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PREFACE

Some of these stories are old and dear friends of mine; others, after visiting them for the first time in ten or twenty years since their publication, seem like new ones. I was particularly pleased to reread one tale and be totally surprised by the ending: is that craftsmanship allied to a bad memory, which I have ever owned, or merely incipient senility? Two stories are brand new to both of us.
In any event, dear reader, I do hope you find something herein to enjoy, and, more importantly, something that scares you...

Al Sarrantonio – May, 2003



The Ropy Thing

The ropy thing got most of the neighborhood while Suzie and Jerry were watching Saturday morning cartoons on TV. Then the cable went out and Jerry's dad put on the radio but then that went out too. By then Suzie and Jerry were watching the ropy thing from the big picture window in Jerry's living room. The ropy thing was very fast, and sometimes they saw only its tip stretched high and straight, or formed into a loop, or snaking over a house or between trees or moving over cars. It hesitated, then shot into the moving van in front of Suzie's house across the street, pulling a fat uniformed mover out, coiling around him head to toe like a mummy and then yanking him down into the ground. It pulled Suzie's mom into the ground too, catching her as she tried to run back into the house from where she had been directing the movers from the curb.
"We're getting out!" Jerry's dad shouted, giving Jerry a strange look, and the ropy thing got him in the front yard between the garage and the car. Behind him was Jerry's mom, with an armful of pillows, and the ropy thing got her too. It got Jerry's sister, Jane, as she was sneaking away from the house to be with her boyfriend, Brad, down the block. Suzie and Jerry watched the ropy thing jump out of the bushes in front of Brad's house like a coiled black spring, getting Jane right in front of Brad, just as she reached to hold his hand. Brad turned to run but it got him too, shooting up out of the lawn and over the sidewalk, thin and fast. It whipped around Brad and squeezed him into two pieces, top and bottom, then pulled both halves down.
Suzie and Jerry ran up to the attic, and the ropy thing snaked up around the house but didn't climb that high and then went away. From the small octagonal attic window they watched it wrap around the Myers' house and pull the Myers' baby from the second-story window. Then it curled like a cat around the Myers' house's foundation, circling three times around and twitching, and stayed there.
"This is just like—" Jerry said, turning to Suzie, fear in his voice. "I know," Suzie said, hushing him.
When they looked back at the Myers' house all the windows were broken and the porch posts had been ripped away, and the ropy thing was gone. They spied it down the block to the right, waving lazily in the air before whipping down; then they saw it up the block to the left, moving between two houses into the street to catch a running boy who looked like Billy Carson.
The day rose, a summer morning with nothing but heat.
The afternoon was hotter, an oven in the attic.
The ropy thing continued its work.
They discovered that the ropy thing could climb as high as it wanted when they retrieved Jerry's dad's binoculars and found the ropy thing wrapped like a boa constrictor around the steeple of the Methodist church in the middle of town, blocks away. It pulled something small, kicking and too far away to hear, out of the belfry and then slid down and away.
"I'm telling you it's—" Jerry said again.
Peering through the binoculars, Suzie again hushed him, but not before he finished: "—just like my father's trick."

They spent that night in the attic with the window cracked open for air. The ropy thing was outside, moving under the light of the moon. Twice it came close, once breaking the big picture window on the ground floor, then shooting up just in front of the attic window, tickling the opening with its tip, making Jerry, who was watching, gasp, but then flying away.
They found a box of crackers and ate them. The ropy thing's passings in front of the moon made vague, dark-gray shadows on the attic's ceiling and walls.
"Do you think it's happening everywhere?" Jerry asked.
"What do you think?" Suzie replied, and then Jerry remembered Dad's battery shortwave radio that pulled in stations from all over the world. It was in the back of the attic near the box of flashlights.
He got it and turned it on, and up and down the dial there was nothing but hissing.
"Everywhere..." Jerry whispered.
"Looks that way," Suzie answered.
"It can't be..." Jerry said.
Suzie ate another cracker.
Suddenly, Jerry dropped the radio and began to cry. "But it was just a trick my father played on me! It wasn't real!"
"It seemed real at the time, didn't it?" Suzie asked.
Jerry continued to sob. "He was always playing tricks on me! After I swallowed a cherry pit he hid a bunch of leaves in his hand and made believe he pulled them from my ear—he told me the cherry pit had grown inside and that I was now filled with a cherry tree! Another time he swore that a spaceship was about to land in the backyard, then he made me watch out the big picture window while he snuck into the back and threw a toy rocket over the roof so that it came down in front of me!" He looked earnest and confused. "He was always doing things like that!"
"You believed the tricks while they were happening, didn't you?" Suzie asked.
"Yes! But—"
"Maybe if you believe something hard enough, it happens for real." 
Jerry was frantic. "But it was just a trick! You were with me, you saw what he did! He buried a piece of rope in the backyard, then brought us out and pulled the rope partway out of the ground and said it was part of a giant monster, the Ropy Thing, which filled up the entire Earth until it was just below the surface—and that anytime it wanted it would throw out its ropy tentacles and grab everybody, and pull them down and suck them into its pulsating jelly body—"
He looked at Suzie with a kind of pleading on his face. "It wasn't real!"
"You believed."
"It was just a trick!"
"But you believed it was real," Suzie said quietly. She was staring at the floor. "Maybe because my mother was moving, taking me away from you, you believed so hard that you made it real." She looked up at him. "Maybe that's why it hasn't gotten us—because you did it."
She went to him and held him, stroking his hair with her long, thin fingers.
"Maybe you did it because you love me," she said.
Jerry looked up at her, his eyes still wet with tears. "I do love you," he said.

They ate all the food in the house after a week, and then moved to the Myers' house and ate all their food, and then to the Janzens' next door to the Myers'. They ate their way, uninvited guests, down one block and up the next. They ran from house to house at twilight or dawn. The ropy thing never came near them, busy now with catching all the neighborhood's dogs and cats.
Even when they did see the ropy thing, it stayed away, poking into a house on the next block, straining up straight, nearly touching the clouds, black and almost oily in the sun, like an antenna. It disappeared for days at a time, and once they saw a second ropy thing, through the telescope in the house they were living in, so far away from their own now that they didn't even know their hosts' names. They were near the edge of town, and the next town over had its own ropy thing curling up into the afternoon, rising up like a shoot here and there, pausing for a moment before bending midriff to point at the ropy thing in their own neighborhood. Their own ropy thing bent and pointed back at it.
Suzie looked at Jerry, who wanted to cry.
"Everywhere," she said.

