit--"

"You were downstairs with her," Mana was saying. "You were."

"W were | ooking at ny new painting--" Daddy yelled. Covering up by making a
bi g

noi se of it. Hs skin was fizzing.

Bubbl i ng. Fi zzing. Foam coming out on his skin. And then his skin sloughed
of f

himin patches, carried away on the yell ow nucky bubbles of the fizzing. Mana
was hissing at him "CGod, this is
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hum liating, you and that woman at a dinner party, for God' s sake--"

And Mama was fizzing too. Her skin bubbling. Melting away. The nonsters from
anat oy charts--mxed up anatony charts-- were coming out, right there in
front

of Delia, without the Looking Tunnel or the Telling Boy. One of Mama's eyes
poppi ng out with centipedes. The big spider nmoving with horrible slow
rippling

nmoti ons under her dress at her crotch, pushing its way out. Daddy's penis
fighting to get loose. The little ugly extra faces growi ng on their heads.
Ropy

fingers. Miscles and bone and tendons exposed and trimed |i ke sonething you
saw

hung on a hook in the back of the nmeat section in Safeway.

Both of them snarling at one another; naking gibbery, sputtery noises;
shappi ng

many sets of jaws.

Delia finally screaned. A screamthat had waited six years to conme out.
They turned to her, angry at the noi se she was maki ng, com ng at her. Red,
0o0zi ng, snarling, snapping.

She felt a papery hand on her wist, pulling her back

Back through the wall. Into the safety of the Looking Tunnel

She turned and saw that the Telling Boy had his hand on her wist. And she
coul d

feel his hand.

"I can feel you," she said.

"That's why," he said, pointing at the translucent wall.

She turned and | ooked into her room Saw her nother and father, as hunans,
bendi ng over her. Over Delia lying on her bed. Lying there staring. Not

novi ng.
Br eat hi ng, but not hi ng nore.
Her dad still angry, not believing this. Mana telling himto shut up. Seeing

that the catatonia was real

Delia and the Telling Boy turned away, wal ked back into the Looki ng Tunnel
As

they went, the Telling Boy read fromhis little book



"And Delia saw, then, for sure, that she could not be friends with anyone
el se

but the boy in the attic. So she went to live with him and lived happily
ever

after. The End."
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SU Cl DE NOTE

Lee Mol er

Stories distinguish thenselves for different reasons. A great premnise, a
menor abl e character, an ingenious twist, a sip fromthe silver cup of true
fear--these are all benchmarks of the well-wought tale. But one of the
rarest

ways a story can shine is by the pure force of its style. "Suicide Note" by
Lee

Mol er is one of those special tales that crackles with wit, self-confidence,
and

a clear, clean voice of originality. You can't get past the first paragraph
wi t hout recognizing Moler's gift--his style.

Born in West Virginia, Lee Moler now lives in the small town of Bel Air
Maryland, with his wife, Charlotte, and two young daughters, Caitlin and

St ephani e. Just sliding onto the worst side of forty, Lee had a brilliant

pl ay,

Bop, produced by the Baltinore Playwight's Festival, and recently sold his
first novel, a thriller called Hard Bargains. New stories and novels are in
t he

works, and that's the best news of all

As the last flicker of life died in my wife's eyes |I |ooked at ny hands
around

her neck and renmenbered that | was a religious man. Religion is
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about love, and | loved her even as | killed her but of course she didn't get
it. If she'd gotten it maybe | wouldn't have killed her. 1'Il never know
because

| agree with the group of particle physicists who say there's really no such
thing as if. The things we do are just events in a multi-dinmensional universe
where everything we do here has an opposite and equal reaction in another
unseen

but congruent universe. I'mnot kidding. There really is a | arge group of
reput abl e physici sts whose study of the behavior of light quanta has | ed them
to

t hat concl usi on. But you woul dn't know anything about that, would you? You're
probably out of the same herd of one-di nmensional cows as nmy wife. Not that |
didn't |ove her.

Not that | don't love you. | love all you credit-wearing consuner units who
trek

out each day to do the one neaningful act in your slot-track lives, which is

but you don't get the reference to slot-track do you? They were little
power ed

cars that raced around a preconstructed track in slots. They got their power
and

direction fromthe slots, but I'msure you didn't get the reference because
t hey

haven't been hot in over six years and anything that happened nmore than three
nmonths ago is automatically erased in a consuner unit's nind. Because a
consuner

unit's one meani ngful function is to buy, and if your buying is to continue
on

schedul e you have to forget that anything is supposed to |ast, including

wi sdom



truth, faith, or history.

That's why it will take nost of you about a week to forget | killed ny wfe.
That little fact will be erased by a blizzard of sitcomstars shining out at
you

fromthe supermarket tabloids that are your only nenorabl e source of

i nformati on. No? What do you think is the source of conventional w sdon®? Wat
do

you renenber, the fact that the | atest space shuttle is going to carry
forty-three pounds of plutoniumon top of a |iquid-fueled bonb that has a one
in

seventy-ei ght chance of exploding or that Rosanne Barr has becone
“difficult"?

The fact that forty-three pounds of plutoniumis enough to give every person
on

the planet lung cancer or that the president didn't catch any fish while he
was

on vacation? Not that you'll renenber who Rosanne Barr or the president is in
a

few years.

Remenmber this though, as you take your daily tabloid pill from Doctor Rather
It's something you m ght even be able to recall at
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the end of the eveni ng when Cosby's sent the kids to bed for you and you're
tired of struggling through those | ong sentences in TV Guide. There's a

dar kness

that doesn't need night to conme because it's there waiting behind whatever it
is

you don't know you desire. And there is a witchcraft that doesn't need a ful
nmoon because the noon always orbits full around the dark side of any |ight
you

care to nane, including television screens, including |ove.

And love is what religionis all about. Did | tell you |l was a religious man?
Religion: sin and redenption. That's what religion was originally about. Sin
is

a word you'll never see in the tabloids unless it's a quote fromone of the
wi g- mer chant preachers who use it as a crowbar to pry open the poor. And

know

that to nost of you redenption is a tax refund, but originally it neant
forgiveness for your sins, and better yet, rel ease fromthem

That was the problem | wanted forgi veness but not rel ease because ny sin was
feeling like God. Redenption would have nmeant giving up that feeling, and
couldn't. God: | still capitalize his name; an affectionate gesture. He can't
help it if he inspires enulation and | can't help it if | emulate. Can you
see

the bind I"'min? | still believe in God but resent himdeeply for creating ne
in

his inmage. That's what the Bible says, you know. He created us in his image.
So

what are we supposed to do about this potential for cheap imtation?

| mean just what the hell was | supposed to do after the first tine Sella |ay
facedown across the notel bed, midnight hair spread to the floor, and said in
her little tin grow, "You can do anything to me you want, anything."

That's what she said. Then she raised the short |eather skirt, showing ne the
straps of the garter belt as they extended up the tightly flared white of her
thighs like the tails of a lash. Then she rose to her knees and with a soft
grunt pulled the skirt to her waist. She was small and thin, but her ass
flared

wi de and pul sed outward |ike some giant white heart. It was shocking inits
solid abundance, a secret thrill that only the favored could know. She raised
it



hi gher and as it swayed there over her head the little grow in her voice was
changed to a light shriek by the way her face was pressed into the mattress.
"Anyt hing," she said again. "Anything you want. You
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can hurt ne. | like to be hurt. | like to be hunmiliated. I'Il do anything you
say. | deserve it."

| swayed on ny feet as the bl ood rushed fromny head to ny groin and back
agai n.

| felt like | was expanding in all directions. She neant it. She was giving
ne

power, Codlike power. Sure, it was a cheap imtation, like alittle electric
shock conmpared to a lightning bolt, but it was the closest |I'd ever cone. |
know

a lot of you consunmer units are thinking you would have refused, saved by the
at hei sm of your dead imagi nati ons. And naybe you woul d have. But t hat

woul dn' t

have saved you because any of you who've ever cone but once woul d have asked
your sel ves why. Wonen too, if Sella had been a man, and she coul d have been
if

she wanted you to think so. And the question why is the thing that puts the
first hole in the safety of your ignorance. It's the question that comes for
you

when bad things happen, and they will. It's the question you'll ask if you
neet
me, and you will, because | met Sella.

Through some helix of irony that now seens as fated as poi soned strands of DNA
I

met her through ny wife. My wife's nane is, excuse ne, was Marian. She was a
tall honey blonde with a face |like Meryl Streep's plumper sister and one of

t hose bi g-boned M nnesota Swede bodi es. You know, a hundred and forty pounds
maybe but not fat, just big through the shoulders with cream pie breasts and
haunches instead of hips. She was about a half-inch taller than ne and very
attractive in an earthbound way. | adnmired her. She had intelligence and
guts.

As | was strangling her, just as her face turned purple, she whacked ne so
hard

| had a bruise on the side of ny face for a week. | don't say that to be
crude,

just to illustrate one of her better qualities. If | was able I'd miss her
but

of course I'mno longer able. To miss her |1'd have to inagi ne she was rea
and

people are just a collection of feelings, aren't they? Wien | killed her |

t ook

t hose feelings which conprised the entity nanmed Marian into nyself. So she's
just as real now as before. That's a concept | wasn't conscious of when | net
Sella in the di scussion group

Marian was a sociology instructor at the Iocal conmunity coll ege. She was
headi ng an adult education sem nar on nodern
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nores or some such thing and asked me if | wanted to participate. | didn't,
but

she' d been carpi ng about ne showing no interest in her career, so | agreed to
sit in afewtinmes just to see what she was up to. W decided to keep the
fact

that | was her husband a secret so it didn't inhibit the group or ne.

My eyes | ocked onto Sella as soon as | entered the room She was wearing a

bl ack

sheath dress with bl ack hose that matched the crow wi ng sheen of her hair.
She



had a long thin face that suggested an Anerican Indian, or rather an Indian's
i dea of soneone he might cone across in a forbidden part of the desert:

t omahawk

cheekbones and a nmouth so wide it nmade the rest of her face | ook |ike
somet hi ng

it had kissed into existence. Her nose was a bit too | ong and had a crue
little

hook to it that nmatched the one at the corner of her cunt-curl nmouth. It was
her

eyes though that |ocked onto m ne and sucked ny brain to climx. They were as
ice gray and hungry as those of an arctic wolf; tundra eyes reflecting the

hi ss

of some winter sun that |ay deep-gone over the horizon

She said nothing in the session; an attitude souffle about honesty that was
punctured every tine Sella noved her eyes fromny crotch to ny face and back
again. She flicked themat first and then did it slower, hungrier each tine
with

a kind of tongue-lolling |anguor that made nme feel like |I was being |icked
al |

over. Sometine during the nmddle of all that she began showi ng ne flashes of
t hi gh, crossing her legs, slunping a little in her chair so the sheath rose
hi gher, then uncrossing her legs. It took only a few mi nutes of that for ne
to

realize fromthe black and white contrast of her upper thighs that she was
wearing a garter belt and stockings. There may be a man over the age of
thirty-five sonewhere who isn't aroused by a garter belt and stockings on a
pair

of high-flow legs, but don't trust himbecause he's a liar

When we were boys all wormen wore them and wonen is what we wanted. Grls knew
it

and wore themtoo. | spent untold classroom hours |ooking for that

not -too-subtle tan-white promise |'d somehow seen in prepuberty fever dreans.
That night in ny wife's classroomwith Sella | was doing it again; feeling
over heat ed and di zzy, beconing nore capable of rape by the minute. Ten
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m nutes before the end of class she crossed her legs one last tine, took off
one

hi gh heel, and used her architecturally arched foot to massage the back of
her

other leg up to the knee, down to the heel, slowy, tongue slowy. The slight
buzz of nylon agai nst nylon sounded as faint and plain as a zipper in a dark

room Five mnutes before the end of class | left and waited at a far turn in
the hall so | could catch her while Marian was coll ecting her papers.

Sella knew. | saw her wait until the rest of the class was al nbst to ne
before

she started down the hall; her breasts small enough to nove free inside the
kni t

sheat h; ram s-head ni ppl es butting strong against rolling black circles. She
had

an insect-thin wai st and a swaybacked wal k propelled by an ass so nobile you
could see it move fromthe front. The others were already out the door when
she

got to ne. | was going to step in front of her but she stopped, turned, faced
ne

with those ice-dog eyes and said in a voice like a fingernail on ny spine,
"Marian is tal king about honesty with a student. She'll probably be about
five

m nutes." Then she | ooked at ny crotch again and up to ny eyes, emtting
somet hi ng between a sigh and a groan as she did. It was that little tin

shri ek



that was to becorme so loud in the upcom ng nmonths that it was all | could
hear .

| grabbed her by the upper arm and yanked her around the corner. She gave the
little groan again but didn't resist. "Wiy?" | asked. "Wy were you doing

t hat ?"

She turned so that one of her breasts kissed the back of nmy hand. "You nean
trying to show you I wasn't wearing any panties?" she said in her little
grow .

| released her arm and | eaned agai nst the wall, attacked again by fever

dr eans.

She stepped forward so that the rounds of her thighs hugged ny legs. "You
didn't

notice," she said. "I tried to show you but you didn't notice."

"Why?" | managed to croak. "Wy are you doing this?"

She rocked a little on ny leg, raising the knit dress as she did so, bringing
raw nylon in contact with the jeans | was wearing. "Because | can al ways spot
a

husband, " she grow whispered close to ny ear. "You're Marian's husband, and
I

i ke husbands."

n W]y?ll
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"Because |'mbad." She whinpered a little, a sound that nmade ne ashaned for
her,

and hard. "Because |'m bad," she said. "lI'mso bad only a man who's bei ng bad
can give me what | need.”

| al nost wal ked away but | felt the wet breath of her sentence on ny neck

" And

what's that?" | asked instead.

She gave the tin growl as she rocked on nmy leg so hard that her dress slipped
above the top of her stocking and | felt white thigh-fever against nmy |eg.
She

| eaned forward into nmy neck and slipped a piece of paper into ny pocket.
"Anything you tell nme | need," she said. "And | nean it." Then she | eaned
back,

| ooked at her watch, and said, "Five mnutes, don't forget |I nean it."

She went out the door in a way that nade ne wish | was a door and | was al one

agai nst the wall, dripping sweat onto ny shirt, prostate fluid into ny pants.
That night in bed with Marian | was like a lion on an antelope. | wanted to
dr aw

bl ood. | wanted to crack her spine. Qur marriage had al ways included regul ar
sex

but the nmethod was al ways what magazi nes with douche ads call "confortable."

Marian would lie on her back or, when she was especially passionate, on top
of

me and give out with a few oohs and a "that's nice" or two and then come wth
all the regularity and passion of the norning newspaper

The night | nmet Sella Marian sweated like a boar and grunted |ike a sow. She
thrashed and raked nme and even tried to throw ne off but I'd just flip her to
a

new position and drive on because ny semen was boiling inside me and | wanted
to

make it hurt her as much as it was hurting nme. She made birth sounds and cane
three tinmes, but afterward she | ooked at nme fromthe other side of the bed
like

I'd suddenly grown fangs. "You frightened nme," she said in an apprehensive
Voi ce.

"You cane three tines," | answered in ny defense.

"I didn't even knowit," she said. "I was lost."

It was then that | felt the beginnings of the power, the thrill of subsum ng



anot her person into your desires, making thema seed out of which your
fulfillment grows. If she had only agreed to it things m ght have been
di fferent

but of course it was her fate to die rather than agree to it just like

religion

tells us. You know,
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di sobedi ence is sin and the wages of sin is death. It's right there in the
Bi bl e, you could I ook it up but you won't. You'll just go on readi ng douche

magazi nes and believing in "rel ationships" that are "confortable."

That's what Marian wanted to do. After a bout with Godlike sex during which
she

cane three times and couldn't remenber two of themall she could say was that
she wanted to know it when she cane. M nd you, she didn't deny she came three
times but said she wanted to know when, wanted to enjoy it. She went to
heaven

but didn't like it because she couldn't remenber the address. She wanted

| owf at

no-chol esterol bite-sized safe sex instead of pigslop pleasure, and it killed

her. Because then | knew. | knew | had to have Sella and once | had Sella
?idhave it all. If Marian had only submitted it m ght have saved us both.
QIT?rAbrahanlmas willing to kill his son for God. Al Marian had to do was be
zex object. Not that | think I'm God. What a cliche. | don't even want to be
God. | just want to feel like him It's not ny fault. | didn't nake the world

but if I had | wouldn't have told ny children they were created in ny image.
I'd

have | et them conme w thout knowing it just like | did Marian. | tried to save
her but she'd read too many douche ads to accept dirty love. So | had to find
another way to love her. | |earned that way from Sell a.

"I know what you want," she said on the phone, and told ne to nane the tine
and

pl ace, any tine and place. | did. The next day |I found nyself in a room

wat chi ng

Sella rock the garter-whipped purity of her veinless white ass against the
dar kness while begging ne to hurt her. And | did. | whipped her. | told her
to

stay in exactly that position while | whipped her with ny belt and every tine
she noved | whi pped her some nore. When | saw her skin beginning to redden to
the point of blood |I stopped until it passed but | told her to stay in that
position the whole tine. She did. It was a transcendent experience. At first
I

could see her whole body in all its pornographic glory as |I vented my anger
at

Marian on it. Sella's ass shook with each blow, sending ripples of force up
each

side of her body to her breasts and down her |egs where they straightened her
toes. The nore | whipped her the angrier | becanme at Marian for refusing to
allow me to stop short of what | was now
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doi ng. Because | woul d never have whi pped Marian, unless she'd asked ne and
of

course she wouldn't have asked nme. Not that |'d have wanted to. She wasn't
bui I t

for it; too big, too unsegmented. It would have been as erotic as driving a
nul e

t eam

| woul d have continued normal animal sex wth her though, watching the sweat



spl ash as she fl opped around the bed, but she wouldn't and that made nme nad,
which sent ne to Sella who received anger like an offering, which after a
whil e

it was. Because after the first flush I got when | realized | was actually
whi ppi ng her, after the first tine I'd rested so she wouldn't nar the
occasi on

by bl eeding, | ceased to see her body at all. Rather | ceased to see her as a
body. The bl ackness of her dress blended with the dark of the room and the
white

of her skin with the Iightness of bed and bat hroom beyond until | imagi ned
nmysel f alone in the roomand her ass a bl ank page upon which | was witing a
save-me note to the world. The nore | whipped the nore articulate | becane,

t he

tip of my belt Ianding just where | ained and eliciting a different note in

t he

conti nuous keening wail that cane from Sella but which seemed to cone out of
ny

own scream ng frustration at being | ocked onto two legs in a world that is
nostly air. Wien | becane aware of Sella's noises | stopped witing and becane
a

nmusi ci an. Every cry of rage or pleasure or fear or want 1'd ever felt in ny
life

| was able to bring to her lips through the instrument of my belt, and as it
got

nore accurate and nore intense there was no remaining difference between
Sel | a,

the room and nyself. | was creating a world through the mediunms of pain and
violence and | didn't stop until she became nme and | was feeling the burn in
ny

head nore strongly than she on her skin and we were two pol es of an

el ectri cal

field so strong that if anyone el se had touched the belt at that nonment it
woul d

have killed them

It was in that noment that | threw the belt aside, |eapt onto the bed, and
shoved into her like a coked-up angel sent by the Alm ghty to cuckold
Lucifer,

and the only way to cuckold Lucifer is to give his wife nore of what she
want s

than he does. So | used nyself as a weapon. | banged agai nst the backs of her
t hi ghs so hard that her head drummed agai nst the bedboard with the doomike

t hud

of the slave-master's hammer on a galley ship. |
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bit her and sl apped her and bent her into positions that made her nothing but
an

orifice with a body attached. And | used every orifice she had, finishing
with

the one Lucifer likes the nost; the one that nmakes the cunt seemlike a
debutante at her coming out party, the one on the side of town where the
lights

never shine, the gateway to the gardens of perversion where the bl ack roses
of

hubris grow out of wells of dark satin. And as | did it | could read her

spi ne

fromthe inside and it said, "Yours is the thing that wites the limts of ny
life. Yours is the alcheny that changes ny pain to bone and ny bone to cone."
And | did it harder and her wail swallowed itself into a nuted roaring grunt
so

| could feel it sitting on the end of ny spear, and as | cane | could see the



limts of ny life expand |ike the speed and reach of the universe. | could

squeeze air and feel it run between ny fingers. | could bite mnutes and fee
t he seconds run down ny chin. Afterward | couldn't remenber coming. | was

| ost.

| don't remenber exactly how many times | saw Sella after that, only that

t hey

were never enough and the times between felt |ike a fluorescent dream from
whi ch

| wanted to awake. Each time | entered a shady notel roomwith Sella felt
like

bal mto a burn wound and each tine | came out | felt like |I'd been singed al
over and needed the bal mworse than before.

What ever | did she wanted nore. | tied her hair to the top of the bed, w apped
a

rope around her feet, and pulled her taut using the bathroom doorknob as a
pul | ey. She spread her arns and called it flying through hell, and asked for
nore. | had her suck ne until her neck was stiff and her jaws were sore and
when

| needed tine to keep fromcoming | made her use that time to suck everything
else in the room table |egs, doorknobs, bathtub fixtures, her own toes. She

called it tasting exotic fruit and asked for nore. | used appliances on her
an
el ectric shoe shine nachine, a slowturning power drill with a sponge bottle

washer attached, a wire attached to a tape-player's LED flashers so that
smal |

shocks were delivered in time to the nusic. She called it lips of fire and
cane

until she cried, and asked for nore.

And me? My days were like slowflowing nmud and nmy time with Marian like a
sensory deprivation tank wi thout the
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hal | uci nations. | began taking time off fromwork to neet Sella. | bought

| eather outfits from Frederick's, whips and harnesses fromfeed stores, new
appl i ances from hardware stores, liquor by the case, and drugs by the kilo

because they all enhanced the erotic imagination and Sella wanted nore. And
as

she got it Marian got |ess and noticed. She also noticed our dw ndling bank
account and ny decreasing weight. | was getting quite thin and liking it
because

| was able to fit into the zipper front |eather bikini underwear which never
seens to cone in husky sizes. She wondered about the porno films | rented for
posture concepts and the two pack a day cigarette habit 1'd picked up because
t hey enhanced the drugs and were handy for inflicting controlled burns. She
nagged about themall and said she'd think I was having an affair but |
didn't

have the | ook of love. She didn't know nuch about the | ook of |ust so she
chal ked my behavior up to a md-life crisis. Unintentional irony is, after
all,

the hall mark of the uninforned.

And it was an ironic statenent because | was about to face the crisis that
seal ed both our fates and many of yours. It began when | net Sella at the

not el

we' d been using because it was fairly soundproof and had a bed that was
anchor ed

to the floor. She was dressed in the outfit she'd worn the first night |

whi pped

her: |eather skirt short enough to show the fasteners on her garter belt,

bl ack

silk bl ouse sheer enough to show her nipple erections. The outfit sunmoned up
a



wave of nostalgia in me and | decided to whip her again just like our first
tine

but this time she called it old and said it wasn't enough. She sat up
slithered

off the bed, sat at ny feet, and said in a pouty little groan, "Ooh, | fee
like

such a bad girl tonight. This just isn't enough to hurt it out of nme. | need
somet hi ng speci al, something very special.”

| asked her what and she told ne | had to be in charge, that it wouldn't do
any

good for her to think of it. She asked ne to go hone and think of something
really special and then cone back, w thout phoning in advance, walk in the
room

and just do it, whatever it was, just do it. She said she'd wait there unti

I

cane back, even if it was days or even weeks. That's how bad she needed ne to
do

it.
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On ny way hone | realized suddenly that God chose to be | ove instead of pain
because it's so nuch easier. Al you have to do to love is just do it, just
open

your arnms and passively let it flow Pain requires imagination, constant

i nnovation. And that is of course the reason why humans are only a cheap
imtation of God and Satan a very good inmitation of humans. We're all in his
i mage and have a taste for it. But the only kingdomwe can be masters of is
t he

ki ngdom of pain, which requires constant thought, which induces fatigue and
depression, which causes us to be tired and pitiable creatures which nakes us
even easier to love. You can't wn.

That's the state of mind I was in when | got hone to Marian that night and
she

started on ne about noney. The bank statenent had cone and she couldn't help
but

notice the dent ny | ast cocai ne buy had put in our funds. She wanted to know
what all that noney was for. And, by the way, why had the |latest Frederick's
fall catalog come in that day's mail? She even hinted that | might be a
transvestite. | considered it for a mnute but decided that wasn't what Sella
had meant by sonething special. Sellal What the hell did she want? How far
into

cruelty could | go w thout rounding the bend into [ove? Then | realized that
was

it, the nost dangerous thing to Sella of all, a thing so cruel that it

st opped

just short of love. | knew what she must want.

Marian was in ny face, literally, |leaning in, waving the bank statenent under
ny

nose. | stared blankly at her face and thought of all the times we'd seen
each

ot her through. Hard economic tines when we were both still in school. Hard
enotional times when nmenbers of our fanmilies had died. | knew | |oved her
with

an intensity just short of hate. Ah hell, what are we to do about this
capacity

for cheap imtation? And | was an imtator, a sincere flatterer, a man in
desperate need of sonething special, sonething to keep himfromthe | and of

t he

ordinary. My blood now flowed too fast for me to go back to being God's navel
or

the devil's fantasy. | needed something special to stay king in the kingdom



of

Sella. | needed sonething on the cusp of |ove and hate.

Marian was in ny face, shouting for my attention, and | gave it to her. |
reached out, hoping she would understand, and put ny
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hands around her neck, just as an experinent at first, to see if | was on the
right track. Then | started to squeeze. The nore | squeezed the nore
realized

it was what Sella wanted. They say hanged nen die with a hard-on and | knew
strangul ati on would give Sella the biggest orgasmof her life and that once
she

had it there would be no repeating it so she wouldn't want to |ive anyway.
And

wi thout Sella | could never go back to Marian no matter how much | |oved her.
I

had the power over all of us at that noment and | took it, rather | thought I
took it. Now |l can see it took me. An imtation's not the real thing after
all,

is it? But once | was squeezing | kept on, feeling nyself em grate

per manent |y

into the realmof imtation power as |I did it. | was still a religious man
but

then so was Lucifer. Let ne tell all you consuner units who only read the
parts

of the Bible quoted in the elevator version of Bob Dylan songs that Lucifer
was

an angel who becane the devil when he decided to be equal to God. He becane a
real imtation rather than a fake ori ginal

After killing Marian | raced to the nmotel, knowing that Sella would

appreci ate

it all, that she'd been waiting there for ne to kill her. | could hardly wait
to

hear her groan with pleasure when | told her. | was on fire with the thought
of

finally uniting her and Marian in my hands, of squeezing ny two great |oves
into

one.

But she wasn't there. Al | found was a garter belt lying like a black

cor sage

on top of a pair of black bikini underwear. A white note lay in jarring
contr ast

on top of the small pile of nylon. | read the hooked scrawl: "As you can see
Lp?]here, and I'mstill not wearing any panties. As you know, w tch rhynes
ﬁ?iZh. Now you know I'mone. 1'll leave it up to you to decide whether I'm
L?ﬁer. | know we'll meet again when you becone really special. Until then I'm

al ways yours in pain. Sella."
So good-bye, kind world. This is nmy last note to you, and ny only warning.
Li ke

all religious men | know that there is only one sin God will not forgive and
that is the sin of rejecting forgiveness. And sadly, | reject it because
have

di scovered that Sella was the bitch but | amthe witch. In using her as a

wi ndow

to the caverns of pain where the fires of small power burn | cast a spell on
nysel f.
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Now | sit in those vaginal halls on a throne of God's excrenent beside a



river

of bl ood where | baptize nyself daily in dreanms of Sella's neck gripped in ny
hands as | squeeze in masturbatory pleasure. As she dies maybe the spell wll
be

broken and | can accept the forgiveness that |lies just across the now

i mpassabl e

menbr ane where | ove neets power.

The problemis though, that to find her | must renenber her and | can only
renmenber her through action. So, just as Marian did, the ones of you | select
will in your final nonents become Sella. | will love you as | |oved her and
some

of you will in those nmonents find that you love nme. Yes, it's true, you will.
Because you are consuner units and each purchase is nothing but a snall and
thrilling act of subnmission, a voyeur's ticket to the kingdom of pain.

So as you stare at your televisions each night, know that | amthe dark noon
that orbits full behind the piano key grins and the toy |like wecks of the

expendabl e cars. I'mthe darkness in the center of the nother's whispered
douche
advice to daughter. |I'm here, behind the tube, outside the w ndow, and around

any impul se you mght have to | eave fake reality for real imtation

I wait for you.

| want you.

| need you.

| Love you.

And, to paraphrase that nost romantic of songs: You always |ove the one you
hurt.
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STI LLBORN

Ni na Kiriki Hoffman

When you edit an anthol ogy such as this one, a kind of w de-open, no rules,
no

t henme kind of thing, you don't really know what type of fiction you want.
(You

al ways know, however, what you don't want.) But every once in a while, as you
wor k your way through the stacks of submissions, a story sinply grabs you by
t he

frontal |obes and demands that you buy it. Wien | read the foll ow ng piece by
Nina Kiriki (isn't that a great mddle nane) Hoffman, | knew i medi ately
she' d

witten a Borderlands story--whatever that entity mght actually be.

Ni na's work has appeared in all the mjor nmagazi nes and ant hol ogi es over the
past few years, receiving the critical acclaimshe richly deserves. She lives
in

what is one of the all-tinme great college towns--Eugene, O egon.

Hugh found it in the shall ow grave his nother had dug behind the house. He
kept

it wapped in cotton above a heat register in the attic, where the dry warnth
woul d preserve it without rotting it. Once it had mumm fied, he | ocked his
bedr oom door
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and took it out to look at, nights after his nother had gone to bed. Wen he
shook it, its brain rattled inside its tiny skull like a pea in a gourd.
"Little

brother," he would whisper, staring into its sunken |leathery face. "Little
brot her."

Whenever she yelled at him he renenbered he owned somet hing that had known
her

intimately, something she had cast out. He could stare at her with that
know edge behind his eyes, and nothing she said got inside himanynore. She
yell ed and yelled and he only smiled. Wen she slapped him he thought of



reaching up inside her where Little Brother used to live. Hi s hand woul d
never

have to touch her; his thoughts touched her enough. Wth that know edge

behi nd

his eyes, he stared at her sone nore, until her face went dull red and she
turned away, her words gone. Sonetimes she touched herself, |ow down, as if
she

knew hi s thought-hand had touched her there.

The night in October when Little Brother first spoke to himwas w ndy and
col d.

The wi ndow i n Hugh's room was a square of black. Occasional rain spattered
it.

The goose-neck | anp by the bed cast an inmage of the room agai nst the night.
"El der brother," whispered Little Brother, though his tiny |lips never noved.
Hugh laid Little Brother on the bed and took two steps away before turning to
| ook again. In the center of his cotton batting, Little Brother was snall,
dry,

and yellow brown, with tiny skeletal fingers clasped into little bony knots,
fleshless fists like curled-up dead spiders.

"\What ?" said Hugh, after a nmonent. Little Brother had not noved, hadn't
shifted

position since the numm fication.

"El der brother."

The wi nd whi pped tree branches agai nst the side of the house. Bel ow, Hugh
hear d

hi s nmot her scream sonet hing. Maybe it was the weather she was mad at, or
maybe

it was the tel evision.

"El der brother."

"What," said Hugh, after a nonent.

"Kiss nme."

Hugh went down on his knees and inched closer to the bed. He stared at Little
Brother's face, the lids stitching the sunken eyes
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shut, the nose a tiny bump in the yellowed flesh, the nouth a narrow sl ash

t hat

had never snmil ed.

The voice sizzled through his mnd, its words a whip. "Kiss ne," it

whi sper ed,

sti ngi ng.

Hugh cl osed the cotton batting over Little Brother, pulled it tight, and tied
a

belt around it. He put Little Brother back in his hiding place, behind the
shoe

boxes on the shelf in the closet. That night his dreans were full of Little
Brot her, and he woke to find Little Brother Iying on his chest, free of
cotton.

He threw Little Brother off, against a wall. He heard cracking noises, |ike
dry

sticks being broken for kindling. He junped up and ran fromthe room After
hal f

an hour in the bathroom waiting for his shivers to stop, Hugh went back to
hi s

bedroom He couldn't let Mother come in and find Little Brother

Little Brother's skull was half smashed in, and one arm hung | oose, dangling
by

its leathery skin. Wthout touching Little Brother, Hugh wapped himin a
T-shirt. "I love you," he whispered. He took Little Brother downstairs and
out si de.

It was early norning. Down the street beyond the houses there was a dirt road



that led to a horse pasture. Hugh wal ked t hrough the dawn, hearing the birds
calling as if this was the first day of the world, his hands cl osed around

t he

T-shirt that wapped Little Brother. "I |ove you,'
slid

bet ween the bars of the horse pasture gate, slogged through the churned-up
nmud

there, and headed for the stand of trees. Dew | aden grass pressed against his
pants. The horses were on the far side of the pasture. They watched, but they
didn't cone near.

The trees were thick oaks, their knobbly finger branches wound anong each

ot her,

wet bl ack bark spotted with pale green |lichens. Hugh pushed through the

under brush until he was in the nmiddle of the stand. The trees were so close
toget her the horses couldn't get in here. He put Little Brother up in the
crotch

of an oak tree, and slipped away again, the dew soaking through his sneakers
and

the cal ves of his jeans, burrs catching in his cuffs.

At hone, she yelled at himfor getting wet in the norning, for |eaving the
house

wi thout telling her, for rising too early; and he di scovered his shield was
gone, out in the pasture with Little
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Brother. The things she said cut through him

That ni ght he snuck out to the pasture and brought Little Brother back

"Kiss me," whispered Little Brother, three nights later

Hugh, fortified with having survived anot her onslaught of words that

af t ernoon,

ki ssed the side of Little Brother's face that wasn't snmashed

"Eat me," whispered Little Brother

Hugh left himin the closet for three nonths. Little Brother said the sane

t hi ng

in |late January when Hugh took himout and opened his cradling cotton to | ook
at

hi m

Hugh needed Little Brother's strength. H s nother had found a new man, a nman
with a hand that hurt and a face that snarled and a tongue full of words that
stuck under the skin and pricked |ike fishhooks.

"Eat me," whispered Little Brother. "Once |I'minside you, nobody can ever
hur t

you again. I'll be there to protect you."

In the norning, shivering, terrified, and strengthened, Hugh went downstairs
to

face his nother and her new nman. Behind his eyes, other eyes watched, though
their lids were closed. His first words that norning were a whi sper. Mot her
and

her new man | eaned close to hear them then away, their faces tw sting, and
after that, everything changed
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Ladder

T.E.D. Klein

Several years ago | cited Ted Klein as one of the nbst underrated witers in
our

field. He is the author of a handful of excellent novellas full of brooding
vi sions of darkness and a |l arge, anbitious, and highly successful novel

call ed

The Cerenonies. He has witten a few short stories and articles, and that,
friends, is it. Ted wites with a careful, neasured style, and he takes his
tine

he whi spered again. He



doing it. His witing is like that exceptional running back who displays the
rare conbi nation of both grace and power. Unfortunately, Kleinis not a

prolific

witer, and we see far too |little of his work on an annual basis. For all of
t he

above reasons, | was therefore determned to have the first volune of

Borderl ands contain a T.E.D. Klein story.

And you should know. Ted didn't nmake it easy for ne.

It wasn't until | was actually up in New York, turning in the book manuscri pt
to

John Dougl as, ny editor at Avon Books, that | actually added Ted's

contri bution

to the volume he nmet nme at Penn Station with a dot matrix
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draft printed on yellow |l egal pad paper. |'d been bugging himfor the story
for

nmont hs and he kept telling ne it was coming along and that 1'd have it on
tine.

There were nonments when | alnost didn't believe him

And yet he cane through for me. The story which follows, "Ladder," is
ear mar ked

by Ted's usual precise prose; untypical because of its brevity, but typica
because of its subtle cleverness. Klein's stories always have a di nensi ona
density about them an al nost pal pable reality, and given inpetus by events
whi ch seem so oddly unique, it is difficult to imgine themnot being real
"When asked to identify the nood of our tines, she answered, 'A desperate
sear ch

for a pattern.'"

--Prof. Huston Smith on Rebecca West

Birth, I see now, was nerely a rung on the | adder. Rather deflating, when you
t hi nk about it; you live, you struggle, you learn and grow and suffer, and
you

realize, after nearly seventy years of searching, that your life has been
not hi ng but a metaphor. It's not the sort of thing you see while you're
l'iving

it, of course. It's like that Greek said, the one they used to teach in
school :

you can't judge whether your life is a success or a failure until its fina
nmonents. Though ny nmenory's not so keen as it once was, | remenber that
remark;

| suppose it nust have stuck in ny m nd because, even as a very young boy, |
was

consunmed with curiosity. How would my own life turn out? What would | judge
it

to be, as | lay dying? But now the question of its success or failure seens
sadly beside the point--less inportant, anyhow, than the one raised by Dane
Rebecca. The answer to that, too, has to wait until the end; you can't see
t he

pattern while you're living it. And you certainly can't see it while you're
busy

bei ng born, dragging that first chilly air into your lungs, already exiled,
forlorn in the sunlight of a winter's norning, the damabl e gane al ready

begun.