As the summer wore on the squirrels disappeared, and then the birds and crickets and gnats and mosquitoes. Jerry and Suzie moved from house to house, town to town, and sometimes when they were out they saw the ropy thing pulling dragonflies into the ground, swatting flies dead and yanking them away. Everywhere it was the same: the ropy thing had rid every town, every house, every place of people and animals and insects. Even the bees in the late summer were gone, as if the ropy thing had saved them for last, and now pulled them into its jelly body along with everything else alive. In one town they found a small zoo, and paused to look with wonder at the empty cages, the clean gorilla pit, the lapping water empty of seals.
There was plenty to eat, and water to drink, and soda in cans, and finally when they were done with the towns surrounding their town they rode a train, climbing into its engine and getting the diesel to fire and studying the controls and making it move. The engine made a sound like caught thunder. Even Jerry laughed then, putting his head out of the cab to feel the wind like a living thing on his face. Suzie fired the horn, which bellowed like a bullfrog. They passed a city, and then another, until the train ran out of fuel and left them in another town much like their own.
They moved on to another town after that, and then another after that, and always the ropy thing was there, following them, a sentinel in the distance, rising above the highest buildings, its end twitching.
Summer rolled toward autumn. Now, even when he looked at Suzie, Jerry never smiled anymore. His eyes became hollow, and his hands trembled, and he barely ate.

Autumn arrived, and still they moved on. In one nameless town, in one empty basement of an empty house, Jerry walked trembling to the workbench and took down from its pegboard a pair of pliers. He handed them to Suzie and said, "Make me stop believing."
"What do you mean?"
"Get the ropy thing out of my head."
Suzie laughed, went to the workbench herself and retrieved a flashlight, which she shined into Jerry's ears.
"Nothing in there but wax," she said.
"I don't want to believe anymore," Jerry said listlessly, sounding like a ghost.
"It's too late," Suzie said.
Jerry lay down on the floor and curled up into a ball.
"Then I want to die," he whispered.

Winter snapped at the heels of autumn. The air was apple cold, but there were no more apples. The ropy thing spent the fall yanking trees and bushes and late roses and grass into the ground.
It was scouring the planet clean of weeds and fish and amoebas and germs.
Jerry stopped eating, and Suzie had to help him walk.
Idly, Jerry wondered what the ropy thing would do after it had killed the Earth.
Suzie and Jerry stood between towns gazing at a field of dirt. In the distance the ropy thing waved and worked, making corn stalks disappear in neat rows. Behind Jerry and Suzie, angled off the highway into a dusty ditch, was the car that Suzie had driven, telephone books propping her up so that she could see over the wheel, until it ran out of gas. The sky was a thin dusty blue-gray, painted with sickly clouds, empty of birds.
A few pale snowflakes fell.
"I want it to end," Jerry whispered hoarsely.
He had not had so much as a drink of water in days. His clothes were rags, his eyes sunken with grief. When he looked at the sky now his eyeballs ached, as if blinded by light.
"I...want it to stop," he croaked.
He sat deliberately down in the dust, looking like an old man in a child's body. He looked up at Suzie, blinked weakly.
When he spoke, it was a soft question: "It wasn't me, it was you who did it."
Suzie said nothing, and then she said, "I believed. I believed because I had to. You were the only one who ever loved me. They were going to take me away from you."
There was more silence. In the distance, the ropy thing finished with the cornfield, stood at attention, waiting. Around its base a cloud of weak dust settled.
Quietly,
Jerry said, "I don't love you anymore.”
For a moment, Suzie's eyes looked sad—but then they turned to something much harder than steel.
"Then there's nothing left," she said.
Jerry sighed, squinting at the sky with his weak eyes.
The ropy thing embraced him, almost tenderly.
And as it pulled him down into its pulsating jelly body, he saw a million ropy things, thin and black, reaching up like angry fingers to the Sun and other stars beyond.



The Only

When you meet Harbor Road, turn south. Now I can almost hear your footsteps. Walk until the breakers on your left seem about to wash up around you over the boardwalk, and the shop lights become dimmer, more secret. The shadows hug themselves here. Your footsteps are tentative now, but you are close—when you pass under a dull yellow streetlamp that hums, blinking out and then flaring on again, on the verge of an extinction never achieved, look up. There is a sign in a window, of three letters, and inside and upstairs, as they told you, you will find me. This is what you must do.
I can hear you coming.