Though | have no nenory of the tine, the first thing my eyes behel d was
pr obabl y

the heath, with the icy waters shimrering behind it.
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And it will likely be the Iast.

The Firth of Lome, that was the waters' name; can you think of a starting
pl ace



nmore fitting? It was fit, at |least, for ne, who have never married, never
fathered children, never stayed in one place |ong enough to nake a | asting
friend (except the holy man), never owned any property but the tiny bungal ow
where, lying on ny cot, an old Navy pillow propped up behind ny back, 1'm now
scratching out this nmenoir. The Lords of Lone once owned a third of Scotl and;
now t he estuary that bears their nane borders a region of deserted forts,

rui ned

castles, and roofless crofts, their stone portals tunbled down and hal f
conceal ed by nmeadow grass, the famlies that built themlong since scattered
to

Engl and or America or the other side of the world. Any of these houses, in
their

years of habitation, m ght have passed for the one where | was born, near the
coast between Kilbride and Kilninver. Its Iow ceiling, heavy beams, and

whi t ewashed pl aster walls afforded barely space enough for the three of us,
but

as the beloved only child of two elderly parents, | was happy there. W
f at her
was a minister's son from d asgow, ny nother a MacDougall, of the clan whose

anci ent stronghold, now little nore than rubble, stands on the island of
Kerrera

in Ghan Bay. From the Espl anade at Oban, the region's |largest port, you can
still make out the ruins; as a child | liked to think of themas ny ancestra
castle. Beyond Kerrera lay the headwaters of the firth and, loomng in the
di stance, the nmountains of Miull. Steamers--they were called "puffers" in

t hose

days--plied among the islands, fromMllto Lisnore, Colonsay, Coll, and the
Quter Hebrides. O her boys dreaned of sailing on them to see nore of the
wor | d

before they died; | was content where | was. | planned, in fact, to continue
sheep raising like ny father; we had a flock of black-faced Argyllshires
whose

regul ar com ngs and goings frompasture to fold, daybreak to dusk, season to
season, filled me with a sense of peace. Though we owned a car, our lives, by
t he standards of today, seem alnbst nedieval in their sinplicity. | renmenber
doi ng schoolwork by lantern light, a single lantern for all three of us, and
how

we'd try to keep one coal glowing all night in the stove to light the fire
agai n

the next norning. It never
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occurred to ne that the sight of glow ng coals could ever be anything but
precious. ... | loved the way the heath woul d change fromgreen in spring to
purple and gold in the fall, and howit gleanmed |ike crystal in w nter.
woul d

gaze across it every day as the rattling old bus, its w ndows | eaking
draught s

of icy air, drove us children to Church School in Kilninver. Over the doorway,
I

recall, carved into the granite, were foot-high letters spelling out the
openi ng

line of Saint John: In the Beginning Was the Wrd. | wasn't a clever
student - -1

had troubl e seeing the connections between things, even then--but | worked
hard

at pleasing ny teachers. My parents were pious people, and | believed in a
strict but fair Creator who, as they did, hid Hs kindly intentions behind a
stern exterior. | remenber how conforting it was to think of the Lord as a
shepherd, and we H s sheep. ... But then, one rainy night on the very eve of

ny



graduation, just as ny parents were returning from Qoan in their car after
buyi ng me a new wool coat, a suit, and a bound set of Youth's Conpanions,

t hey

were swept off the road by a freak storm or perhaps it was the fault of a
rai nsmeared wi ndscreen. The car, with their bodies, was discovered at the

bot t om

of a glen. The coroner described it as "an act of God." Imediately ny world
changed forever. | was alone now M/ father, | discovered, had not been as
prudent as |'d thought; he'd borrowed over the years from a nei ghboring
famly

of landowners and had left ne in debt. | had to sell the farmto them-the
house, the flock, the pastures. They offered to let nme stay on, but | knewit
was tinme for me to go. God, | told nyself, had done this for a reason; He had

plans for ne. Sensing that |1'd been thrust out into the world Iike a sheep
from

the fold, | packed ny things, ready to submt to Hs wll.

Forth I went, ny new suit in a satchel beneath nmy arm to seek what | thought
was my destiny. | had already sold ny coat. My Youth's Conpanions |ay

unopened

amd the pile of books | was |eaving behind; my youth was over. | woul d have
to

make ny own way now, settle in a town, and learn a trade. | did know
sonet hi ng

about wool; | knew its grades, howto unkink it, howto make it take the dye.
I

was not, | told nyself, entirely unprepared. Unlike nmy fell ows, who dream of
Anerica, | had an idea that the course
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of my life--the pattern, if you will--lay toward the east; sonething, | see
now,

was calling me in that direction, toward nmy eventual encounter with the holy
man
and the secret he revealed. Into the Lone flows the River Ame, cutting

t hr ough

the Pass of Brander fromthe Falls of Cruachan, and it was toward these
magi ca

nanes that | turned ny steps. The heath was swimmng in wldflowers, |ike
f oam

on a choppy sea, as | walked to the highway and waited for a ride, wondering
if

I'd ever be conming back. Gen Mur, the Geat den, lay ahead of ne, sixty
miles

of waterway cutting across the highlands, fromthe Lynn of Lome beside ne in
t he

west to Inverness in the east, where Loch Ness nmeets the Moray Firth and

fl ows

into the North Sea. The region that | passed through was as picturesque as
I'd

once been told, with nmenacing crags and pi ne-shadowed val |l eys, ghostly
waterfalls and scenes of ancient slaughter. The |and here had seen its share
of

bl ood; but beyond it, | knew, lay the w de world.

Forts WIlliam (named for Wlliamin) and Augustus (for the Duke of
Cunber | and)

stand guard on either side of the glen, their broad streets sloping toward

t he

great Cal edonian Canal. Fort Wlliam the first | reached, was noi sy,
traffic-clogged, and, | thought then, highly exciting; it was the |argest

t own

I'd ever seen, w th handsone white houses, hotels crowded with vacationers,



and

the grey granite nass of Ben Nevis rising up behind it, its top obscured by
cl ouds. One | ook at the wonen in the shops, all of whom seenmed beautiful, and
I

resolved to go no farther; | would settle here. And | did ... for a time. |
put

up at a cheap boardi ng house near the edge of town and found work in a
tailor's

shop, fitting hikers with tweed suits--in those days one dressed up to

hi ke- - and

mendi ng worn collars. 1'd been enployed there I ess than a nonth, however,
when

one norning | arrived to find the street filled with shouting firenmen and the
shop a smoking ruin. | don't know if they ever found the cause. At the tine |

suspected the | andl ord's younger son, who'd had a dispute with the tailor; now
I

suspect God, who has lightning at Hs cormand. It was clear to ne, at any

rate,

that | had to nove on. | continued eastward, to Fort Augustus, at the foot of
Loch Ness, where anglers stal k sal non
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and Americans search for nonsters. The King's Owm Hi ghl anders were garrisoned
at

the fort there, and | soon found nyself a job hel ping keep the books for a
firm

that made uniforms for these troops. And then |I fell in love. | shan't wite
down her nane; | haven't done so in half a century. Sonetines | manage to

f or get

her; | think | prefer it that way. Anyhow, | hoped to marry her, and pl ans
wer e

made, and then she got ill--she had a brother in the garrison, where a fever
was

ragi ng--and finally God took her. No use protesting; He sinply had other

pl ans

for me, and the girl had gotten in the way. | see that now, it's why |I'm
writing

this, so1'll see it all for what it was before | go. | wasn't supposed to
linger at Augustus; mny destiny--ny great destiny--lay sonewhere to the east.
Pushing on to Inverness, | booked a passage for Edi nburgh, where | found a
shi p

to travel on, the Saracen. She was a rusted old tranp steamer, her twn
snokest acks stained with grinme, but they needed a purser on her and were
willing

to hire me. Besides, | liked her nane. | signed on board, eager to see what
God

had in store for ne.

Ports all over the world welconed nme in ny quest. W docked at Lisbon, the
Canaries, and Capetown, then sailed north to the Ml dives and Bonbay. In
succeedi ng years | transferred to other ships and added new nanes to ny
cat al ogue of places seen. In a single year | saw Athens and Adel ai de

Si ngapor e

and San Francisco. In another | did nothing but sail back and forth between
Mani l a and Hong Kong. | saw a tenple in Java where they worshi ped small green
spiders, and a wonman in Ceyl on who gave herself to snakes. | visited the New
Hebri des and New Cal edoni a off Australia, lured by the Scottishness of their
nanes, and the great port of New York, a universe away fromthe tiny ruined
ham et of the sane nane near ny birthplace, at the edge of the Inverliever
Forest and Loch Awe, where anglers feast on salnmon and trout. The world |eft
its

marks on me, but | welconed them In Shanghai mny face was slashed during a



robbery, but | found the scar handsone. In Mntevideo ny nose was broken in a

waterfront brawl, but | decided | liked it better that way. | was ainless,
for

once; | enjoyed it. |I fell inlove with travel. For a while, in the
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early years, | worried that God had forgotten me; then | hoped He had.

Thr oughout these years | found nyself enployed with increasing frequency by
t he

Brittani c East |India Conpany. The work--the purchase of shipboard supplies,
t he

keepi ng of books-- cane easily now, and the Conpany and its concerns were
sel dom

in my thoughts. But it seened | was in theirs, because when the director of
agricul tural devel opnent unexpectedly took sick and died, they nade ne his
successor.

Posts in Gbraltar and, |ater, Bonbay awaited ne. Once again ny life had

changed

drastically; after gallivanting across the globe, | was suddenly planted in
an

office. I mssed ny vagabond days, but didn't have the strength to refuse the
raise in pay. My first post, in Gbraltar, lasted exactly seven weeks; | was
supposed to expedite the transfer of olive trees from Rabat to Madrid, but a
Moroccan revol ution cut off our supply. In Bombay, | had barely unpacked ny
bags

before | was placed in charge of a plan designed to introduce Wl sh nerino
sheep

into the south Indian state of Andhra Pradesh. The poor ani mals had been
wrenched fromtheir hones and shi pped hal fway around the world; | felt a

ki nshi p

with them | set up a snmall office in the interior, in a dusty little village

whose nane | coul d never pronounce. It seenmed as renote as anot her pl anet,

t hough the winkled grey hides of the el ephants passing on the streets

rem nded

me of the slopes of Ben Nevis. Only after we'd gotten set up did | discover
t hat

I'd arrived at the hottest time of year, in one of the hottest years on
record.

For once | didn't work hard; | sat there in my shirtsleeves and perspired.
One

morning a little old man, his face as brown and winkl ed as a wal nut,
strol |l ed

unannounced into ny office. He was M. Nath, he told ne in a shrill singsong
voice, "a holy man." His forthrightness amused ne, and | told himto sit
down.

He'd conme, he said, because the locals were conplaining that I'd brought the
heat wave with nme. They feared that | was cursed. "Well," | said, not
entirely

joking, "perhaps | am'--and | proceeded to sketch the particulars of ny life.
"

feel ," | said, "a little |like a pawn, constantly being shunted from one scene
to

anot her at someone else's whim | still believe there's a design to it all,
but

damed if | know what it is." M.
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Nat h had been listening intently, nodding as | spoke. "All lives have a

pattern," he said, "that we see in their beauty and conpletion only at the
end.

One nman is the second son, and will be second in all things. One will forever
be



doored to arrive too late. One will go fromrich to poor and back again seven

times in his life. Another will always take wong advice. Another will wn
only

one race, at the start, and thereafter will know nothing but defeat. One will
make a m serable first marriage, and then his second wife will bring himonly
bliss. Another will rue every day but the last. Another's life will follow

t he

pattern of a spiral, or a chess gane, or the lines froma child s nursery
song.

But you, my friend--" Suddenly | saw his eyes wi den. He was staring at a
swarm

of bugs that had just flown into the room a seething little nicrocosm of
darting energy and flashing wi ngs, hovering just above our heads, hunmmng in
t he

nmorni ng heat. They were, | don't know, gnats, nosquitoes, tiny flies.

I ndi a

has so many. Their presence in ny office was unremarkable; the door to the

ot her

roons had been open, and the cloth screens were riddled with hol es. What
unnerved nme was the manner of their com ng, the sheer abruptness of it, as if
they' d been rushed onto the stage by sonme great unseen hand. The little man

seened nmore upset than |I. "Bugs," | said, shrugging. He shook his head, eyes
round with horror. "No," he whispered. "Pests!" |I mstook this for a
reference

to the plague, and, thinking of nmy lost love, felt a stab of sadness. And at
that nmoment, just as quickly as they came, the bugs vanished--sinply nelted
into

the air, as if that sane great hand had w ped them off the board. The little
man's eyes nearly popped fromhis head. He opened his mouth, nade a strangl ed
sound, and ran fromthe room | was left staring at the place where the bugs
had

been, feeling nore benused than frightened. Those creatures didn't scare ne,
not

then. But they scare me now. Because now | know what they were.

The costs of running the Bonmbay branch proved to be too high, that's what |
was

i nfornmed, and | found mysel f abruptly--and, | night add,

hi gh- handedl y--relieved

of nmy post. Blame it on the
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dreadful heat |1'd brought with ne (for I'mnore than half convinced | did),
and

on the drought that foll owed. No one had ever seen such weather; the
Conpany' s

coffee crops withered, the sheep sickened and died, and the survivors had to
be

shi pped north at considerable expense. Blame it on the war then raging in
Eur ope, which nore than doubl ed the price of doing business. Blane it on an
act

of God. Al I knewis that | was suddenly being uprooted again, another
chapt er

cl osed behind me. As | stood on the Bonbay dock, gazing at the ship I'd soon
be

boardi ng while, around nme, workers with ropes and pulleys strained to hoi st
cargo into the hold, I thought of the stable world I'd known as a child; I
seened to be inhabiting an entirely different place now, pushed from one
scene

to the next. These gloony reflections were cut short by the highpitched voice
of

M. Nath, who had conme to see ne off. 1'd becone friends with himfollow ng



t he
incident in nmy office; and though it was the one subject on which he'd
refused

to talk further, 1'd relished his insights on other matters--so nmuch so, in
fact, that I'd hired himas ny assistant. He had acconpani ed nme back to
Bonbay;

he, too, was now jobl ess, but seemed nuch | ess downcast than I, and was

| ooki ng

forward to returning to his village. As he wal ked me up the gangpl ank, he
listened inpatiently as | conpl ai ned once nore about the turns ny life had

taken. "Surely," | said, "God nust be behind these huge changes." He gave a
little sigh before he spoke, as if this were something he'd been hoping to
avoid. "Yes," he said, "and no. The changes you speak of are moya, illusion."

Ve

had reached the deck now, he gripped ny armand stared at me with, for the
first

time, a hint of urgency. "In the things that matter,
wor ks

very slowy and deliberately, with a hand far nore subtle than you i magi ne.
Don't you know how He changes a dog into a cat?" He paused, smiled when he
saw

nmy bewi | derment, and seened about to answer his own question, when suddenly |
saw him | ook past me; his eyes widened with horror, the way I'd seen

he said, "the Lord

before--with horror and, | think now, a kind of terrible understanding. A
shadow

fell across the deck, and | | ooked up, half expecting to see a swarm of

i nsects.

But sonething el se darkened the sky: a rope had snapped, and an enornous
wooden

crate destined for the hold was hurtling down
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upon us. | stunmbled back in time; M. Nath was not so lucky. The crate caught
hi m al nrost head-on, crushing himlike a bug and bursting open on the deck

its

puzzling contents spilling out and all but burying ny friend.

Coats, that's what the crate had contained; the word, in fact, was stenciled
on

the side. Greatcoats, dress coats, arny issues, fancy leather affairs with
epaul ets and brass buttons. They lay scattered across the deck, sone of them
dropping into the warm blue water. | even think | saw nmy old wool en coat from
ohan di sappear beneath the waves. None of this nade sense. The weat her was
hot

inthis part of the world, preternaturally hot at the nonent, the climte
nmuggy

even at its best; these garments were as out of place here as a pair of
snowshoes. Now, of course, as | set this down and read it over, the whole

t hi ng

is comcally clear; | must have been blind not to see it. But at the time ny
friend s last words, and the contents of the crate that had killed him were
sufficiently enigmatic that | spent nost of the voyage pondering them It was
a

shorter voyage than anyone expected. The ship, the Jane Guy, travel ed south,
then eastward, then south again. W kept clear of Japanese waters--there was
still a war going on--but in those days nowhere was truly safe. Passengers

t ook

turns on deck, searching the horizon for a sign of danger. As | stood ny

wat ch

one noonl ess ni ght, preoccupi ed by thoughts of God and death, the ship gave a
[ urch, and sonewhere netal echoed upon netal. Later a survivor would theorize
about Japanese torpedoes, but it seened to nme that a piece of the ocean floor



had sinmply risen up and speared us. However, there was no time for
specul ati on

W were sinking.

Boats were | owered over the side, passengers and crew having scranbl ed
aboard,

and those of us who could lay our hands on oars paddl ed madly away fromthe
ship. My boat lost the others in the darkness. W heard the sound of distant
screans and a great rushing of water, but when the sun rose we found

our sel ves

al one. Several of us unfurled the single sail, but the canvas hung |inp;
there

was no wind. The sun's gaze was as blank and pitil ess as poets have warned.
There were thirteen of us in the boat--we joked about it, of course--and it
wasn't many days before the other twelve were
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dead. Half-starving and delirious, | shoved their bodies over the side to

t hwar t

tenptation, and | ooked forward to dying nyself. | felt Iike Ishmael or the
Ancient Mariner; | couldn't understand why |I'd been spared. That | had been

i medi ately becane clear, for no sooner did the last body hit the water than
a

sudden wi nd sprang up and filled the sail. The boat began to move. | can see
God's hand in that wind now, and in the cal mthat preceded it as well. It is
;oiindly hand; | wish now |l'd had the courage to junp over the side and defy
EL& all I could do at the time was |ie back, munble a prayer of thanks, and

iﬁz boat carry me where it would. | no |onger questioned the plans He had for

me, though | nust have | apsed into a sun-dazzled reverie of some sort:
boyhood
nmenories, faces, questions, words. But suddenly those thoughts were
i nterrupted
by a rhyt hm c thunping.
Beats of a drum were echoing across the water, above the pounding of surf. |
rai sed ny head. Before me, in the distance, lay an island: coconut pal ns,
thatched huts, and a row of natives waiting for nmy boat to wash ashore. They
rem nded nme, as the boat drew nearer, of the bl ack-faced sheep of ny
chi | dhood

only sheep had never worn bones in their noses, nor gazed at ne so
hungrily.
| can see even now, as in a fever dream the group of them conme toward ne,
draggi ng ny boat onto the beach. In the background wonmen are tending a fire;
t he
gl owi ng coals rem nd me of nmy boyhood. The largest of the nmen lifts ne from
t he
boat. He ties my hands; he anoints ny face; he drags nme forward ..
And heats a pot that's large enough to be ny coffin. Wearily | whisper a
final
prayer. ... Till at that noment, borne before a huge unnatural gust of wind,
a
sailing ship appears on the horizon. The cartoon natives run away, and | am
saved. The ship neets a steaner which returns nme to Scotland; | set foot once
nmore on ny native soil. Still dazed and emaciated, a grey stick figure in
cast-of f Navy clothes, |I sink to nmy knees and praise God for his goodness;
consi der nyself blessed. Later, as nmy weary legs carry ne toward the house
wher e
| was born, | believe | finally see the pattern He's inposed on ny life: a
madman's full circle, clear around the gl obe.
193



The heath now stirs around ne in the autum wind. | have returned, like a
pi ece

of ancient driftwood, to the spot where | began--though not, in fact, to ny
parents' doorstep. Their cottage now stands enpty |ike the others, roof
rotten

and fallen in, a picturesque ruin. Instead, I'mnow living in a tiny bungal ow
just down the hill fromit, on a small plot of what was once ny parents’
farm

The land is subdivided now, along with the land of our neighbors, and a
conpany

down in London is busy populating it with vacation hones. Tourists, hikers,
and

hol i day makers now roamthe hills where once | tended my father's flocks. The
old "puffers" have been replaced by diesel-powered vessels that take

Aneri cans

to Jura and Islay, and the deserted forts, those still in decent repair, have
now becone museuns. |In one of them devoted to local history and antiquities,
I

recently had the novel experience, novel but eerily disorienting--of finding
a

shel f of ny own chil dhood books on display in a room | abel ed "Typica
Crofter's

Cottage, Early 20th Century." | felt a queer burst of honmesickness, seeing

t hem

there in that reconstructed room they | ooked as clean and well cared for as
if

my nmother were still alive to dust them Anong them were the bound Youth's
Conpani ons that circunstance had robbed me of the chance to read. | renoved
one

and sadly flipped through it. It fell open, as if by design, to a page
entitled

"Rainy Day Puzzles and Pastines,"” bel ow which ny eye was caught by a faniliar
guestion: "How do you change a Dog into a Cat?" Heart pounding, | read on
"By

changing one letter at a time. This age-old gane is called a Wrd Ladder
"for

each change nust make a new word. You can turn Dog into Cog, and Cog into
Cot ,

and Cot into Cat--just three steps. O you can do it in four, fromDog to
Hog,

to Hag, to Hat, to Cat. O in five, fromDog to Bog, to Bag, to Bar, to Car,
to

Cat. In fact, the ladder may stretch as long as you like. The possibilities
are

endl ess!" And, by God, they are--though at first | didn't understand; it's

t aken

me this long to work it through. And now, at last, it's all laid out here in
this memoir, the secret itinerary of my own career from"Birth" to "Firth,"
to

"Forth," and on to "Forts" ... and all for H s anusenent. Al those deaths!
The

men of the Jane GQuy, ny father and nother, ny friend M. Nath, the girl in
Fort

August us .
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Was it really for this that she had to die? To nove nme one rung down,
from
"Forts" to "Ports"? Couldn't He have spared her? Couldn't He have set nme on a
different course? I mght have gone instead from"Forts" to "Forks," "Folks,"
"Folds," "CGolds," "Gelds," "Melds," "Meads," "Meats," "Heats," and "Heath"



O in an even nore roundabout journey, fromthe "Posts" | once held, to
"Poses, "

"Roses, " "Ropes," "Rapes," "Races," "Faces," "Facts," "Fasts," "Fests,"
"Tests,"

"Tents," "Dents," "Depts.," and "Depth" (assuming the old cheat would all ow
H msel f the use of an abbreviation near the end). But in ny case He seens
sinmply

to have plunped for the easiest and nost direct route--except, | now realize,
for a single false step. The holy man nust have noticed it at once. "Pests!"
he'd cried. Not "Bugs!" but "Pests!"--a chapter that, in soneone else's life,
m ght well have foll owed "Posts." Those creatures, had they been permitted to

remain, would likely have led me on an alternate route to "Tests," "Bests,"

"Beats," and "Heats," arriving precisely where | amtoday. |Instead, God nust

have changed H s mi nd--and erased that swarm of pests fromthe game so

hurriedly

that nmy friend saw what it meant. Perhaps, in the end, He sinply found it

easi er

to nove from"Posts" to "Costs,"” and to drag in that dreadful crate of coats.
Vell, | always knew | was destined for sonething; | just never thought it

woul d be this. Saint John had it right, | see that now In the Beginning Was

t he

Wrd. Unfortunately for me, the word was "Birth," and it was all downhil

from

there. Below me now | ies one nore rung--the bottomrung, the one that foll ows

"Heath." I'd rather cling to this one for a while, but | know that, |ike any
true gamesman, God's going to have the | ast word
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Muscae Vol itantes
Chet WIIianson

Witers, like actors, can get typecast. They can beconme known for doing
somet hing well, and usually to the exclusion of all the other things they do
well. Chet WIliamson is one of those witers who's been quietly, but wth
gr eat

efficiency, establishing hinself as a very fine witer. Best known for his
crisp, original characters, he is also a fine stylist. H's stories have
appear ed

in all the usual magazi nes and anthologies in addition to some markets nost
of

us just dream about: Playboy and The New Yorker. Yeah, like | said, Chet is
t he

Real

He lives in the Am sh country of Elizabethtown, Pennsylvania, with a

pr ecoci ous,

intelligent, goodl ooking son named Colin, and wife Laurie, who probably has
t he

war nest, greatest snmile this side of Mary Tyler More. He | ooks like a
col | ege

prof essor who shoul d be snoking a pipe (he doesn't), and when you neet him
you

keep wonderi ng how such a nice, am able guy like Chet can wite such tw sted
stuff.
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When Randy Fralich's lover called himat home, Randy had not yet decided to
kill

him though the thought nomentarily crossed his m nd

"What the hell are you doi ng?" Randy asked. "You never call ne at hone!"
"I"'msorry," Alan said, "but if |I didn't call you tonight, that neant |

coul dn't

talk to you until Mnday."



"What's wong with Monday?" Randy whispered, listening with his free ear for
t he

sound of Cathy's soft footfall in the carpeted hallway outside their bedroom
"It's too inportant,” Alan said, and Randy thought that he detected a flutter
in

Al an's usual ly unruffled manner

Randy sighed. "This isn't like you, Alan. W have certain arrangenents that
we

made and we promised to stick to."

"Randy, please ..." Alan's voice was pleading. This was a weak Alan, an Al an
that Randy didn't know and didn't have the faintest idea of howto deal with.
I't

had been Al an's strength that had drawn Randy to himthat first evening, and
now

it was suddenly gone, leaving only a tinny voice that made Randy feel sick
"What is wong with--"

"I"ve got to see you, |'ve just got to."

"No. Not this weekend."

"Pl ease. Tonight, please.™

"Toni ght? Are you crazy? Cathy will know something's wong."

"Fuck Cathy." Another surprise. Al an never swore. He didn't have to. "Now are
you coning over or aren't you?"

Randy snatched off his gl asses and began to bite the stens.

"Stop chewi ng your goddammed gl asses!" Al an ordered, his voice strong again.
"How did you ... ?"

"That clicking. I know you all too well, Randy. Now are you com ng?"

"No. "

"Then let ne talk to Cathy."

His mouth filled with the taste of rust. "No!"
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"Do | have to come over there and visit her personally? Maybe Monday when
you're

at wor k?"

And then the thought hit him "Ch ny God ... do you ... do you have

sormet hi ng?"

The chuckl e sounded hol |l ow over the Iine. "AIDS? No, Randy. Don't worry. No
AIDS. In fact | was just tested this week. Negative."

"Then do you ... want noney?"

There was a flat silence. Wien they cane, the words cut like a knife of
frozen

fire. "Have | ever asked you for nobney? Ever?"

" "

"I don't want your noney, Randy. | want you. Here. In thirty mnutes." There
was

a final click, and, after a nonment, the dial tone brayed.

Randy hung up and | ooked at the clock. 8:30. He jammed his wallet in his hip
pocket, took sonme coins and tokens fromthe dresser, then opened his

under wear

drawer and dug beneath the unfolded briefs until he found the keys to Alan's
apartment. Then he wal ked down the hall and into the kitchen, where Cathy was
still sitting with her third cup of coffee, reading a Danielle Steele

paper back.

She | ooked up at himwith eyes too clear and open to be suspicious. "Coffee,
hon?"

"No thanks." He sat down across from her, picked up the paper, and turned to
t he

theater section. "Oh hell, this is the last night for that Herzog revival.
You

want to go?"

"I don't know ... Herzog ... Is that guy init, the guy |I don't Iike?"



"Klaus Kinski? Yeah." Please, CGod, he thought.

"No, you go. He gives me the creeps."” She turned back to her book and coffee.
"You sure you don't m nd?" Thank you, God. And thank you, Kl aus, you creepy
fucker, you.

Randy took a cab to Alan's building in the west eighties, unlocked the front
door, and wal ked past the doorman's post (had this place ever had a

door man?) .

The tired Ois el evator wheezed and clanked its way to the eighth floor where
it

rattl ed open,
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reveal i ng the paint-peel ed door of Alan's apartnment. Tonight, even though he
had

t he key, he knocked.

Al an opened right away, as though he'd been standing on the other side. He
was

wearing his usual hang around hone garb, dark tank top and deni m cutoffs,
exposi ng nost of his massive, tanned thighs. He smiled warnly.

"Wl come, babe. How did you get out past mam?"

"Klaus Kinski," he nuttered as he wal ked in.

Al an chuckled. "If it weren't for revival houses, you' d have no sex life at
all.”

Randy threw hinself into the rocker, the hardest piece of furniture in the
room

"Look, I'"'mnot in the nood for jokes. Wat do you want?"

Al an wal ked into the small kitchen, fromwhere he could still see Randy, and
opened the refrigerator. "You want a beer?"

"No, | don't want a goddam beer! | want to know what you want."

Alan pulled the tab and took a long swallow. "I want to talk," he said
quietly.

"I want to tal k about you and me and life and death. | want to tal k about
your

| eaving Cathy to live with ne."

The nausea hit Randy in a flat, unrelenting wave. "Are you crazy?" he managed
to

get out over the lunp in his throat. "I can't do that, Alan."

Now Al an stood over him | ooking down with hard eyes. "Yes you can. And you
will. You tell her or I do."

"You always said we could keep it the way it is,"

"Well, things are different now. " There was no expression on Alan's face.
"Different? How?" Randy stood up, face-to-face with his |over, so that Randy
| ooked directly into his eyes, seeing nothing there but truth.

"I'"'mdying, Randy," Alan said. "Dying."

Randy shook his head. The words didn't register

"I"'mdying. And I want to spend the time | have left with you."

Then it hit, and Randy shrank back. "I thought you said ... on the phone ..
about AIDS ..."

Al an turned and sat in the arnchair. "It may be reassuring to
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know t hat gay men can die fromthings other than AIDS. | have | ung cancer

Randy. Twenty years of Marl boros, no doubt." He |aughed.

"Don't laugh like that! How can you joke--"

"It's my death," Alan said. "I can do what | want with it."

Randy slowy wal ked into the kitchen and poured hinmself a bourbon, not
because

he wanted it, but to give hinmself time to sort out his contradictory
enotions--grief, loss, fear, panic, and just a little relief. He went to Al an
and put his hand on his shoul der

"Alan, I"'msorry. | know it doesn't sound |ike nuch, but I'mso very sorry."
"About what? That |'mdying, or that you won't stay with nme?"



Randy swal | omed heavily. "That you're dying. But as for staying with you ..
I

can't."

"I don't think you understand me, Randy." Alan stood up and noved to the
doors

of his small balcony. "You will stay. You will |eave Cathy, and you will stay
with me until | nake the last trek to the hospital or until | decide to
finish

it myself, which is nmuch nore likely." He opened the bal cony doors, then
added,

al nrost as an afterthought, "I hate hospitals.”

"No," Randy said. "I can't, Aan."

"Then woul d you like me to make sone calls? To Cathy? To the head of your
department? To your saintly nother? Look, when |I'm gone you can go back to
Cat hy. She doesn't have to know a thing."

"How the hell can | keep it from her?"

Alan snmiled. "You're the clever one, Randy. You can explain a two or three
nont h

absence. "

"Two or three ... is that howlong ... ?" He stopped, wondering if he sounded
as

anxious as he felt.

"You bastard,"” Alan said. "You'd like it to be tonmorrow, wouldn't you? Then
you

woul dn't have to worry about your wife and your job and your reputation.”
Then

he wal ked toward Randy, a new expression on his craggy face. "Or is it
sonet hi ng

else? Is it that you really don't |ove ne anynore?"

Randy t hought of grabbing the straw, of telling Alan that he hated him to go
ahead and take an ad in the fucking Times if he
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wanted to, that he'd deny everything.

But he couldn't. He still loved Alan, and he couldn't lie to him "No, | |ove
you. | still love you. But you're ... so different now.."."

"Selfish?" Alan grinned. "You're right. And | deserve to be. | can't take

anything with me, and | don't expect anything on the other side, so I'm going
to

get what | can in the little tine | have left.'
I"mgoing to get you."

Randy sat on the day bed, shaking his head, wondering how his life had cone
to

this moment. Al an sat beside himand took his hand. "You know you want to
st ay

with nme, don't you? You know you don't want to |eave."

H s voice turned softer. "And

"Alan, | just--"

"Look at ne." Alan took Randy's face in his hands, turned it toward him
"Look

at me, Randy. Look in ny eyes. See ny face. | want you to remenber it. Long
after 1'mdead | want you to see ny face. | want you to ..."

For the first tine since Randy had known him Alan wept, and Randy held him
and

conforted him Then they were lying on the bed together, and the caged gri ef
and

fear turned to passion for relief.

When Randy awoke, he | ooked at his watch, saw that it was two in the norning,
then searched his mnd desperately for an alibi to tell Cathy. He was pulling
on

his pants and putting the final touches to a variation of the oft-told tale
of



running into an old friend from col | ege, when Al an awoke.
"Are you going?" Alan nmuttered sl eepily.

"l have to."

"I want you to stay, Randy."

"I can't, | have to go honme. It's too |late already."

Al an | aughed softly. "You can say that again." He stretched and stood up, lit
softly by the hazy light fromthe wi ndow and the gl ass-paned door onto the
tiny

bal cony, toward which he wal ked. He swung the doors w de and stepped between
them then perched |like a pale hawk on the wought iron balcony rail.

That was when Randy decided to kill him

There was really no process through which he chose to becone
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a murderer, no period of brooding in which he noved i nexorably fromlove to
hate. There were only facts, three undeniable facts-- Alan would not |let him
go;

he must go; and Alan was sitting on the balcony rail eight floors up fromthe
hard cenment at the airshaft's base.

And with these facts regi stered and catal oged, along with the know edge t hat
Al an was going to die anyway, the gray, organic conputer inside Randy
Fralich's

skul I punched out what seened to be the solution

He wal ked to the bal cony door, unzipped the jacket, and said, "Al right,

Al an.

"Il stay." Then he pushed Al an backward as hard as he coul d.

Al an gasped as he fell, his arns flailing. H's right hand caught a piece of
t he

iron work and clung to it desperately, his nude body facing out fromthe
buil ding, his fingers and wist bent backward at an agoni zi ng angl e. Randy
knel t

and rapped at the knuckles, trying to be careful (the conmputer again) not to
break the bones or split the skin. It was working. The grip was | ooser now,
no

noi se from Al an (good!) except rapid, ragged breathing.

Just as Alan's hand rel eased its hold, he brought his head back and up, and
for

a second his eyes | ooked full at Randy, the gaze piercing Randy's brain |like
crystal needles. Then the eyes and the face and the body fell silently away,
a

whi te nother soaring into darkness.

Randy t hought he heard the inpact of the landing, like the dull krunp of a
nmortar in a war novie, but far away and nuffled by the city's nocturnal purr.
He

| ooked over the edge and down, seeing nothing at first. Then a lighter patch
of

dar kness began to swi mout of the black, and he thought he could see Al an on
t he

concrete below, arns and legs jutting out |ike gray branches froma stunted
tree.

Randy |istened. There were no suspicious noi ses, no screans of wonen, no
shri eking of casenents as |ong unused wi ndows painfully opened. Lights

remai ned

where |ights had been, weakened by drawn shades. And the darkness remmi ned as
wel |, behind the closed eyes of other, sleeping w ndows.

He was safe. He was safe and it was tine to go hone. But first
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he woul d have to be very careful and nake sure that there was nothing in the
apartment that could be traced to him It was likely that the police would
accept suicide as the cause of death, especially when they | earned of Al an's
illness, but Randy couldn't take any chances.



The t hought of his lover alive cane to him but he drove it fromhis mnd. He
had to be clinical now, a machine. There would be tinme to weep later, to
rationalize what he had done. It was all for the best, wasn't it? For both

Al an

and hinmsel f. He had spared them both suffering.

There were no personal belongings of his in the apartment, not even a

t oot hbrush, as he had never spent the entire night. No letters either--he had
never put anything in witing. And no nmessage on an answering machi ne. Al an
was

the only person Randy knew in the city who did not have one. There were no
phot ographs, for their affair had been extrenely private, with no parties,
gay

bars, or vacations where friends with caneras |urked, and he had never given
Al an a picture.

That left only address books. Randy drew the blinds and turned on a dimtable
| anp. He found only three addresses in Alan's book--Al an's parents, ex-wife,
and

an electrical repair shop in the nineties. There were several masculine first
nanes with phone nunbers, but Randy was not anbng them He bl essed Alan's
tremendous nmenory, and cl osed the book

Then he filled the sink and put the two gl asses he and Al an had used into the
hot water and rubbed the sides to snear any fingerprints. He rubbed the
faucet

handl es and the doorknobs when he left, figuring that w ping them clean woul d
have nade the police suspicious.

No one was in the hall, or the elevator, or the |obby. He wal ked hone, afraid
to

take a cab, entered his building unobserved, and wal ked the four flights to
hi s

apartment. Cathy was sleeping. Hs lies would have to wait until tonorrow
The next norning the |lies worked. She bought them conpletely over the

br eakf ast

he barely touched. Dear, sinple Cathy, Randy thought, | still do | ove you a
little, if only for your never-ending faith in ne. He wanted to be al one for
a

while to sort things out,
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so he told Cathy he had forgotten sone work he had wanted to do over the
weekend, and would wal k the fifteen blocks to his office to get it.

Once on the street, he found hinself alnbst surprised at the callous attitude
wi th which he considered his actions of the previous night. He had | oved

Al an,

yes, but Alan was going to die and seened ready to drag Randy along, in
spirit

if not in body, and Randy could not let himdo that. In truth, he had spared
Al an, spared himnonths of nental and physical anguish as traitor cells
gnawed

away at that nearly perfect body until it was nothing but a gaunt shell of
yel l ow skin stretched over nealy bones. At least this way it had been quick
And

rel atively painless, though Randy shuddered under the warm sun as he thought
of

that |last | ook on Al an's face.

What had it neant? There was fear, yes, terror of that final dark plunge into
the cenent enbrace of Mther Death, but there was nore. Relief? Thanks?
Maybe.

Love even, mxed with hate at the true know edge of Randy's notive?

Jesus, no, don't think that, don't admit it even to yourself. You |oved Al an
that's why you killed him To spare him To save him

What was it he had sai d? Somet hi ng about renenbering his face after he was



dead.
Don't worry, Al an, Randy mused. You can count on that. He thought he woul d
never

be able to forget that white face falling away, |ike an oval noon leaving its
orbit, sailing into the black gulf of space, the craters of the eyes getting
smal ler and smaller until lost to sight.

Randy shook his head as if to clear it of the inmage, and | ooked up beyond the
edge of the concrete and steel gorge made by the Sixth Avenue buil di ngs, up
to

t he overcast gray sky that hung over New York City that norning |ike an ashen
canopy.

He saw Al an.

It was Alan's face, slightly out of focus, up in the sky. Randy stopped dead
on

the sidewal k, held firmy by the sight, oblivious of the jostles and curses
he

received fromhis fell ow pedestri ans.

Yes, it was Alan, and he hesitated to | ook away, expecting the vision to be
gone

when he | ooked back. At that instant he preferred
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the totally irrational idea of its reality to the nore sensible one of its
bei ng

an illusion projected on the sky by his own guilty nind

He tried to focus on the face, but the inmage blurred, the outlines dulled.
Randy

shifted his focus closer, until it seened that he was watching the liquid
film

on the surface of his own eyes through a mcroscope, and suddenly it was

t here.

The face swam before himas a crisp, clear inage, but seened to shift when he
tried to look directly at it. It would remain for only a second, then drift
up

or down or to either side, so that he saw it only peripherally.

The face was exactly as it had been the second before Alan had fallen, eyes
and

mout h wi de, the skin of the face taut over the scul ptured cheekbones. But
there

was no dimension, no definition, like a prelimnary sketch before the shadi ng
is

done. Col or was absent al so. The face was a duller gray against the gray sky.
Even the outlines were not snooth strokes, but seened to be rather a series
of

smal |l dots or blobs that held together, a flotilla of tiny boats on the sea
of

Randy' s eyebal |

It was only after he had determined all this that he began to get scared. The
utter novelty of the illusion was enough to keep himfromthinking about its
significance, but it wore off quickly, leaving the fact alone to hit himlike
a

mal l et on the forehead. Here was a man he had killed, whose face he was

seei ng

quite clearly in his mind or his eye or his mnd s eye, wthout conscious
volition. Alan's face had just wal ked into his consciousness |ike an
uni nvi ted

guest, and it was time for the guest to go hone.

Randy blinked his eyes rapidly, then brought them down to street level. At
first

it seemed to work. The inmage faded, becane lost in the visual jigsaw of Sixth
Avenue shops, cars, signs, and pedestrians. He took several deep breaths and



realized that he was sweating, even though the day was pleasantly cool. He
tasted the sting of salt as he licked his upper lip to clear it of the noist
sheen that had formed, w ped his dewy forehead with his sleeve, and wal ked on
Soon he di scovered that the face was not gone. First it drifted across the
gray

side of a passing bus as Randy waited on the corner for the light to change.
Startl ed, he stepped back, bumping into a tall, rangy black man who call ed him
a

nane and clipped himon
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the shoulder with the heel of his broad hand. Confused and angry, Randy

t ur ned

down the cross street, rubbing his eyes viciously. The nan shouted after him
but he didn't understand the words.

Randy wal ked hal fway down the block like a blind man, eyes jamed shut, hands
over them peeking every few steps to get his bearing, although he could not
have said where he was going. Once he tried to | ook down at the sidewal k, but
Alan's face formed i medi ately on the gray smoothness of the cement, like the
afterimages of a flashbul b.

He hailed a cab and gave the driver his address, only a few bl ocks away.
After

he saw Alan's face crawml slowy along the back of the driver's seat, he shut
hi s

eyes, and didn't open themuntil he heard the driver ask, "This okay?"

Randy thrust the bills into the man's hand, then, blinking rapidly, rushed
into

his building. The blinking seemed to work. If he could not focus |ong enough
on

a suitabl e background, the imge did not have sufficient time to form

Bl ink, blink, again and again ... don't give it a chance, he thought as he
hurried between the closing doors of the elevator. An old worman was inside,
packed fearfully into the corner, the metal handrail pressing against her hip.
Randy blinked frantically. "Sonething, sonmething in nmy eye," he said in a
tone

of desperate apol ogy that sounded high and hysterical in the confined space.
"Cotta wash it out."

She nodded, eyes still w de, but cal ned sonewhat by the pedestrian

expl anati on.

"Dust," she said softly, and a trace of a synpathetic smle touched the
corners

of her broadly lipsticked nouth. "Dust," she repeated, as if expecting an
answer .

The doors slid open at Randy's floor and he stepped out, still blinking
savagely, |eaving the perpl exed woman standing in her corner, her nouth
form ng

the word, "dust," with no sound.

Cathy was sitting in the bentwood rocker readi ng when he staggered in, his
eyes

flicking away |ike signal lights. "God, hon," she said, shooting to her feet,
"what's wrong?"

"My ... eyes," he said, and instantly realized how utterly obvious that was.
"There's sonmething in nmy eyes. | keep seeing ... spots or sonething."
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"Do they hurt?"

"No, no ..."

"Here, let me |ook."

She pressed himgently down onto the sofa, and he tilted his head back

st opped

bl i nki ng, and stared up at the off-white ceiling where the inmage of Al an's
face



i Mmediately formed, drifting lazily across his field of vision

Cat hy's voice canme fromfar away. "Now just hold still. ..." And he thought,
what if she can see it? Wiat if it's there, set in ny eyes |like two magic

[ antern slides?

"No!" he shouted, clanping his eyes shut and lurching to his feet.

"No!" he yelled, stunbling blindly toward the one roomthat contained the
privacy he needed.

"No ..." he sobbed, as he slamred t he bat hroom door on Cathy's curious,

angui shed face, and turned the |ock

Dark. Silent, peaceful, blessed dark. No lights, no windows to the dul
grayness

of the outside world that nade such a perfect palette for the inage his eyes
had

created. He funbled about in the closet until he found sone towels, and

j amed

t hem down agai nst the bottom of the bathroom door where a hairline crack |et
t he

hated Iight seep in.

Then, covered with a danp, clinging filmof perspiration, he sat on the cold
tile of the floor, his stomach twi sting and churning in a paroxysm of nervous
fear that quickly becane a diarrhetic attack. He pulled hinmself onto the
toil et

seat just in time, and, afterward, sat there sick and sweating, praying for
either the nausea to go away and let himrest or to overtake himconpletely
and

| et himpuke his guts out, anything to stop feeling so sick

The feeling remained, a steaning, bilious lunp the size of an apricot hanging
deep in his throat, not going up, not going down. Finally he threw hinself
exhausted to the floor where he lay on his side, armpillow ng his throbbing
head, pants tangled around his ankles like the aftermath of an inept escape
act .

He lay there for only a few seconds before another attack cane, knotting his
bowel s with pain. He clawed his way back onto the seat, and hyperventil ated
in

agony as the sickness roared out of

207

him Then he fell once again onto the floor

After a while the nausea faded, the lancing pain receded nercifully into
nenory,

and he fell asleep. A few ninutes |ater he was awakened by Cathy's voice,
muf f1 ed and deadened through the seal ed door

"Randy? Hon? Are you all right? Are you sick?"

He pushed himself to his hands and knees. "No," he called, but his voice
sounded

weak and flinty. He cleared his throat and tasted bile. "No," he called

| ouder .

"No, niokay."

"Honey, | called Dr. Levy. He can take you in a half hour if you hurry."
Dam her! Nosy bitch, nmind her own goddamm busi ness, should' ve killed her and
not

The thoughts clattered Iike toppling donmi noes, and Randy realized he was
dangerously near hysteria. Stop it, he told hinself. Stop it now

"Hon?" she called again. "Are you too sick? Should |I cancel ?" She sounded
very

wor ri ed.

No, he thought, | have to do sonething. Maybe it's just some crap on ny eye
that's just a circle or sonmething, and |I' m making up the rest. Maybe Levy can
just wipe it away. Maybe, maybe, maybe ..

"No! I'll go. Gme a mnute." He slowy stood up, took a deep breath,
swi t ched



on the light. The bathroom flickered, then fl ooded with white fluorescence.

He

t hought he could see the face begin to encroach on his vision, so he started

bl i nki ng madl y, thinking of silent novies and strobe |ights. The bat hroom was

a

nmess.

First he cleaned the white tile floor, then washed hinsel f, stripping and

throwi ng the stained and sweat - danpened clothes into the hanmper. He wanted to

take a shower, but there was no time. Naked, he padded across the bare boards

of

the hall to the bedroom where he quickly dressed and grabbed the necessities

for the trip to the ophthal nol ogi st .

"Ready?" Cathy said as he entered the living room

Randy nodded, blinking faster than ever, in fear of seeing the ghostly face

agai n.
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"Well, let's go." She picked up her purse and was al nost at the door before

he

st opped her.

"You don't have to go," he said. "I'lIl be okay alone."

She turned back, hurt and surprise in her eyes. "But |I'mworried about you.

It's

all right, I want to go with you."

"But | don't want you to," he said testily. For a nonent he al nost regretted

t he

out burst, not because he felt guilty at hurting her, but because she could

have

been a good seei ng-eye dog. Now he woul d have to blink and stunble his way

down

to a cab and into Levy's office. But so be it. He just didn't want her around

him As guilty as it nade himfeel, he just couldn't bear her presence.

"Cathy, I'msorry, but | want to go alone. I'Il be fine. Levy'll fix me up in
" He had been about to say, in the blink of an eye. In no tine. Don't

worry."

He ki ssed her cheek and went out the door

On the ride to Levy's office, he kept his eyes cl osed, opening themonce to

gl ance at his watch. Al an | ooked back fromthe crystal

Randy wal ked t hrough the office door ten mnutes [ate, and was qui ckly shown

into the long exanmination room He sat in the proffered chair and pressed his

eyes shut, feeling a growi ng nausea at the sight of the cutaway chart of the

human eye

Levy wal ked in five minutes |later, bluff and hearty as usual. Randy offered

hi m

some sinple synptonms--spots in his eyes, things floating on the surface.

"Any pai n?"

"No. "

"Then why the blinking?"

"I, uh, I can't focus on themthat way. They ... they bother ne.

"Headaches?"

"No. "

"Nausea?"

He didn't answer for a few seconds. "A little. | think I'mjust upset by it."

Cl assi c under st at ement .

"What do these spots | ook |ike?"
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"Spots, that's all." Like the face of the lover | nurdered.

"Round spots? Long spots? Square spots? Liver spots?"

"Sonme are round, some |longer, like rods."

"Can you focus directly on them or do they drift away?"

"Drift away."



Levy pushed a button on a console and a small fluorescent screen lit up at
t he

other end of the room "Look at that light."

He did, blinking rapidly.

"Stop blinking and | ook at it. Do you see the spots?"

"Yes," he said, his voice breaking, as Al an | ooked across the roomat him
Levy clicked off the fluorescent and pushed another button. An intense,

bri ght

yel low ray shone full in Randy's eyes. "How about now?"

It was painfully bright. As his eyes struggled to adjust to it, his pupils
cl osing down, he realized with a sense of joyous |loss that the i nage was
gone.

"No ..." he said slowy. "No, it's not there."

"t

"Them | mean. The spots.™”

Levy snmiled in the darkness. "Figured as nmuch. Look here." He shone a pocket

flash full in Randy's eyes as he exanmned themw th a nmagnifier. "Yep. Just
flying flies."
" Huh?"

"Muscae volitantes. Latin to you. Means flying flies. Floaters. Most

ever ybody

has 'em They're in the vitreous hunor."

"But what are they?"

"Well, we used to think they were red bl ood corpuscles that nmanaged to escape
fromthe tiny capillaries in the retina. But now we think they're the remains
of

some enbryonic fluid." He |aughed. "Who knows what they'll be next year?"
Randy started to relax. At |least they had a nane--that was a start. "Wat can
I

do about thenf"

Levy shrugged. "Live with 'em

"Live with ... what do you nean, live with then?" The tension returned as if
it

had never left.

"Listen, | don't see anything out of the ordinary in there. No
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nmore or no less of the little bastards than anyone el se has. Now | don't know
why all of a sudden you becane aware of them but--"

"Patterns” Randy said. "They're coming in patterns."

"They often do. In lines and curves and all sorts of shapes. But they break
up,

reform break up again. It's a constant process, and the patterns change
constantly."

"My ass they do ..."

"What ?"

"The light," said Randy, grabbing at straws. "Why can't | see themin that
bright 1ight?"

"Put gray on gray against a bright background, and you're not going to see
nmuch. "

"Then you can't do anything for me?" He knew he sounded pani cked but coul dn't
help it.

"Not really. We could take sonme nmore tests, see if there's sonething |'ve
mssed. But if they're just our friendly little flies, there's nothing to do
about them" Levy turned on the |ights.

Randy hopped off the chair and began to blink again. "Fuck your tests," he
sai d,

and wal ked blindly toward the door

"M. Fralich, I'msorry," Levy called after him

Randy stormed out of the office, shouting "Bill ne!" to the receptionist. He
was



| ucky enough to i medi ately catch a passing cab, and barked his address to

t he

driver, opening his eyes |long enough to glance at his watch and learn that it
was nearly noon. Despite his terror, he felt hungry. He had had no breakfast,
and knew that a good | unch was what he needed. He would go hone, and Cathy
woul d

make him an onelet, and then he would think about all of this. He would sit
down

and cl ose his eyes and bl ock that son of a bitch Alan out of his thoughts and
make hi m go away and | eave hi m al one.

The thought felt so good that he opened his eyes and | ooked out at the gray
haze

over the river. Alan was still there. Randy squeezed his eyes shut.

It was near Seventh and Thirty-fifth that it happened. Traffic stopped. Horns
honked. Cabbies, chauffeurs, bus drivers, citizens spewed obscenities out of
open wi ndows as they craned their necks
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to see what it was this tine.

"What's the hol dup?" asked Randy, opening his eyes and thinking that rapid

bl i nki ng was becom ng as natural as sweating.

The driver shrugged, nmuttered a | ow "goddamm," and started |laying on the horn
again. Randy sat there five mnutes, then ten, opening his eyes at intervals
to

confirmthe fact that they had not moved. Finally he handed the driver a
five,

stepped out of the cab, blinked his way to the sidewal k, and started uptown
on

Sevent h.

By the time he got to Fortieth Street, sonething was changing. Slowy he
realized that the clouds were flying away fromover the city on the brisk

wi nd

that had just sprung up. It was brightening.

He passed the bottleneck of Forty-third (a delivery truck toppled onits

si de,

t hough he couldn't figure out how it had happened), and suddenly the traffic
was

running freely again. He tried to hail a cab, but they were filled with
passengers going to or coming from hundreds of |unches, so he kept wal ki ng
upt own.

Randy finally saw the sun on the corner of Forty-seventh and Seventh. He had
just started crossing the street when he stepped into the intensely bright,
direct light that the passing of the clouds had bestowed on the city.
Directly

overhead, it hung like an antiseptic globe in an operating roomthat sent
down

its warmfire to purge and cl eanse and heal. He turned his face toward it,
hi s

bl i nki ng ended, and stared full into the steam ng eye.
The particles that had formed Al an's i mage had becore invisible, eradicated
by

t he gol den beans that streanmed like liquid wires through his cornea, into his
retina, penetrating the optic nerve and sending the gloriously wel conme
nessage

of light, light, light into Randy Fralich's desperate brain.

The i mage was gone, washed away by the orb at which Randy stared with all the
concentration and rapture of the Hi ndu fakirs who burn away the lies of human
vision with the sun's truth. He never heard the horn or the brakes. He never
saw

the car.

And t hough no one would ever know it, he never even felt the blowthat lifted



hi mand threw himspine first against the punishing iron of the fire hydrant.
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Ten hours later two interns sat in a snack bar at Roosevelt Hospital, talking
about the Mets. Athird intern entered, heated a contai ner of spaghetti and a
doubl e burger in the mcrowave, and sat beside the others. "Well?" said one.
"A mess,"” nuttered the newconer, biting into his burger and tal king as he
chewed. "But MReady got himthrough, with alittle help fromFeinstein."
"You' re kidding."

"Nope. You owe ne a buck." Wth his free hand he pocketed the dollar the

ot her

handed hi m

"Thought | had a sure thing. His spine |ooked |like a pretzel."

"Then McReady's a pretzel bender."” The intern swallowed a red |unmp of

spaghet ti

"M ght' ve been better for the guy if he wasn't."

"\Why 2"

"Paral ysis. Total ."

"Rough. "

"Mm Wfe took it hard."

"Well," said the youngest of the three interns, "it's better than dying."

The intern who was eating snorted. "Tell that to a guy who's gonna spend his
life |ooking at a gray hospital wall and see what he says, if he could talk."
The intern poised his fork over the bow of spaghetti and noticed how the

| oops

and whorls of the noodles and the gl obs of sauce sonetines nmade little
pi ctures.

There, he thought. That one could al nbst be a face.
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The Man in the Long Bl ack Sedan

Ed Gornman

Al t hough 1've never nmet Ed Gorman in person, | feel like | know himvery
wel | .

In addition to witing many fine novels in the nmystery and suspense genres
(such

as Murder Straight Up and Rough Cut), Ed also is the publisher of Mystery
Scene--a huge magazi ne dedicated to all the strange and wonderful genres.

nmet

Ed by phone when he called |ate one night inviting ne to wite my infanobus
colum ("The Mothers And Fathers Italian Association") for his magazine. In
t he

process of agreeing to a deal, | realized this guy Gorman and | had a lot in
common. The usual stuff--we liked the same witers, saw all the sane great
novies, etc. But he lives in Cedar Rapids, lowa, and doesn't travel nuch. So
now

we carry on an erratic correspondence, burn sone big time on our Ml bills,
and

still we've never net face-to-face.

The followi ng story deals with, anong other things, the nunber one fear with
which all parents live. Gorman's witing falls sonewhere between hard-boil ed
and

st eam cl eaned. He knows how to hurt you, and he doesn't hesitate.
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At first light, the crickets still unceasing and the nei ghborhood dogs

j oi ni ng

in, | eased frombed so as to not wake Ellen, and wal ked al ong t he har dwood
of

the hallway to Christopher's room It was August and humi d, and the floor was
al nost sticky against nmy bare feet.

Two of themlay in bed, ny eight-year-old Christopher and his classmate
Donny.



They' d spent all day yesterday taking full advantage of hot blue sumer and
sl ept now in sweet exhaustion. Donny was his best friend, Christopher had
confided recently. Donny liked to rent Indiana Jones and the Tenple of Doom

j ust

as often as Christopher did and his favorite Stooge was Shenp. You coul dn't
ask

for a better friend than that.

In the downstairs bathroom| gave nyself what ny nother always calls a sponge
bath, afraid a full-force shower would wake Ellen. Ellen would have questi ons
for which I would have no answers.

| dressed in a clean white button-down shirt and newly dry-cl eaned bl ue

sl acks.

Add a tie and you have the uniform| wear every day to the conputer store

manage. Just before | left the bathroom | stared with disbelief at the
thirty-nine-year-old face fixed forlornly in the mirror. I've always felt a
tiny

shock of betrayal when | look on ny mirror inage, as if nmy real face had been

stol en and an inposter put in ny place. Wat | feel seens to bear no relation
to
the wy, even snmug face |'ve been given

In the basenent, in a cabinet that |ocks with an ancient antique key, |I found
the Smth and Wesson .38 that had belonged to ny father. Taking it to a
cobwebbed wi ndow, holding it up to the dust and dawn, | turned it over and
over

in my slender hands, as if by doing so it would reveal some sublinme secret
about

its purpose.

But of course | knew its purpose, didn't I?

Harcourt is a Mdwestern town of forty-two thousand. It wakes early. Wite
mlk

trucks crisscross the wi de streets and avenues, and paperboys and papergirls
on

qui ck new bi kes toss their papers with reasonabl e accuracy on silent front
porches still silver with dew. After college, | did not want to go back east.
I

wanted the furious rolling green of heartland sumer and the vast coo
shadows

of its nights.
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The notel | sought sits half a mle fromthe westernnost part of town. A
one-fl oor, twelve-roomconplex with the office in the center, it is the sort
of

place I often stayed in as a boy, when ny angry father and defeated not her
spent

their vacations driving across country in search of a peace neither of them
woul d ever find.

The [ ong bl ack sedan sat in the last parking slot on the northern wing of the
building. It was this year's nodel but dulled by the dust of gravel roads. A
red, white, and bl ue bunper sticker said STAND UP FOR AMERI CA

Oh, he was sone ironic bastard, he was.

| pulled in next to him took the .38 fromthe gl ove conmpartment, went up to
hi s

door.

Despite the noisy country-western nusic coming fromthe next room | could
hear

hi s shower running.

He was making it damed easy for ne.

| took out ny credit card and went to work, |ooking around to see if anybody
was

watching. It's never as easy as it |ooks on TV shows, opening doors this way,



but nost of the tinme it does work.

He had clothes laid out on the bed, a blue sumer-weight suit, a
short - sl eeved

blue shirt, a red reginmental -striped tie, white Jockey shorts, and bl ack
socks.

Beneath the clothes, the bed |lay unnade and you could see bl ack hairs on the
pi nk pillow where he'd slept. The air snelled of steamfromthe shower and
aftershave and cigarettes.

| sat down in a patterned arnthair next to a nightstand with a phone and a
copy

of Penthouse that was probably his. He was very good. Very, very good. Al

t hese

little bits of business to disguise who and what he really was. The magazi ne
was

a ni ce touch.

When | heard the bat hroom door open, | got the .38 ready.

He was a short, chunky man of perhaps fifty, balding, jowy, and cross

| ooki ng,

i ke the crabby neighbor on TV sitcons. He had a wide white towel wapped
around

his fat belly and green rubber shower thongs that went thwack against his
heel s

when he wal ked. On his right bicep was a tattoo of a panther. That was

anot her

ni ce touch, the tattoo.

He had his head down so he didn't see ne at first, but when he
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cane into the roomand raised his eyes, his first reaction was to get angry.
Most people would be afraid--startled--to see sonebody with a .38 sitting in
their notel roomchair. But not him "Who the hell are you?" he said, nodding
to

the gun, "and just what the hell are you doing in my roon®"

"I know who you are. | know what you are."

"What the hell are you tal king about, pal ?" He shook his head in disgust.
"You

want ny noney, right? And ny wallet, too, | suppose. For the credit cards."
He

scowmed. "Nice little town like this, you don't expect this kind of thing."
Keepi ng the towel nodestly about him he went over to the nightstand, his

t hongs

t hwacki ng agai nst his heels again, and picked up his wallet and tossed it to
ne.

"There you go, pal. Now put the gun away and get the hell out of here." He
didn't sound so angry now. More disappointed in his |uck

| just let his wallet Iie at ny feet where it had | anded. "I know who you
are."

"Who | an? What the hell's the big deal about that? |I'm Larry Washburn and
work for Calico Chenical Conpany and |'min this burg for a week to sell ny
herbicide to farnmers. So what ?"

| smled. "You're good. I'Il say that for you."

For the first tine, his voice softened. "Are you all right, pal?"

"You' ve chosen ny son, haven't you?"

"Your son?"

"What'Il it be? A car accident? Drowning?" | shook my head, repelled at the
sight of him "No, it'll nore |like be a disease, won't it? Cancer, | suppose
or

cerebral palsy. Sonething that will nmake himsuffer a long tinme." Wen

t hought

of how poor little Christopher would suffer with cancer, | raised the .38

t hat



it was square at the center of his chest. "You like themto suffer, don't
you?

And for their parents to suffer, too, right? Accidents are over too quickly.
They're not nearly as much fun as di sease.”

For the first tine, he started gl ancing around the room and | ooki ng afrai d.
"Pal, you've got me confused with sonebody else.”

"You drive around fromtown to town and you pick themout, don't you? One by
one. A boy here, a girl there. They're so innocent and |oving and trusting
and

you don't care at all how much you
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make them suffer, do you? Do you know what it's like to hold your little
child

in your arns and know that this child is going to die froma horrible

di sease?

Do you know how heartbreaking that is? But you feed on it, don't you? And

nobody

ever recogni zes you for what you are. Nobody ever realizes you' ve got the
power .

But | know. Because |'ve got the power, too. But | use my power to help
peopl e. "

| thought of Dr. Russo at the state university where | ultimately went when
no

ot her kind of doctor could hel p assuage ny headaches. "They're not
headaches, "

Dr. Russo had told ne: "They're visions. You're seeing things other people
can't

see. And it's terrifying you." | said, "You know how | knew you were here?"
He didn't say anything. He just kept |ooking around the room Especially at
t he

door.

"Little G ndy Brisbane. Her nother brought her over to ny son's birthday
party

and | saw inside G ndy's head. | saw what was growi ng there. A tunmor. And six

days later, they rushed her to a hospital after she kept fainting. And you
know

what they found? They found that tunor |1'd seen.” | was starting to get angry
again. "Wiy the hell did you put that tumor in C ndy? She's had a hard enough
life as it is being adopted and all." | gripped the .38 tighter. "You' re not

going to get ny son."

"You got a ring."

"What ?"

"Wedding ring."

| looked at the gold band on ny finger. "You know all about me. You' ve been
checking me and nmy famly out for the past several days. You know I'm
marri ed.

And you know about ny son."

"Why don't we call your wife?"

"What ?"

"Call your w fe. Have her come over."

"So you can give her an aneurysn? O rheumatoid arthritis? O sonme kind of
spi nal di sease? You'd just love to have ny wife come over, wouldn't you?"

"Pal, please, |ook, you' ve got ne confused with sonebody else. I'mfrom
Traer,

|l owa, born and raised there. I'ma door pounder. A goddamm sal esman, can't
you

see that? | don't even know what this power is you're talking about."
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He had a lot of wiry gray hair on his chest and little breasts like a
thirteen-year-old girl. | put the bullet right there, right between his



breasts.

He went over backwards on the bed. The funny thing was that the towel kept
hi m

covered very well

Hs arnms went out as if he were falling helplessly into a swi mr ng pool

Bl ood

made his chest hair the color of copper wire even before he hit the bed.
I'"d struck himdirectly in the heart.

Far away on the other side of the notel roomwalls, | could hear shouts and
curses. The gunshot had awakened peopl e, of course.

I had to hurry now.

| went over to himand stood over him If you didn't know who and what he
was,

you' d think he was dead. H s eyes had rolled back and his tongue was angl ed
out

of his nouth and his fingers were already getting rigid.

But because | knew exactly what | was dealing with, | knew that in no tinme he
woul d be up and comi ng for Christopher

He will never die.

Not hi m

Shouts grew | ouder; distantly, | heard a siren

| needed to get out of the notel roomand | did.

On the drive back hone, | could sense himstirring back in the room When
you're

able to see things the way | can--identifying G ndy's tunmor, for

exanpl e--you're

sonmetines able to tell what people are doing even at great distances.

| could see himsitting up now, holding his hand to the pumnping wound in his
chest, cursing ne.

Then | saw what he had pl anned for Christopher.

I hurried.

"Hi, hon," Ellen said when | got home. She was in red shorts and a white
T-shirt

and standi ng over the stove where she was
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fixing bacon and eggs. "You sure got up early this nmorning. You run down to
t he

store?"

"No, " | said.

How could | possibly explain to her what | had to do?

She smiled. "Qur son and his friend are getting used to sunmer hours. |'1]
bet

they won't be up before afternoon.”

"He's coming," | said.

"What ?"

"He's com ng."

"Who' s com ng?"

"He wants to hurt Christopher. A disease. Maybe Donny will be |ucky and get
of f

with an accident. But Christopher will get a terrible disease.”

I could see she was scared now. She put down the spatula and came over to ne.
"Honey, what are you tal ki ng about ?"

Up in the room they were still sleeping. Christopher and Donny.

My head was throbbing. He was very angry back there in his notel room Very
angry.

In Christopher's body | see, | hear, | feel the cancer cells already

begi nni ng

to grow.

I think of the photos I've seen of youngsters with cancer after chenotherapy.
Those round, hairless little faces. Those sad and yearning eyes. And the



parents

standi ng by so brave, so brave.

She wanted to stop nme, Ellen did, and that's why | had to kill her
She just didn't understand why | need to help Christopher before he can get
to

him..

But then, it's not possible to understand unl ess you have the power.
| raise the gun.

Chri st opher stirs.

Begi ns to | ook up.

Bl ond hair nussed.

Face snudged with sleep
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I"'mnot going to Il et himhave them He wants themto suffer. Even Donny will
suffer. | see that clearly now

But | won't let themsuffer.

"Dad, what's wrong?" Christopher says.

I wish he'd stayed asl eep. Sleeping, it would have been easier for ne.
"I"'msorry, Chris," |I say. "I love you, honey. | |ove you."

| get himnear the tenple. Death, a red bl oom ng flower against his blond
hai r,

is quick and final

I kill Donny right after

|'ve scarcely started to | eave the roomwhen | hear themcom ng up the stairs
so

heavily, heavily in the narrow echoi ng staircase.

Pol i ce

| turn, the gun still in ny hand and

"You scared us, M. Washburn."

"Ch? How s that?"

"Several of our guests were sure they heard a gunshot in your room™
Washburn | aughed. "Gunshot? Afraid not."

"It's a terrible norning, anyway," the desk clerk said, taking the key from
Washburn and shaking his head. "Real nice fellow named Tom Bri ce went crazy
this

morning and killed his wife and his son and a friend of his son's. Shot them
dead." You could hear the nunbed disbelief still in the clerk's voice. "Just
don't know what to make of a thing like that, do you?"

Washburn frowned. "Nope, guess | don't, ny friend. Guess | don't."

Then he pushed out into the sunlight and got in his Iong black sedan and
drove

away.
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Hi s Frozen Heart

Jack Hunter Daves Jr.

Most of the stories in Borderlands are here because of their innovation,

uni que

vision, weirdness, etc. But there were a few stories that made the final cut
for

a nore special reason: they were so well witten, |I couldn't keep them out.
"H s

Frozen Heart" by Jack Hunter Daves is, as Rod Sterling would have said, a
case

in point. The whole time | was reading this story, | kept thinking: this guy
can

wite. There is a sense of atnmosphere, of place, that perneates the | anguage
of

Daves, and he nmakes it nove with a persistent undercurrent of enotional power.
Daves was born and raised in the green hills of Tennessee. He reports being a
"normal " kid till the age of nine when he discovered a stack of novie-nonster



magazi nes. Thereafter, hooked on the stuff of the bizarre, he becane a

heavy-duty reader. "1'd rather be shot in the kneecaps than watch a whol e
night's worth of Anerican prine tine TV, "he wites, adding: "I want to be a
witer because |'mquite mad." Okay, Jack
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The hi ghway between Fayetteville and Belfast slid in a black tide beneath a
dusty Dodge Dart with chipped paint and bald tires. Hew ett Peirce fought
against the feeling that the road di sappeared into himrather than behind
hi m

slipping up inside his body Iike a cold netal rod. It would be lost in the
bi g

freezing holl ow between his breath and his soul. H's heart was sl eeping,
preserved in ice. H s eyes saw, but were connected to nothing.

He once killed a boy on this road. A boy who wore white sneakers. The
Tennessee

Val | ey weat her forecast called for tenperatures in the teens and snow
flurries

before m dnight. The radio warned to watch those bridges and overpasses j ust
before he flicked it off.

On either side of the highway, unseen in the dark, |ived sad people. Warm
spots

in the night betrayed by pinpoints of yellow wi ndows on the hillsides. Those
unseen people often held private msery, things no one el se would ever know,
within the confines of their skins. They say in the farmreports that the
maj or

cash crop in Lincoln County is Burley tobacco. Not true. Hopel essness is
rolling

out by the truckload with plenty left over to stock |ocal cupboards for the
wi nter. Hew ett wi shed he had been drunk the night he ran over the boy. That
was

a decade ago. He had been a newy ordained mnister and the Lord had filled
hi s

cup. No roomleft over for alcohol. Things were very different now.

At the nmoment he worked as a di shwasher at a catfish house in Fayetteville.
The

peopl e he worked with were intimdated by his nmelancholy face, an expression
obviously as deeply set and i mmobile as the one on the Easter I|sland statues.
Even though they obviously considered himan enotionally disturbed,
thirty-six-yearold di shwasher bum he still would have | oved to have gone
with

them after work and gotten hammered. They were likely going to a beer joint
call ed the Wagon Wheel or over the state line to the Plush Horse in
Hunt svi | | e.

No one had asked himto come al ong.

He was approaching a small town called Belfast, with one blinking caution

['i ght

fl anked by an ancient grain warehouse and an even ol der general store. Six
miles

on the other side lay the trailer park where he lived. This was the town the
boy

had lived in for fourteen years. He was buried here in two pieces.
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Peopl e he had grown up with lived in the blackness on either side. A young
farmer to the left was about a nonth away fromlosing his farmto the
Peopl e' s

Bank of Lincoln County. H's father had killed hinself with work trying to
keep

that from happening. To the left and right lay |onely pain and dreans gone
nunb.

Hewl ett coul dn't renenmber the actual sound of the boy's scream just the



surprised | ook on his face as the headlights struck him The young man had
been

to a Softball game and had forgotten his glove. He tw sted his bi ke back onto
H ghway 231 intending to go back to the ball field. Hewl ett had been visiting
old shut-ins at the nursing home. He was sleepy. It was dark. The people at

t he

softball game heard it happen. They all cane running.

Everyt hi ng had changed in the space of three breaths. Hope and happi ness were
wedged under his car and dragged across asphalt and gravel. Hewl ett wobbl ed
out

of his car, yelling for help, |looking at the dead boy on the shoul der of the
road, blurred by the tears in his eyes. Blurred by his car

The boy's mother ran froma dark street and onto the hi ghway. She nust have
been

waiting on the porch, hearing or possibly seeing the accident. Her face was
stretched in an unnmovi ng expression of despair. It was designed to hold a
certain kind of pain the way a holster is nade to cradle a particul ar

firearm

Al of her winkles and worry |ines were carved out over the years so that
this

mask, for this occasion, could be worn. She fell down, screamng and trying
to

breat he, on the roadside next to a boy covered with blood and gravel dust. He
had been the only good thing in her world. He had been her only hope for
meani ng

and love in her painful animal life span

She took the boy's severed leg into the backseat of the police car and sat
there, rocking. Hewl ett recall ed her screans when the anbul ance drivers tried
to

take it away. She was positive that they would lose it. Her dry fingers
neatly

tied the laces of the white sneaker.

The caps and faces of the ball players and their famlies floated around him
in

the dark. He remenbered their cleats scraping the asphalt. No one had touched
hi s shoul der or held his hand or tried
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to help him stop shaking. The anmbul ance lights slipped over a hill with the
police car close behind. A deputy came over to take down his account of the
thing. His face was inpact proof.

Hewl ett | ooked at his face in the rearviewmnirror. He tried to see hinmself as
a

preacher again. The inage came, but it was unpl easant, |ike suddenly seeing in
a

crowmd the girl you wanted to marry years ago. He had left the mnistry |less

t han

two weeks after the accident.

A decade |l ater, on this barren Decenber night, he was traveling toward
Bel f ast ,

his own private gauntlet. C osed stores, dark barns, and ratty houses. A
grain

silo. Belfast Elenentary waited for norning and di gested the souls of
children

inits roons full of creaking desks and worn-out books.

The worl d was ice. Precious and delicate, but wthout a hint of |ove.

Hewl ett knew the child's nane but hadn't spoken it aloud in ten years. He was
afraid to hear the sound of it in his own tired voice, as if it would |l et out
his suffering like air froma balloon. And he wanted to keep that pain. It
was

the only thing that held himtogether. His diamond. H's frozen heart.



The Dart swept over the death zone about two miles out of Belfast. A few
years

ago Hewl ett could ve recalled exactly howit felt to drag a bicycle
thirty-seven

feet and then crunch it with his rear wheels. But that formof torture had
gi ven

way to something else. Always at this spot. Lately he felt that he wasn't

al one

in his own persecution. The boy was touching him Al ways after he hit this
spot

in the road.