Bill was drunk when they met him at the bus terminal. When Paul held out his hand, a lopsided smile of welcome on his face, Bill only grinned widely and put a half-empty pint of Jim Beam into his palm. "There's one or two more of those somewhere," he said, patting at his drab
green coat. He grinned again, an elfin thing from this small man, smaller-looking under the army crew cut that was beginning to fill out on his head.
"Bastard," the third member of their party, silent till now, said. He looked as if he was brooding, but the other two knew he wasn't.
"Bastard yourself," Bill said, and then he hugged the other, holding him out then at the shoulders. "How are you, Jimmy?"
"Good enough." The thin, sour features turned wry. "Better than you, you drunk bastard."
"Hah! And more of that to come! I want to hit Harbor Road."
Paul began, "I thought we'd go back to my place for a while, have a couple of beers—"
"Beers, bullshit. I want to see the Bay, relive old times. Four friggin' years..."
He looked down at his shoes, shiny black, trying to remember something, feeling around his memory.
"Four friggin' years..."
"Come on," Paul said, taking him by the arm. "We'll do it your way. I know just where to start."
"Oh?" Bill said, and then he smiled and held out his hand to take the pint of Jim Beam from his friend.
It was late and grey. It had been warm in the afternoon, the thermometer crawling up from the damp thirties to hover, exactly at midafternoon, near fifty. But now the mercury was falling again, and the sky was falling with it. It had been a damp October and now a damp November, and the weak try at Indian summer the weather had given the past couple of days looked now to be losing out to the inevitable cold. It would be chilly tonight, and there was already, out over the edge of the Bay, a hint of mistiness that would turn to thick fog by morning.
They walked east, toward the water. A movie marquee said HALLOWEEN FRIGHT WEEK, but the K in week was already down and an attendant on a ladder was carefully removing the other letters one by one; the posters in the window now showed two lovers in a close-up 1940's-style embrace. They walked past a couple of bars, but even Bill didn't turn his head; this wasn't their section.
"The Sirens?" he asked. "To see Snooky again."
Jimmy nodded dourly, and Bill smiled.
A hard left onto Harbor Road, and there was the water to meet them. Their legs carried them on, but suddenly Bill stopped short, staring out at the Bay.
"What is it?" Paul asked.
"Nothing," Bill answered, staring into space. Again he seemed lost, searching for something. He shook his head. "It's just that I haven't seen that water in a long time, but it seems like I never left it."
The Seven Sirens looked barricaded against winter's advent. The green and white striped awning was rolled flat against the front, and the take-out window, open wide in the summer to serve clams and shrimp to the tourists who didn't know about the back room or were too shy or polite to barge in on the regulars, was pressed down tight and caulked. The porthole in the door was steamed; there was an untidy pile of late-season discards—paper cups and napkins—that swirled like a miniature leaf storm on the boardwalk out front.
Jimmy was pushing open the door when Bill held back. He was looking out over the water again.
"Okay if we stay outside?"
Paul looked at the two round picnic benches yet to be stored; the seats were up on the tables and the beach umbrellas—again, green and white striped—were missing from their holes. "Little cold to sit out, Bill." Then he added, "Sure."
He disappeared inside, returning with a tray of shrimp and paper cups of beer. "This stuff's on Snooky," he said. The other two had set up one of the tables, and Bill was once again smiling, holding the open bottle of liquor under Jimmy's nose.
"Come on, puritan. Just a sip." He turned to Paul, beaming. "Goofball still won't drink, will he?"
"Been trying to break him down for years."
Bill took one of the beers and drained half of it in a gulp. His back was to the Bay. The open bottle was in front of him, nearly empty. He was quiet for a few moments and then said, "I don't know why I came back."
"That's not what your letter said," Paul offered.
Bill shrugged. "All that stuff about being with your pals, the guys you grew up with, the places you know..." He shrugged again, then grinned. "I was drunk when I wrote that."
"That wasn't hard to figure out," Paul said.
"You misspelled pals four times," Jimmy said, straight-faced. "Spelled it with an I."
"That's what you guys are," Bill said, and suddenly he stood up, looking down at them. "My pils." He sat down again. "Hey Paul, you still teaching at the old school?"
Paul nodded.
"Why did you come back?" Jimmy said, and now there wasn't a hint of anything but seriousness on his face.
Bill was staring down at his hands, working his fingers over the knuckles. For a moment they thought he wasn't going to say anything. He reached for the bottle, then let his hand fall back on the other one again. "I truly don't know."
He looked up at them, and now there was a kind of pleading in his eyes. There was something he wanted them to tell him, some word or phrase to make him say what he wanted to say. Suddenly he blurted out, "Do you know what a shit I feel like coming back here? Do you? I was the big mouth, the one who always said that this wasn't the place to be, that there was a big world out there, that I was..." His hands were fists and he knocked them one against the other. ...That I was going to grab the world by the balls." He laughed. "That's what I said: grab the world by the balls. You know what I did?" He laughed again, a snort. "I grabbed myself by the balls."
"Hey, Bill." Paul began.
"No, let me. You knew this would happen. The two of you knew that if I really did come back I'd go on like this."
"We knew you'd come back," Jimmy said quietly.
"That's a really flicked-up thing to say."
Abruptly the hands unclenched, resting on the picnic table. There was a small plate of shrimp in front of him untouched, and as if his hands now saw what his eyes didn't register, his hands moved the plate away from him.
He went on, his voice lowered. "Do you know that two weeks ago, when my hitch was up, I had every intention of signing back up? I'd never even thought of doing otherwise. They were paying for computer school. I was up for a promotion in rank in a few months—shit, I was even getting along with the hard-ass sergeant I wrote you about. Things were going great with Julie too."
"You wrote about her," Paul said. "Said she was okay."
Anger crept into Bill's voice. "Did I write that I wanted to marry her? That was up the line too. And then—" He made as if he were holding a pen, poised above the table, frozen. "And then I had that paper in front of me, and suddenly I didn't want to sign it anymore, I wanted to come back to Greystone Bay. More than anything else in the world, I wanted to come back here."
"You remember your early letters? They were full of homesickness," Paul said.
"Come on, that was three years ago! I told you later on I washed this place out of me. What the hell is there for me here except you guys? After my old man died and the bank took the house—shit, there's nothing here at all." Once again anger came. "Do you know what my long-range plans were? Another hitch, then boom, out of the army with all that computer training behind me. I was going to go to Boston, get a job with one of those big computer places on Route 128, be set for life. And with Julie. And then suddenly, none of it means anything anymore. I had a fight with her just before I got on the bus, and ended up telling her to go to hell. We'd never even had a serious argument before."
"You can never go home again," Jimmy quoted laconically.
"Thomas Wolfe my ass. I'm here, aren't I?"
The anger had drained out of him, leaking away to the water behind him, and now he saw the bourbon bottle in front of him and he finished it with one swallow. Another sip of beer and suddenly he smiled, washing everything else from his face. "So I'm here, I came home, and, well, I guess it's all right." The smile trailed a bit and his eyes wandered. "I guess it's all right..."
 It was getting dark. Out in the harbor, where bay met and kissed ocean, a lonely foghorn sounded once, then again. Nearer, a buoy slapped itself, the mild lash of a rope on hollow metal. The air thickened, became moist, and already the few fall stars twinkled desperately, trying to shine through the heavy night coming.
They rose, and moved on. As Bill pushed his chair back he saw Snooky regarding him inscrutably through the small front window; the old bar owner nodded once in salute, and Bill waved back. There was more drink in him than he thought. He stood and found the world turning for him momentarily; then it steadied and Paul and Jimmy were there beside him. There was a heaviness in the pocket of his coat and he felt down to find the smooth glass of an unopened pint of bourbon. He left it there, tightening the collar of his coat around his neck.
They turned south, passing Port Boulevard once again, where the bright lights of the shops and stores were beginning to turn to the dimmer ones of closing time. Bill felt oddly warm and peaceful. He remembered a time when he had stolen a newspaper from one of the stands next to Woolworth's, because his old man liked the Tribune so much and wasn't buying it because the factory had had a layoff and they were keeping every nickel until they found out how permanent it would be. He'd walked two blocks, fast, with the paper tucked so tight under his arm it hurt, and then when he finally slowed down he looked down to see that he had taken The New York Times by mistake. He'd sneaked the paper back to the newsstand, not so much out of guilt as that if he had brought the Times home his old man would know he'd stolen it and whip him till his pants bled.
They passed the Boulevard, leaving the lights behind. Again the buoy slapped itself, and suddenly Bill crossed the boardwalk, facing the Bay; he put his arms on the railing and looked down the steep embankment before turning to his two friends. They saw he had a newly opened bottle of bourbon in his hand.
"Had enough?" Jimmy asked.
Bill answered, "Never, I want to toast you two guys now." He held the bottle out straight over the railing. His head swam but his arm was steady as the rocks below. "To the two biggest bastards I know."
He offered Paul the bottle, and, after Paul swallowed, he was astonished to see Jimmy take it also, a discreet sip passing into his mouth. "Mother of God," Bill said, his eyes growing wide, clutching at his chest. "The world is surely ending when Jimmy Hoffman takes a drink." Jimmy shrugged sourly and handed the bottle back.
"Do you know," Bill said, pausing to lighten the bottle himself, "what I thought of the other day? I thought of the time the three of us went looking for that old man in the chair. Remember? There was that story we heard, I can't remember any of it, but there was something about an old man who sat in a chair all the time."
He looked at his friends; Paul was staring out at the water, Jimmy moving a hand along the railing, lips puckered, the taste of alcohol still in his mouth.
"Come on," Bill continued, "don't you remember? It was one of the biggest things we ever did. We found the guy in the chair. We must have been in third, no, fourth grade. Mrs. Johnson was our teacher. She still at the school, Paul? You ever see her?"
"She's Vice Principal," Paul said flatly.
"You see? I remember it was fourth grade because we had Mrs. Johnson for our teacher and because that was the year we all fooled Benny Lakeland into asking his old man for a box of rubbers for Christmas. You remember that? The poor dumb bastard didn't know what a box of rubbers was."
Jimmy was smiling, and suddenly Paul broke into a laugh. "I remember that."
"Don't you remember the other thing? The guy in the chair?"
"Do you?" Jimmy asked, oddly.
"Sure I do!" He stopped, racking his memory. "Somebody told us all about this guy who did nothing but sit in a chair in a little room somewhere in Greystone Bay, and the three of us went looking for him, and we found him."
"And?"
"And nothing! That's all there is. What's the big deal? The point was, we found the guy and nobody else did." He pulled the bottle up to his mouth and kept it there a long time. "Jeez, you guys are bastards all right."
"I remember," Paul said, almost in a whisper.
"There, you see!" Bill's eyes brightened.
Paul took the bottle from him and they all looked out over the Bay. There wasn't much to see now, but they had never needed eyes here anyway. The ears and the nose did all the work, with the salt in the air and the good dampness that was always there, especially in the summer, and the squawk of gulls and the tiny splash they made when they dived to snare a shiner from just below the surface of the water. The foghorn wept again, out somewhere in the loneliness, and now, close by, they heard that tiny splashing sound and then the triumphant sound as a gull reared blackly up away from them, its prize in its mouth.
"This is a beautiful place," Bill said quietly.
The others nodded, and then Paul used the bottle before Bill took it back.
The night closed in on them, and they walked on. South, still, along the boardwalk that creaked in places like the steps in a haunted house. "You remember the time we went to that haunted house near South Hill?" Bill began, but then he said, "Forget it." He was awash in alcohol, and the red and white neon lights stabbed at his eyes painfully, making him shield them. Everything was too bright, surrounded by too much darkness. He heard Paul and Jimmy walking beside him, but had to reach out his hands to clutch their coats to make sure they were really there. He wanted to throw up, but instead, took the bottle to his mouth again, as a baby might take a nipple.
"Where are we?" he said, not sure if the words had made it to his lips, but he nodded when Jimmy answered, "Harbor Road still, down near the end."
"Ah," he said, once more wanting to throw up and then suddenly, from far away, he heard a vomiting sound but was surprised to find that it wasn't himself but Jimmy who was bent double.
"Never could hold your liquor," Bill said, slurring out a laugh. "One drink in his whole friggin' life and he barfs up. Here, have another." He held the bottle under Jimmy's nose but Jimmy pushed it gently away, rising up slowly.
"Where are we now?" Bill asked, and then he stared at the front of the building they stood before.
"This is it. Goddammit, this is it!" There was drunken victory in his voice. He turned to his two companions, who only stared at the front glass window, a small square cutout with a neon-scripted Bud sign that was not lit.
"This is where the guy in the chair was!"
Suddenly he heaved over, throwing the acidy contents of his stomach onto the small stoop in front of the bar. He stood, cleaning his mouth with his sleeve, and then found that the hand within the sleeve still held a bottle with a half-inch of bourbon in it. His stomach protested loudly, but he took it down anyway, closing his eyes momentarily before focusing them again on the building before him. He dropped the empty bottle and it spun once on the sidewalk before settling, label down, next to the stoop.
The liquor, all-encompassing as it was, had now deposited him in a place that was crystal-clear. He saw the door, the brass handle on the door-
"We're going in."
His leg lifted, and he was up on the stoop. Without looking, he knew that Paul and Jimmy were with him. He could feel their bodies beside him, their wordless rapport.
"You don't remember anything?" Paul asked; his voice was low and Bill couldn't locate Paul's face to go with the voice.
"Dammit, this is the place!" he said in answer.
His hand was on the door—old, notched wood, a lock that had been replaced more than once; he pressed his hand, his body, against it.
The door opened inward easily. A push of tobacco smoke, thick as dust, greeted him, along with the stronger smells of any old bar: urinals long uncleaned, their towel machines empty, soap dish empty, a run of gurgling water in the brown-bleached sink, and a protesting squeal followed by nothing when the hot tap is turned; and beer, sour, run into every corner, dried but never gone, spills on the floor, green tiles rubbed nearly black with cigarette filters and the detritus from a thousand heavy shoes. There was a jukebox flat against one wall, in the shadows, its lights out save one faint amber bulb that pulsed like a retreating heartbeat. Pegs set into the warping paneled walls, dark as the floor, stained, another leak of water running silently from one ceiling corner to meet an ancient pool on the ground that never grew and never receded. The bar was not long but filled, smudged wood polished by coatsleeves, tarnished footstools with torn red leatherette seats. A bowling machine off in another corner showed no lights at all, a rug of dust covering its alley, the plug draped across the top.
The seats were filled with old men who turned as they entered; it was as if a nest of old birds had been disturbed, swiveling their hooded eyes to see what sort of animal approached. The bartender looked like one of them, perhaps elected to lift his aging body from his barstool, worn topcoat and all, and serve his fellow passengers. There was a glass in his hand, clouded, and he paused only a moment as they entered before turning his back on them to refill it from a bottle under the smoky mirror in back of the bar. His eyes turned up to the mirror, watching them there.
Someone at the bar snorted; swallowed phlegm.
"North Hill boys," someone grunted in dismissal, and the old men turned back to the bar, but all the eyes in the mirror, between the whiskey bottles, stayed on them.
"Dammit, this is it," Bill said too loudly. The world pendulumed up away from him, came to a standstill, pendulumed back the other way. He wanted to sit down. Once again his eyes hurt, and the world was divided into glowing blobs of light and surrounding darkness.
"We sneaked in and went right over there," he got out, pointing crookedly to an indistinct dark corner next to the jukebox.
"Follow me," he said, stumbling toward the dark corner.
His feet would not work properly, but suddenly he was there, falling onto the jukebox, his face bumping flush with the scratched dusty glass. "NIGHT AND DAY" —A-4, he saw, and then, mercifully, there were hands under his arms and he was pulled away. He expected to be taken to where damp sea air would greet him, but instead, there was a shuffling and his feet were on steps leading upward. He had never been so drunk. His boots scraped leadenly but then he remembered how to use them and he lifted one, then the other. He felt like a marionette, his feet flailing out and up in an approximation of climbing and yet smoothly supported by the arms that held him.
"Up?" he said, slurring his word horribly so that it sounded like the cry of a baby. He tried hopelessly to right his head and bring his eyes to focus, and then abruptly he could see for a moment. There was a steep up-sloping bank of steps ending in a wall. The wall got closer and then turned, and he looked up to see another series of steps ending at a huge—
"Paul? Jimmy?" A trapdoor dropped open in his mind, and he remembered it. He remembered where he had been. He heard giggling and he turned to see Paul beside him, his nine-year-old face stifling a laugh; Jimmy was on the other side and now Paul reached out, poking a finger into Jimmy's ribs and Jimmy threw his hands over his mouth, his eyes wide, trying not to cry out, and then turning to tell Paul in a severe whisper to shut up. They heard a creaking sound from below and the three of them stopped dead, leaning back against the wall and peering down into the shadows.
"You think someone saw us?" Paul whispered.
"Nah," Bill said, "not those old men. They're lost in their beer." Jimmy nodded, and they waited, still as mice, for another sound from below that didn't come.
"You really believe that crud about 'the man in the chair'?" Paul snorted in a low voice.
"You were there, you heard," Bill shot back, glancing up at what lay before them. "And pipe down."
"I think you put your big foot in your mouth," Paul persisted. He too was looking at the top of the stairway, but his tone remained derisive. "A bunch of bull— 'one man, and one only, from all the men in Greystone Bay, must always sit alone.'" He waggled his hands before him, his voice mocking in a whisper the spooky sing-song of a taleteller around a campfire. "So was the pact made, and so it continues—the safety of Greystone Bay for the life of one only." He opened his mouth and eyes wide, feigning fright, then broke into stifled giggles.
Beside him, Jimmy smiled grimly. "Didn't have to say you could find him, Bill. Everybody knows that story. I say there's nothing to it."
"I said I'd find him and I meant it. Let's go," Bill said, and they turned once more upward.
"Looks like the door from Twilight Zone," Paul said, but Jimmy hushed him as another creaking sound came. "That was you, idiot," Bill said, and he put his foot where Jimmy's had just been, producing another low crack of old worn wood.
The door was huge to them—four panels, the two on the top smaller, like squinting eyes. The knob was cut crystal, tarnished, like the ones in Bill's grandmother's summer house; he wondered if he would be able to turn it since he had so much trouble with those others—but then that had been because he was only three and he couldn't open any doors without difficulty.
"I hear somebody inside," Paul hissed, and they halted until Paul poked the two of them in the ribs, making them smother shouts. "Thought I did," Paul laughed.
"Come on," Bill said.
His hand was on the knob. It was just like those others, a thousand cut facets like imperfect prisms. It was slightly oval, fitting into the palm of his hand like a smooth Bay rock, a good one for skimming. He turned to smile at Paul and Jimmy, one step below him.
"Go ahead," Paul said, grinning stupidly, and Jimmy stared at him unblinking.
He turned the glass knob.
The door swung inward, as if pulled back by weights and pulleys. For a moment he saw nothing in the room but grey-yellow light and dust: a small hexagonal skylight choked with dirt, plastered walls with great rivers and tributaries of cracks, flaking holes, dark wood molding at the ceiling sagging out of its nail holes, pieces of it gone here and there, the floor covered with a sheen of undisturbed dust—and then he saw a chair with an old man in it.
"Holy shit," Bill said, and he reached for Jimmy and Paul but they weren't there. He heard their yells, their feet clattering down the stairway to the bar below.
The man in the chair opened his eyes once, a flutter of ancient eyelids like a lizard's, and it was over. After me, only you, Bill heard, though he didn't see the old man's lips move.
Bill blinked; time moved.
"Jimmy? Paul?" he called out. He stood over the threshold, the smell of mustiness in his nostrils, the glaring dead light from the six-sided skylight throwing the color of mustard at him. The room was empty. The arms were gone from under his; again, as before, he heard the sound of steps moving down the stairway behind him. He looked down, saw his army boots, and he felt his fatigue coat buttoned high around his neck. The room spun, came still; he saw off in one solitary corner the empty chair, high-backed, seat worn smooth—
"Jimmy! Paul!" he cried, knowing that his voice carried empty down the turning stairs, buried deep before it reached the floor below. "Jimmy..."
He walked, and the chair held up its arms to him, and he embraced it...