The car heater was turned off. The accident occurred on an unbearably hot
sunmer

ni ght and he hoped that the cold would hold his nmind, everything, to this

ni ght

and not that one.

Houses drifted by. Dull glow of TV sets in wi ndows. Cattle clunped together
in

pastures and barn lots. A d people stayed awake wat chi ng Johnny Carson
because

they were afraid they'd die in their sleep in the | ong hours before dawn.
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The Dart hugged a sharp curve and Hewl ett heard somet hing slide across the
backseat. It hit the door on the right side with a soft sound. He knew what
it

was as surely as sone people know they'll never truly be |oved.

He began to snell wet canvas. Newly mown grass. Decay. This had happened
bef or e,

and each time he had pressed down hard on the accel erator and shot for hone,
never turning to | ook back because he was afraid the shadows weren't deep
enough

and he woul d see it.

He wanted to stop the car and run into the pitch-black fields.

The leg lay in the shadows of the backseat, whispering across the vinyl
uphol stery as the car swerved and nmade ascents and descents through the
count rysi de.

Hewl ett reached up to the overhead |ight switch. He was going to ook at it.
Maybe then it would go away. There was resentment in himfor anyone,
especial ly

the boy, joining in on his self-torture. He didn't need any help. Not this
ki nd.

H's scalp tickled as the object behind himnoved again with the notion of the
car.

Tree clinmbing. First base sliding. Football kicking. Bicycle pedaling. Scabby
kneed.

The light flickered for less than a heartbeat. Wth his cold fist he pounded
t he

light fixture, but it refused to come back on. Between watching the road and
flipping the switch, he'd mssed it.

But it was still there. Dew and bl ood and grass and sunmer dust.

The car was doi ng ei ghty when he saw sonething on the road ahead. He sl owed
down, thinking soneone's cow had wandered onto the hi ghway. The cl oser he
got,

the less it looked like a cow. He didn't have time to even feel surprise as
he

jerked at the steering wheel.

The Dart enbraced the tel ephone pole like a long-lost friend. Metal and gl ass
rippled in waves. Hewett fell out on the passenger side, |anding on his
knees.

He couldn't stand up. The top of his head seenmed to weigh a thousand pounds.



He

| ooked down at the
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gravel between his hands and noticed with great interest that the pebbles
wer e

turning black, one by one. Reaching to his face, he understood. His fingers
encountered the delicate shreds of his nmouth. Since he couldn't make his
teeth

touch, he knew his jawbone nust be broken. It was all right. He never used it
to

smle anynore. Only to eat.

Getting up was inmpossible, so he crawl ed on bl oody knees into the cold, deep,
brown grass of the enmbanknment and pressed his sticky face to the ground. From
down on the m dni ght road cane the sound of bike tires going round and round
and

round.

Hewl ett's voi ce sobbed out of his nmouth, mxing with the bl ood. "Go away!

Pl ease

... Please | eave ne alone, Warren."
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Evel yn Grace

Thomas Tessi er

Tom Tessier is one of those witers who' ve been quietly creating a list of
wor ks

that are head and shoul ders above npbst of what's being done each year ... and
who receive little, if any, recognition. To say this guy is underrated is

al nost

crimnal. He grew up in Connecticut, then went on to attend University
Col | ege

in Dublin. He's authored three books of poetry, had three plays

prof essional |y

staged, and has published ei ght novels of horror and psychol ogi cal suspense,

i ncl udi ng Fi ni shing Touches and Rapture. His |atest novel is Secret Strangers.
O his short fiction, there is, sadly, not nmuch of it. Tessier sinply doesn't
wite many short stories, and that's why I'm so pleased to have an exanpl e of
his work included here. The story that follows is one of those pieces that
escal ates from perfectly ordi nary begi nnings up through the levels of the
quietly disturbing until it finally unloads a doublebarreled | ast |ine that
gives new neaning to the old axiomthat the only things that matter in life
are

sex and deat h.
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So Evelyn Grace was dead froma drug overdose at the age of thirty-eight. Her
body was found on the floor of the studio flat in east Los Angel es where she
had

been living for the last seven nmonths. She had been a npbdel, an actress, a

si nger, and she was unenpl oyed at the time of her death.

Evel yn Grace. Dead. An accident, or so the coroner had ruled. But it was not
i npossible to i magi ne that Evvy had known exactly what she was doing with her
| ast needle. O that she had been nurdered for sonme bizarre California-type
reason. In fact, it was easy to imagine all sorts of things about Evvy. She
had

al ways been the kind of girl who made a guy's blood run away with his mnd
Tim Led erc refol ded his newspaper and set it aside. He lit a cigarette. He
knew

her, but they had never net. He and Evel yn Grace had been in the sane
graduati ng

class at high school, back in the late sixties. They had been in different
groups, however, and they didn't live in the sane nei ghborhood, so for four
years they passed each other in the corridors at school, but their paths



never
really crossed. Timhad been aware of her, it was hard not to be, but she had
probably never even known that he existed. In a class of nearly two hundred
there were bound to be quite a few strangers, even after all that tine.

Bitter early March, the land still frozen, |ocked up beneath steel clouds and
day-ol d snow that was already tarnished with the grine of Utica. The wind hit
Tims face like cold fire as he ran fromthe diner to his car. It was then
whi |l e he sat huddl ed and shivering, waiting for the engine to idl e down and

t he

heater to generate sone feeble warnth, that the idea came to him He would go
to

Evvy' s wake.

Why not? He was curious to see her again, even if she was dead or maybe
because

she was dead, and that was norbid. But on the other hand, her parents would
appreci ate the gesture. You can never have too nmany visitors at a wake. It
was

only about twenty niles away, in Rome. Besides, he had no one to rush hone
to,

nor anything better to do with his evening.

That was how far he'd gotten, Timthought. Twenty-odd mles in twenty-odd
years.

Never mind. He'd seen enough of the world when he was in the arnmy to realize
that upstate New York was the
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pl ace for him He came back alive and whole, and settled into a nodest but

cl ean

apartment on the eastern edge of Utica. After a few false starts he had | anded
a

decent job at the bottling plant and had been there ever since. Nothing to
crow

about, but it was a life and it did have its occasional monents, although Tim
woul d be hard-pressed to enunmerate many of them Wen he wanted fenal e

conpany
he could always find it. Sonebody's neglected wife, or a divorcee on the
wr ong
side of thirty, or any of the wonmen at work who were still single because
t hey

were overweight or ugly or too crushingly dull to snag a mate. Not hi ng
romanti c,

but the years had given Tima rather functional attitude to sex.

Hs was just an ordinary life, but he never regretted it or felt sorry for
hinself. He liked it the way it was, uncluttered and strai ghtforward, |ow key
but confortable. At |east he would never be shipped hone in a steel box in

t he

cargo hold of a jet plane while strangers drank cocktails overhead. Funny,
how

he'd been to Vi etnam and escaped that fate, while Evelyn went to L. A and
hadn' t. Poor Evvy.

Ti m pol i shed his dress shoes. He put on his best shirt and tie, and his only
suit. He had second thoughts while driving to the wake, but pronptly

di smi ssed

them If he felt awkward when he got there he would just take a quick | ook at
her, nmunble some words to the parents, and then | eave. That's what he'd

pr obabl y

do anyway; no sense in sitting around once his juvenile curiosity had been
sati sfied.

But what actually happened was shockingly pathetic. M. and Ms. G ace were

t he

only people there when Timarrived. He felt very odd indeed as he crossed the



room and knelt down at the open casket. For a few nmoments he was occupi ed
with

Evvy. She | ooked lovely still, her face virtually unmarked by the years and
events of her life. The nortician had done a good job, applying no nore
makeup

than was absol utely necessary. Even now she retained her girlish good | ooks,
t he

ghostly afterimage of a beauty you never forget once you' d encountered it.
Ti m was touched by her haunting appearance, saddened by the fact that her
life

had plumeted to this abrupt end, and he found hinmself w shing that he had
nmet

her when they were in high schoo
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toget her. How different everything m ght be now-for the both of them-if

t hey

had. It was an idle fantasy, of course, but Timbelieved there was a kerne
of

truth init. Don't all lives have at |east one turning point that's flukey or
acci dental or capricious? Too bad, too bad ..

At last he stood up and turned to Evvy's parents. Leonard Grace was small and
wiry, with a scattering of white fuzz about his largely bare scalp. H's
manner

was bright and alert, though he nodded his head too often, as if to enphasize
hi s agreeabl e and understandi ng nature. Charlotte Gace was plunmp, with a
noon

face and a distracted air. It took Tima few mnutes to notice that now and
t hen

she woul d fade right out of the conversation, |like a distant radi o signa
drifting in the ether. She had run the famly for as long as it had exi sted,
was

Tim s guess, but now she was probably an Al zhei ner's case.

Ti m expl ai ned that he had been to high school with Evelyn, and her parents
wer e

very grateful to himfor taking the tinme to cone to the wake. He didn't
actual l'y

say that he'd been a friend of their daughter, but they somehow got that idea
and he saw no need to clarify the matter. It was such a sad situation, two
old

peopl e, one of themnot quite all there, alone with the dead body of their
only

chi | d.

And hardly anyone canme. The calling hours were fromseven to nine, and in

t hat

ti me perhaps half a dozen people appeared to pay their respects. They were
ol der

fol ks, acquai ntances of the parents, and none of them stayed nore than ten

m nut es.

It was amazing, shocking, to Tim who had expected a rather large turnout. A
| ot

of people woul d have noved away over the years, but there still had to be

pl enty

of former friends and classmates of Evelyn's left in Rone, so where were

t hey?

It was as if nobody wanted to admt know ng her. But why? Just because she'd
been sonething of a bad girl, running off to California, living a wild,
silly,

rotten |life? Because she'd net her squalid death at an age when she shoul d
have

been organi zi ng bake sales and ferrying kids to Little League ganes? | see



Evelyn Grace is dead. Tsk, tsk, tsk. Well, it was to be expected. Snug,
self-satisfied bastards. | didn't even know her, Timthought, but I'ma better
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friend to her now than all those people ever were.

"She never wote to us," Ms. Gace said to Tim

"Ch, she did too, Momy," M. Gace put in gently.

"Never wrote, never called," Evelyn's nother continued. "W never knew where
she

was or what she was doing."

"She sent postcards,” M. Gace said. "And she did call us on the tel ephone
every now and again. Let us know she was okay."

"Once a year?" his wife asked challengingly. "Once a year, at best," she
explained to Tim

"Some people are like that,’
to

save nmy life."

It was a terrible choice of words, he realized i mediately, but fortunately
M s.

Grace was already on anot her wavel ength, and M. Gace nerely nodded
agreeabl y.

A few mnutes before nine, when no one else had arrived for nore than half an
hour, Ms. G ace whispered sonething urgent to her husband.

"Tim would you mind hanging on here a minute while I take Momy to the can?”
"Uh, sure.”

No sooner had the old couple left the roomthan one of the young funeral hone
flunkies glanced in, checked the wall clock against his watch, and left.

Char ge

by the minute, Timthought sarcastically. He stood up and wal ked to the
casket .

It seened very strange to be alone with Evvy--at her wake. Once agai n he was
struck by how attractive she | ooked. And death shall have no ... dinmension?
He

vaguely recalled a line froma poemin high school English class.

W thout thinking, Timreached to Evvy with his right hand, knowi ng that his
body

shi el ded the gesture in case anyone cane into the room He hesitated briefly,
afrai d he would make a ness of the cosnetics if he touched her face, afraid
her

fingers would grasp at his if he touched her hands. Trenbling, he let his
pal m

settle on her breast. The experience was so confused between the real and the
i magi ned that he wasn't at all sure what he actually felt, a pleasantly firm
young fenal e breast or sonething harder and dead, a m xture of sawdust and
enbal m ng chem cal s. Wen
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he renoved his hand he felt a jangling rush of guilt and excitenment, but he
was

nore pl eased than ashanmed. He'd had his little moment of intinmacy with Evvy,
who

had al ways been not only untouchabl e but unapproachable to him

"You will be there tonmorrow," M. Gace said when he and his wi fe returned.

I't

was a plea, not a question. "Wn't you?"

"Yes, of course,” Timreplied, although he hadn't planned to attend the

f uner al

as well.

"We had to pay the funeral home for pallbearers,’
"Twenty-five dollars apiece."
"Mommy, please.”

"I"ll see you in the norning,

Timrationalized. ""Me, | can't wite a letter

Evel yn' s not her said.

Timsaid, trying to smle confortingly as he



shook hands with them

"Thank you," the Graces both said as he left, "thank you."

Timcalled the bottling plant in the norning and told them he was taking a

si ck

day. It was crisp and clear outside, with a hint of thawin the air. He felt
good and had slept well, which Timattributed to the kindness he'd shown M.
and

Ms. Gace by sitting with themfor tw hours and promising to attend the
nass.

It wasn't often he had the chance to do sonmething nice like that for a couple
of

old folks. H's owm parents had died within three nmonths of each other severa
years ago, and his only living aunt and uncle were in Scottsdale, Arizona.

M.

and Ms. Gace needed himlast night and this norning, alnost as if he were a
son or a nephew or an old famly friend.

But it was not just altruismon Tims part that pleased him The bl eak
circunmst ances of Evvy's death, the fact that virtually no one had cone to her
wake, the way her parents had assumed himinto their tiny circle, and the

f eel

of her breast in his hand-- all of these things conbined sonmehow to bestow on
Tima curious share in Evvy's life, and, however peculiar that night be, he
genuinely liked it.

There were nore people at the funeral mass than had attended the wake, but
Tim

was sure that nost if not all of themwere just the usual band of daily
churchgoers. One of the pallbearers wore a green bow ing | eague jacket. Aside
fromthe funeral honme crew and the priest, Timand Evelyn's parents were the
only ones at
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her grave side. Ms. Grace turned wobbly and started to nban when it was tine
to

| eave, while M. Grace struggled to rmaintain a senbl ance of gl assy-eyed
conposure. Tim hel ped them both wal k al ong the gravel path to the cars.

"You will follow us back to the house, Tim" M. Gace said as he stood by

t he

door of the funeral home Cadill ac.

"Ch, no, thank you, but--"

"Please, Tim come on along for alittle while. W'll have sone coffee and
pastry."” He put his hand on Tim s shoul der and gave a beseechi ng squeeze.

" Moy

was up till after mdnight, cooking. She couldn't sleep at all."

Timsighed inwardly. It didn't seemright that Evvy's fol ks should have to
return directly hone alone. It was bad enough for themto have to forego the
normal postfuneral reception with its sustaining presence of famly and
friends,

but to have no one, no one at all, even to share a cup of coffee with, after
they'd just buried their daughter--that was sinply too nuch.
"Sure," Timagreed. "1'll follow you."

The Grace hone was a cranped little asbestos-shingl ed house of the

wor ki ng- cl ass

thirties vintage. Not nuch, but no doubt it had seenmed pal atial, even

m racul ous, when it was built and first occupied during the Depression. Easy
to

imagine a girl like Evvy desperate to escape fromhere. But for Timthere was
somet hing nostal gically confortabl e about it--he had grown up in nuch the
same

sort of place, and not nearly so far fromthis one as he had thought. When
you

go back to the ol d nei ghborhood the distances coll apse, the yards shrink, and



houses that once | ooked big turn into boxy chi cken coops.

Timand M. Gace sat in the living roomand chatted, while Ms. G ace brewed
the coffee and prepared a platter of pastries. It was desultory,

i nconsequenti a

tal k about Rome, the old days, and the rapidly changing tines that had

overt aken

everyone. Timand M. Grace were in agreenent that nost of the changes were
not

really for the better. Astroturf, for instance. It was not until Ms. Gace
had

rejoined them and they were all sipping fresh-perked coffee and nibbling
del i ci ous sesame-rum sweet cakes, that the conversation finally gathered
itself

around the subject of Evelyn.
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It was soon clear to Timthat there was a huge, aching mystery at the center
of

their existence and that it had to do entirely with the m ssing years of
Evelyn's life, fromthe day she'd |l eft home years ago until the day before
yest erday, when she'd been air-freighted back to her parents. Everything in
bet ween was a cl oud of unknow ng, a dense fog broken only by the occasi onal
spark of a phone call here, a postcard there--which, perversely, enhanced the
darkness rather than illunmnated it.

Evvy was a riddle to Timas well, but he had been thinking about her quite a
bi t

these | ast couple of days. Not logically, but intuitively, since they'd
finally

crossed paths only because of her death and his curiosity. There were sone

t hi ngs he knew, others that he deduced or reasoned out for hinself, and, nost
of

all, there was everything he found hinmself w shing, imagining so it ampunted
to

the sane thing in the end. Evvy was in the purely residual phase of her
incarnation, so it was up to him

"I didn't want to go into it last night, at the wake,

Timsaid. "There

wasn' t

enough tinme, and I didn't know how you would take it, but | do want to tel
you.

Evvy and | were good friends for many years. Ever since high school, in fact,
and--"

"Evvy? Who's Evvy?"

"Evel yn, Mormy. Hush now, let the boy talk."

M. Grace |leaned forward in the seat, every aspect of his presence fixed
intently on Tim Ms. Gace was annoyed at her husband for his rare show of
assertiveness, but she said nothing about it and made an effort to pay
attention.

"Well, what can | say," Timwent on hesitantly. "Evvy and | were good
friends,

ever since high school. O course, we did | ose track of each other for a
whi | e

after that, but when | got out of the army | thought 1'd stay on the West
Coast

for a while, see if | could find a good job there, and we ran into each other
again. W went out a lot, had fun together, that kind of thing. She was busy
trying to make a career for herself, and in the neantime |'d found decent
wor k

at a defense plant, but we still managed to get together a couple of nights a
week, and on weekends. And ... well, we got pretty serious, and there were
tinmes

when | was sure we'd get married and settle down to a nore nornal life, you



know? But
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somet hing or other always seenmed to get in the way of it. So, it was an

of f-agai n on-again type relationship, but even when it was off we were stil

great friends. | always |oved Evvy, no matter what, and | think she | oved ne
nost of the time. | know she did. But we never managed to get it to the next
stage. | wish that we had. W stayed in touch up until a couple of nonths
ago,

when | decided that it was never going to work out, and | was ready for a
change

inm life, so |l made up ny mind to nove back here. W tal ked maybe once or
twi ce on the phone, right after | noved, but that was it."

M. Gace's mouth was slightly open, and his throat muscles worked m ghtily
either to shut it or to say something, but he did neither. Ms. Gace
appear ed

to be no | ess fascinated by what Timhad said, but she didn't | ook as
conpletely

surprised as her husband did.

Ti m had paused to catch his breath--and his wits, he could only hope. He had
sai d enough, too nuch, and it had taken off on himat once. It had seened
harm ess enough. Al he wanted to do was to give them sonething to cling to,
a

few dressed-up facts to fill in some of the vast blank spot that Evvy had

| eft

them But no sooner had he started then the story took on a life of its own
and

became an account of his long |love affair with Evvy. Is that crazy or what?
Tim

wonder ed.

But he had enjoyed it, too. Such an extraordinary thrill, to hear those

t hi ngs,

to know that they were rising froma buried part of his brain. That they put
hi m

into BEvwy's life, and Evvy into his. Timmarvel ed that he hadn't contradicted
anyt hing he had said previously to M. and Ms. Gace. But it was clear to
hi m

that they'd accept whatever he told them They just wanted to hear as nuch as
they coul d about their daughter, and that was the problem Timhad nmerely
opened

t he door.

"Go on," Ms. Gace pronpted.

"Yes, please, Tim Tell us nore."

Rel uctant, feeling trapped by his own good intentions, but at the same tine
secretly delighted, Timcontinued to el aborate his inpronptu saga of Evelyn
Grace's missing years. Her efforts to make it as a folk singer, then as a
rock

singer, finally as a country
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and western singer. Her two or three nonspeaking parts in forgettable novies.
The picture of Evvy perched atop a Harley that was used for the front cover of
a

bi ker magazi ne. Anot her one, showi ng her nenaced by a man with a knife, that
appeared in a true-crinme magazi ne. The in-between jobs, waitressing in sone
pretty good restaurants and nightclubs, serving drinks in an L. A airport
bar,

that sort of thing. The occasional respite taken in the unenpl oynent |ine,
rechargi ng her batteries for the next tine around. Nothing too shabby,
not hi ng

unr espect abl e, but never any breakthrough. The long hard road of a pretty

young



worman chasing her anbition down the years in Los Angel es.

Wwven throughout, like a bright gold thread, was Tims love for Evvy and her
sonmetine love for him Timwent on about how he was still sad that they'd
never

been able to nake it a permanent relationship, a marriage, how he had | earned
to

accept that. Now he consol ed hinself by thinking of the happier nenories he
had

of Evvy and by rem nding hinself that in spite of her weaknesses and failings
she had been a good person

Timwanted to finish there, on the kind of life-affirm ng note people strive
for

in funeral situations. He felt tired, and it seened as if he had been tal king
for hours. But Evvy's nother and father were not quite through with himyet.
"The end, Tim" M. Gace said softly. "You have to tell us what happened to
her

at the end.”

"Yeah, what about the drugs," Ms. Gace demanded.

"Ch, well. Some of the novie people she knew, | guess they introduced her to
cocai ne sonewhere along the line, and then the harder stuff. | tried to get
her

off it, but once you' re hooked it's rough. You have to make a total
conmi t ment ,

and Evvy coul d never bring herself to that point where she was wlling.
That's

the main reason why | had to give up, at last, and get out of the scene
altogether. | couldn't change her, and I couldn't bear to watch what was
happening to her, so | packed up ny stuff and cane back here. And she let ne
go.

The guy who was supplying all her drugs neant nmore to her than I did."

"Did he use her?" Ms. Grace asked. "They get them hooked, and then they use
them™
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"I don't know about that," Timreplied. He didn't like this because it

tai nted

his own newl y devel oped feelings for Evvy. It was probably unavoi dabl e--she
had

died of a heroin overdose-- but it seened too distasteful. "All | knowis
| ost
her. We all lost her in the end."

M. Gace | ooked subdued and thoughtful in the long silence that foll owed.

M s.

Grace seened to be formul ati ng some response but it never reached the stage
of

spoken words. Timwas about to | eave when Evelyn's father took him aside.
"Come with me a minute," he said, leading Timup a narrow flight of stairs.
They

went into a small bedroom Qbviously it had been Evvy's. "Tim they sent back
these two boxes of things with her. Personal effects. Not much, as you can
see,

but I was thinking maybe you'd like to take a m nute and | ook through them
You

m ght find sonething in there, sonme little keepsake, to take home and
remenber

her by."

Timwas going to refuse, but it would probably be rude to do so. Besides, he
liked the idea too mnuch.

"Thank you," he said.

"Feel free, take your time," M. Gace added. "Come on down when you're
finished."



"Ckay. "

Timwaited as the old man's footsteps faded away. Then he sat down on the
bed,

Evvy's bed. For a nmoment he pictured her as the nobst gorgeous girl in high
school, the way she had been then. In this room In this bed. He renenbered
seeing her at the |lake on the day after the senior prom She was with her
crowd,

and she was wearing a bikini that would be denure by today's standards. No
one

had a tan in June. Evvy had snowy bl onde hair, long pale thighs. ... It was
sweet for Timto pause there, to enjoy once again the permanence of her
beauty.

Not much was right. The two cardboard cartons were filled for the nost part
with

cheap cl ot hes. Sneakers, jeans, T-shirts, socks. No dresses, no jackets,
not hi ng

very good. Evvy had had very little left at the end, her flimsy life stripped
down to the mnimum He had to find something he could showto M. Gace and
thank himfor. The cheap plastic barrette would do nicely--and it stil
smel |l ed
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of Evvy's hair (or at |east her hairspray).

Ti mreached down to the bottom of the second box and pulled up a handful of
br as

and panties. Startled, he dropped them but then he rel axed, sniled, and

al | owned

hi nsel f to exam ne them They were blue and | avender, not a white in the
bunch.

Evvy's bra size was 36C, for breasts that were anple but not excessive. Tim
had

been aware of that as far back as ninth grade and as recently as |ast night.
He

held a pair of delicate purple cotton briefs up to his face--God in heaven,
t hey

still had the delicious unwashed scent of her in then

Ti m qui ckly shoved the panties into his jacket pocket, and then carefully
rearranged the other things back in the boxes. He held the barrette

conspi cuously in his hand and went downstairs. Ms. Grace was still sitting
where he had |l eft her. She gave hima strained smle as he cane into the
l'iving

room He started to say sonething to her

Bong! and bong! again, before he even hit the carpet. Bong! Bong! Bong! His
hands were usel ess floppy things and his vision skittered away |ike marbles on
a

har dwood f I oor.

"The flat part, the liat part," Ms. Gace warned. "Not the edge. That's ny
best

skillet."

Tim s empty hands were bound together behind himw th some sticky plastic
stuff--packing tape, he realized dimy. And then his feet. H s head woul dn't
clear, but he tried to speak; it was inpossible to put words together. He
tried

to focus his sight on the plastic barrette, which he was aware of, sonmewhere,
near his face on the floor.

"Son of a bitch," M. Gace wheezed, his voice high-pitched, alnost

st rangl ed,

but with a nervous edge of triunph in it. "You could have saved her. You were
the only one who could have saved her. W couldn't talk to her, we couldn't
do

anything with her. That's the way it is sonetinmes between parents and kids,



you

just can't do anything. No matter what you try, it doesn't work. But you
coul d

have saved her. You loved her, but you wal ked away and |l eft her there to die.
You |l eft her there with that other son of a bitch, who was punping dope into
her."

"Least he coul d've done was nake her call honme once a week,"
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Ms. Gace renarked.

"Washed his hands of her, that's what he did."

Again Timtried to speak, but as soon as he opened his mouth he was kicked in
the jaw. Hi s tongue hurt and he tasted his own blood. He felt the old man's
hands on his body, enptying each of his pockets. Cnh no, don't do that.
"Where's his car keys? Here we go. ... Look at this, Mnmy, |ook. The son of
a

bitch was trying to steal Evelyn's underwear. Didn't want to bring her honeg,
no.

Just her underpants'd do."

"\Whi spering Jesus," Ms. Grace responded.

Timlistened as M. Grace explained to his wife that he was going to drive
Tims

car into downtown Rone, leave it there, and then wal k back to the house. She
was

to do nothing until he got home, except hit Timwith the skillet again if he
tried to cause trouble for her.

Move his car? That was bad. But | can get out of this, Timtold hinself. Even
if

she is half gone, | can talk to her, | can distract her, confuse her, and
wor k
nysel f free. | should have known, he thought. The one thing he had steered
cl ear

of in his story was why Evvy had cut herself off fromthese people, to the
poi nt

where she communi cated with themonly once or twice a year, and then by
postcard

or tel ephone. It had seenmed too delicate to nmention, and he had no idea of
what

m ght be involved, but nowit canme to him Evvy night have had her reasons.
Tim s m stake may have been to assume, |ike everyone el se, that Evvy had been
a

bad child, selfish, uncaring, neglectful of her parents. Now he knew that
there

must have been another side to the story, Evvy's side, and he was stuck in it.
"Doesn't he need his car to drive hone?" Ms. Gace saw fit to ask as her
husband was about to | eave.

"He isn't going honme. Tonmorrow we'll drive himup to Canada and dunp him
there
in the woods. | don't even want that son of a bitch in the sane country."

When he heard his car being driven away, Timlooked at Ms. G ace. He

gat hered

hinself, tried to clear his throat and speak. But the old woman rose from her
seat and approached him She had the roll of tape in her hand.
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"I don't want to see you," she said. "I don't even want to hear you, and
sure

don't want you | ooking at ne."

Ah, no, Timthought as he saw her yank a Il ength of tape fromthe roll. She
bi t

it |l oose, and he noticed a couple of fugitive sesame seeds clinging to her
dentures. She slapped the tape over Tims nouth to keep himfromtal king.



Then,

at a nmore leisurely pace, Evelyn's nother began to wap the rest of his head
in

tape. He thrashed his body as wildly as possible, but he couldn't stop her
and

when hi s head was done she proceeded on down around his arms, eventually
securing his knees. It was a big roll of tape, and Ms. Gace used all of it.
"Now, that's better," she said.

Grotesque, Timthought, grotesque. He pictured hinself as a kind of slapdash
mumry, rotting away in the Canadi an woods. Say, fifty yards from a back
road--the Graces wouldn't be able to drag himany farther than that--but
woul d

he ever be found? It was such an outrageous and unreal inmage that Ti mwas,
even

now, incapable of feeling nere panic or terror. Instead, his mnd was
overwhel med by a profound sense of exasperation

If only his story had been true, and he and Evvy had been in love for a
whi | e.

Then he woul dn't be where he was now, and Evvy would still be alive--because
Tim

never woul d have wal ked away from her. He never would have settled for an
unhappy ending with Evvy, not in real life.

Tims lungs felt like they were being clanped in a waffle iron, the oxygen
slowy burning out of them The |ast conscious thought he had was a rich and
vivid recall of the last conscious smell he had experienced, Evelyn Gace's
cunt.
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By the Light of the Silvery Mon

Les Daniels

Les Daniels is sonmething of a rarity. Unlike nost witers who have only

recently
turned to HDF as a viable nmeans of making a living, Daniels has al ways been a
horror witer; i.e., way back, before it was fashionable (read: profitable),

bef ore Stephen King reinvented the whole genre. He lives in Rhode I|sland, but
was born in Connecticut, and is currently investigating the old saw about
life

begi nning after the age of forty. Regardless, he is a down-to-the-bone New
Engl ander, and for twenty years has been witing fine, regional novels of
hor r or

in the tradition of Lovecraft, but without all the excess verbiage.

He also wites with a wy sense of hunor and a sonetinmes savage wit. He
reports

he's sold every short story he's ever witten, but adds he's only witten
five.

So what. Stats are stats, and when you're batting a thousand, you're doing
great. Daniels' story for Borderlands is another one of those pieces |

i ncl uded

so as to vary the mx, to keep things fromgetting too dammed bl eak. Well,
al nost
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He had no name (few wolves do) and little enough of nenory. And when he
renmenbered anything at all, it was not the cold sharp air of the forest
pi erci ng

his nostrils, nor the nmusky scent of frightened prey, for there is no need to
recall what is so often there. Instead his recollections were of stranger
scents: flamng bits of bodies with the blood burned out of them and beings
trapped in rolling iron boxes, each one spewing forth cloud upon cloud of
deadl y

fumes instead of sweetly pungent droppings. These odors haunted him al ong
with



visions of pale hairless things that staggered on their fat hind legs, their
paws wrapped in dried skins stolen fromother creatures. Such things were
nonstrous, as were the celebrations in airless wooden boxes that did not
nove,

where there was nothing to breathe but snoking weeds and the stink of

f er ment ed

fruits and grains. There nmight be howing in such a box, but it came from
anot her box, and it was marred by the sound of |ightning forced through
scrapi ng

metal wire, and wind forced through dried dead reeds.

He dreanmed of these things when the moon was round, and had he been able he
m ght have spoken of themto his fellows in the pack. Yet he was grateful

t hat

he had no words and wondered why he knew of themat all. They were one of his
dr eans.

He slept in a den with his nmate and her pups; he coupled with her when she
gave

himthe scent; yet still he dreaned of nuzzling loins that reeked of mint or

even strawberry. Horror possessed him He trenbled and how ed, and all the
nor e

because his tiny forebrain knew as nuch of the truth as it could contain:
when

the light in the sky becane a circle, he becanme a nan.

He whi npered and snuggled into the nusty fur of his mate, wondering all the
while if it was her beauty or his own bestiality that was only a fragnment of
hi s

troubl ed sl eep. He wondered where he was.

Then he was free, loping through the snowin the deep track that had been

pl owed

for himby a wanderi ng noose, hearing nothing but the whi sper of the wind and
the touch of his feet on the ice beneath them Hunger bit at his belly,

al nost

i ke anot her ani mal attacking hin perhaps that was what had started the

dr eans

and then driven himout into the night. H's pack was starving, al
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of them and they could not range free fromthe den while the pups were new.
They woul d not survive much | onger without food, and so he hunted, on and on
for

nore than a dozen mles, pausing only to mark the trail with his leg lifted.
It was when he lowered his leg that he realized the change was com ng, for

t he

pads on his foot turned suddenly tender, and the cold cut through them He
had

lost the talent, which all wolves possess, of regulating his own body
tenmperature, and by this sign he could tell that he was turning into a
nonst er .

He began to shiver in the frigid air, rearing up on his hind legs to snap at
nothing, a grom in his throat as he felt his teeth drawn painfully back into
his head until he had only thirty-two little stunps, hardly enough to fil

t he

nmuzzl e being crushed back into his face. Everything was pulling back into him
and everything was agony; he experienced each individual hair as it was

absor bed

into his stinging flesh.

And then he bl oated, bulking up into a pink and swollen thing nore than tw ce
his proper weight, a thick and weak and hairless thing that feared the gentle
dark. It fled shaking and scream ng through the snow, and it took himwth it.
Wth feeble, bleeding, claw ess forepaws, the man he had become turned over a
rock nade slippery with a transparent glaze, and found the cache of clothes



beneath it. He could not renmenber how they cane to be there, but when he
crawl ed

into themthe cold could not hurt himas nmuch. Everything about hi m had
changed

except his hunger. He staggered on in search of food, his numb feet stuffed
into

t he skin of slaughtered cows.

Much of the night had given way to his slow progress through the snow before
he

topped a rise and let his eyes confirmthe truth his ears and nose had told
hi m

| ong ago: he was about to enter the other world. Bel ow himwas an endl ess
stream

of poison gas, floating over a strip of ground that |ooked like a dry river
bed,

and through that raced a succession of the iron boxes w th humans caught

i nsi de.

These beings seenmed to be follow ng the noon the way he was; in fact, each
one

of their boxes was in pursuit of two bright yellow disks of light that it
coul d

never catch. He saw that nuch al nost at once, but decided he would follow the
[ights too.
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This was what nen did. Perhaps there was food at the nmouth of the enpty river.
Dragging his feet through the piles of the gray slush that spattered at him
he

paced behind the headlights (he began to know their name), staying carefully
to

one side as it came back to himthat cars could kill.

Finally he realized where they were going. It was not the nmoon they were
pursuing after all, but a big red star whose outline gl owed agai nst the sky.
There were red squiggles beside it, and somehow he knew that they neant "red
star" too, although that nade no sense when the red star was right there
besi de

t hem anyway. And they didn't |ook |ike what they said; they |ooked |ike

spl ashes

of bl ood on bl ack snow

Then he saw that the Red Star was another box, but so nmuch bigger than the
others that he could not | ook around it. Mst of it seenmed to be nade of ice:
it

glistened in vast sheets, and light came shining through to fall on him The
cars opened, and those who had been caught inside rushed away |i ke sensible
creatures but then gravitated at once toward the giant trap that |ooked |ike
fire enclosed in ice. He sensed their hunger, and despite his fear he
fol | oned

them A good hunter could steal food even froma snare.

He was startled by the glare inside, brighter than sunlight and col der than
nmoonl i ght. He closed his eyes against it as death filled his nostrils.

Hundr eds

of animals had perished here, and their bodi es had not been consunmed. The
overwhel m ng sense of slaughter and of waste filled himw th dread even as he
felt hinmself begin to drool

Soneone shoved against him he snarled and raised his upper lip before he
renenbered that he had no fangs to bare. Dozens of hunmans had gat hered here,
but

they were not a pack. Each one was like a lone wolf without a territory of
its

own; each one was angry and aggressive and afraid. They had hold of other
little



boxes that nmoved like the cars did, and they pushed them at each other as

t hey

passed. Sone of them put things in these small boxes, and just the sight of

t hat

made his head swim Everything in this world was inside sonething el se;
not hi ng

ran free.

The noi se he had dreamed about washed over him again: wres
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and reeds and skins struck by sticks, with the scraping of hair against gut
wai ling over them He found hinself hunming along with it against his wll;
he

was becom ng nore like the humans with every mnute he spent anbng them He

t ook

a shopping cart and did with it what the others were doing. The lIight was so
intense it alnost blinded him just as darkness would blind a man, and the
nusi ¢

made himdeaf. Only the stubby pink nose he had been cursed with told him
anything at all. It spoke of neat.

He was in an aisle filled with meat. The floors were neat and the walls were
meat, and they stretched out before himas far as his dazzl ed eyes coul d see.
The sight should have brought himjoy, but there was terror init, too, only
excess can bring. Had there ever been a tine when so many ani mal s had di ed at
once? What could have killed themall, and what had stopped it fromeating

t hen?

The fur on his back woul d have stood on end if it had not vani shed hours ago.
He could snell cattle and sheep and pigs, chickens and turkeys and ducks, a
few

ki nds of fish he recognized and many nore that he did not. He could snell
hundreds of dead creatures, thousands of them and on each of themwas the

stench of decay. This was not fresh neat, still quivering with the hot pul se
of

bl ood; this was sonething sliced and drai ned and spoil ed.