So that is what was. So long past, so many sour shines of moon and sun through my little window above. My eyes never open anymore...
But you are here now. I hear you. On the stoop, hesitation at the door, and then you push it open. The smell of beer and smoke. No one looks up as you sneak past—how many of you are there—two? Four? It doesn't matter. Only one will enter. To the back, past the jukebox, up the steps. A hesitation, another.
Come closer.



The Beat

"Dancing to a beat is as peculiarly human a habit as is the habit of artificially making a fire."
—Edwin Denby
FORMS IN MOTION AND THOUGHT

Minnow was pulled through the City. Feeling the beat—thump, thump—rising from the cracked asphalt, through the soles of her boots, stabbing up into her feet, through the leg and up her chest, until—wham--out through the top of her head and hands—feeling this, even as her fingers began to snap by themselves—she felt despair and lethargy overtake her. Leave me be, she whispered under her breath, but the beat wouldn't go away. Like a third rail jolt, she was locked onto it.
Snap, snap. It was as if her boots were metal and clamped to the magnet of the beat. It made her leap and dance. She flopped high into the air—came down, swuck, pulled like a piece of metal back to the magnet of the road again.
She whirled from block to block. The sun was rising now over the jagged edge of a skyscraper. It would be another hot day, and Minnow groaned at the heat to come. In yawning black doorways, others were starting to stir, rising on wobbly legs and being overtaken by the beat again. The worst were the cripples and arthritics—their dancing was a tortuously forced one: each step bringing cries of pain as a thousand knifepricks rolled up and down their limbs.
Minnow found herself now at the head of a grotesque conga line. It would be one of those days—the beat below was tapped into its sardonic circuit. When it felt playful, there was always trouble—burnings and perhaps other violence: perhaps even, Minnow thought with a shudder which quickly turned into a waving flourish by the beat, they would have another summer day like the one two years ago, with human head-topped flagpoles and the crack of overdanced bones filling the air long after the sun went down. Minnow doubted it—the beat had obviously been so drained by the whole onslaught that it had nearly shut down completely, its solar power reserves dried up—but maybe it had purged those circuits.
With an effort, Minnow stole a glance behind, and was greeted with the sight of a thirty block-long kicking line of bodies all following her demented lead. Dip, rise, hands in the air, hands down, shout, kick, hands in the air—the conga wove back and forth up the street with a pulsed regularity. The dance went on for a long time, with only a short heaving break which found twenty or thirty dead dancers flopping to the ground, their source of animation removed. During the pause, a few live ones tried to run for the buildings, but it was useless: in a few minutes the beat called them back again and the dance resumed.
This time they flapped and stepped their way in and out of buildings, a mile-long snake of human and halfhuman, climbing staircases and corking down fire escapes. One stairway broke under the heaving weight, but the dance went on, the bisected parts of the conga line rejoining outside the building. Minnow heard the screams of those who had been buried but were still dancing, under all that rubble...
But as Minnow had prayed, the dance ended at nightfall. There would be no undue carnage, no burnt-alive bodies, after all. The beat had decided, at least for tonight, to take it easy on its fuel reserves. Despite the heat of the day, and the clarity of the air which had led Minnow to fear that a bad one was happening since the beat sucked in more juice when the skies were cleared, the whole thing shut down with the sun.
Minnow, along with everyone else, dropped half dead to the pavement when the dance ended, and fell asleep on the spot. The human body was not made for punishment like this—sixteen hours of uninterrupted movement. Sometimes Minnow would try to fall asleep while dancing—the heat roasting into her and all—but sleep hardly ever came or, when it did, didn't stay long. And sometimes the beat knew this, and responded in kind...
Minnow awoke and pulled herself to her feet. The soles of her boots were still humming. Unsteadily, she hurried to where the others would gather—it would be best to get there first. But when she pulled herself up the five flights of steps and pushed the flap of the door aside, she realized that she had slept longer than she'd thought. They were all there already.
"We've got to do something tonight," said Cave, not waiting for Minnow to say anything. His mouth was as grim as the rest of him, and almost as hugely wide: Minnow remembered that there had been a time when Cave had laughed with that mouth but that was before the girl — Ginny? Rava? Whatever—had been pulled under by the beat. He wasn't a laugher anymore.
"We thought you were dead, Minnow," said another voice from the corner. Minnow peered that way; it was Goat—a half-treacherous bastard who, it was rumored, had done as much killing during the night as the beat did during the day. It had been obvious for a long time that Goat had set his eyes on Minnow's position, if not her body; and Minnow knew, along with everyone else, that there was only one outcome of that silent challenge: one less set of limbs for the beat to jerk around.
Minnow flexed her legs, pointing her toes out at Goat's dark corner. "Sorry to disappoint you."
There was uneasy laughter.
From the other side of the room another voice spoke up. A new one. Soft and careful, and the face that did the talking was, like Goat's, hidden in shadow.
"If you don't do something tonight there won't be another chance." All eyes swiveled toward the stranger.
"And who are you?" asked Minnow in a neutral voice.
The stranger leaned forward into a patch of weak light, and there was a gasp.
"Call me Skull."
His head was like his words. At first it looked to Minnow like it really was a skull, skin and organs stripped bare to bone: but, on a more careful look in the dimness she saw that he wore a mask, a tight-fitting death's head over his own.
"Why the theatrics?" Minnow asked, in a tone more defensive than neutral now.
"I have my reasons," the stranger said curtly. "I've been traveling a long time, started out from the other side of the continent, and I can tell you that things have already fallen apart over there. Have been, all across the country."
"This destruction been following you, by any chance?" This from Goat.
Skull worked his head slowly towards the other. There was a moment of silence.
"Can't say. But I know what I saw." He turned back to Minnow, his voice softened again. "And what I saw was this. That thing below, that you call the beat here—it's called a lot of different things—it seems to have completely lost control, and is slowly and methodically killing off everything. I think it's eating itself alive, looking for something it wants. Have things been getting progressively worse lately?"
There was a pause before Minnow answered, "Can't say they've gotten better."
"It's what I've seen everywhere."
Again a pause. "And you think it's going to happen here?"
The stranger spoke very softly.
"Tomorrow or the day after, at the latest."
"Then what?"
It was hard to tell whether the light in Skull's eyeholes came from real or reflected fires.
"And then nothing. Nothing left."
"Well, then we act. Tonight. How long do we have before sunrise, Copper?"
A short, bright redheaded man at her left looked at an ancient time piece on his wrist. He shook it, cursed, "Wait a minute," he said, and scampered out of the room, returning a few minutes later.
"By the stars, I'd say six hours."
"Six hours." Minnow seemed to mull this over. "You say you don't think we have another day?"
"I'd say no," replied Skull.
"All right. We have a vague plan, you can come along if you like. We know how to get in down there, that's all. From then on we're on our own. You have anything to add?"
"I've been down there once. All the way."
Again a gasp.
"You've been all the way down?"
Softly. "Yes."
"You'll lead with me. Copper and Cave behind. Goat and the rest after. Take whatever tools we have. Think you can get us all the way through, using our entrance?"
Skull leaned back into his shadow. "No doubt. The system is a continuous grid; there's no one major focal point. Break them all, break any one, it all goes apart like a broken chain."
Minnow couldn't help keeping the awe out of her voice; she feared her mouth was hanging open.
"What is it like? What is the beat like?"
There was quiet.
"You'll see," he said, and then his death's head was silent.

They found the hole with no trouble. Minnow had been afraid it would be covered, or worse yet,  gone; but apparently the beat had not detected their advent the first time she and Copper had stumbled onto it after a day of fevered dancing, or, if it had, had not thought it worth its while to do anything about it.
When she told Skull all this he merely grunted and led on.
They had a few crude lights that Copper had wired together, ancient acid batteries goosed into life and connected to unbroken 25 watt bulbs. Those in the back carried tarred and oiled rags in case the batteries went dead.
They went down steeply for awhile, first descending a vertical greasy ladder and then, after traversing a short tunnel, a long staircase that led down in a slow arc. There were puddles at intervals, and the smell of dead matter: Minnow turned to Skull but his head only seemed to grin at her in the sour light. There were rats, too, large ones; with red tight eyes like small laser tracks. They were bigger than the ones on the surface, some a good three feet long: Minnow commented that the reason the ones on the surface didn't grow bigger was that the beat got to them there.
"I saw one dance itself to death one day, just before twilight," she said in hoarse whisper. "He was squealing like mad up on his hind legs, blood and spittle coming out of his mouth. You could see the strength seeping from his limbs. He kept dancing till the beat stopped. And then he seemed to fold up and blow away."
"They have the beat down here, too," was all Skull said as they pushed on.
They wound downward for about a half mile before Minnow motioned for them to halt. "Copper, how much time left?"
The redhead gave his wristwatch a bang. "I'd estimate four hours, give or take a half hour." His eyes were huge with fear. "The way I see it, we'd barely have enough time to get back to the surface again. If we get caught under—"
"We die, just like above," Skull cut in. "Let's move."
They continued for another mile. The walls were slicker now, and there was an acrid smell in the air, like burning metal or wires.
"Are we close?" Minnow asked.
"I can't say. I think so."
"I thought you said you were down here?"
"Only once," Skull replied.
One of the electric lanterns began to dim so they lit the other, but this too faded, victim of a fragile bulb. They went on by torchlight.
Abruptly, the steps ended and their pathway ahead widened. Minnow saw that it was brighter around them, despite the weaker light of the torches.
"There's something up ahead," she said unnecessarily.
Skull didn't acknowledge, but only walked on.
The five things were on them without warning. There was a shriek, and the torches were knocked aside by furiously flapping wings, leaving them all in a weird orange glow like sickly twilight.
"Run ahead!" cried Skull, and they followed.
The things—like huge hummingbirds with rotating metallic heads—followed them into a small amphitheater. This was the source of the light. It looked like a storage area or hexagonal locker: two of the walls were lined with storage bins and dusty metal cages, most of them empty. Tools and what looked like discarded uniforms jutted out of others.
The hummingbirds forced them into a corner. They hung back a moment. Then, with frightening slowness, they began to move forward. Each had a finely honed set of whirring blades where its beak should be.
"What the hell are they?" Minnow asked, pressing her back against the metal cabinet behind her. Her muscles tensed.
"I don't know precisely," Skull answered. "Some sort of guard device, probably the only one still working. Maybe they're just outlaw machines." He gestured at all of them. "Spread out and wait for my signal. I should be able to draw them back away from you, and when I do, you run for the doorway behind us and move on."
"What about you?" Minnow asked.
"I'll catch up." He waved an arm. "Go!"
Minnow hesitated, then moved quickly off to one side as she saw, with amazement, Skull leap straight at the hummingbirds. His jump was graceful, the gazelle-like arc of a ballet dancer—and in mid-leap he suddenly dropped to all fours. The hummingbirds seemed startled, and then, after hesitating a moment, fixed all their attention on Skull. Their wings dipped down, along with their deadly beaks; but by then Skull had rolled lithely off to the left and regained his footing, standing on his toes and bobbing lightly from side to side.
Minnow stood transfixed in the doorway by his movement, and only when he shouted angrily did she duck back to the corridor where the others were waiting. They had managed to get out without any serious injuries, though Copper had sustained a large welt from bashing into a storage bin.
They stopped halfway down the corridor, and waited. Ten minutes went by, and Minnow was just getting restless enough to start back toward the storage room when Skull appeared.
"Are you all right?" She couldn't keep the note of concern out of her voice.
He nodded curtly. "Let's move."
Goat started to open his mouth but the look Skull turned on him made him stop.
"I said let's go."
Another hour and a half of forward and downward progress and they halted again. They were back in the same sort of tunnel they had started in; had passed two more storage areas, each larger than the last and both empty of hummingbirds or any other surprises.
"How much time left?" Minnow asked hollowly.
She already knew the answer.
"Twenty minutes," Copper said in a dull voice.
There was silence, and then Skull spoke.
"I suggest we keep pushing," he said simply.
No one moved.
A sudden chill went through Minnow. Down here, a mile or so below the surface, it struck her like a hammerblow that she knew nothing about this man. He wore a mask, and sounded like he knew what he was talking about, and danced with a frightful grace she had never seen before—and that was all she knew about him. In twenty minutes the horrible dance would start again, as it did every dawning, and they would be trapped in a Skinner box on the word of someone they had trusted—she had trusted—for no other reason than that she had wanted someone to trust.
"You knew we wouldn't make it," she said in a whisper.
The twin caves where his eyes should be seemed to glow amber, then reverted back to dark tombs.
"Yes," he said.
Minnow threw herself at him, but in mid-stride her arms flew uncontrollably up over her head and she stopped and pirouetted. Her arms, her legs, were not her own anymore. A deep pulsing began in the earth around her, in the air, in her head and bones, and before she knew what was happening she found herself in an insane waltz. The beat had begun once more. She threw a quick, painful glance at Copper, cursing him silently for miscalculating the time by nearly a half-hour, but the thought of condemnation vacated her mind when she saw that he was throwing himself against the wall, arms whirling like a helicopter, and shouting with each collision. His face was bloodied.
The waltz continued, and she found herself with a quick succession of partners—Cave, Skull, Goat—who was trying, she saw, to pull at the trigger of a weapon he must have picked up in one of the storage bins they had passed. The fleeting conviction went through her that he was more desperate than she had thought, and that if the beat had not started when it did she might be dead anyway now, probably along with Skull. Another change of partners and she saw that Goat's weapon had been forced from his grip and that he was now slapping his hands together in time, faster than seemed humanly possible.
The waltz changed to a tarantella, and then to a Celtic jig. After that there were a thousand other variations. The one lasting image in all this madness was that of Skull, his graceful, aquiline body flashing past her nearly every time she was whirled about. He became an anchor in her storm, and his grinning skull mask was the one image that burned itself into her mind as the hours danced away...