It was cold, too. He felt the chill of death seep into his hand as he

cl utched

involuntarily at part of a cow The nmeat had al ready been chewed up, like
what

he regurgitated to feed his cubs, and it was enclosed in transparent ice |like
the stuff that made up the walls of the Red Star. Wth trenbling fingers he
dropped it into his cart. Nearby lay pigs which had been masticated and then
stuffed into their own intestines, even though such parts of an aninmal were
not

good to eat. He passed them by, but he could not resist the chance to sweep
three chickens into the cart, even though they were as cold and hard as stone.
Then he was on a ranpage, grabbing with nunb fingers at the ribs of a hog,

t he

leg of a lanmb, the brain of a calf. He snatched at a cluster of chicken
livers,

still swinming in chilled blood, and felt the sticky liquid squirt out over
hi s

hand. He licked at it and saw a female staring at him He grow ed at her
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It was time to go, time to escape with this nmeat before he joined it in those
frigid walls that surrounded him Panic surged through hi mwhen he saw t hat

t he

way out was bl ocked, and then he recogni zed the checkout line for what it

was.

This standing in a row was sonet hing only humans did, and he was delighted by
his cleverness in understanding it. Perhaps he would get away after all

He foll owed a netal cage that had been | oaded with the icy fragments of dead



ani mal s. Humans stood before himand behind him sinmilarly laden, their wire
traps having captured creatures that were already corpses, but it was not
this

ugly image that made hi mshiver. Instead, he was possessed by the idea of

t aki ng

t hese broken bodies to a place where he could expose themto a flame and

wat ch

the fat and juices flare into the sky, |eaving himnothing but a dried husk
to

chew. The very thought nade himgag, but he knew he would carry out this nmad
pl an unl ess somet hing stopped him He tried to hold on to a picture of his
pups,

waiting in the burrow he had dug with his own paws, but sonmehow they seened
very

far away, and he knew that they mght die without seeing any of this neat he
had

hunted down for them

Squi nting against the glare around him he watched those ahead of himfile
out

into the night. Sone sort of ritual seemed to be involved. They had to pass
before a young fermal e, hardly nmore than a cub herself, and they had to |et
her

touch each one of their treasures as they greeted her. And there was
sonet hi ng

el se. Each one nade an offering to her, passing her something that |ooked Iike
a

green |l eaf, and sonetimes nore than one. But where could they have found
green

leaves in the winter? At this tine of year they were scarcer than prey. Hs
twi tching hands were enpty, and the clothes he wore began to itch. He laid
out

his catch before the female and allowed her to touch it.

"Forty-two forty-nine," she said.

He had no idea what these sounds neant. She | ooked at him He suddenly felt
di zzy.

"Forty-two forty-nine," she said.

He thought of green |eaves, and of sumer, and of plentiful gane. He dropped
to

hi s knees.
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The human behi nd hi m saw what was happening and sprinted for the dairy
section

at the back of the store.

The cashier | eaned over her register to get a better | ook just as he rose
agai n

on his hind legs. Hs slavering jaws closed on her face.

He fed, and not on putrid, juiceless carrion. He experienced the taste of
l'iving

bl ood splashing in his mouth, the feel of hot flesh throbbing against his
tongue. The purity, the truth of it. Hs throat was full.

He shrugged off the last of his clothing and ran. The Red Star opened up its
glistening wall of ice and set himfree. He danced around a streamof rolling
traps and capered across the unbroken snow until he reached the shelter of

t he

trees.

The chunks of the young cashier were safe inside him ready to be coughed up
when he was hone at last. H s children woul d eat tonight.
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A YOUNGER WOVAN

John Macl ay



Sonetimes the best horror stories are the ones based on ideas or prem ses
whi ch

at first glance seemto be totally harm ess. Such is the case with the
utterly

prosaic mal e fantasy John Maclay brings to life (well maybe not life ...) in
t he

story to follow

Macl ay, for many years, was well known as a specialty publisher in
Baltinore--a

career capped by the extrenely successful series anthol ogy, Masques, edited
by

J. N WIllianmson. But in the last few years, short stories under the Macl ay
byl i ne have appeared in sone of the snmall press nagazines, and as tine
passes,

an inpressive body of work accunul ates. "A Younger Wnman" is easily the

fi nest

exanpl e of John Maclay Is pronise as a witer.

He was going to do it; this tinme he was really going to do it. The
realization

sent a thrill through Jack's forty-two-year-old body as he pulled the
Chrysl er

convertible into the driveway of the Baltinore apartnent building on a spring
eveni ng that was too beautiful for words. Before, when he'd dreamed about it
during the long nights at hone
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with Meg, there had been a pocket of fear underneath. And on the two

occasi ons

when he'd stormed out of the house, suitcase in hand, after one of her nads
or

stony silences, he'd only spent the night in a hotel to crawl back the next
day

after work. But now the fear was gone, and the dreamwas firmy and forever
in

pl ace.

The Chrysler and the evening hour confirmed it. Before, in case the car be
spotted or Meg grow suspicious of his being out late, Jack had never driven
to

Marci a's apartnment and never visited in other than daytine. |Instead, he'd
arrived by bus or cab, by sone circuitous route he and his |over had | aughed
at,

as well as the excuses they'd given for being out of their offices. Their
hour

of stolen passion, that of a married, mddle-aged nan and a
twenty-two-year-old

si ngl e woman, had been sweet, at first even nore sweet for being stolen
Mar ci a

had even bought black curtains so they could pretend it was all night. Yet
gradual ly, the dreamthey created with their bodi es had grown, had stretched
beyond t he boundaries of that hour and that bedroom And they'd come to know
they had to take it there, in reality.

Jack sat behind the steering wheel for a noment, going over it once nore in
hi s

mnd. Hs wife entering nenopause, grow ng querul ous, conservative ... old,
whil e he was feeling younger than ever. His having come to rely on Meg over
t he

years, but that slowly changing to a feeling of being dom nated, having his
manhood t hreat ened, despite his position as a successful attorney. The felt
need, during those long nights at home and though there was still sex, to be
free again, coupled with the sudden, little-boy fear of being so. And the
caring



al nrost too much--"What will Meg do? Totally unfair!"--yet the inner
voice--"It's

nature. | don't nake the rules.”

At first, there had been no focus for his feelings--but then there had. An

i nnocent wal k, one day three nonths ago, to a rival law firmto drop off sone
papers. The secretary who took themfromhim-and the way their eyes net.
Mar ci a

was tall, alnmost his height, and was dressed in a blue and white striped

bl ouse

and gray skirt which showed off a beautiful figure. She had a w de, open
face,

short, feathery blonde hair, and a broad smle with pink |ips and perfect

t eet h.

Her voice was small, weak, alnost a giggle--
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but, judging by her position with the firm she was smart enough. And the
chem stry, the way her pale eyes met his..

The inner voice, Jack's true one, had spoken; it was alnpbst as if he were
listening to hinself. He'd asked Marcia out for a quick drink after work, and
she'd accepted. Then there'd been another one, the next day. Then |unch--and,
as

t hey both obeyed an unspoken need, separate cabs to her apartment. Were he'd
really found out what was happening: their first enbrace, his body feeling at
| ast the power of his years, while he sucked hungrily at the fountain of

yout h

of her lips ... their clothes falling away, she breathing in his ear about
hi s

maturity, his mastery, while his eyes and hands nmarvel ed at the flaw ess
snoot hness of her flesh ... her body, big, perfectly formed, sexually
power f ul

breasts high and round |like a picture, blonde hair below |ike a fantasy, yet
above all, young, young ... and their first time, which took himinto a new
or

forgotten world. And after which, when he cried into her shoul der, he'd had
to
expl ai n why.
But now, as he sat in the Chrysler, Marcia was com ng out of the Baltinore
apartment building in a white spring dress, toward him The dream was goi ng
to
be real now, all the tinme, and just as good for being so. Jack | eaped out of
t he
car, took her suitcase from her young hand, tossed it into the back. G asped
her
snoot h, sl eevel ess shoul ders, kissed her sweet |ips, at last thinking of the
future, not the past. Opened the door, eyes feasting on her graceful figure
as
she got in, becanme his forever. CGot back behind the wheel, and drove off into
t he sunset.
They stopped for dinner on the other side of Frederick, at an old stone inn
And
knowi ng the romance woul d be strong enough, they becane | awer and secretary
again, talked lightly of practical things.
"Did you ... tell her?" Marcia asked, her eyes clear in the candlelight.
"Tel |
. Meg?"
"No," Jack replied. "She'd never have understood. And that m ght have nade
her

too strong." He snmiled. "But | did leave it so that she'll have nore than
enough. "
Marci a nodded. "And we'll be okay? | packed just the suitcase, |ike you said,



and sold the rest, but it only came to a couple
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t housand doll ars. "

He took her hands across the table, forced a |laugh--then found he didn't fee
guilty at all. "Remenber, | explained that? Some tinme ago, when | started ny
dream | began hiding away some nmoney. 'Fuck you' nopney, sonme people call it."
Her young eyes--God, so wonderful |y bl ue--questioned.

"So that you can say that to what you don't |ike, have to get out of. O"--he
had a sudden, happier thought--"in this case, my love, so that | can ... fuck
you!"

She giggled, getting his drift.

And in Pittsburgh, in an expensive hotel room they did it, all over the

ki ng-si ze bed; free for the first time, just the two of them w thout any

ot her

conmitments. Again, Marcia seemed to hide herself in his ol der nastery,

prai sed

his strong chest and | egs, while Jack reveled in her smoboth white flesh, her
wonder ful tightness bel ow. They seened the perfect conbination of maturity
and

yout h.

It was the next norning, as they drove leisurely through Chio, that the
first,

m | d probl em occurred.

They had fallen silent--no problem Jack thought; just dream ng together--and
he

reached over and turned on the Chrysler's radio. Qut came a sixties song,
somet hing by the Mamas and the Papas. He smiled, sighed, and started to drum
hi s

fingers on the dash in tine with the nusic. They'd never listened to the
radi o

t oget her before.

Marcia smled over at him blonde hair ruffling beautifully in the top-down
wi nd, breasts swelling the T-shirt she wore. But said, "Do we ... have to
have

that old stuff?"

He frowned, told her the nane of the group, said the song had been a big hit.
"And besi des, Mama Cass was from Baltinore-- Forest Park Hi gh School."

"Well, okay," she replied. And she good-naturedly began to beat tine too,
trying

to sing al ong.

But he wondered why she agreed so easily.

By nightfall they were in Indianapolis, in another big room big playpen

t hough

the place was a tank town, continuing to carry their sexual odyssey
cross-country. And the next day, after a big breakfast to replenish their
strength, they were back on the road
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again, the norning sun at their backs.

That was when, as he | ooked over at Marcia, Jack felt another, little tw nge.
I't

m ght have been the light, but ... there seened to be tiny winkles beside
her

bl ue eyes, the kind an ... older wonan mi ght have.

"Are we pushing it too hard?" he asked her, reaching over to put his hand on
her

thi gh, which still seened firmenough. "After all, we have the rest of our
lives."

"No." She smiled back. "Just a bit tense, naybe--getting used to all this.
But



it's wonderful, Ilover!"

So to help her relax, he flipped on the radio again. Pressed the scanner
wound

up with a fifties rock station. "You should like this. Doesn't your

' generation

have a nostalgia thing for the early rock?"

"Well ... yeah," she replied. And her fingers drumed on the dash.

Near Kansas City, after a long pull, they stopped for the night at Jack's
cousin's. The man was his age, and they'd been cl ose, having grown up in
Balti nore together; he was one of the few people he'd told about Marcia and
hi s

decision to break from Meg and escape with her. And after a nuch-appreciated
steak dinner, prepared by the cousin's wife, who'd reluctantly cone around to
the situation, the two men sat on the dark front porch, drank beer, and

tal ked

about it.
"Sonetinmes | think of doing what you did," the cousin said. "Yet there's
something that tells nme not to. Sure, | haven't been a hundred percent

faithful --nmost men aren't. But when | strayed, with a younger woman, it was
nor e
like a dream an escape."

"Well," Jack replied expansively, "if the inner voice gets strong enough, you
just have to followit, have to make that dreamreal. It's not your fault

t hat

men and wonen age differently. And there's nothing wong with a wonan bei ng
older--it's just not for me. |1've felt bad, yes--but it was nothing |ike
was

goi ng through at home. Or what | would have, for the rest of ny life, if |
hadn't acted. And now, | have no regrets at all--1 feel great. There's even
something ... American about it, you know? Going for youth, newness; going
west ?"
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H s cousin | eaned back in his porch chair. "Just tell ne one thing."

"Yes?"

"Way didn't you pick a ... really younger worman?"

And Jack suddenly had a sinking sensation in the pit of his stomach, as if

t he

bott om had dropped out of his whol e day.

He said a hasty good night to his cousin and went upstairs to the guest room
where Marcia lay dozing in bed. In the light of the night table |anp, which
was

still on, he looked at her ... closely. And saw, not only the crow s feet
he' d

t hought he noticed the day before, but a few winkles on her brow, a
puf fi ness

in her cheeks, a general coarseness, even on her exposed shoul ders and arns,
to

her smooth, white flesh.

God, he thought, the light, or your imagination, can do strange things.

The next norning they got up very early, planning to share the driving al

t he

way to Denver, said good-bye to their hosts, and pulled the Chrysler out into
t he dawn.

"Why are you ... looking at ne funny?" Marcia said after a while.

Jack had hoped she hadn't noticed his scrutiny. "Ch... nothing. Probably just
drinking in your beauty, |over."

And, as they sped past endless fields of Kansas wheat greening in the sun, he
had to admit that she did | ook good, young enough, dressed as she was, surely
for him in a revealing pink halter top and silk jogging shorts. In fact,
when



they made rest stops, other nen | ooked at her, making hi m proud.

So he flipped on the radio again. And the scanner turned up a St. Louis
station,

br oadcasti ng nonstop jazz.

"This is before both our tines,

he said, smiling over at her. "But 1've

al ways

sort of liked it. How about you?"

"Ch, | love it!" Marcia replied. "Sitting in sone dark, snmoky club in the
forties, watching the band ..."

"Well," he said happily, "no 'generation gap' here. Maybe you can teach ne!l"

But when they made Denver, in the small hours of the norning, Jack's sinking
feeling had returned, and his doubts were deep
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Maybe it was the hypnotic effect of the long drive, out the night, the whole
trip, suddenly seemed unreal. And the way Marcia, on the way to the plush
not el

suite he'd hopefully reserved, got stiffly out of the car, not speaking, and
wal ked heavily after him across the parking |ot.

It's as if, he thought, she was nearly as old as my wife, Meg, as nyself,

yesterday, when we listened to the fifties rock. And today ... older? He

t hought

further. Could she still have some regrets about our escape? Could |? Could
t hey

be making ne feel old, not younger, and she ... ? But that's ridicul ous.

Yet, as he put her to bed--they both were too tired for sex, especially
she--two

voi ces echoed in Jack's mind.

The first, Mrcia's, when she'd tal ked about jazz and the snmoky club ... as
if

she'd been there. Though the music had only been a sign

And the second, belonging to a big trucker at one of the rest stops,

over hear d:

"Cee, what a sexy outfit. And she wears it well ... for an old broad."

In the norning, when Marcia got out of bed, Jack watched her. It nust be the
strain of the trip--if not on her, on ne, he thought again, as if grasping at
a

last, rational hope. My eyes, my mind must be tired, nust be playing tricks
on

me. She can't have ... aged right before them

But it was true. He was able, trying hard, to conjure up a picture of his

| over

as she'd been on that first wonderful afternoon in her apartnent, when they'd
made it, and his dream had begun to becone real. Now, as then, she was naked,
nmovi ng about the room Yet now ...

She was less tall, |less statuesque; inches had been taken from her height,
and

where her curves had once been those of heartbreakingly beautiful shoul der
breast, hip, and thigh, now they were those of a body conpressed, |essened,
by

age. And sagging: her breasts were flat, flaccid, her hips puckered and
pendul ous, her once firm narblelike face and neck a nass of pouches; all of
this, all of her, grown out of, yet concealing and grotesquely caricaturing,
t he

perfect twenty-two-year-old she'd been

Where it had once been a dream it was now a ni ghtmare, Jack
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knew. He had never before believed in punishnment, in poetically just
retribution

for the follow ng of inpulses, especially natural ones, but at this nonment,
he



knew. H s stonmach churned, he instantly feared all creation; the bottom

dr opped

out not only of his day, but of his whole life, of existence itself. And the
worst of it--he too got out of bed, stole a look at hinself in the mirror
saw

no change at all--was what he, he indeed, out of some unknown, mal evol ent
force

operating inside him had done to her

He had tried to nake, keep hinself young by escaping with Marcia ... but

instead, far fromeven the possible punishment, for his m ddl e-aged
obsessi on,

of himself continuing to age, he had made Marcia's years turn practically to
hours, her mnutes to seconds; made her lifetime trickle away in sickly
per f ect

time with the mles they had travel ed.

Yet knowing that it was a nightmare, but real, was not enough. The worst of
it,

Jack realized as he dressed next to this heavy, sixtyish woman--who did not

really know, as was apparent from her still-happy small tal k--was that they
had

to go on.

Nor is there anything wong with her being ... her age, he thought now,
trying

to hold back insanity, as he hel ped her out into the light of day, back
acr oss
the parking lot to the Chrysler, and they drove west, the direction not |ost
on
him west was al so death. She's not unbeautiful --as Meg, God, Meg wasn't, and
woul dn't have been, unbeautiful. It's just that she's nmissed all the years in
bet ween--as | have, the later ones, with Meg--but for her, far worse.
So, to try to keep Marcia happy--1've ruined her, but I'mnot conpletely
sel fish, he thought ruefully--he reached over, flipped on the radio once
nor e.
And out came the sounds of an Astaire-Rogers nmusical fromthe thirties.
Her puffy fingers drumed on the dashboard. "Ooo, lover! | used to dance to
t hat

when | was young."
The day before, he would have braked to a stop and screamed. Now, Jack turned
the radio off.
Their next nightfall--at a cheap notel in the wilds of Utah, all pretense of
| uxuriant sex gone, sunken into the earth they'd traversed, and the fol ds of
Marcia's flesh--was uneventful, but for
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the surreal |andscape around them which matched Jack's now horri bl e odyssey.
And but for the proprietor's surprise that he should be sharing a roomwth
hi s

not her. Sonet hi ng el se, Jack thought with supreme logic, that | tried to
escape.
They got a late start the next nmorning. He dimy remenbered her having gone
instantly, heavily to sleep, while he tossed and turned on the bed in a
hal f - consci ous stupor, his heart and head poundi ng; at one point, he thought
he'd even fled fromthe room and gone out onto the desolate earth to scream
at
the nmoon. But it was she who was worn out now ... as he bundl ed her bent,
whi t ehaired, toothless form shapeless in a sack dress, into the car
It was the last day of their trip, but where Jack mi ght have inagined hinself

and Marcia being in an inpossibly free, lighthearted nobod as they entered
California, their secret goal, that ... young place in which they'd hardly
dar ed

think they would enjoy the rest of their lives together, now neither of them



spoke ... as if she, in her senility, could have anyway. He kept his eyes
away

fromher, stared at the ribbon of road, driving being the only reflex that
remained to him didn't even dare reach for the radio, in terror of what new,
or

old, surprise it mght hold for him and in her. The only, constant sound was
the swish of the Chrysler's tires; he didn't even stop for neals, as if

ei t her

of them could have eaten

But when, after dark, they entered the last city, L.A , Jack forced hinself
to

| ook at Marcia one nore tine. Maybe it had been only a nightrmare after all
born

out of his second thoughts, his disorientation at finally achieving his
dream -or better yet, he thought, sone sort of parable nade manifest, sone

| esson about youth and age. Maybe ..

But when, in the passing lights of the sprawling city, he got clear |ooks at
her, he knew the worst, the unspeakabl e end. Something he m ght have guessed,

fromthe inexorable progress of the |ast few days. The ... process ..

"Ch ... CGod! Oh-oh-oh ... God!!" he heard hinself screamto the enpty sky.
But

i nside, he was beyond terror ... already dead.
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As was the form once his gol den young woman, on the seat beside him Wose
sack

dress was now a sack ... of bleached, white bones. And whose once--beautiful
springlike face had beconme ... a skull

Jack drove on, straight ahead. Through the night streets, ainlessly, of that
city of youthful prom se, now becone a city of death. Straight ahead, through
nei ghbor hoods, rich and poor, passing surreally in the dark, to the end of

t he

American land, to a place where the bulky fornms of ships waited.

Strai ght ahead, into the even deeper darkness of the sea.
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But You'll Never Follow Me

Kar|l Edward Wagner

Born in Knoxville, Tennessee, in 1945, Karl Edward Wagner has been an
influential name in the HDF field for twenty years. He has witten or edited
some thirty-five books, including the prestigious annual anthol ogy, The
Year's

Best Horror Stories. Highly regarded by both his readers and his fell ow
witers,

he is the winner of four British Fantasy Awards and two Worl d Fantasy Awards.
He

al so wote the script for Conan Il, but the filmis as yet unproduced.

Karl noved to North Carolina in the sixties to attend nedi cal school (he's a
psychiatrist), but decided to cultivate his literary talents rather than a
couchside manner. His fiction combines sensitivity and nuscle, which nmakes
hi s

styl e uni que and damed envi abl e. The foll owi ng pi ece exam nes a deeply

per sonal

di l emma many of us nust soneday face. Karl's letter which acconpanied the
story

confessed that "witing this one was |ike throwi ng nmyself on a grenade."

| know exactly what he neans.
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It wasn't the snell of death that he hated so nuch. He'd grown used to that
in

Nam It was the snmell of dying that tore at him Sl ow dying.

He renmenbered his best buddy stuck to the paddy nud, |egless and eviscerated,



too deep in shock to cry out, just gulping air |ike a beached fish, eyes
round
wi th wonder and staring into his. Marsden had cl osed those eyes with his

ri ght

hand and with his left he put a .45 slug through his friend s skull

After that, he'd made a pronise to hinself never to kill again, but that was
as

true a promi se as he'd ever nade to anyone, and never-intended lies rotted
together with the never-realized truths of his best intentions.

Marsden found a nonment's solitude in the slownoving elevator as it slid
upwar d

to the fourth floor. He cracked a zippered gash into his bul ky canvas flight
bag, | arge enough to reach the pint bottle of vodka on top. He gul ped down a
nmout hful , repl aced the stopper, and then replaced the flask, tugged down the
zipper-- all in the space of four floors. Speed was only a matter of

practi ce.

He exhal ed a breath of vodka as the el evator door opened.

Per haps the mi ddl e-aged coupl e who waited there noticed his breath as he
shoul dered past themw th his bag, but Marsden doubted it. The air of

Br ookcr est

Health Care Center was al ready choked with the stench of bath salts and old
lady's perfume, with antiseptics and detergents and bouquets of dying
flowers;

and underlying it all was the veiled sweetness of urine, feces, and vonmt,
physically retained i n bedpans and di apers.

Mar sden bel ched. A nurse in the fourth floor |ounge scowed at him but a
blue-haired lady in a jerry cart smled and waved and called after him

"Billy

boy! Billy Billy boy!"™ M chael ©Marsden shut his eyes and turned into the
hal | way

that led to his parents' roons. Somewhere along the hall a woman's voice
begged

in feeble nonotone: "O Lord, help ne. O Lord, help ne. O Lord, help ne."

Mar sden

wal ked on down the hall.

He was a mddl e-aged man with a heavyset frame that carried well a spreading
beer gut. He had mld brown eyes, a lined and | ong-jawed face, and there were
streaks of gray in his short beard and in his linp brown hair where it
straggl ed

from beneath the
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G ants baseball cap. H's denimjacket and jeans were about as worn as his
scuf f ed cowboy boots.

"You'd ook a lot nicer if you' d shave that beard and get a haircut," Mmma
liked to nag him "And you ought to dress nore neatly. You' re a good-I| ooking
boy, M chael."

She still kept the photo of himin his uniform smling bravely, fresh out of
boot canp, on her shelf at the nursing home. Marsden guessed that that was

t he

way Momma preferred to hold himin nenory--such of her menmory as Al zheiner's
di sease had |l eft her.

Not that there was nuch worth renenbering himfor since then. Certainly the
rest

of his famly wouldn't quarrel with that judgnent.

"You shoul d have gone back to grad school once you got back," his sister in
Col unbus had advised himwith twenty-twenty and twenty-year hindsight. "Wat
have you done with your life instead? Wien was the last time you held on to a
job for nore than a year?"

At | east she hadn't added: Or held on to a wife? Marsden had sipped his Coke
and



vodka and meekly accepted the scol ding. They were seated in the kitchen of
their

parents' too-big house in Cncinnati, trying not to disturb Papa as he dozed
in

his wheelchair in the famly room

"It's bad enough that Brett and | keep having to drive down here every
weekend

to try to straighten things out here,"” Nancy had rem nded him "And then
Jack's

had to come down from Detroit several times since Monma went to Brookcrest,
and

Jonat han fl ew here from Los Angel es and stayed two whol e weeks after Papa's
first stroke. And all of us have jobs and fanilies to keep up with. \Were
wer e

you during all this tinme?"

"Trying to hold a job in Jersey," Marsden expl ai ned, thinking of the |ast
Christmas he'd cone honme for. He'd been nursing a six-pack and the |ate night
novi e when Monma drifted into the famly roomand angrily ordered himto get
back to nowing the lawn. It was the first tinme he'd seen Monma naked in his
life, and the i mage of that shrunken, saggi ng body woul d not | eave him

"I"mjust saying that you should be doing nore, Mchael," Nancy continued.

"I was here when you needed ne," Marsden protested. "I was here to take Monma
to

t he nursing hone."
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"Yes, but that was after the rest of us did all the work--finding a good
hone,

signing all the papers, convincing Papa that this was the best thing to do,
maki ng all the other arrangements."”

"Still, I was here at the end. | did what | had to do," Marsden said,

t hi nki ng

that this had been the story of his life ever since the draft notice had
cone.

Never a choi ce.

They hadn't wanted to upset Momma, so no one had told her about the nursing
hone. Secretly they'd packed her things and | oaded theminto the trunk of
Papa' s

Cadill ac the night before. "Just tell Momma that she's going for another
checkup

at the hospital,’
their

jobs and famlies. But despite her advanced Al zheiner's, Mnma's nmenory was
clear when it came to remenbering doctors' appointnents, and she protested
suspi ci ously the next norning when he and Papa bundl ed her into the car

Momma

had | ooked back over her shoul der at him as they wheel ed her down the hall,
and

her eyes were shadowed with the hurt of betrayal. "You're going to | eave ne
here, aren't you?" she said dully.

The nmenory of that | ook crowded nmenories of Nam from his nightmares.

After that, Marsden had avoided going hone. He did visit Momma briefly when
Papa

had his first stroke, but she hadn't recognized him

Papa had survived his first stroke, and several nonths |later had surprised

t hem

all again and survived his second stroke. But that had been al nost a year ago
fromthe night Marsden and his sister had sat talking in the kitchen while
Papa

dozed in his wheelchair. That first stroke had left himweak on one side; the
second had taken away part of his mind. The family had tried to maintain him

they'd told himto say, and then they had to get hone to



at

hone with live-in nursing care, but Papa's health slowy deteriorated,
physically and nmentally.

It was tine to call for M chael

And M chael cane.

"Besi des," Nancy reassured him "Papa only wants to be near Moma. He stil
insists on trying to get over to visit her every day. You can inmagi ne what a
strain that's been on everyone here."

"I can guess," said Mchael, pouring nore vodka into his gl ass.
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"Where are we goi ng, son?" Papa had asked the next norning, as Marsden lifted
himinto the Cadillac. Papa's vision was al nbst gone now, and his voice was
hard

t o under st and.

"I"'mtaking you to be with Momma for a while," Marsden told him "You want

t hat ,

don't you?"

Papa's dimeyes stared widely at the house as they backed down the driveway.
He

turned to face Mchael. "But when are you bringi ng Momma and me back hone
agai n,

son?"

Never, as it turned out. Marsden paused outside his nother's room w ncing at
the nmenory. Over the past year their various health problenms had continued
their

sl ow and i nexorabl e progress toward oblivion. Meanwhile health care bills had
mushr ooned-- erodi ng i nsurance coverage, the last of their pensions, and a
lifetime's careful savings. It was tine to put the old famly hone on the
market, to make sone disposal of a lifetinme's possessions. It had to be done.
Papa called for M chael

"Don't let themdo this to us, son." The famly held power of attorney now.
"Momma and | want to go hone."

So M chael cane hone.

The white-haired | ady bent doubl e over her wal ker as she inched al ong the
hal | way wasn't watching him Marsden took a long swig of vodka and repl aced
t he

pint bottle. Momma didn't like to see himdrink

She was sitting up in her jerry cart, staring at the tel evision, when Marsden
st epped i nside her roomand cl osed the door. They'd renmoved her dinner tray
but

hadn't cl eaned her up, and bits of food littered the front of her dressing
gown.

She | ooked up, and her sunken eyes showed recognition

"Way, it's Mchael!" She held out her food-sneared arns to him "M baby!"
Mar sden accepted her slobbery hug. "1've cone for you, Monmma," he whi spered
as

Momma began to cry.

She covered her face with her hands and conti nued weepi ng as Marsden stepped
behi nd her and opened the flight bag. The silencer was already fitted to the
H - Standard .22, and Marsden quickly punped three holl ow points through the
back

of his
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nmot her's head. It was over in seconds. Little noise, and surely no pain. No
nor e

pai n.

Marsden | eft his mother slunped over in her jerry cart, picked up his canvas
bag, and cl osed the door. Then he wal ked on down the hall to his father's
room

He went inside. Papa nmust have been getting up and falling again, because he



was

tied to his wheelchair by a bath towel about his waist. "Who's that?" he
munbl ed, turning his eyes toward Marsden

"It's Mchael, Papa. I"'mhere to take you hone."

Papa | ost sphincter control as Marsden untied the knotted towel. He was
trying

to say sonething--it sounded |ike" Bless you, son"--then Marsden | ovingly
shot

himthree times through the back of his skull. Papa would have fallen out of
t he

wheel chair, but Marsden caught him He left himsitting upright with the
Monday

ni ght football game just getting underway on the tube.

Mar sden fi ni shed the vodka, then renoved the silencer fromthe pistol and
repl aced the clip. Shoving the Hi-Standard into his belt, he checked over the
flight bag and left it w th Papa.

He heard the first screans as the el evator door slowy closed. Soneone mnust
have

finally gone to clean Momma's di nner off her

A uni forned security guard--Mrsden hadn't known that Brookcrest enployed
such--was trying to lock the | obby doors. A staff menber was shouting into

t he

recepti on desk phone.

"Hold it, please! Nobody's to |eave!" The guard actually had a revol ver.
Marsden shot himthrough the left eye and stepped over himand through the
gl ass

doors. Marsden regretted this, because he hated to kill needl essly.
Unfortunately, the first police car was slithering into the parking |lot as
Marsden | eft the nursing hone. Marsden continued to wal k away, even when the
car's spotlight pinned him against the bl acktop

"You there! Freeze!"

They nmust have already been called to the hone, Marsden thought. Tine was
short.

W thout breaking stride, he drew his .22 and shot out the spotlight.
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There were still the parking lot lights. Gunfire flashed from behind both
front

doors of the police car, and Marsden sensed the inpact of buckshot and 9nm
slugs. He was | eaping for the cover of a parked car, and two nore police cars
were hurtling into the parking lot, when the twenty pounds of C4 he'd left
with

Papa went off.

The blast lifted Marsden off his feet and fragged himw th shards of gl ass
and

shattered bricks. Brookcrest Health Care Center burst open like the birth of
a

vol cano.

Two police cars were overturned, the other on fire. The nursing hone was
collapsing into flam ng rubble. No human screans coul d be heard through the
t hunder of disintegrating brick and steel

Marsden rolled to his feet, brushing away fragnents of debris. He retrieved
hi s

pistol, but there was no need for it just now H s clothes were in a bad
state

but they could be changed. There was no bl ood, just as he had known there
woul d

not be.

They couldn't kill himin Nam that day in the paddy when he | earned what he
was

and why he was. They couldn't kill himnow



Was it any easier when they were your own | oved ones? Yes, perhaps it was.

M chael Marsden nelted away into the darkness that had | ong ago clainmed him
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St ephen

El i zabet h Massi e

Sone stories cone bursting out of us fully formed, already worked out, down
to

final line, by that strange unconsci ous process only vaguely understood by
even

the best of us. While other tales, perhaps because of the delicate territory
they explore, need to be cattle-prodded into being, shocked and whi pped on
unti |

they function independently. These stories, the tough ones, are usually the
best

ones we're capable of witing-- probably because they need to be dragged

ki cki ng

and screaming into the world. Because they cone fromthe darkest, npst secret
pl aces in ourselves-- fromour engine roons, down there where it's sweaty and
stinking and full of creativity's grine.

Beth Massie's "Stephen" is one of those stories fromone of those places. Wen
I

read her earliest draft, | knew | was onto sonething special, but felt she
needed to travel a bit farther into the dark | and she 'd mapped out for

her sel f

| asked her to rewite it three times, and | wasn't sure she'd put up with ny
demands. But she did, and the results are truly stunning. Born in 1953 in
Virginia, Beth has always lived in that state which is the gateway to the
Sout h.

She's witten lots of short stories for the small press mmgazi nes and severa

ant hol ogi es, and her agent tells nme she's turned in a brilliant first novel
entitled Sineater. | have no fear in predicting Elizabeth Massie will be a
maj or

voi ce in the nineties.
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M chael and Stephen shared a roomat the rehabilitation center. Mchael was a
young man with bright, frantically noving eyes and an outrageous sense of
nonstop, bitter hunor. He had been a student at the center for nore than a
year,

and with his disability, would nost |likely be there nuch |onger. This was
true,

al so, for the others housed on the first floor of the west w ng. Severe
cases,

all of them living at the center, studying food services, auto nechanics,
conput er operating, art, and bookkeepi ng, none of themlikely to secure a job
when rel eased because when hiring the disabl ed, businesses would usually go
for

the students who |ived on east wing and on the second floor. The center had
amazi ng gadgets that all owed people |ike Mchael to work machi nes and press
conput er keys and dabble in acrylics, but the generic factory or office did
not

go in for space-age, hunman-adaptive robotics. And M chael hinself was a m nor
m racle of robotics.

Anne arrived at the center late, nearly ten thirty, although her neeting had
been schedul ed for ten o' clock. The cab dropped her off at the front wal k and
drove away, spraying fine gravel across her heels. Inside her shoes, her toes
wor ked an awkward rhythmthat neither kept them warm nor cal med her down. A
cool

Novenmber wind threw a piece of paper across the wal k before her. On its tai
foll owed the crunbled remai ns of a dead oak leaf. Anne's full skirt flipped
and



caught her legs in a tight enbrace. It tugged, as if trying to pull her
backwar d

and away. In her nouth she tasted hair and sour fear. Wen she raked her
fingers

across her face the hair was gone, but not the fear

The center was large and sterile, a nodern bit of gray stone architecture.
The

| argest building was narked with a sign to the left of the wal kway:

ADM NI STRATI ON AND ADM SSIONS. Al npbst the entire front of this building was
conposed of plate glass with borders of stone. Anne could not see behind the
gl ass for the harsh glare of norning sun, but in the wind the glass seened to
bul ge and ri ppl e.

Li ke a river.

Li ke water.

"Christ."
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Anne scrunched her shoul ders beneath the weight of her coat and gl anced about
for a place to sit and conpose herself. Yes, she was |late, but screw themif
they wanted to conpl ai n about vol unteer help. There were several benches just
of f the wal kway on the [awn, but she didn't want to sit in full view And so
she

took the walk leading to the right, following along until it circled behind

t he

mai n bui | di ng besi de what she assuned was a long, gray stone dornmitory. The
wal k

ended at a paved parking lot, marked off for visitors and deliveries. She
crossed the lot, skirting cars and food trucks and | arge vans equi pped for
haul i ng wheel chairs, heading for a grove of trees on the other side. A lone
man

pushi ng an enpty wheel ed cot crossed in front of Anne and gave her a nod. She
smled slightly and then | ooked away.

The trees across the lot encircled a park. Picnic tables were clustered
beneat h

the | argest of the oaks, and concrete benches nmade a neat border about the

pond

in the center. The pond itself was small, no nore than two acres, but it was
dark and clearly deep. Dead cattails rattled on the water's edge. A short

pi er

jutted into the water fromthe shore, with a weathered rowboat tethered to

t he

end. Leaves bl ew spastic patterns on the black surface.

Anne sat on a bench and w apped her fingers about her knees. There was no one
el se in the park. She | ooked at the brown grass at her feet, then at her
hands

on her knees, and then at the pond. The sight of the bobbing boat and the
dul |

shi mering of the ripples made her stomach clanp. What a raw and ugly thing
t he

pond was.

A cold thing, enticing and deadly, ready to suck soneone under and drag them
down into its lightless depths. Licking and snothering with its stinking
enbr ace.

Phillip would have | oved this pond.