She awoke propped in a corner, arms akimbo, legs collapsed under her like so much lead. For a long time she could not move. She didn't know what time it was; there was near-darkness, and at first she thought she could be outside, or in some abandoned building. But then the sour stench of the underground tunnel reached past her nostrils and she remembered what had happened.
With a groan she struggled to a kneeling position, and then, using the wall for leverage, heaved herself up onto her feet. She nearly went down again, feeling momentary pressure on one of her ankles, but suddenly there was an arm there, holding her up.
"Can you stand?"
It was Skull.
"I think so. Yes. It's not twisted like I thought. Just asleep."
She closed her eyes until the swimming stopped in them, and then took a deep breath and faced him.
"The others?"
"Dead." It was a simple statement of fact, but Minnow detected a note of something else—pity? sadness?—behind it.
"All of them?"
"All. Three died during the dance. The one named Goat then killed another one and then Copper tried to stop him and was killed trying to get his weapon away." He paused. "I took care of Goat."
Was there revulsion in his voice? Awe?
Skull said, "He was going to kill you where you slept."
"God," Minnow said, taking a shuddering breath. Skull stood silently next to her, becoming conscious of his supporting arm on her and gradually releasing it. For a moment Minnow was sorry it was gone, and then she wasn't.
"Now what?"
"We continue."
There was a blank certainty in his voice.
"So we can be killed the next time we get caught by the beat?" 
"No. This time we make it to the center."
"I don't believe you."
He turned those eyes that weren't eyes on her. She was both attracted and repulsed by him at the same time.
"I don't blame you for not believing me," he said. "But I didn't lie to you yesterday. I said there was only one day, maybe two, before things went to pieces. I knew we couldn't make it in one day, but if I had said that, none of you would have come. What I didn't know," and here he paused looking around him; Minnow thought she felt him tremble, "is that this would happen. But if you and I don't go on, that's the end of it." His voice became as soft and careful as when he had first spoken out of the shadows, up above.
They locked eyes to eyeholes for a moment, and then Skull nodded sharply.
"We have exactly six hours."