Phillip would have thought it just right.

The fucki ng bastard.

If she was to go to the water's edge, she thought she m ght see his
reflection

there, grinning at her.

But she did not go. She sat on the concrete bench, her fingers turning purple
with the chill, her breath steaming the air. She did not | ook at the pond



agai n,

but at the grass and her knees and the
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picnic tables. She studied the gentle slopes the paths made about the park
al |

accessi bl e to wheel ed neans of novement. Accessible to the people who |ived
here. To the people Anne's nother had protected her fromas a child; who her
nmot her had hurried Anne away fromon the street, whispering in her ear
"Don' t

stare, now, Anne. Polite people don't react. Do you hear ne?

"There but for the grace of God go you, Anne. Don't |ook now. It's not nice."
Anne cl osed her eyes, but the vision of the park and the tables and the

sl oped

pat hways stayed inside her eyes. She could hear the wind on the pond.

"Dam you, Modther," she said. "Dam you, Phillip."

She sat for another twenty m nutes.

When she crossed the parking | ot again, her eyes in the sun and her hands in
her

pockets, her nuscles were steeled and her face carried a tight, professiona
smile.

Janet Warren wel comed Anne into the center at ten fifty-six, barely
nment i oni ng

the tardi ness. She took Anne into her office, and, as assistant

admi ni strator,

expl ai ned the functions of the center. She gave Anne a brief summary of the
students wi th whom Anne woul d work, then |led her off to the west wing.

Anne entered M chael's room after Janet gave an obligatory tap on the door

M chael grunted and Anne wal ked in, still holding her coat, which Janet had
offered to take, clutched tightly to her stomach.
"M chael ," said Janet to the man on the bed. "This is Mss Zaccaria, the |ady

I

said would be coming to help us out."

M chael propped up on his el bow, straightening hinself, patting his bl anket
down

about the urinary bag as if it were an egg in an Easter basket. He gave Anne
a

wi de grin.
"Well, if it ain't nmy dreamlady come to see ne in the flesh!" he crowed.
"Are

you real or just a vision of delight?"

Anne |icked her lips and | ooked back at Janet Warren. "Thank you, Ms.
War r en.

"Il be fine now. 1'lIl let you know if we need anything."

"Hell, | know what | need," said Mchael. "And she's standi ng
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right in front of ne.

Janet nodded, her notion seenming to be both acknow edgnment of what Anne had
sai d

and a sisterly confirmation of what she had cone to do. Janet turned and |eft
the room

"Cone on," said Mchael, and Anne | ooked back at him

"Come on? What do you nmean?" There was only a snmall confort in her

pr of essi ona

ability at conversation. It wasn't enough to overcome her disconfort at

seei ng

t he physical formof Mchael before her. He was |egless, wth hipbones
flattened

into a shovel -shaped protrusion. The thin bl anket enphasized rather than hid
hi s

| ower deformity. He was nmissing his right armto the el bow, and there was no



left armat all. A steel hook clipped the air in cadence with the blinking of
M chael ' s eyes.

"Come on and tell nme. You ain't really no shrink, are you? | was expecting
some

shrivel ed-up old bitch. You really is ny dream!lady, ain't you?"

Anne focused on M chael's face and took a slow breath. "No, sorry," she said.
"I"mfrom Associ ated Psychological. I'ma clinical social worker."

M chael grappled with a button and pressed it with the point of his hook. The
bed rolled toward Anne. She held her position

"No, you ain't. | dreamed about you |last night. Dreaned | still had ny parts
and

you was eating themnice as you pl ease.™

Anne's face went instantly hot. She could have ki cked herself for not being
ready for anything. "I was told you' ve had a rough tine these past nonths,"
she

said. "Not getting along with the other students |ike you used to do. I'd
like

to help."

"Sure. Just sit on nmy face for a few hours.™

Anne gl anced at the w thered body, then back at his face. O all the students
she woul d be working with through the vol unteer-outreach program M chael was

the nost disabled. "Is that all you think about, M chael ? Sex?"

"When it comes to sex," he said, "all | can do is think." He | aughed out | oud
and wheel ed closer. "You |ike me?"

"I don't know you yet. | hope we'll like each other."

"Why you here? W got shrinks. Two of them You on a field trip?"

270

"Field trip?"

"You know, like them school kids. Sonetinmes the | ocal schools bring in their
junior high kids. Show them around. Let themtake little |ook-sees. Tell them
i f

they are bad enough and dive into shallow | akes or don't wear their seat
bel ts,

God' || nake themjust like us."

Anne cl eared her throat and | oosened her coat fromher waist. "First of all
['m

here on a volunteer program Until the new center is finished down state,
there

will continue to be nore students than can be properly provided for. The
center

called on our association to help out temporarily. You are a student with
whom

|'ve been asked to work."

"Student." M chael spat out the word. "I'mthirty-one and I'mcalled a
goddam

student."

"Second,"” Anne said, "I'mnot on a field trip. I"'mnot here to stare. |I'm
here

to help."

M chael shook his head, then eased off his el bow to a supine position. "So
who

el se is on your |ist besides ne?"

Anne opened the fol ded paper Janet had given her. "Randy Carter, Julia
Powel | ,

Cora Grant--"

"Cora'll drive you ape shit. She lost half her brain in sone gun accident."”
"And Ardie Wiitesell. | might like Cora, Mchael. Don't forget, | don't know
her

yet, either."

M chael sighed. "I don't need no shrink. Wat the fuck's your nane?"



"M ss Zaccaria."

"Yeah, well, I'mokay. | don't need no shrink. Don't need one any nore than
old

room e over there." Mchael tilted his head on his pillow, indicating a
curtained corner of the room

"Room e?"

"Roommate. He don't need no shrink, neither. | don't 'cause | got things al
figured out in this world. Nothing a little nookie can't cure." M chael

| ooked

at Anne and winked. "And room e over there, he don't need one 'cause he's in
some kind of damm conma. Not nuch fun to have around, you know. "
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Anne frowned, only then aware of the mechanical sounds softly emanating from
t he

corner. The drawn curtain was stiff and white, hanging fromthe ceiling-high
rod

like a starched shroud. "Wat's wong with your roonmate?"

"Hell, what ain't wong? Cone over here." Wth a hissing of his arm M chael
rose again and clutched the bed switch, tapping buttons in a short series,
and

the bed spun around. The legless nman rolled to the curtain. Anne foll owed.

M chael shifted onto his right side and took the curtain in his hook

" St ephen' s

been here longer'n me. He ain't on no shrink's list." Mchael pulled the
curtain

back.

It was not registering what was before her that allowed her to focus on it as
| ong as she did. There were machines there, a good nunber of them crowded
around a tiny bed like rumbling and humm ng steel wolves about a | one prey.
Al um num racks stood on cl awed feet, heavy bags of various colored |iquids
hangi ng fromthem oozing their contents into thin, clear tubes. A portable
heart mnonitor beeped. Behind it, a utility sink held to the wall, various
antiseptics and lotions and balns cluttering the shelf above. The rails of

t he

bed were pulled up to full height. At one end of the mattress was a thin

bl anket, fol ded back and tucked down. And at the other end, a thin pillow
And

St ephen.

Anne's coat and paper dropped to the floor. "Ch, ny dear God."

"Weird, huh? | call himHead Honcho. | think he nust be some doctor's
experiment, you know, keeping himalive and all. Don't it beat all?"

On the pillow was a head, with black curled hair. Attached to the head, a
neck,

and below that a small piece of naked, ragged chest, barely |large enough to
house a heart and single lung. The chest heaved and shuddered, wires pul sing
i ke obscene fishernmen's lines. That was all there was of Stephen

Anne's heart constricted painfully. She stepped backward.

"Nurses don't like him Can't stand to touch him though they shave himevery
t hree days. Doctor checks himnearly every day. Head Honcho don't do not hi ng
but

breathe. He ain't nuch but at |east he don't conplain about ny nmusic."

M chael

| ooked at Anne.

Anne turned away. Her stomach cl enched, throwing fouled bile
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into her throat.

"Hey, you | eaving?"

"I need to see the others," she managed. And she went out of the west wing to
the faculty rest room where she |ost her control and her [unch

It was three days before Anne could bring herself to visit the center again.



The

AP partners were asking her for her volunteer hours chart, and as the newest
menber of the firm she couldn't shrug it off. And so she returned. Her pul se
was heavy in her neck and the nuscles of her back were tight, but she decided
she woul d not allow herself nore than passing acknow edgnment of them

She talked with Cora in the art room Cora had little to say, but seened

pl eased

with the attention Anne gave her painting. Randy was in the recreation hal
with

Ardie, playing a heated ganme of billiards wheeling about the table with teeth
gritted and chins hovering over cue sticks. Anne told themshe'd visit |ater
after the match. Julia was shopping with her daughter, and M chael was in the
pool on a red inner tube.

"Hey, M ss Zaccarial!" he called when he saw Anne peering through the

wat er - st eamred gl ass of the door. "Want to come in for a swin? |I'mfaster in

t he

water. Bet | could catch you in a split second. What do you say?"

Anne pushed the door open and felt the onslaught of chlorine-heated mst. She
did not go any closer to the pool. "I never learned to swm M chael

Besi des,

I'"mnot exactly dressed for sw nmng."

"I don't want you dressed for swi mrng. What fun would that be?"

Anne wi ped noi sture from her forehead. "How | ong do you plan to swi n? |

t hought

we could visit outside. The day's turned out pretty fair. It's not as cold as
it

has been."

"I'"'mfinished now, ain't I, C ndy?"

The pool side attendant, who had been wat ching M chael spin around on his

t ube,

shrugged. "If you say so." She pulled Mchael's wheeled bed fromthe wall and
noved it to the pool steps. "Get over to the side so | can get you out."

"Hey, M ss Zaccaria, do me a favor. My blue jacket is in ny
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room It's one of those Menbers Only things. Anyway, |'mnot real crazy about
wi nd, even when it's warm Wuld you get the jacket for nme? Door's unl ocked."
Anne' s head was noddi ng as she thought, Ch, Christ, yes, | mnd. "No

probl em"

she said. She left the pool, telling herself the curtain was drawn.

They woul d al ways keep the curtain drawn.

M chael 's door was indeed unl ocked. The students of the center kept val uables
in

a communal vault, and the staff moved about the floor frequently, so chances
of

theft were slim Anne went into the room expecting the jacket to be in plain
sight, prepared to lift it coolly and | eave with her self-esteemintact.

But she did not see the jacket.

She checked M chael's snall dresser, behind the straightbacked visitor's
chair,

in the plastic |laundry basket beside the vacant spot where M chael's bed
rested

at night. It was not there.

Anne | ooked at the curtained corner. Certainly the jacket would not be behind
the curtain. There was no reason to go there, no reason to | ook

She wal ked to the curtain and edged over to the henmed corner of the heavy
material. It's not over there, she thought. Her hands began to sweat. She
coul d

not swal | ow.

She pulled the curtain back slowy. And |let her gaze nove to the bed.

Again, it was a flash image that recorded itself on her startled retinas



before

she | ooked away. The head was in the same place, eyes closed, dark hair in
flat

curls. The neck. The breathing, scarred half chest. Anne stared at the sink
counting, rubbing thunbs against index fingers, cal mng herself. She would
| ook

for Mchael's jacket. There was a chair like that on Mchael's side, and a
| aundry basket, although this one held no clothes, only white towels and
washcl oths. By the wall beside the sink was a pile of clothing, and Anne

st epped

closer to search through it. There were shirts, nmpstly, several pairs of
shorts

and underwear. And a blue jacket. Anne picked it up. She | ooked back at the
smal | bed.

And the eyes in the head were open, and they were | ooking at her.
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Anne's fingers clenched, driving nails into her palns. She blinked, and

gl anced

back at the pile of clothes, pretending she hadn't seen the eyes. Chills
rai sed

tattoos up her shoul ders, and adrenaline spoke loudly in her veins: |eave now
Her hands shook as they pawed through the clothes on the floor, acting as

t hough

she had nore to find. Cal mdown. And |eave.

But the voi ce nade her stop.

"I didn't nmean to stare,” it said.

Anne flinched, and slowly stood straight. She | ooked at the bed.

The eyes were still open, still watching her

Her own nout h opened before she had a chance to stop it, and she said, "I was

| ooking for Mchael's jacket.
did

not say anything. It can't talk. It's comatose. It's brain dead. Leave now
The eyes blinked, and Anne saw the nuscles on the neck contract in a
swal | owi ng

reflex. "Yes," it said. And the eyes closed. The whol e ragged body seened to
shudder and shrink. It had gone to sl eep again.

The jacket worked in Anne's fingers. Mchael was in the pool, waiting for
her .

It's brain dead, Anne. Get hold of yourself. "Stephen?" she whispered.

But it did not open its eyes, nor nove, and Anne took the jacket down to the
pool where M chael was fumi ng about on his bed, spinning circles around the
yawni ng attendant.

"So | store ny stuff on Stephen's side of the room 'cause he don't conplain
none. And when | get visitors they don't think I'ma slob. Nurses don't care.
I

get the stuff fromover there into my |laundry basket when its really dirty."
Anne was in Mchael's visitor's chair. He was on his side, his gaze

al ternating

bet ween her, his hook, and the curtain.

"He's never conpl ained to you?"

M chael chuckl ed shallowy. "You serious? He's in a coma, | told you already.
Listen to this, if you don't believe me." M chael reached for the sleek black
cassette player on the nightstand beside the bed. He pushed the switch, and
an

i nstant bl ast of heavy rock shattered the air. Above the shrieking guitars
and

poundi ng
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per cussi on, Anne could hear the sudden, angry calls fromthe nei ghboring
students.

Leave now cried the adrenaline. That thing



"CGo, | ook, quick," Mchael shouted over the nusic. "Go see before those
damed

nurses get here."

Anne shook her head, snmiling tightly, brushing off the suggestion

M chael woul d have none of it. "Shit, just go on and | ook at Dead- Head
Honcho. "

"I don't think it's ny place to bother him™"

"CGet on now, the nurses are coming. | hear them damm squeaki ng shoes down the
hal 1"

Anne got up and | ooked behind the curtain. The head was silent and
noti onl ess.

The eyes were cl osed.

"What'd | tell you? Deaf, dunb, blind, and in a coma. Sounds |like hell to ne,
and God knows | seen hell up close myself."

"You have?" Anne went back to her chair. "Wat do you mean, you've seen it up
cl ose?"

"Look at nme, M ss Zaccaria. You think the love of the Lord do this to me?"
There were then three nurses' heads at the door, clustered on the frame |ike
Japanese beetles on a rose stem "Turn that down, Mchael, or the player's
ours

for the next week."

"Shit," said Mchael. He grappled the button; pushed it off. "I ain't no
goddam
student!" he told the nurses who were already gone. "It's my business how | oud

I
play ny nusic!"

"Tell me about your accident," said Anne. But she was thinking: Hell, oh
yes,
it must be Iike hell, living in a conma.

But he's not in a coma. He is conscious. He is alive.

And when you are already in hell, what is hell to that?

Her next session with M chael was cancel ed because he was in the infirmary
with

the flu. And so Anne sought out Julia and spent an hour with her, and then
with

Cora, who did not want to talk but wanted Anne to paint a picture of a horse
for

her. Randy and Ardie were again at the billiard table and woul d have not hi ng
to

do with her. Then she visited the faculty |ounge, and listened with feigned
interest to the disgruntled banter and rehab shopt al k.
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A few questions were directed her way, and she answered themas cordially as
possi bl e, but she wanted to tal k about Stephen. She wanted to know what they
knew.

But she could not make herself bring up the subject. And so she went to the
west

wi ng, and let herself into Mchael's unl ocked room

She went to the curtain and took the edge in her fingers. Her face itched but
she shook it off. No, said the adrenaline. "Yes," she said. And she pulled

t he

curtain back.

The tubes flowed, nutrients in, wastes out. The nonitor beeped. Bags dri pped
and

punps grow ed softly. Anne noved to the end of the bed. She forced herself to
see what was before her, what she needed to see, and not be distracted by the
machi nery about it.

The flesh of the chest twitched slightly and irregularly with the work of the
wires. Every few seconds, the shuddering breath. It would be cold, Anne

t hought ,



yet the bl anket was fol ded back at the foot of the bed, a regul atory piece of
i nen which served no purpose to the formon the pillow. Wth the wires and
tubes, a blanket would be a hindrance. The neck did not nove; swall owi ng was
for

t he wakeful. The head as well did not nove, except for the faint pulsing of

t he

nostrils, working mndlessly to performits assigned job.

Anne noved her hands to the railing of the bed. She slid around, noving al ong
the side to the head of the bed. Her feet felt the floor cautiously as if the
tiles m ght creak. She reached the pillow, her hands fell fromthe railing.
Her

face itched and again she refused to give into it.

Thr ough fear-chapped lips, she said, "Stephen?" The nonitor beeped. The chest
qui ver ed.

" St ephen?”

The sl eeping face drew up as if in pain, and then the eyes opened. As the
lids

wi dened, the nuscles of the cheeks seened to ease. He blinked. H s eyes were
sl ate bl ue.

"I hope |I'm not bothering you," she said.

"No," he said. And the eyes fluttered cl osed, and Anne thought he was asl eep
again. Her hands went to her face and scratched anxiously. She pulled them
down.
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St ephen' s eyes opened. "No, you aren't bothering me. Why woul d you think

t hat ?"

"You were sleeping.”

"I always sleep."

"Ch," Anne said.

"You' ve been spending time with Mchael. What do you think of hin®"

"He's ... fine. It's good to spend tine with him"

The head nodded, barely, sliding up and down the pillow, obviously an effort.
"You are M ss Zaccaria."

"Anne, " she said.

"Anne," he repeated. Hi s eyes cl osed.

"Do you want ne to go now?"

H s eyes renained closed. "If you w sh."
"Do you want nme to?"
"No. "

And so she stood those very |long mnutes, watching Stephen slip into sleep,
trying to absorb the reality of what was before her, counting the beepings of
the heart nonitor.

Agai n the eyes opened. "You are still here."

"Yes."

"How | ong has it been?"

"Only a few mnutes. "

"I"'msorry."

"No, that's all right. I don't mind."

St ephen sighed. "Wy don't you sit? There is a chair over there sonewhere.”
"Il stand."

"Mchael is wong. | do mind his music. | hate it."

"I could ask himto keep it down."

"It's not the volume. It is the nusic. Music was created for novenent, for

i nvol venent. | feel a straightjacket around ny soul when M chael plays his
nmusi c. "

Anne said nothing for a noment. Stephen | ooked away from her, and then back
agai n.

"Why do you let themthink you are comat ose?" Anne asked.

"That way | can sleep. Wen | sleep, there are dreans."
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"What kind of dreams?"

"Ever the clinical social worker," said Stephen. And for the first tinme, a
smal |

smle crossed his lips. Anne smled also. "That's nme," she said. "My dreans
are

ny own," he said. "I would never share them" "All right."
"And | would not ask you to share yours," he said. "No," said Anne. "I'm
tired,"

he said. And when she was certain he was asl eep once again, Anne left.

"I liked college, ny studies there. The psyche of the human is so infinite
and

fascinating. | thought | could do sonmething with all 1'd | earned. But I
wasn' t

smart enough to becone a doctor."

"How do you know?"

Anne shrugged. "I know "

"And so you are a therapist," said Stephen.

"Yes. It's inportant. Hel ping people.”

"How do you hel p?"

"I listen to them | help themfind new ways of seeing situations."

"Do you like your patients?"

"I don't call thempatients. They are clients."

"Do you like then?"

"M chael asked ne sonething |like that when we first net. He wanted to know if
I

liked him"

"Do you?"

Anne crossed her feet and angl ed her face away from Stephen. There was a |int
ball on the floor by the bed. The nurses and orderlies were obviously not
qui ck

about their business here.

"Of course | do," she answered.

"That's good. If you |like people you can help them™

"That's not a prerequisite, though. Liking them"

Stephen cl osed his eyes nmonentarily. Then he | ooked at Anne again. "You have
a

husband?"

"No. "

"A boyfriend, certainly.”
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"No, not really. I've not wanted one." Anne hesitated. "It's not what you
t hi nk. "

"What do | think?"

"That 1'ma | esbhian or sonething."

"I haven't thought that."

"“I'"'mnot . "

"You have famly, though."

Anne's crossed arnms drew in closer. Fanmily, yes, she did. God knows what
wonder s

she coul d have acconplished had it not been for her beloved famly

"A nother," she said. "An older brother."

"What are their names?"

"My nother is Audrey. My brother ... "Suddenly Anne was acutely aware of the
utility sink behind her. She could see it brinmming with water, cold water
stopped up and ready. ... "My brother's nane is Phillip."

"Are you cl ose?"

Anne's shoul ders flinched at the nearness of the sink. Dark water; thick
stinking, and hungry water. Eager. She swallowed, then | ooked down at her
hands.

Pat heti c things, she thought. She flexed them Goddamn it all. She | ooked up



at

Stephen. Hi s forehead was creased, with a barely discernible shadow over his
eyes.

"Sure," she said. "We're close.”

Then Stephen went to sleep. Anne stared at the dust ball and at the tubes
runni ng from beneath Stephen's ribs. And her fingers, wanting to nove
forward,

wer e stopped, and were | ocked onto her lap like a colony of trapped souls.
Janet Warren was chuckling as she ushered Anne into the office. "It's no big
deal ," she said, obviously seeing through Anne's tight smle. "Honestly, |

j ust

want to talk with you for a mnute."

Anne took one of the chairs that sat before the desk; Janet sat on the edge
of

t he desk.

"It's Julia," Janet said.

Anne recrossed her arnms and frowned slightly. "Julia? Wat's wong with her?"
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"Now, don't get me wong. Sorry, | don't need to talk with you like that. You
know what you're doing, you know how people react sometines. |'msure you' ve
had

clients freak out during sessions, things |like that."

Anne said, "Certainly."

"Julia went a little crazy after your last visit. She started throw ng

t hi ngs;

she even threatened bodily harmto herself if you cane back again."

"Ms. Warren, certainly you don't think--"

"I don't think anything, Anne. We're in this together, remenber? Julia has

al ways been easily set off. It seens you rem nd her of sonmeone she hated back
when she was a child. In school, sonewhere back then. You've done not hing

W ong.

As a matter of fact, you seemto be making real progress with M chael."

Anne tapped the rug lightly with the ball of her foot. "Mchael likes to joke
around. | seemto be a good receptacle for that."

"So be it," said Janet. "That could be just what he needs at this point."
"Yes, | believe so."

"So what | wanted to say was just forget about Julia for the tine being. 'l
get anot her vol unteer assigned to her. Wth your own work at the association
I"'msure a smaller volunteer |oad won't disappoint you."

Anne nodded, stood, and started for the door. She turned back. "Ms. Warren
what do you know about Stephen?”

" St ephen?”

"M chael's roommate. "

"Ah, yes," Janet said. She slipped fromthe desk top and went around the desk
to
the swivel chair. She did not sit. "It may sound bad to say that we assigned

M chael to that room because we didn't think any other student could tolerate
M chael and his noods. Stephen's in a coma; you probably already know about
that. We have brain waves, and they seem quite active, but who can figure
what

ki nds of unconscious states the human can fall into? But whatever it is,

St ephen

is not to be disturbed. | would appreciate it if you would remind M chael to
stay on his side of the curtain.”

"OfF course | will," said Anne.
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"Thanks. "

Anne | ooked out the office door, toward the activity in the main hall.
Severa
wheel chaired students were talking with visitors; famly, possibly. She



| ooked

again at Janet. "Before Stephen cane here, who was he? | mean, what did he
do?"

Janet sat and dug her fingers beneath a pile of manila folders, in search of
a

particul ar one. "What? Ch, music, he was a mnusician. A pianist. On the way up
I

was told. Into classical concerts, things like that. A pity."

It felt as though cold water had been poured over Anne's lungs. She held her
breath and slid her balled fists into her pockets. "And what," she began
"happened to hinP"

The phone burred on the desk, and Janet rai sed an apol ogetic hand to Anne
before

pi cking up the receiver. She dropped to her seat with her "hello," and Anne
| eft

the office.

M chael seened glad to be out of the infirmary. He waggl ed his eyebrows at
Anne

as she cane into the roomand rai sed hinself up on his el bow. "M ss Zaccaria
Did you mss me?"

Anne sat in the visitor's chair. "Sure, Mchael. Are you feeling better?"

M chael snorted. "Not a whole hell of a lot better, but enough to get ne out
of

there. God, you should see the nurses they have for us sick students. The old
ones all look like marines, and the young ones |look like willing virgins.

Li ke

going fromhot to cold and back to hot again all the tine. It's enough to pop
your nads, if you got sone."

"Are you well enough to start back into the el ectronics progran? You haven't
done anything for nearly a nonth; and you know you can't stay unless you are
wor ki ng toward a future."”

"I"ve been sick. | had ny enotional problens, right? | nean, you can vouch
for

that. That's why you're here."

Anne scratched her calf. "You have to | ook at your goals, Mchael. Wthout
goal s

you just stay put in time and don't nake progress."

"I got a goal."

"What's that?"
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"To get my butt scratched. You ever scratch your butt with a hook?"

Anne shook her head.

"You scratch nmy butt for me, Mss Zaccaria?"

"M chael, don't start--"

"I ain't trying to be gross, honest. | just got an itch."

"M chael, it's not nmy place to do that. There are nurses."

"Tell me about it. Okay, then ny back. You scratch my back? Pl ease?"

Anne felt her hands catch her elbows. She sat straight, shifting as far from
M chael as she could without getting up fromthe chair. "I'mnot supposed to.'
" \Npy 2"

"I just can't. It's not professional. Therapists aren't supposed to touch
clients.”

"I"'mnot talking like you being my shrink now Just ny friend. Please. MWy
back

itches."

"No, M chael ."

M chael was silent for a nmonent. He | ooked away from Anne, and studied a

fai nt

spot on his blanket. Wen he | ooked back, his face was pinched. "I ain't

trying



to be gross,'
ne?"

Anne, slowly, shook her head.

"Pl ease,"” he said. "Nobody ever wants to touch ne."

"I can't," said Anne.

M chael watched her, and then with a quick notion, he reached out and jabbed
t he

pl ay button on his tape player. Shrieking nusic cut the air. "Fine," he cried
over it. "Sorry | asked. | didn't nean it, anyway. It was a joke. A butt
scratch, shit, | just wanted a butt scratch for sonme jollies is all."

And then the nurses cane and threatened M chael and he turned the nusic off.
"One of the last sets of visitors | had was quite a long time ago, said

St ephen.

he said softly. "How about my face? Can you scratch ny nose for

"But it is one I'll never forget." He blinked, and his dark brows drew

t oget her,

than apart. A strand of black, curled hair had been noved nearly into his
eye,

and Anne wonder ed
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what it would be like to reach out and push it back. "They were froma

chur ch.

Pent ecostal sonething. Holiness something. Young people, all of them Neatly
dressed, each in a pure white outfit that nmade ne think of angry young
angel s.

Even their Bibles were white. They didn't want to be here; | could hear them
whi spering behind the curtain. They were very frightened. But the |eader, a
young girl of about eighteen, quieted them saying 'Even as you do it unto

t he

| east of the flock you do it unto Jesus.' And in they cane, smles flashing.
The

girl told me | needed to turn ny life around, | needed to turn to the Lord. |
told her | wasn't turning anywhere, couldn't she see that? She becane
flustered

with ny responses, then furious. | believe | was supposed to shake in the
presence of their godly and bodily whol eness. Her face was as pal e as her

dr ess.

When she finally ushered out her little group, she told me, 'You better
accept

the I ove of the Lord. There isn't anyone else in this world who would | ove
somet hing |like you.""

"Christ, Stephen."”

"No, it's all right,"” he said. H's eyes closed, held, then opened slightly.
"1t

was a long tinme ago."

"You said one of the last sets of visitors were the church people. W were
t he

| ast ?"

"Two insurance sal esnen. | saw who they were, and went to sleep. | think they
were nore than relieved. |'ve been asleep nost of the tinme since.”

" St ephen. "

"It"'s all right," he said. "Really."

Stephen shut his eyes. Anne watched his face. The nurses had done only a fair
job of shaving. There was a snmall red cut on his chin. Then Stephen | ooked at
her .

"Why woul dn't you touch M chael ?'

Anne started. "You were listening."

"Yes."

"I can't. It's not part of the job, you know. People mght take it the wong
way. "

"Why are you a counsel or, Anne?"



"So | can help people.™
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"There are lots of ways to help. Doctors, physical therapists, teachers."
"Yes." But they have to touch people. | can't touch, not now, not ever.
Phillip

touched me. Sweet God, he touched me and touching is nothing but pain and ..
"Your fam |y hoped you'd be a counsel or?"

"No, | don't think it mattered to them" ... anger and di sgust. Touching is
filth, degradation. It is losing control. Anne's feet were planted squarely
on

the floor. She was ready to run. Touching is cold and hateful, like putrid,
bl ack water.

"Tell me about your famly."

"I already did."

"You have a nother. A brother."

"I already did!" Anne's hand flew to her mouth and pressed there. She had

screanmed. "Ch, God," she said then. "lI'msorry."

"It"'s all right."

Anne's throat felt swollen. She swallowed and it hurt. "I didn't nean to
shout .

It was rude."”

"It"'s all right."

" St ephen,” Anne began, and then hesitated. She inched herself forward on her
chair. Stephen's eyes watched her calmy, and they were not eyes of a blue
and

frightening ocean, but of a blue and clear sky. She saw an under st andi ng

t here,

and she wanted to reach out for it.

She wanted it, but knew the only way to have it was to touch it.

She sat back. "Good night, Stephen," she said.

"Good night," he answered. And he slept.

Randy was being released fromthe center. The staff threw hima good-bye
party,

conplete with balloons and ridicul ous hats and noi senmakers whi ch Randy

pr et ended

to hate but obviously |loved. He made a point of hooting his paper horn into
t he

ear of everyone present. Randy had |landed a job in the camera room of the

| ocal

newspaper. His going away gift was a franed, fake newspaper front page,
conpl ete

with the headline "RANDY MYERS, AKA CLARK KENT, SECURES PCSI TI ON AT DAI LY
PRESS. " Beneath the
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caption was a |large black and white photo of Randy, cigar in teeth, |eaning
over

the billiard table. A cue stick was in his hand.

"I taught himeverything he knows," said Mchael, as he | ooped about anong

t he

partiers. "He ought to take me with him or he'll just make a mess of things."

Anne left in the mdst of the hubbub and went down to the pond behind the
admi ni stration building. The sky was overcast, and mi st covered the al gaed
wat er .

Water, the dark trough of fears

She stood beside the edge. The wind buffeted her

Her mind, wearied, could not hold back the rush of nenories.

Phillip, as a boy, touching Anne in secret. First as a gane, then as an
obsession. Anne growing up; Phillip growi ng up ahead of her, and his touching
becom ng even nore cruel. H s body heavy and harsh; his i mense organ tearing
into her relentlessly. Anne crying each night, knowi ng he would cone to her



and

woul d have no | ove for anything except the sensation of his own expl osive
rel ease. Phillip swearing that if she told anyone, he would kill her

Anne, prom sing herself over and over that if she was not killed, she would
never let this happen again. She would not touch or be touched.

And then cane the night when Phillip decided bl ood would nake it nore

r ewar di ng.

He was tired of the sane old thing; he said he was going to change Anne j ust
a

little, like a scul ptor changing a piece of clay to make it better. Wth the
door | ocked and his underwear in Anne's nouth, he carved. He took off her
little

toes, stopping the blood with matches and suturing with his nother's sew ng
kit.

He decorated her abdonen with a toothed devil face into which he rubbed ink
from

Anne's cartridge pen. Across her breasts he etched, "Don't fuck with nme." The
ink finished it off.

The next norning, Mther wanted to know why there were stains on the sheets.
She

accused Anne of having a boyfriend in at night. She shook Anne until the
conf essi on was nade. Anne took off her nightgown and her slippers. Mot her
shrieked and wail ed, clutching her hair and tearing hunks out. Then she said,
"The grace of God has left you! You are one of those deforned creatures!™
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Mot her confronted Phillip.

Phillip killed Mdther in the tub that evening with scal ding water and an old
shower curtain.

Then he had found Anne, hiding in the garage.

Anne doubl ed over and gagged on the bank of the pond. She could still taste
t he

sludge and the slime fromso many years ago. She drove her fists into the
wal |

of her ribs, and with her head spinning, she retched violently. At her feet
| ay

brown | eaves, stirred into tiny, spiraling patterns by the wind and the
spattering of her own vonit.

She wi ped her mouth. She stood up. Her vision wavered, and it was difficult
to

stand straight.

She made her way to M chael's room

M chael 's tape player was on the bed table. Mchael had left it on, though
softly, and as Anne picked it up she could feel the faint hanmering of the
per cussi on. The player was slender and cool and Anne could wrap both hands
about

it easily. Much like Phillip's cock, when she was just a young girl. Wth a
single jerk, she pulled the cord fromthe wall. The table teetered, then
crashed

to the floor. The nusic died in md-beat.

Anne haul ed the player, cord dragging, to Stephen's side of the room There
was

sweat on her neck, and it dripped to her breasts and tickled like roach |egs.
She ignored it. Stephen was asleep. Anne threw the player into the sink and
it

shattered on the dulled enanel.

"This is for you, Stephen," she said. "No nore nusic. You won't have to

suf fer

it anynore."

She ran the water until the heat of it steamed her face and stung her eyes.
She



grabbed up the pieces of broken player and squeezed them Sharp edges cut
into

her hands and she |l et the blood run

"And this is for you, Phillip. Goddamm you to whatever hell there is in this
world or the next."

She | ooked at Stephen's bed. He was awake, and watchi ng her

"Anne, " he said.

Anne wi ped her nmouth with the back of her hand. Bl ood streaked her chin.
"Tell me, Anne."”
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"My brother killed my nother. Then he tried to kill ne."
"Tell me."

Anne | ooked at the dead player in the sink. The hot water continued to run
Anne

could barely catch her breath in the heat. She stepped back and Iicked the

bl ood

fromher hands. "He tried to kill me. He was fucking me. Ever since | can
renmenber, he was fucking nme, hurting ne, and enjoying it |ike any other boy
woul d enj oy baseball." She turned to Stephen and held out her wounded hands.
"Touching is wong. And he knew it. Wen Mther found out, he killed her. He
took me down the back road to the water treatnment plant and threw nme into the

settling pool. It was not deep, but | could not swm and the bottom was
slick

with sludge and it was rancid, Stephen, it was sewage and garbage, and

sl i pped

under and under and every time | came up Phillip would | ean over the rail and

hit me with a broomhandle. It was night, and | could no | onger tell the

di fference between- up and down, it was all black and putrid and | couldn't
breathe. Phillip kept hitting me and hitting ne. My blood ran into the sewage
and when | screamed | swal |l owed t he sludge.™

Anne noved cl oser to Stephen's bed, her hands raised.

"Someone heard us. Phillip was stopped and arrested. | spent a good deal of
tine

in the hospital, with concussions and infections."

St ephen wat ched bet ween her bl oodi ed hands and her face.

"I wanted to help people,” Anne said. "I don't think |I ever can. Phillip has
seen to that."

"Yes, you can."

"Tell me, Stephen. What can | do for you?"

St ephen sighed silently, his chest lifting then falling. His head rolled
slightly to the left, and he stared at the |ight above the bed.

"Love ne," he said finally.

"I do, Stephen.”

H s eyes blinked, the light reflecting tiny sparks. He | ooked back at Anne.
Hs

nmout h opened, then closed. His jaw fl exed and he licked his lips with his dry
tongue. "Love ne," he said.

Anne hesitated. Then slowy, she lowered the side rail of the bed. She knelt
besi de the bed and put her head onto the pill ow
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besi de Stephen. For a nonent she held still, and then she brought her hand up
to

touch Stephen's lips with her fingers. They did not nove, yet she could fee
t he

soft blowi ng of his breath on her skin.

She noved back then. Stephen watched her. Then he said, "You knew about ny
nusic. "

Anne nodded.

"My dreanms are different now "

Anne nodded.



After a long nonment, he said, "Anne, love ne." H's voice was certain, Kkind,
and

sad.

Anne touched her face and it was hot and wet with the steam and her own
sweat .

She touched Stephen's face and it was fevered. She traced his cheekbone, his
chin, his throat, and the danp, tendoned contour of his neck. She |et her
pal m

join her fingers, and felt slowy along his flesh anong the nyriad of tapes
and

tubes and wires. \Wen she reached his heart, she pressed down. The beating
qui ckened with the pressure, and Stephen npaned.

"That hurt," Anne said.

"No. "

Anne stood straight. She unbuttoned her blouse and let it drop from her

shoul ders. She could not | ook at Stephen for fear of revulsion in his eyes.
She

renoved her bra, and then slipped fromher skirt and panties.

She | ooked at Stephen, and thought she saw hi m nod.

Anne clinbed onto the foot of the bed. Beneath her knees the fol ded, unused
bl anket was col d. She noved forward, and bent over Stephen's body. Around her
and beside her was the tangle of supports. Her body prickled; the veins in

t he

backs of her hands flushed with icy fire. She tried to reach Stephen, but the
web hel d her back.

"I can't," she said.

St ephen | ooked at her.

"These are in the way. | can't."

He sai d not hing.

And Anne, one by one, renoved the web that kept her fromhim She |oosened

t he

wi res, she withdrew the needles, she pulled out the tubes. She touched the
brui ses and the marks on the pale
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skin. "I do love you," she said.

Anne lay with Stephen. Her hands were at first soft and tentative, then grew
urgent, caressing his body, caressing her own. As she touched and probed and
clutched, her fingers becane his fingers. Gentle, intelligent fingers

st udyi ng

her and | ovi ng her.

Heal i ng her.

She rode the current, rising and falling, her eyes closed. Stephen kissed her
lips as she brought themto him and her breasts as well, and as she lifted

upward, he kissed the trenbling, hot wetness between her thighs. She
stretched

her arms outward, reaching for the world, and then brought them down and
about

hersel f and Stephen, pulling inward to where there was nothing but them bot h.
H s breathing was heavy; her heart thundered. An electrical charge humed in
t he

pit of her stomach. It swelled and spread, noving downward. Anne opened her
mouth to cry out silently to the ceiling. The charge stood her nerves on
unbearable end, and it grew until it would hold no | onger. The center of her
bei ng burst. She wailed with the pulses. And she fell, crunpled, when they
wer e

spent.

"Dear Cod," she whispered. She |ay agai nst Stephen, one hand entangled in the
dark curls. Their warnth made her snmile

Her fear was gone.

Then she said, "Stephen, tell ne. Only if you want. Wy are you here? What



put

you in this place?"

St ephen sai d not hing. Anne hoped he had not slipped into sleep again.

" St ephen,” she said, turning over, meaning to awaken him "Tell ne why you
had

to come to the center. Wat happened to you?"

St ephen said nothing. Hi s closed eyes did not open

Anne pressed her palmto his heart.

It was still.

The party was over. Back in the recreation hall, Anne could hear M chael
tooti ng

hi s paper horn and calling out, "Hey, M ss Zaccaria, where are you? |'mready
to

gi ve you that swimm ng | esson. \What about you?"
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The water in the pond did not nove. The breeze had died down, and the m st
was

bei ng replaced by an inpenetrable fog that sucked the form and substance from
the trees and the benches around the surface of the bl ackness.

There were | eaves at her feet, and she kicked them off the edge of the bank
and

into the pond. Small circles radiated fromthe disturbances, little waves
novi ng

out and touchi ng ot her waves.

Anne took off her shoes and wal ked barefoot to the end of the pier. The boat
was

still noored there, full of I|eaves.

The deep water bel ow was as dark as Stephen's hair.

Sone have their dreans, others nightmares.

St ephen had his dreams now. Dreans w thout end.

Anmen.

And Anne woul d now accept her ni ght mare.

The | eaves on the water were kind, and parted at her entrance.
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Al exandr a

Charles L. Gant

| guess you could say |I'man easy mark for stories about dangerously
seducti ve,

deci dedly strange wonen. \What this says about ny real-life preferences, |I'm
not

sure, but when Charles L. Grant sent nme the followi ng introduction to a |ady
named Al exandra, | knew | couldn't refuse her come-ons.

Grant is one of HDF' s best-known proponents of what he calls "quiet horror."
Living in the unhurried regions of northwestern New Jersey with wife and
fell ow

witer, Kathryn Ptacek, he continues to wite the stories that have garnered
hi m

prai se and reputation. For nmore than ten years, he edited the award-w nning
ant hol ogy series, Shadows, publishing stories that left their readers with a
lingering chill instead of an inyour-face, cheap shot ending. He is a
traditionalist in all the best senses of that word, and his stories enploy

t he

pol i shed instrunents of suggestion rather than the bludgeons of explicitness.
Charlie has witten a succession of finely crafted novels of horror and
psychol ogi cal suspense, many of them based in his personal Arkham-the town
of

Oxrun Station. It's a place where nost of you wouldn't want to even visit,
nmuch

| ess close a deal on sone real estate. After you nmeet one of its nore

al luring



residents, you'll understand what |'mtal king about.
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You nust understand, M chael--you don't mnd if | call you Mchael, do you,
M.

Vaul l e?--it's difficult to tal k about her

In fact, | do this only for those | believe have an understandi ng beyond t hat
which is normally given to nen. Mist of the tine, and | feel no shanme in
admtting it, visitors | have incorrectly appraised pat me on the shoul der
and

tell me that time, precious tine, heals all wounds, brings fresh adventure,
settles old scores.

Most of the tinme they see nothing special about the display case in ny study,
and the canmeo on black velvet that lies in its center

| trust you don't mind this digression. It is your appointnment, of course,
and

if you're pressed for tine as so many youth are these days ..

No?

Spl endi d.

Then there's no need to bother the receptionist just yet, we can get your
vitals

later. If you'll just follow ne into the study--be careful of that rug, that
fringe has tripped me many a tinme when |I'mcareless--1"I1 just switch on the
light and you can see for yourself what | amtalking about.

The caneo

It's larger than nost, as you've no doubt already noted--here, | have the
key,

but be patient, the lock sticks now and then--and the ivory is slightly

dar kened

though it's been in the case for |I don't know how many years. | made the gold
frame nyself, actually. Sinple white on rose seenmed sonehow i nadequate; |

felt

she needed sonething ... regal, | guess. As good a word as any.

But if you think that is excess, you cannot deny that her silhouette is
perfection. Well, | suppose that's rather presunptuous, isn't it. You didn't
know her. You couldn't tell if it were perfection or not. You'll have to take
ny

word, I'mafraid. | guarantee it's her. The curls that cap and frame her
skul I --her hair was black--that faint uptilt of the chin, the hollow of the
cheek where three fingertips could lie and feel satin, the eye that even in
person seens to foll ow you everywhere, |ike some cheap religious painting.

Quite the angel in profile; quite the demon when she stares at you in anger
something | amfortunate not to have w tnessed nysel f.
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Ti me passes, so many years, and | still, in ny dreans, see the way she | ooked
at

me at Derick Arman's party. If you don't know him surely you must know the
pl ace--a ridiculously ornate Victorian down near the hospital on King Street.
Red and cream White porch. Stained glass in the attic wi ndow. The man has
San

Franci sco taste, no question about it, but his parties weren't to be ignored.
She was there.

I was al one.
When she | ooked at ne ... in ny dreans, lord, in ny dreans that even when
wal k

t hrough these halls do not |eave ne ..

Apol ogies, ny friend. Sonetimes |I drift, but I can assure you it isn't
reverie.

["mnuch too old for that now

W were tal king about the | ook.

It was a curious one, as a matter of fact. At first | had the inpression she



felt as if she knew ne, or had perhaps seen ne sonewhere before. Distant
acquai ntance. Wll net and forgotten at sone other party, glinpsed on the
train

platform brushed by on the street. It alnost nmade nme smle so she'd either
nod

or | ook away.

| didn't.

| turned instead to nmy sonmewhat overdressed host and asked sone idle question
about his financial business, received some equally inane response in which
had no interest, and passed the rest of the evening making sure that those
who

wanted to see and speak to ne did, avoiding those whose |lives had no bearing
on

m ne.

After ny taste and fashion, | was enjoying nyself.

The food had been catered, the wine freshly brought up fromthe cellar, the
guests a m xture of the |l oud and the I ouder--the mice and the social |ions.
There was music from sonmewhere, speakers cleverly in the wall, not terribly

i ntrusive, not distinctive enough to nmake one stop to listen

The conversation as well was unintrusive to decent thinking and |istening.
You can see, there, in the expression, that she too cared little for sound
t hat

meant nothing to her. Not quite haughty, as you
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m ght expect. Distant. Very distant.

| touched her when Stanley died just as the first guests were naking noises
about their departure.

He was an obese nman was Stanley Pringle, florid face made bl oodli ke by the
screamng white hair he sel dom bothered to have cut. Wiite suit conpletely
out

of season. Pointed bl ack shoes. A self-styled connoi sseur and col |l ector of
anti que autonobil es which had, for some unfathonabl e reason, made him
extrenely

weal t hy, and just as obnoxious. He called nme Mat, Mats, and sonetines, CGod
hel p

us, Matsie. Inmediate fanmiliarity was his aim | suppose. | had given himno
perm ssion to address nme that way, but he was the sort of man who took it
anyway.

Hat ef ul .

Boori sh.

That ni ght he was out on the porch and lecturing, for that is all he could do
when he was drinking, when, wthout warning according to those who were

t here,

he toppl ed. Not sagged. Not fol ded. Not a damm dramatic thing. Toppled as

t hough

cl ubbed from behi nd. Before anyone could nove to assist him he was prone.
Bl ood

froma smashed nose in bright spatters across the wood flooring. Hair thrown
forward. Right hand grasping a shattered tunbler, a piece of which had been
driven through his palmlike a nail, the spike severing a vein and staining
hi s

skin a dark crinmson.

Li ke fools we gathered at the door, at the living roomw ndows, to see what
al |

t he conmoti on was about, to gasp at the figure we finally did see, to shout
in

varied stages of controlled hysteria instructions to Derick about the police,
an

anmbul ance, soneone even wanted to know if there was a doctor in the house.
There



was. But | knew the man was dead and ny services would be of no use save to
expi ate those hovering hel pl essly around him from further invol verent.

Now | ook closely as | hold this to the light, don't worry, you won't hurt it,
not with just a | ook, and you can see how delicate are the shadows that are
formed by the engraved |ines beneath her eyes.

You see?

That's precisely the way she | ooked when she cane up behind ne and peered
over

nmy shoul der at poor Stanley. She nurnured a
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qguestion; | told her Stanley had evidently nmade one speech too many, drank
one

scotch too many, and all that he carried on his enornobus back had finally
caught

up with what was left of his heart. She giggled, though | hadn't nmeant it in
jest. She told nme her nane was Al exandra Copel and, and it was a terrible

t hi ng

to admt but even though she had exchanged a few words with himearlier, she
felt nothing. A man had died, and though she supposed she ought to at | east
f eel

somet hing, she felt nothing at all. | half turned and expl ained that the
deat h

of a stranger was, in effect, no death at all to other strangers. She gave ne
that | ook again. Matson Fremont, | told her in case her menory desired

J 06991 ng;

but she made no sign of recognition. She just |ooked. And ny profession began
to

wonder about shock and such things, to such a degree that | suggested that
per haps she might like to sit down, have a glass of water or sherry; all the
ot her wormen were playing their roles quite well, snaring their nen in feigned
hel pl essness and horror, and |'d inmagi ned she would be ready to do the sane.
She was not.

She nerely gl anced at the body one last time, touched a gloved finger to the
beauty mark nol e just bel ow her nose--you can see it, just here, that bunp,
no,

M chael, please, you can't touch it!-- and decided that the party was over,
she

m ght as well go hone.

Derick prevented me fromdoing the gentlemanly thing in offering her ny
conpany

by grabbing nmy armand absolutely insisting | do sonething, people were
afraid,

there m ght be a di sease or food poi soning or sonething. | could not, told
hi m

so, nevertheless allowed nyself to be haul ed onto the porch to establish the
nmoti ons and the routine which, while doing Stanley no earthly good at all
served to reassure the others that help was indeed within armls reach

By the time it was over, police and anbul ance and onl ookers departed, she was

gone.
| wal ked hone al one, thinking about Stanley, thinking about the woman,
finally

t hi nki ng about mysel f and what | m ght have done with ny life, what fortunes
I

m ght have made, had | chosen to live in a major city instead of a village
like

Oxrun Station. Death affected me that way. Spawned an introspection that
usual |y

| ast ed
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but an hour or so. | suspect part of it cane fromny facing that chall enging



spectre every time | donned a surgical gown, every time | picked up a clanp,
a

scal pel, took a calmng breath, and invaded another's fortress; and the rest
was

the npbst natural of reactions to seeing someone you know forever lost to
further

conversation, conviviality, a handshake, a nod, a sharing of tenpers.

She called me that night.

You can see, as | turnit... so ... howthe lips seemto snile. Not nuch. An
i magi ned twitch of the lips. It alnost borders on amuserment, wouldn't you say?
She called me that night.

In ny dreans she always calls ne.

She asks if | wouldn't mnd spending sone tine with her the next evening,

t hat

the death of the stranger was not, as she had thought, so terribly renpote.
She

can't seemto rid her inagination of his inage. | accept readily; ny nood
demands it. She smiles with her voice--that twitch, just a hint--and | eaves
nme

to mdnight, to the full noon that casts rooftops in mercury and sidewal ks in
gray shrouds, leaves ne to wal k the hails and wonder if she is attracted to
ne.

I amnot in love. | have no feeling toward her one way or the other, yet | am
oddly excited, so much so that | cancel nost of my appointnents the next day
and

spend time in the park picking autum flowers for her. In nmy dreans. Autum
flowers. Which | hand to her at her front door, as arranged. Wi ch she brings
to

her face and breathes. Breathes. Inhales. Until they shrivel, brown, grow
brittle, fall to her feet, and shatter on her shoes.

I think nothing of it.

| take her hand.

Vé wal k.

Through the streets of the Station, conjuring stories of the lives we see
behi nd

the lights in the wi ndows of the houses on the blocks that we travel; telling
life stories that are lies but are deternined to be grand, enticing,
enthralling, captivating as a web with a single droplet of rain on the

upper nost

strand where it catches the noonlight and turns it to pearl

W do not kiss upon parting.

297

W never ki ss.

Instead we agree to attend a dinner party together in one of the mansions out
on

W Ilianston Pike.

V¢ neet.

W snil e sonmewhat shyly, endearing for her, rather foreign for ne.

Ve feed.

A worman dies in the mdst of a silly ganme of hide-and-seek on the back | awn.
| am called because | amwho | amand the only one of ny profession at that
party that night.

She | eaves without nme. | understand. Tending the dead anong the living is not
the way to run a courtship. | call her later. She apol ogizes. She wants to
see

me agai n.

As | dress, | note how distinguished the silver is anmong the dark of ny hair.
I

had not noticed it before. Surely it had not been there a few days ago. But |
am



not concerned, for in my profession youth is an anathema to those who denand

t he

charade of age.

| feel a bit tired as | hurry down the stairs. Leaning agai nst the newel post,
I

catch nmy breath, shake ny head. Too nmuch excitenent, Matson, | tell nyself;
she

is only a woman, after all. Nevertheless, | tire.

And as | | eave the house--this house, in fact--1 note that | amtrenbling.
V¢ neet.

| take her hand.

A hardness in her palm and when | hold it under a street lamp | see a caneo
there. Asly look. | smle. It is her. She is mine

Unl ess, of course, it is the other way around.

| slipit into ny coat pocket and we wal k through the streets, telling
stories,

telling fantasies, stopping by a collie standing perpl exed on a corner so she

may stroke it until its legs begin to quiver, its fur begins to shed, its
teeth
begin to fail, its eyes begin to fade, and we wal k on over the bones, telling

stories, telling lies.

In ny dreans she kisses ne at |ast on her porch

In ny dreanms | hold the canmeo as she closes the door behind her
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Notice, if you will, the lock on the display case.
| envy your envy, and would that | could allow you to hold it, to feel the
i vory

as cool as spring and hard as ice, to sense the smle, touch the hair.

Wul d that | could.

But if | did, she would be yours, not mne

And age comes soon enough, wi thout hurrying it along.

Ch, good lord, can you ever forgive ne, Mchael! You ve cone all this way for
your appointment, and here | am behaving like a dotty old fool, taking up

your
valuable tine. No, it's all right, |I sometines get this way, though dammed i f
I

know why. Not |oneliness, |I can assure you. Not |oneliness. And here |I am

babbl i ng again. My apol ogi es.

Cone this way, please.

The exami nation room

Not so many people in here these days, |I'mafraid. 1'"mnot at the hospital at
all anynore. Please, take off your shirt. Few friends, fewer patients. They

f ade

away too soon, don't you think? They cone, they literally bare thenselves to
you, and then they fade away.

Sit up here, please.

M chael Vaull e.

Do you know ... did you know ... you know, Derick told me just |ast week that
there is talk in the Station about me now, the patients who cone in here,

t ake

their exam nations, take their prescriptions, follow the instructions, and

fade away. It used to be--deep breath, now, sorry the lens is so cold, a
cliched

st et hoscope hazard--it used to be that people preferred an ol der physician. A
bit of gray in the hair. A few winkles. Experience. Manner. Al things to

al |

men. The patients expected it, demanded it.

| imagine they'll all be gone soon

And fromall that gossip, malicious and curiously anusing, | expect there'l



be

no one to take their place. Al that talk mght even force ne to nove on
| eave

the Station, establish nyself in a new place.

Not that |'m concerned, of course. I'mnot exactly living in
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poverty, as you can see. |'ll survive the innuendo, as | always have, as |

al ways will.

Vell. Alittle liquid in the lungs. You' re snoking too much, | daresay.

| nyself keep as trimas | can, and do ny best to give nmy patients what they
want. | have never in ny life prescribed the wong thing. A placebo

soneti nes,

however, such a nmiracle they are, and sonetines, listening to themas you are
so

kindly listening to nme, | hear what they're really saying.

And | give themthat as well.
Now i f you'll just hold out your arm | can wap this thing around it, punp
it

up, see what's cooking. Your heart seenms sound, | can say that ruch. Your

col or

i s good. Except for those lungs, you really ought to quit snmoking, | don't
know

that 1'1l find anything wong. O course, you never can tell just by | ooking,
can you.

For exanple, the monent you wal ked in, | knew exactly who you were.

M. Vaulle.

Don't be so surprised. O course | did.

Experi ence, renenber?

Your mother was a fine woman, and was ny patient for nany, many years. You

t hi nk

| wouldn't notice the uncanny resenbl ance even after all this time, even

t hough

| never treated you? You have her eyes and that blunt, oh-so-determ ned chin.
No, | knew right away. And sonmething else as well--you think | don't know who
it

is who's been tal king about me to the others, my coll eagues and friends,
guestioni ng ny nethods, remarking upon ny age, the fate of my patients,
suggesting of all things retirenment before shame-- or sonething |like
that--drives nme away in sonme kind of disgrace?

I amold, young man, not senile.

In ny dreans she holds me; she tells me things.

In the cameo you can see nothing that |ies below the shoul der, but | have.
have. Ageless. Soft. Gold to a physician's hands. A miser's hands. So few
have

been there, and have been as fortunate as | to come away whol e.

So few.
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In ny dreans.

Pl ease, M chael, stop fussing. You can dress now. W are done. The charade is
over.

No, put that checkbook away. There's no need. There'll be no charge. It was,
if

| may say so without giving offense, rather amusing, waiting to see how | ong
it

woul d be before you knew | had caught on

For your sake, |I'll say nothing to anyone about your visit.
You | oved your nother. You are concerned. She was a wonderful lady. | mss
her

too. Before her time, as some mght say.
But | fear, Mchael, that | knew her somewhat better than you did. It's true,



no
call to be upset. She was, and you know I'mright, the sort of parent who
never,

ever wanted to bother their children. Not a martyr, sinply considerate, as
she

defined the word. You did not really know what she wanted when she | earned of
the cancer. | did.

| al ways do.

And if--please, come this way, to reception--if you are anything |Iike your
not her in tenperanment, you'll not let this crusade, if that's the proper
wor d,

drop, will you? | didn't think so. W see things differently, you and I, ny
friend, and while you have youth and vigor and a lifetime ahead on your side,
I

have sonet hing el se

Wuld you like to see the canmeo agai n?

| thought not.
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The Good Book

G Wayne Ml er

My first encounter with G Wayne MIller's work was a short story in an

ant hol ogy

t hat happened to be brimming over with work by new witers. That | stil
renenmber MIler's piece and have forgotten alnost all the others speaks very
well for it indeed. I net Wayne at a Wrld Fantasy Convention in Nashville in
1986, and we becanme friends. He's visited me in Baltinore; and |'ve

freel oaded

on himup in Pascoag, Rhode Island. He sent me at |east four stories that

j ust

weren't right for Borderlands, and | had to reject all of them Dunping on
stories by your friends can be a problem but Wayne showed me how nmuch of pro
he

is. He never carped or bitched; he just kept sending stories until | read one
I

i ked enough to buy.

G Wayne MIller works full-time for the providence Journal Bulletin and lives

with his wife, Al exis, and two young daughters in a small mll town in the
nort hwest corner of Rhode Island. His first novel, Thunder Rise, received
good

reviews and there are plenty of others on the way. In case you were
wonder i ng,

the G stands for George, even though |I usually tell everybody it's for
Gwnnpl ane.
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"Jesus save us," said the gray-haired woman as she | ooked out the kitchen of
t he

solitary house that stood back apiece from Bob's Texaco. Bob's was the only
gas

for twenty-five mles in either direction on this backwater stretch of State
Rout e 55

"What is it?" Bob asked. He sounded tired, as if not really caring to hear
her

answer. As if he'd never really cared to hear any of Phyliss Mdurton's answers
over the thirty-seven childless years she'd been his lawfully wedded wife.
"There's a man on the flagpole."

" Say agai n?"

"You heard me. A man on the flagpole. At the very top. Conme here. See?"

No question Phyliss had |ost nmore of her marbles of late, but a wife was a
wfe

and so Bob trudged obediently across the kitchen floor to the w ndow. He



| ooked

out at the rundown station, the deserted blacktop road, the yard littered
with

junk cars and washi ng machi nes and doorl ess ice chests. Across the road were
t he

pi ne-covered Berkshire hills. The first pink of day already was painted

acr oss

t he eastern sky.

"Well, 1'll be damed!" Bob was focusing now on the flagpole--his flagpole
t he
backbreaking fruit of his |abor three decades ago--still rising tall and

straight fromthe shaggy | awn. There was no faulting Phyliss's eyes: sure
enough, a man was inpaled on the top of that pole, his body linp and bent Iike
a

pi ece of spaghetti draped over the tine of a fork

"I think he's dead," Phyliss said.
"Sure'd be a mracle if he were alive,’
be

damed. "

"Ain't no kid," Phyliss said, squinting. "Too big to be a kid. Anybody you
know?"

"Dunno," Bob muttered. "Can't tell fromhere. Have to get a closer look. |'ll
be

dammed. 1'll be goddamed."

They peered, the two of them without saying anything for the next several
mnutes. It was the male species up there, all right, and no |ightweight kid,
as

Phyl i ss had noted. The guy coul d've topped two hundred pounds and it woul dn't
have surprised Bob one bit. He was cl othed: wool jacket, jeans, work boots,

j ust

exactly
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what a reasonable sort would pull on for an April day in western
Massachusetts.

You couldn't see his face, only the back of his head--thick black hair, a
strong

neck--but you could well inagine nothing very pretty was witten on that
face.

The pol e had punctured his body at chest |evel, but had not penetrated

strai ght

t hrough his back. No doubt it was the bones that nade up the rear of his

ri bcage

that had prevented himfromdropping to the ground. At least that's the way
Bob

Bob said, his voice awakening. "I'lI

figured it.
"Goddam! " Bob excl ai ned agai n.
"Ain't noving 'tall,"” said Phyliss. "No question, he's dead."

"Wonder how the devil he got there.”

"Probably just that way."

"What way?"

"The devil ."

"Now, Mother." That had al ways been his and everybody el se's nane for her
Mot her, even though the Good Lord had denied her kids of her own. She'd had
t he

nane so | ong Bob could no | onger renmenber how she'd earned it, whether as a
bad

j oke or something el se.

"Don't 'now Mbther' ne, you hear?" she said angrily. "You' re only show ng
your

i gnorance of these matters.”



"Ain't no spring chicken," Bob offered.

"Thirty years old, if he's a day."

"Quess | better call Sheriff Thonpson."

"Ch, no, you don't."

Bob shrugged his shoulders. "Suit yourself. | suspect he'll be here soon
enough,

anyways. "

And he was. Less than two hours |later, as Bob was outside swi tching on the
stations' two punps (regular, unleaded). Sheriff Thonpson pulled up in the
town's only cruiser, a 1979 Plymouth with 113,000 niles on the odoneter. By
t hen, Phyliss had | ocked herself into her roomand was into the Good Book
somet hi ng seri ous.

"Recogni ze hin?" Sheriff Thonpson asked Bob after he'd sized up the situation
"Never seen himbefore in ny life," Bob answered. Like Sheriff Thonpson, Bob
was

r ubber necki ng, | ooking up again and again
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at the man's face, which featured a cl osed nouth and eyes that were dark but
expr essi onl ess.

"Any idea how he got up there?" Sheriff Thonpson asked.

"Nope. "

"Wasn't her, was it, Bob?"

"Phyliss?" Bob crackled. "She's sixty-five, sheriff, can't hardly get to the
John without that cane of hers. How s she gonna be putting dead fol ks up on
fl agpol es? Have any idea, sheriff?"

"Can't say as | do."

"Didn't think so."

"Quess we better give aring to the electric conpany," Sheriff Thonpson said.
"They got a cherry picker. Going to need one to get the poor turkey down."
"Can't let you do that," Bob said matter-of-factly.

"Can't'? How s that, 'can't'?"

"Mother won't permt it. Until she's had tinme to think on it, she says he's
got

to stay there. She's got her nose buried in the Book, even now "

"What's going on here, Bob?"

"She says he nust be sone kind of sign."

"'*Sign' ? What the hell's that mean, Bob, 'sign'?"

"Dunno. She ain't saying. You know how she can be, sheriff, with her

religion.
You knowed her |ong enough.”
"Well, Phyliss or no Phyliss, |I'mgonna get that poor sucker down," Sheriff

Thonpson announced.

"No, you ain't," Bob said.

"And why's that?"

"' Cause you're standing on private property, sheriff, that's why, and this
here's Anerica, last | checked," Bob said. "You' re gonna have to get sone

ki nd

of warrant before you come back here. Now don't go getting all shook with ne.
Them s Mother's words, not mne. You know how Mot her can be."

Turns out Sheriff Thonpson wasn't able to get that warrant. Try as he m ght,
he

couldn't put his finger on any | aw pertaining to renoval of dead fol ks from
private flagpoles. But |law wasn't the only issue as far as Sheriff Thonpson
was

concerned. There was another sticky w cket: Bob had warned himthat Phyliss
was
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threatening to shoot anyone who tried to get the nman down until she was good
and

ready. And whil e he doubted she would go that far, he knew she was off her



rocker just enough not to want to chance it.

So that first day and that first night, Phyliss stayed | ocked inside her

room

Every now and then, Bob could hear her voice, hushed and sonber, and he could
snel | burni ng beeswax, but he knew better than to barge in on her. \Wen she
had

t he Good Book out--there was never any predicting when she woul d have the
Good

Book out--there was nothing you could do but kick back and wait. These things
just had to run their course.

Until dark, Bob spent the majority of his day outside. Mstly, he was settled
into his plastic-web lawn chair, pulling on a pipe and listening to talk
shows

fromover the nountain on his transistor radio. Cccasionally, he had a

cust oner.

Al told, perhaps eight or nine that day--not an unusually slow day for this
time of year, and not an unusually busy day, either, but just sort of right
there in the mddle.

About hal f of those eight or nine didn't notice the man on the flagpole. It
was

ki nd of funny, Bob thought, how fol ks could be. Wasn't just people on

fl agpol es

they mssed, either. Wiy, it was inpossible to count the tourists who'd asked
hi m what road they were on, when the sign saying this was State Route 55 was
not

nore than a mle down the road and bigger than the side of a barn. And Lord
only

knew how many fol ks wanted to charge their gas, when the sign requesting cash
only was taped right to the punp, both sides.

Those who did notice the nman were set off by it. In his conversations, Bob

al l owed as how he couldn't blame them It was, after all, not a pretty sight;
for sure, you wouldn't be seeing a color shot of it on next year's chanber of
conmer ce brochures. In fact, about the only good you coul d say about the
stranger was he didn't have any guts showi ng and there wasn't any dried bl ood
to

speak of dripping down the pole or splattered on the ground bel ow.

"How d he get there?" they all wanted to know after their initial queasiness
had

qui et ed down sore.

"Ain't got the foggiest,"'

Bob answer ed.
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"Why doesn't soneone get himdown?" was their inevitable next question
"The wife won't let them Ch, she will sooner or later, it's just that
there's

gonna have to be a little wait."
And with every one of those motorists, all of themout of towners, that was

t he

end of the questioning.

Sitting there on his Iawn chair that day, Bob had occasion to renenber when
and

why, he'd put up that twenty-five-foot pole. It was going on thirty years ago
now, the sumrer Phyliss had miscarried and they had to do energency

femal e-type

surgery to save her life, and for a spell there, it was touch and go, no one
knowi ng if she would nake it. Acting on an inmpul se he never bothered to try
to

under st and, Bob, who'd always had a knack for woodwor ki ng and carpentry, had
built that pole while she was still in the hospita
recuperating--recuperating

and di scovering the Good Book. He built it "to last forever,

as he sonetinmes



| ater boasted. He cut the ash hinself froma grove up in the Berkshire Hills,
pl aned the ash into straight pieces, sectioned and glued the pieces, painted
t he

conpl eted pole white, and dug the hole and poured the concrete for the
foundati on. He even erected it hinself, alone, with the help only of an

i ngeni ous series of cables and pulleys attached to nearby trees. It was nice,
every now and agai n, renenbering when he'd still been young enough to tackle
a

project like that.

By norning of the second day, word about the man on the pole was spreadi ng

t hrough town, and nore than a few of the |ocals were making the drive out to
Bob's Texaco to have a | ook-see for themselves. Unlike the out of towners,

t he

| ocal s were not so queasy. Wird things had happened before in Hancock (al

t hose peopl e over the years who' d di sappeared under strange circunstances up
at

Wndhami's Folly, the old quarry, just to give one exanmple), and nore likely

t han

not, they would happen again. Especially when Phyliss was involved. Everybody
knew how di fferent she'd been since |osing her baby so | ong ago. Everybody
had

heard the tal k of the strange goings-on out at her place, talk of funny

noi ses

and tourists who'd nysteriously di sappeared and Bi bl e-t hunpi ng and candl es
burning late into the night. Who knew
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the truth of any of it, but since when did truth ever get in the way of a
juicy

rumor ?

None of the locals seened to care one whit who the nan on the pole was, |ong
as

he wasn't one of their own--and Sheriff Thonpson had al ready established that
by

taking pictures with a Polaroid camera, then conparing those shots to his

m ssing persons file (which had only two entries: Billy WIIliams, who
wander ed

away in a drunken fit fromtime to time but always did turn up again; and
twenty-three-year-old George Aliens, a faggot since eighth grade, runored to
have run off to live with a guy who wore dresses).

How t he stranger had wound up there thirty feet in the air was, however, a
subj ect of great debate.

"He nust have dropped froma plane," was one theory.

"Ain't no doubt he shinnied up there drunk and then stuck hisself,"’
anot her.

"CGot what he deserved for trying some fool stunt like that, you ask ne."
"Phyliss's got something to do with it, mark ny words,"” was a third.

"You oughtta charge a buck a head adm ssion, Bob," all owed one nan. "You'd be
on

easy street in no tinme."

Phyliss came out of her roomjust once the second day. She stood at the door
of

t he house, |ooked up at the top of the flagpole, and went back inside wthout
uttering a word.

On the afternoon of the third day, a thunderstorm of frightening proportions
ri pped through Hancock, spawning tornadoes that ripped up Elise Brett's barn
and

knocked Jimry Carson's trash truck over and blew all of the w ndows out of

t he

Hancock school bus, unoccupied at the tine, thank the Good Lord. Bob, who

t ook

was



cover inside a garage that hadn't seen business since before the flagpole
went

up, was betting sure that the stormwould snap the pole. It did not, although
the pole did sway and creak terribly, all the while producing sounds |like an
animal in pain. Neither did the man up there becone di sl odged, although his
cl othes becane a tattered ness. Phyliss enmerged briefly after the storm had

passed. Seeing that the stranger was still aloft, she pronounced that fact to
be

the work of the Lord and then disappeared back inside.
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Morni ng of the fourth day broke clear and cool. Wen Bob went out to switch
on

t he punps, he noticed a flock of crows had finally found the body and were
pi cking at the head, exposing the skull in one spot; he scared themoff wth
hi s

shot gun, the same weapon Phyliss had threatened to turn on Sheriff Thonpson
Al ong about noon, Phyliss wal ked into the sunshine. Her face was drawn, her
gait

tired and unsteady, but for the first time since the whole affair had begun
she

was smling. She told Bob that it was tine, the nman could now safely cone
down.

Those were her precise words: "It's time. He can now safely conme down."

"Who is he, Mdther?" Bob asked.

"The son we've waited for all these years."

"Say agai n?"

"He's my baby."

"But that can't be," Bob said, ruffled for the first time since this whole
dang

thing started.

"But it is."

"How can you know?"

"It's witten here," she said, patting the Good Book. "It was only a natter
of

finding it."

"But it don't nmake no sense."

"Some things weren't neant to nmake no sense."

"But how d he get up there, Modther?"

"The Lord works in strange and nysterious ways," she said. "Now let's get him
down. | want himoff of there before that sheriff cones nosing around again.
It's only a matter of time 'fore he hooks up with the DA "

Bob conplied. It took the better part of the nmorning, and it required | adder
work and a clever placenent of ropes and pulleys, and it strained Bob's back
somet hing fierce, but by lunchtime, he had the man down. Using a wheel barrow,
he

finally got himinside and into the room Phyliss had so carefully prepared, a
roomthat had been enpty and | ocked goi ng on three decades.

"Now what ?" Bob asked her when they'd arranged the body, surprisingly linp
and

soft and not nearly as bad snelling as he'd expected, in the mnmiddle of the
whi t e-sheeted bed. Over the bed a
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hand-crafted ani nal nobile had been hung.

"We nust seek His forgiveness."

"Meantine, we got ourselves a rotting body. 'Fore long, it's gonna stink
somet hi ng awful . "

Phyliss struck himthen, the back of her hand across his nmouth. A pencil of
bl ood trickled down his chin. He turned away.

"Shane," she said. "Sinner. Does He not prom se us Resurrection? Let us pray."
Bob and Phyliss were not seen the fifth and sixth days, a Friday and a



Sat ur day.

The shades to their house were drawn, and a handlettered sign the words
CLOSED

TODAY appeared on the gas punps next to the one that procl ai ned CASH ONLY.
Sheri ff Thonpson noticed that the body was gone, of course, and he cane
knocki ng

on their door, and when there was no answer, and when he coul d not peek

t hr ough

t he shades, he got back in his cruiser and drove away. First thing Monday
nmorni ng, he was going to get a search warrant. He was going to go through

t hat

place with a fine-toothed comb. He was going to nake some arrests. He was
goi ng

to raise holy hell. He was the sheriff. Things had gone far enough

At dawn the seventh day, Sunday, a new body was observed on the pole. It was
Bob's, and the coroner who eventually exanmi ned it concluded that he had died
up

t here, although how that could be was a nystery he reckoned woul d never be
sol ved.

Before the sun had clinbed over the Berkshire Hills, the house and gas
station

went up in flames. The fl agpol e, and Bob, were not touched. There were no
bodi es

found in the ashes of the house. No sign of Phyliss. Only a report that she
had

been seen | eaving town in Bob's Chevy wagon, a dark-haired young man behi nd
t he

wheel
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BY Bl ZARRE HANDS

Joe R Lansdal e

For Scott Cupp

About three years ago, | wote a colum in which | nentioned Joe Lansdal e as
one

of the nost underrated witers in the business. In 1988, Joe won the Horror
Witers of America Bram Stoker Award for best short story, so all that's
changing. He wites with a pure, clear, wholly original voice that yanks you
to

attention fromthe first sentence and never lets up. Reading his prose is

i ke

wat chi ng Jose Canseco in the batting cage-- seenmingly effortless, deceptive
natural power. This guy is one of our best, friends. Have no doubts about

t hat .

In addition to crafting some of the nmpbst nmenorable stories of the past five
years, Lansdal e has given us novels such as The Drive-In, The N ght Runners,
and

Cold in July. He is also working on sonme filmscripts, plus novels and

ant hol ogi es in the genres of suspense and westerns.

Joe Lansdai e lives in Nacogdoches, Texas, with his two kids and his wife,
Kar en.

O the following story, | can only tell you I think Joe has created one of
t he

nost whol ly | oat hsone characters you'll neet in a long, long tine.
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When the traveling preacher heard about the Wdow Case and her retarded girl,
he

set out in his black Dodge to get over there before Hall oween night.

Preacher Judd, as he called hinself--though his name was really Billy Fred
Wllians--had this thing for retarded girls, due to the fact that his sister
had



been sinpl e-headed, and his mama al ways said it was a shame she was probably
going to burn in hell like a pan of biscuits forgot in the oven, just on
account

of not have a full set of brains.

This was a thing he had thought on considerable, and this considerable

t hi nki ng

made it so he couldn't pass up the idea of baptising and giving sone
CGod-training to female retards. It was something he wanted to do in the worst
way, though he had to admt these wasn't any burning desire in himto do the
same for boys or nen or women that were half-wits, but due to his sister

havi ng

been one, he certainly had this thing for girl sinples.

And he had this thing for Hall oween, because that was the night the Lord took
his sister to hell, and he mi ght have taken her to glory had she had any

bi bl e-1 earni ng or God-sense. But she didn't have a drop, and it was partly
hi s

own fault, because he knew about God and could sing some hymns pretty good.
But

he'd never turned a word of benediction or gospel nusic in her direction. Not
one word. Nor had his mama, and his papa wasn't around to do squat.

The old man ran off with a bucktoothed | aundry wonan that used to go house to
house taking in wash and bringing it back the next day, but when she took in
their wash, she took in Papa too, and she never brought either of them back
And

if that wasn't bad enough, the | aundry contained everything they had in the
way

of decent clothes, including a couple of pairs of nice dress pants and sone
pin-striped shirts like niggers wear to funerals. This left himwth one old
pair of faded overalls that he used to wear to slop the hogs before the
critters

killed and ate Ganny and they had to get rid of them because they didn't
want

to eat nothing that had eaten sonmebody they knew. So, it wasn't bad enough
Papa

ran off with a beaver-toothed wash wonman and his sister was a drooling
retard,

he now had only the one pair of ugly, old overalls to wear to school, and
this

gave the other kids three things to tease hi mabout, and they never mssed a
chance to do it. Well, four things. He was kind
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of ugly too.

It got tiresone.

Preacher Judd coul d renenber nights waking up with his sister crawmed up in

t he

bed al ongside him |ying on her back, eyes w de open, her face bathed in coo
nmoonl i ght, picking her nose and eati ng what she found, while he rested on one
el bow and tried to figure why she was that way.

He finally gave up figuring, decided that she ought to have sone fun, and he
could have some fun too. Cone Hal |l omeen, he got hima bar of soap for marking
up

wi ndows and a few rocks for knocking out sone, and he nade his sister and

hi nsel f ghostsuits out of old sheets in which he cut nouth and eye hol es.
This was her fifteenth year and she had never been trick-or-treating. He had
designs that she should go this tine, and they did, and later after they'd
done

it, he wal ked her back home, and later yet, they found her out back of the
house

in her ghostsuit, only the sheet had turned red because her head was bashed
in



wi th somet hing and she had bl ed out |ike an ankle-hung hog. And soneone had
turned her trick-or-treat sack--the handle of which was still clutched in her
fat grip--inside out and taken every bit of candy she'd gotten fromthe

nei ghbors.

The sheriff cane out, pulled up the sheet and saw that she was naked under
it,

and he | ooked her over and said that she | ooked raped to him and that she
had

been killed by bizarre hands.

Bi zarre hands never did nmake sense to Preacher Judd, but he | oved the sound
of

it, and never did let it slip away, and when he would tell about his poor
sister, naked under the sheet, her brains smashed out and her trick-or-treat
bag

turned inside out, he'd never mss ending the story with the sheriff's Iine
about her having died by bizarre hands.

It had a kind of ring to it.

He parked his Dodge by the roadside, got out and wal ked up to the Wdow
Case' s,

si pping on a FROSTY ROOT BEER But even though it was | ate Cctober, the

Sout hern

sun was as hot as Satan's ass and the root beer was anything but frosty.
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Preacher Judd was decked out in his black suit, white shirt and black |oafers
with black and white checked socks, and he had on his black hat, which was
short-brinmed and made hi m | ook, he thought, exactly like a traveling

pr eacher

ought to | ook

W dow Case was out at the well, cranking a bucket of water, and nearby,
runni ng

hell out of a hill of ants with a stick she was waggling, was the retarded
girl,

and Preacher Judd thought she | ooked remarkably |ike his sister

He cane up, took off his hat and held it over his chest as though he were
pressing his heart into proper place, and sniled at the widowwith all his
gol d- backed teeth.

W dow Case put one hand on a bony hip, used the other to prop the bucket of
wat er on the well-curbing. She |ooked |ike a shaved weasel, Preacher Judd

t hought, though her ankles weren't shaved a bit and were perfectly
weasel -1 i ke.

The hair there was thick and bl ack enough to be mstaken for thin socks at a
di st ance.

"Reckon you' ve cone far enough," she said. "You |l ook Iike one of them Jehova
Wtnesses or such. O one of themkind that run around with snakes in their
teeth and hop to nigger nusic."

"No ma'm | don't hop to nothing, and |last snake | seen | run over with ny
car."

"You here to take up nmoney for nissionaries to give to them starving African
niggers? If you are, forget it. | don't give to the niggers around here, sure

ain't giving to no hungry foreign niggers that can't even speak English."
"Ain't collecting noney for nobody. Not even nyself."

"Well, | ain't seen you around here before, and | don't know you fromwhite
rice. You m ght be one of them mash nurderers for all | know "

"No ma'm | ain't a mash murderer, and I ain't fromaround here. |I'mfrom
East

Texas. "

She gave hima hard | ook. "Lots of niggers there."

"Place is rotten with them Can't throw a dog tick w thout you've hit a
burr-head in the noggin'. That's one of the reasons |I'mtraveling through
her e,



so | can talk to white fol ks about God. Talking to niggers is like," and he
lifted a hand to point, "talking to that well-curbing there, only that

wel | -curbing is smarter and a lot less likely to sass, since it ain't
expecting

no civil rights or a
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chance to crowd up with our young'ns in schools. It knows its place and it
stays

there, and that's sonething for that well-curbing, if it ain't nothing for
ni ggers."

" Amen. "

Preacher Judd was feeling pretty good now He could see she was starting to
eat

out of his hand. He put on his hat and | ooked at the girl. She was on her

el bows

now, her head down and her butt up. The dress she was wearing was way too
short

and had broken open in back fromher having outgrown it. Her panties were
dirt-stained and there was gravel, like little b.b.s hanging off of them He
t hought she had | egs that | ooked strong enough to wap around an alligator's
neck and choke it to death.

"Cindereller there," the wi dow said, noticing he was watching, "ain't gonna

have

to worry about going to school with niggers. She ain't got the sense of a

ni gger. She ain't got no sense at all. A dead rabbit knows nore than she
knows.

Al'l she does is play around all day, eat bugs and such and drool. In case you
haven't noticed, she's sinple.”

"Yes ma'm | noticed. Had a sister the same way. She got killed on a
Hal | oween

ni ght, was raped and nurdered and had her trickor-treat candy stolen, and it
was

done, the sheriff said, by bizarre hands."

"No kiddin"?"

Preacher Judd held up a hand. "No kiddin'. She went on to hell, | reckon,

' cause

she didn't have any God talk in her. And retard or not, she deserved sone so
she

woul dn't have to cook for eternity. | nean, think on it. How hot it must be
down

there, her boiling in her own sweat, and she didn't do nothing, and it's
nostly

my fault cause | didn't teach her a thing about the Lord Jesus and his daddy,
God. "

W dow Case thought that over. "Took her Hall oween candy too, huh?"

"Whol e kitandkaboodl e. Rape, murder and candy theft, one fatal swoop. That's
why

| hate to see a young'n |ike yours who m ght not have no Wrd of God in

her. ..

I s she wi thout training?"

"She ain't even toilet trained. You couldn't perch her on the outdoor

conveni ence if she was sick and her manage to hit the hole. She can't do

not hi ng

that don't make a nmess. You can't teach her
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a thing. Half the tine she don't even know her name." As if to prove this,
W dow

Case called, "Cindereller."

Ci nderella had one eye against the ant hill now and was trying to | ook down

t he



hol e. Her butt was way up and she was rocking forward on her knees.

"See," said Wdow Case, throwi ng up her hands. "She's worse than any little
ol e

baby, and it ain't no easy rowto hoe with her here and ne not having a nan
around to do the heavy work."

"I can see that ... By the way, call ne Preacher Judd. And can | help you
tote

t hat bucket up to the house there?"

"Well now," said Wdow Case, |ooking all the nore Iike a weasel, "1'd
appreci ate

that kindly."

He got the bucket and they wal ked up to the house. Cinderella foll owed, and
pretty soon she was circling around himlike she was a shark closing in for
t he

kill, the circles each tinme getting a mte smaller. She did this by running
with

her back bent and her knuckl es al nost touching the ground. Ropes of saliva
dri pped out of her nouth.

Wat chi ng her, Preacher Judd got a sort of warmfeeling all over. She
certainly

rem nded himof his sister. Only she had liked to scoop up dirt, dog ness and
stuff as she ran, and toss it at him It wasn't a thing he thought he'd

m ssed

until just that nonent, but now the truth was out and he felt a little
teary-eyed. He hal f-hoped Ci nderella would pick up something and throw it on
hi m

The house was a big, drafty thing circled by a wide flower bed that didn't

| ook

to have been worked in years. A narrow porch ran hal fway around it, and the
front porch had man-tall w ndows on either side of the door

I nsi de, Preacher Judd hung his hat on one of the foil wapped rabbit ears
perched on top of an old SYLVANIA TV set, and foll owed the wi dow and her
child

into the kitchen.

The kitchen had big iron frying pans hanging on wall pegs, and there was a
framed enbroidery that read GOD WATCHES OVER THI S HOUSE. It had been faded by
sunl i ght com ng through the wi ndow over the sink

Preacher Judd sat the bucket on the ice box--the old sort that used real
ice--then they all went back to the living room W dow
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Case told himto sit down and asked himif he'd |like sone ice-tea.

"Yes, this bottle of FROSTY ain't so good." He took the bottle out of his
coat

pocket and gave it to her.

W dow Case held it up and squinted at the little line of liquid in the
bot t om

"You gonna want this?"

"No ma'am just pour what's left out and you can have the deposit." He took
hi s

Bible fromhis other pocket and opened it. "You don't mind if |I try and read
a

verse or two to your Cindy, do you?"

"You make an effort on that while | fix us sone tea. And I'Il bring sone
t hi ngs

for ham sandw ches, too."

"That would be right nice. | could use a bite."

W dow Case went to the kitchen and Preacher Judd smiled at Cinderella. "You
know

toni ght's Hal |l oween, Ci ndy?"

Cinderella pulled up her dress, picked a stray ant off her knee and ate it.



"Hal | oween is ny favorite tine of the year,'
strange

for a preacher to say, considering it's a devil thing, but |I've always |oved
it.

It just does sonmething to nmy blood. It's Iike a tonic for me, you know?"

She didn't know. Cinderella went over to the TV and turned it on.

Preacher Judd got up, turned it off. "Let's don't run the SYLVAN A ri ght now,
baby child," he said. "Let's you and ne tal k about God."

Cinderella squatted down in front of the set, not seenming to notice it had
been

cut off. She watched the dark screen like the Wite Rabbit considering a

pl unge

down the rabbit hole.

d anci ng out the wi ndow, Preacher Judd saw that the sun | ooked |ike a dropped
cherry snowcone nelting into the clay road that Ied out to H ghway 80, and

al ready the tunble bug of night was rolling in blue-black and heavy. A
feeling

of frustration went over him because he knew he was losing tinme and he knew
what he had to do.

Opening his Bible, he read a verse and G nderella didn't so much as | ook up
until he finished and said a prayer and ended it with "Anmen."
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"Uhman, " she said suddenly.

Preacher Judd junped with surprise, slamed the Bible shut and dunked it in
hi s

pocket. "Well, well now, " he said with delight, "that does it. She's got sone
Bible training."

W dow Case cane in with the tray of fixings. "Wat's that?"

"She said sone of a prayer," Preacher Judd said. "That cinches it. God don't
expect nmuch fromretards, and that ought to do for keeping her from burning
in

hell." He practically skipped over to the woman and her tray, stuck two
fingers

in a glass of tea, whirled and sprinkled the drops on C nderella's head.

C nderella held out a hand as if checking for rain.

he conti nued. "That may be

Preacher Judd bell owed out. "I pronounce you baptised. In the nane of God,

t he

Son, and The Holy Ghost. Anen."

"Well, 1'll swan,"” the wi dow said. "That there tea works for baptising?" She
sat

the tray on the coffee table.
"It ain't the tea water, it's what's said and who says it that nakes it take

Consi der that gal legal baptised ... Now, she ought to have sone fun too,
don't

you think? Not having a full head of brains don't mean she shoul dn't have
some

fun."

"She |ikes what she does with themants,” Wdow Case said.

"I know, but I'mtalking about something special. It's Halloween. Tinme for
young

folks to have fun, even if they are retards. In fact, retards like it better
t han anyone el se. They love this stuff ... Athing ny sister enjoyed was
dressing up like a ghost."

"Chost ?" Wdow Case was seated on the couch, making the sandw ches. She had a
bi g butcher knife and she was using it to spread nustard on bread and cut ham
sl i ces.

"We took this old sheet, you see, cut some nouth and eye holes in it, then we
wore them and went trick-or-treating."

"I don't know that |'ve got an old sheet. And there ain't a house close



enough

for trick-or-treatin' at."”

"I could take her around in ny car. That would be fun, | think. 1'd like to
see

her have fun, wouldn't you? She'd be real scary too under that sheet, big as
she

is and liking to run stooped down with her knuckles dragging."

To make his point, he bent forward, hunped his back, let his
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hands dangl e and nmade a face he thought was in inmtation of Ci nderella.

"She woul d be scary, | admit that," Wdow Case said. "Though that sheet over
her

head woul d take sone away fromit. Sonetinmes she scares ne when | don't got
ny

m nd on her, you know? Like if |I'mnapping in there on the bed, and | sorta
open

nmy eyes, and there she is, looking at me |like she |ooks at them ants.
decl ar e,

she | ooks like she'd like to take a stick and whirl it around on ne."

"You need a sheet, a white one, for a ghostsuit."

"Now maybe it would be nice for Cindereller to go out and have sone fun." She

fini shed nmaki ng the sandwi ches and stood up. "I'll see what | can find."
"Good, good," Preacher Judd said rubbing his hands together. "You can let ne
make the outfit. I'mreal good at it."

Wil e Wdow Case went to | ook for a sheet, Preacher Judd ate one of the
sandwi ches, took one and handed it down to Cinderella. Ci nderella pronptly
t ook

the bread off of it, ate the neat, and laid the nustard sides down on her
knees.

When the neat was chewed, she took to the mustard bread, cranming it into her
mout h and smacki ng her lips |oudly.

"I's that good, sugar?" Preacher Judd asked.

Cinderella smled sone nustard bread at him and he couldn't help but think
t he

nmustard | ooked a lot |ike baby shit, and he had to turn his head away.
"This do?" Wdow Case said, coming into the roomwith a slightly yell owed
sheet

and a pair of scissors.

"That's the thing," Preacher Judd said, taking a swig fromhis ice tea. He
set

the tea down and called to G nderella.

"Come on, sugar, let's you and ne go in the bedroomthere and get you fixed
up

and surprise your mama."

It took a bit of coaxing, but he finally got her up and took her into the
bedroomwi th the sheet and scissors. He half-closed the bedroom door and
cal l ed

out to the widow, "You're going to like this."

After a noment, Wdow Case heard the scissors snipping away and Cinderella
grunting like a hog to trough. When the scissor
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sound stopped, she heard Preacher Judd talking in a | ow voice, trying to
coach

Ci nderella on something, but as she wanted it to be a surprise, she quit
trying

to hear. She went over the couch and fiddled with a sandwi ch, but she didn't
eat

it. As soon as she'd gotten out of eyesight of Preacher Judd, she'd upended
t he

| ast of his root beer and it was as bad as he said. It sort of made her



st omach

sick and didn't encourage her to add any food to it.

Suddenl y the bedroom door was knocked back, and Ci nderella, having a big tine
of

it charged into the roomwith her arnms held out in front of her yelling,
"Wooo,

woooo, goats."

W dow Case |let out a laugh. Cinderella ran around the roomyelling, "Woo00,
woooo, goats," until she tripped over the coffee table and sent the sandwi ch
maki ngs and hersel f flying.

Preacher Judd, who'd followed her in after a second, went over and hel ped her
up. The Wdow Case, who had curled up on the couch in natural defense agai nst
the flying food and retarded girl, now uncurl ed when she saw sonet hi ng
dangl i ng

on Preacher Judd's arm She knew what it was, but she asked anyway, "Wat's
t hat ?"

"One of your piller cases. For a trick-or-treat sack."

"Ch," Wdow Case said stiffly, and she went to strai ghtening up the coffee
tabl e

and pi cking the ham and maki ngs off the fl oor

Preacher Judd saw that the sun was no | onger visible. He wal ked over to a

wi ndow

and | ooked out. The tunmbl e bug of night was even nore blue-black now and the
nmoon was out, big as a dinner plate, and looking like it had gravy stains on
it.

"I think we've got to go now," he said. "W'll be back in a few hours, just

| ong

enough to run the houses around here."

"Whoa, whoa," Wdow Case said. "Trick-or-treatin' | can go for, but | can't

| et

nmy daughter go off with no strange man."

"I ain't strange. |I'ma preacher."

"You strike ne as an all right fella that wants to do things right, but I
still

can't let you take ny daughter off w thout nme going. People would talk."
Preacher Judd started to sweat. "I'll pay you sone noney to let ne take her
on."

W dow Case stared at him She had nmoved up close now and he could snell root
beer on her breath. Ri ght then he knew what
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she'd done and he didn't like it any. It wasn't that he'd wanted it, but
sonehow

it seemed di shonest to himthat she swigged it wthout asking him He thought
she was going to pour it out. He started to say as nmuch when she spoke up

"I don't like the sound of that none, you offering nme noney."

"I just want her for the night," he said, pulling Cinderella close to him
"She'd have fun."

"I don't like the sound of that no better. Maybe you ain't as right thinking
as

| thought."

W dow Case took a step back and reached the butcher knife off the table and
pushed it at him "I reckon you better just let go of her and run on out to
t hat

car of yours and take your ownself trick-or-treatin'. And without ny piller
case."

"No ma'm can't do that. I've come for G ndy and that's the thing God expects
of

me, and |'mgoing to do it. | got to do it. |I didn't do ny sister right and
she's burning in hell. 1'"'mdoing Cndy right. She said sone of a prayer and

she's baptised. Anything happened to her, wouldn't be on ny conscience."



W dow Case trenbled a bit. Cinderella lifted up her ghostsuit with her free
hand

to |l ook at herself, and Wdow Case saw t hat she was naked as a jaybird

under neat h.

"You let go of her armright now, you pervert. And drop that piller case ..
Toss it on the couch woul d be better. It's clean.”

He didn't do either.

W dow Case's teeth went together |like a bear trap and nmade about as nuch

noi se,

and she slashed at himw th the knife.

He stepped back out of the way and | et go of Cinderella, who suddenly |et out
a

screech, broke and ran, started around the roomyelling, "Wo000, wo0000,
goats."

Preacher Judd hadn't noved qui ck enough, and the knife had cut through the
pillow case, his coat and shirt sleeve, but hadn't broke the skin.

When W dow Case saw her slashed pillow case fall to the floor, a fire went

t hrough her. The sane fire that went through Preacher Judd when he realized
hi s

J.C. Penney's suit coat which had cost him wth the pants, $39.95 on sal e,
was

rui ned.

They started circling one another, arms outstretched Iike
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wrestlers ready for the run together, and Wdow Case had the advantage on
account of having the knife.

But she fell for Preacher Judd holding up his left hand and w ggi ng two
fingers

like nule ears, and while she was |ooking at that, he hit her with a right
Cross

and fl oored her. Her head hit the coffee table and the ham and fi xings flew
up

agai n.

Preacher Judd junped on top of her and held her knife hand down with one of
hi s,

whil e he picked up the hamwith the other and hit her in the face with it,
but

the hamwas so greasy it kept sliding off and he couldn't get a good blow in.
Finally he tossed the ham down and started westling the knife away from her
with both hands while she chewed on one of his forearnms until he screaned.

C nderella was still running about, going, "Woo000, w0000, goats," and when
she

ran by the SYLVANIA, her armhit the foilwapped rabbit ears and sent them
flying.

Preacher Judd finally got the knife away from Wdow Case, cutting his hand
slightly in the process, and that made hi m mad. He stabbed her in the back as
she rolled out fromunder himand tried to run off on all fours. He got on

top
of her again, knocking her flat, and he tried to pull the knife out. He
pul | ed

and tugged, but it wouldn't come free. She was as strong as a cow and was
craw i ng across the floor and pulling himalong as he hung tight to the

t hi ck,

wooden but cher knife handle. Blood was boiling all over the place.

Qut of the corner of his eye, Preacher Judd saw that his retard was going
wild,

flappi ng around in her ghost-suit like a fat dove, bouncing off walls and
tumbl ing over furniture. She wasn't naking the ghost sounds now. She knew
somet hing was up and she didn't like it.

"Now, now," he called to her as Wdow Case dragged hi macross the fl oor



yel l'i ng

all the while, "Bloody nurder, |I'mbeing kilt, bloody murder, bloody mnurder!"
"Shut up, gaddammit" he yelled. Then, reflecting on his words, he turned his
face heavenward. "Forgive me my |anguage, God." Then he said sweetly to

Ci nderella, who was in conplete bouncing distress, "Take it easy, honey.
Ain't

not hi ng wong, not a thing."
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"Ch Lordy nercy, |'mbeing kilt!" Wdow Case yell ed.

"Die, you stupid old cow. "

But she didn't die. He couldn't believe it, but she was starting to stand.
The

knife he was clinging to pulled himto his feet, and when she was up she

whi pped

an el bow around, whacked himin the ribs and sent himflying.

About that tine, C nderella broke through a wi ndow, tunbled onto the porch
over

the edge and into the enpty flower bed.

Preacher Judd got up and ran at Wdow Case, hitting her just above the knees
and

knocki ng her down, cracking her head a | oud one on the SYLVANIA, but it stil
didn't send her out. She was strong enough to grab himby the throat with
bot h

hands and throttle him

As she did, he turned his head slightly away from her digging fingers, and

t hrough t he broken wi ndow he could see his retarded ghost. She was doing a
ki nd

of two step, first to the left, then to the right, going, "Unhhh, unhhhh,"
and

it rem nded Preacher Judd of one of them dances sinners do in them places
with

lots of blinking lights and girls up on pedestals doing | ashes with their

hi ps.

He nade a fist and hit the wi dow a couple of tinmes, and she et go of himand
roll ed away. She got up, staggered a second, then started running toward the
kitchen, the knife still in her back, only deeper fromhaving fallen on it.
He ran after her and she staggered into the wall, her hands hitting out and
knocki ng one of the big iron frying pans off its peg and down on her head. It
made a | oud BONG and W dow Case went down.

Preacher Judd let out a sigh. He was glad for that. He was tired. He grabbed
up

t he pan and whamred her a few times, then, still carrying the pan, he found
hi s

hat in the Iiving roomand went out on the porch to | ook for G nderella.

She wasn't in sight.

He ran out in the front yard calling her, and saw her naking the rear corner
of

t he house, running wildly, hands close to the ground, her butt flashing in

t he

nmoonl i ght every tine the sheet popped up. She was headi ng for the woods out
back.

323

He ran after her, but she nade the woods well ahead of him He followed in,
but

didn't see her. "Cindy," he called. "It's ne. Oe Preacher Judd. | cone to
read

you sone Bible verses. You'd like that wouldn't you?" Then he conmmenced to
co0

like he was talking to a baby, but still Ci nderella did not appear

He trucked around through the woods with his frying pan for half an hour, but



didn't see a sign of her. For a half-wit, she was a good hider

Preacher Judd was covered in sweat and the night was grow ng slightly cool
and

the old Hall oween nmoon was clinbing to the stars. He felt like just giving
up.

He sat down on the ground and started to cry.

Not hi ng ever seened to work out right. That night he'd taken his sister out
hadn't gone fully right. They'd gotten the candy and he'd brought her hone,
but

later, when he tried to get her in bed with himfor a little bit of the thing
animal s do without sin, she wouldn't go for it, and she always had before.
Now

she was uppity over having a ghost-suit and going trick-or-treating. Wrse
yet,

her wearing that sheet with nothing under it did sonething for him He didn't
know what it was, but the idea of it made him kind of crazy.

But he couldn't talk or bribe her into a thing. She ran out back and he ran
after her and tackled her, and when he started doing to her what he wanted to
do, out beneath the Hall oween nmoon, underneath the apple tree, she started
scream ng. She could screamreal |oud, and he'd had to choke her sonme and
beat

her in the head with a rock. After that, he felt he should make |ike sone

ki nd

of theft was at the bottomof it all, so he took all her Hall oween candy.

He was sick thinking back on that night. Her dying wi thout no God-training
made

himfeel |lousy. And he couldn't get those TOOTSIE ROLLS out of his nind
There

nmust have been three dozen of them Later he got so sick fromeating them al
in

one sitting that to this day he couldn't stand the snell of chocol ate.

He was thinking on these m sfortunes, when he saw through the |inmbs and brush
a

white sheet go by.

Preacher Judd poked his head up and saw G nderella running down a little path
goi ng, "Woo000, wooooo, goats."
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She had al ready forgotten about himand had the ghost thing on her mnd

He got up and crept after her with his frying pan. Pretty soon she

di sappear ed

over adipin the trail and he foll owed her down.

She was sitting at the bottomof the trail between two pines, and ahead of
her

was a clear lake with the nmoon shining its face in the water. Across the

wat er

the trees thinned, and he could see the glow of lights froma house. She was
| ooking at those lights and the big nmoon in the water and was sayi ng over and
over, "Ch, priddy, priddy."

He wal ked up behind her and said, "It sure is, sugar," and he hit her in the
head with the pan. It gave a real solid ring, kind of like the clap of a
sweet

church bell. He figured that one shot to the bean was sufficient, since it was
a
good overhand lick, but she was still sitting up and he didn't want to be no

sl acker about things, so he hit her a couple nore tines, and by the second
tine,

her head didn't give a ring, just sort of a dull thunp, like he was hitting a
t hi ck, rubber bag full of nud.

She fell over on what was left of her head and her butt cocked up in the air,
exposed as the sheet fell down her back. He took a long | ook at it, but found



he

wasn't interested in doing what aninmals do without sin anynore. Al that
hitting

on the Wdow Case and Cinderella had tuckered himout.

He pulled his armway back, tossed the frying pan with all his mght toward
t he

lake. It went in with a soft splash. He turned back toward the house and his
car, and when he got out to the road, he cranked up the Dodge and drove away
noticing that the Hall oween sky was | ooking blacker. It was because the noon
had

sl i pped behind sone dark clouds. He thought it |ooked like a suffering face

behind a veil, and as he drove away fromthe Cases', he stuck his head out
t he

wi ndow for a better |ook. By the tine he made the hill that di pped down

t owar d

H ghway 80, the clouds had passed along, and he'd cone to see it nore as a
happy

jack-o-lantern than a sad face, and he took that as a sign that he had done
wel I .
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....lt took Greg al nbst two hours of cursing up and down Benedict before he
found the path. And it was scarcely nore than that, at best a winding trail
The

entrance was so overgrown with scrub that it couldn't be seen fromthe |ane
leading to it, and the stretch spiraling around the hillside was invisible
from

bel ow, choked with weed and sage.
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At first Geg wasn't sure it was w de enough even for his small car, but he
had

to chance it; chance the ruts and ridges

and clunps of vegetation that punished tires and driver alike as the little
hat chback went into a slow low Wthout air conditioning it was like trying
to

breathe with a plastic bag over your head, and by the tine he was hal fway up
t he



hillside he wished he hadn't started.

O al most wished. Only the thought of what might be on the sunmit kept him
goi ng, through the stifle of heat and the

buzz of insect swarm

The car stalled abruptly, and G eg broke into panic-ooze.

Then the transm ssion kicked in again, and he sweated sone

nmore as a bunmp in the road sent the hatchback veering left, pitching Geg
agai nst the door. Beneath underbrush bordering a curve he caught a sudden

si ckening glinpse of the enptiness just beyond the edge, an enptiness endi ng
in

a tangle of treetops a thousand feet bel ow

Greg fought the wheel, and the car |urched back on an

even course. The road rmust have been better in the old days: even so, it was
one

bitch of a trip to make just to go bowing. But that was Bernie Tanner's
busi ness and Berni e Tanner's road.

Greg's owmn road stretched back a lot farther than the bottomof this hill,
al |

the way back to Tex Taylor, a onetinme cowboy star at the Mtion Picture
Country

Home. He had all those stories about the old days in Hollywod, and that's
al |

Greg had wanted at first: just sonme kind of lead-in he could

328

work up into a piece for one of those checkout-counter rags.

He' d been selling that kind of stuff |ong enough to get used

to the idea he'd never win a Pulitzer Prize.

But what the dying western wi no told himgave sudden startling hope of

anot her

kind of prize -- one that m ght have awaited presentation for nearly half a
century up there at what

Tex Taylor called the House of Pain. That's what he said its

nane was, after the Asian woman took over and began to

give quality tine to S-and-M freaks. Maybe it was all a crock, but it sounded
possi bl e, certainly worth a trip up there to

find out.

Troubl e was that Tex Taylor was borderline senile and couldn't renmenber
exactly

where this weirdo whorehouse

was | ocated. But he did, finally, come up with the name of sonmebody he'd seen
there in the glory days. And that's how

Greg got hold of Bernie Tanner.

Greg wondered if Bernie had any nmoney. Today anything with a Beverly Hills
address could probably fetch a mil or so on the current market. Maybe Bernie
woul d pay hima m!l or so just for old tinme's sake, just out of pride.

And there were others like Bernie still around, stars and

directors and producers who were bankabl e way back when; some of them had
saved

their noney or put it into real estate and led confortable, quiet lives in
Bel

Air or Holmby Hills. If Bernie would pay a mllion, how nuch would all the
others be willing to fork over, given the proper notivation?
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Greg grinned at the thought. And then, as the car swung around the | ast
curve,

his grin w dened.

He had reached the sumit. And on the summt was the house.

Hey, it wasn't the Taj Mahal or Bucki ngham Pal ace or

even the nmen's washroom at the Universal Tour. But the bottomline was it
hadn' t



burned or gone down in an earthquake

or been bulldozed by a developer. It was still here, standing in shadowy

sil houette against the late afternoon sun

Greg took a flashlight fromthe gl ove conpartnent and

clipped it to his belt. Then he reached into the conpartment again and found
there was just enough left in the envelope for a little toot, enough to keep
hi m

bri ght -eyed and bushytailed while he did whatever he'd have to do up here. He
waited for the rush, then got out and lifted the hood to | et the steam
escape.

There'd be no water up here, and probably no gas or electricity; they mnust
have

had their own generator

He stared up at the two-story structure. Frame, of course; nobody could have
haul ed machi nery here for stone or concrete construction. The roof had | ost
its

share of shingles, and paint peeled fromboards that had once been white, but
the building' s bulk was inpressive. Half a dozen boarded-up w ndows were
ranked

on either side of the front door: tal

wi ndows for a tall house. Greg closed his eyes and for a

nmonent day was night and the wi ndows bl azed with the |light of a thousand
candl es, the front door opened wi de in welcone, the classic cars rolled up

t he

driveway, headlights
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aglitter, wheels gleanming with chrome. And off behind the distant hills the
noon

was rising, rising over the House of Pain.

It was the toot, of course, and now noonlight shinmered

into sunlight and he was back in the teeth of searing heat,

radi ator-boil, insect-buzz.

Greg wal ked over to the double door. Its weathered, sun-blistered surface
barred

i ntrusion, and at waist |evel the divided doors were secured by | ock and
chai n.

Both were rusty;

too much to expect that he could just wal k up and yank his

way in.
But it happened. The chain gave, then cane free in his fist, covering his
pal m

and fingers with powdery particles of

rust fromthe parted |inks. He tugged and the door swung

outward. Hi nges screeched.

Greg was in the house and the house was in him

Its shadows entered his eyes, its silence invaded his ears,

its dust and decay filled his lungs. How |l ong had it been since

these wi ndows were first boarded, this door |ocked? How

many years had the house stood enpty in the dark? Houses

that once were thronged with people, throbbed to their pleasure and their
pai n

-- houses like this were hungry for life.

Greg withdrew the flashlight fromhis belt, flicking it on and fanning the
beam

for inspection. What a dunp!

He was standing in a foyer with a solid wall directly ahead, archways opening
at

left and right. He noved right, along a
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carpet thickly strewn with dust |ong undi sturbed, and found hinmself in a room



that he inmagi ned nust take up nost of this wing. A huge Oiental rug covered
t he

floor; its design was obscured and fraying, but Geg thought he coul d detect
t he

outline of a dragon. Sofas and chairs were grouped al ong three sides beneath
gilt-framed pai ntings which, Geg noted, m ght have served as centerfolds for
the Kama Sutra. Angled at the far corner was a piano, a concert grand. Once
upon

a tinme sonebody had spent a |lot of noney furnishing this place,

but right now it needed maid service.

Geg's flashlight Crawl ed the walls, searching for shelves

and bookcases, but there were none. The fourth side of the

roomwas covered by a row of tattered drapes hung before the boarded-up

wi ndows.

The drapery may al so have di spl ayed the dragon pattern, but outlines had

f aded;

its fiery breath was | ong extingui shed.

Greg crossed the foyer and went into the other wing. It turned out to be a
bar,

and at one time may have resenbl ed Rick's place in Casabl anca, but now the
set

was struck. The

roomwas a tangle of upended tables and overturned wooden chairs, flanked by
booths on two walls and tattered drapery on the third. Along the fourth wall
was

the bar, with a big mrror behind it, bordered on both sides by shelves and
cupboards that had once di splayed bottles and gl asses but now held only heaps
of

shard. The mirror itself was cracked and nottled with nold. Here's | ooking at
you, kid.
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At one side of the bar a door |ed to what nust have been

the kitchen; on the other side an archway framed the base of

a staircase beyond. Skirting the maze of tables and chairs,

Greg headed for the archway.

Upstairs would be the bedroons and naybe the private

quarters of the Marquess or whatever she called herself. The

pl ace | ooked as if it had been abandoned in a hurry; the padl ocked door and
boar ded- up wi ndows may have been the results of a return visit. But why |eave
all the furnishings? Geg

had no answer, but he hoped to find one. And find what el se

m ght al so have been abandoned.

The stairs' worn padding nuffled his footsteps, but creaking began when he
reached the long hallway off the upper landing. It echoed again as he opened
and

cl osed the doors

lining both sides of the corridor

Al led to bedroons, each with its own indecorous decor

Here lay a round bed surrounded and surmounted by mirrors, but the sunptuous
bedspread was riddled with nothholes and the mrrors reflected only the |ight
of

Greg's flashlight beam In another roomstood a bare marble slab with

nmetal cuffs and an assortment of chai ns hangi ng from ends

and sides. The nmarble top was flecked, the nmetal attachnents

reddened with rust, not bl ood. And the whips on the wall

rack dangled inmpotently; the case of knives and needl es and

surgi cal shears held pain captive through the enpty years.
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Enmpty years, enpty roonms. WAlIl rnural obscenities turned into absurdities by
t he



crisscross of cracks, the random censorship of fading over decades of decay.
But where were those private quarters: an office, soneplace to keep the
books,

the files, the cash, and naybe -- just maybe -- what he was | ooking for? He
hadn't gone through all this just to chase shadows. Wat the hell was he
doi ng

here anyway, prowing through a deserted whorehouse at sunset? The Johns
didn't

cone to these places | ooking for

starkness and desol ation; tricks were supposed to be wel comed. But what had
he

found except rot and ruin, a bar full of broken bottles, a parlor piano that
grinned at himw th keys like rows of yellowed teeth? Damm it, why didn't
somebody tend to a custoner? Conpany, girls!

Greg cane to the end of the corridor, reached the | ast

roomon the left. There'd been nothing here now and maybe ever. Tex Tayl or
was

lying, the old rumy had no proof, and he was just doing a nunber like the
old

ham he was, using Geg as an audi ence for the big deat hbed-revel ati on scene.
Who

said people had to tell the truth just because they were dying?

He opened the door on a bedroomjust like all the others, dark and deserted:
bare wal Il s and bare bureau top, enpty chair and enpty bed.

At least that's what he thought at first glance. But when he | ooked agai n he
saw

t he shadow. A dark shadow, |ying on the bed
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And now, in the flashlight's beam the shadow turned to gold.

There was a golden girl lying on the bed, a golden girl

with a jet-black halo of hair fram ng an al nost feline face --

sl anted eyes closed in slunber above hi gh cheekbones, cora

curvature of lips relaxed in repose. The flashlight beam swept

across her nudity, its light lending luster to the gold of her flesh.

Only one detail marred perfection. As Greg stared down

he saw the spider. The big black spider, emerging from her

pubi c nest and crawling slowy upward across her naked belly.

Greg stifled his gasp as he realized the girl was dead.

She opened her eyes.

She opened her eyes and smiled up at him opened her mouth and flicked a thin
pi nk tongue in a sensual circle over

the coral lips. Her smle w dened, revealing twin razor-rows
of teeth.
Now, still smling, the girl sat up. She raised both arns,

hands conming to rest on either side of the throat hidden by the dark tunble
of

her hair. The long fingers splayed, tightening their grip as if trying to
wr ench

the head free.

Then the girl tugged, lifting her head off her neck

She was still smiling
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