They went through two more long pulls of tunnel and two more empty storage areas before Minnow felt a sudden change in the atmosphere. It wasn't anything she could put a finger on—something in the floor or walls perhaps, a vibration, something in the air around them. But she knew they were nearing their destination. Despite her best efforts, a small clench of apprehension formed in her stomach, and her steps became more consciously careful. Glancing sideways at Skull, who had been moving along easily beside her, she saw that he too had tensed,
and now had his head cocked, as if listening for something.
"Hold it," he hissed.
They stood, silent as statues.
"There," Skull said; "hear that?"
Minnow held her breath, and now she did hear something; low, regular; a barely audible thump-thump of a faraway heartbeat.
"What is it?" she whispered.
He motioned her to be quiet.
It was louder now, getting louder by the minute—the heartbeat of a cat modulating into the heartbeat of an elephant.
Thump-thump, thump-thump—and
getting louder still.
Skull yanked on her arm. She pulled back a moment and then saw what he was doing: there was a shadowy cutout in the wall which he pressed them both into.
"Quiet," he said.
The thumping had turned into something more now, and it was moving quickly toward them. It had the regular, percussive beat of something artificial; it sounded, in fact, like a column of booming bass drums.
And there now, under the thundering, Minnow heard the rattle of snare drums and cymbals.
Without warning, the source of the sounds pulled into view. Skull had an arm across Minnow's chest, holding her tightly back against the wall; he was cutting off her breath but she dared not breathe anyway. What passed before them was a huge, ghoulish marching band—fishpale humans of all sizes, beanpoles and squatty beach balls, all marching and dancing with a manic precision that thoroughly frightened Minnow. They were possessed. Their eyes were vacant with rapture; and the pure look of single-mindedness on their faces was unmistakable. They would die, or burn themselves alive, or do whatever was required of them. The walls rocked with the sound of their instruments and marching feet. They didn't miss a note, and those that played their huge oil drum basses or rattling snares moved with a cog-like precision.
"The beat is their god," said Minnow with complete, awed certainty after they had gone, leaving only echoed silence.
Skull nodded. "They want nothing else. They wandered down here, or were caught down here, years ago when the beat started, and now they live for it. During the day their god takes care of them, and at night they service themselves."
"How do you know that?" Minnow asked. She reached to touch his arm but pulled back.
"Come on," he said quietly, "we're almost there." 
"Are you one of them?"
Something in his voice, the inflection, or the quietness, had unlocked a corner of her mind and she had a sudden vision of him dancing. For a split second she knew who he was. But the fraction of a moment passed, and she could not hold on to it. Once more she knew nothing about him.
"Come on," he repeated in a gentle voice.
Another hundred feet down the corridor and they reached their destination.
"This is it," said Skull. Through a high vaulted door they entered a massive underground arena. It was in the shape of a dome so huge, and colored such a deep black, that if stars had been painted on it Minnow would have believed they were outside and that this was their flat Earth. The floor was one vast tarpaulin, pulled taut as a drumhead. They advanced slowly to the center of it, and Skull turned to Minnow.
"Take off my mask," he said quietly, taking her hands in his and moving them up to his face.
Trembling, she did so, and when she pulled the sheath of rubber up over his head she found herself faced with an identical skull, this one of bone. The red candles behind his eyes flared into life.
"You're it," she breathed.
Skull nodded slowly.
"You're the beat."
Around them, it became even blacker.
"I think you knew it all along," he said softly. He made a leisurely, graceful turn around the arena. "Someone wrote, a long time ago," he said, "that the dance is the most perfect form of human expression—that it is the essence of humanity itself. It's been called poetry embodied, beauty in its most fluid and unchaotic state. Man believed this, and, eventually, man's machines believed it. I believed it." He stopped abruptly, and looked, it seemed, straight into Minnow's soul. His voice was soft, but held something suppressed, a rage or frustration.
"If machine was to become man, what better way to prove we were not mere mimics than to exhibit his most human essence? If I could attain the dance I would attain humanity.
"But when I did this, something painful occurred to me: that man himself did not possess, really, the knowledge of his own most perfect poetry. And so the beat began, and has been going on ever since." 
"You've been punishing us for not using what we're born with and which took you so much pain to get," Minnow whispered, horrified. 
"No!" said Skull, his voice rising to an echoing shout and sending a chill through Minnow. "Not punishing: teaching. Trying to teach..." His voice dropped to a breath. "And I've failed."
"So you're destroying everything, from one end of the globe to the other, because you've failed."
His eyes flamed red fire, and she thought he would shout with rage again, but instead he pirouetted away from her, jumping lightly and landing with the finesse of a cat on his toes.
"It's time," he said, his death's head riveted on her, "for my last dance."
Minnow looked steadily at him, though her voice was faint.
"The end."
Skull stared at her, unmoving.
"And you my partner."
Every dot of light bled out of their surroundings then, leaving them in a darkness as utter and black as an inkpool. A spotlight, then another, materialized, making a circle around her feet and around those of Skull, and suddenly he was leaping up, up, graceful as a bird, and she was following him. She could not tell if they were on the ground or in the air. Her limbs, as always during the beat, were not her own.
They were swallows in flight. There may have been music somewhere; or the music may have come from within Minnow's own bones, singing directly into her brain from the core of her being. It didn't matter. The beat was there, and it made its own music. She was caught in a timeless web, and after a while she realized that her limbs were her own now, and that what she was doing was as much her own making as his. What they danced was something beyond poetry or ballet: it had more to do with water, air, and fire than with these things that were given names in some ancient time. It was an essential thing, born as much of the molecules and atoms that composed her, with their stately, roll-of-the-dice movement, as it did with the mere jerking of legs, arms, hands—though all these things were part of it too. It was something that clawed and cried and laughed, made love and violence. All movement, all dance, without this understanding, was ludicrous, obscene: but with it clutched to her breast Minnow became something more than she was before. It freed her from something that had always been with her, since the first forced tug on her body which this thing named Skull had generated. Then she had been made to do it; now she wanted to. And suddenly she saw that she was dancing alone, her arms and legs not fluid machine but human, and she soared and soared.
She awoke with the crampedness that always set in after the beat. This time, though, there was an underlying strength in her worn out body. She stood and stretched, looking down at herself and knowing for the first time that her body belonged to her and no one else.
At first she thought the arena was empty. The white tarp stretched tight to the circumference, and she could make out nothing on its surface—but then she saw, huddled at the edge, a crumpled figure.
It was Skull. He seemed, now, the mere bag of bones that his skull promised: Minnow had the unsettling feeling that if she were to pick his body up it would rattle and then fall to pieces and flake away. Instead she stared into his eyes, now absent of the crimson candle-glow of artificial life.
She looked into those eyes for a long time. And then, with a quick step she lifted her leg, gracefully, turned, and began to walk with resolution toward the tunnel leading to the world above. She would walk, at least for now—though she had the feeling that when the light of the sun or moon caressed her she might be unable to keep her body still. That warmly beating center core might burst to flaming life and take her limbs freely into motion with it.
She might have to dance.



In the Corn

Do you remember losing your eyes?"
"Yes."
"Tell me."
"I... was three years old, playing with my brother and governess in a wide yellow field in back of our house. It was Autumn, and the grass was stiff; I remember it was cold that day. My brother and I were tumbling on the grass, throwing each other over our shoulders, laughing. The governess, Nancy, got caught up in our game and began to tumble us over her shoulder also. This is... very painful to remember..."
"Go on. You must tell me."
"She was roughhousing with us, and began to pick one and then the other up, swinging us high in the air. I remember her twirling me around. We were all getting dizzy and were laughing uncontrollably. We had wandered somewhat from the center of the field toward an edge bordered by a row of picked corn; the stalks were stiff and dry and stood up straight. I can almost see the sun on their dry yellow. Nancy was laughing as if she were our own age; actually, she was only a few years older than my brother. I was running around and around her, chasing my brother, and Nancy suddenly picked me up, a bit too fast, tumbling me up and over her shoulder. I remember the stalks of corn coming at my eyes like deformed spears, I can see them now like I could then, as if in slow motion, coming up towards my eyes, and then into them..."
"Go on..."
"Doctor, I can't..."
"You must."
"I... remember screaming, hearing myself scream, and I remember flailing my arms and hands, trying to pull the stalks from my eyes, sitting on the ground and screaming uncontrollably, shrieking, my entire body shaking, and then feeling hands on me, Nancy's hands. I can remember her hands on my face, and the sticky mass of tears and blood, and then I could feel her tugging at the stalks, pulling them free one at a time, gently, and there was... a sound... as she did it, a sucking sound..."
"Yes?"
"I can't."
"I told you, you must. Continue."
"No!"
"Continue."
"I...—no!"
"You must go on."
"The... last thing I remember seeing was the governess' face after she had pulled the stalks free. I could see her face through blood, though I could not see very clearly. There was a look of..."
"Yes?"
"A look of horror on her face, and then my eyes began to unfocus, as if the world was being pulled away, taking the light with it, and I was alone and screaming..."
"Can you go on?"
''I...”
"Yes?"
“I was so alone."
"I understand. Do you remember what happened then?"
"I was sent away to have my eyes cared for."
"And?"
"And... there were other things."
"Please explain."
"They told me later, much later, that I had been traumatized. I was ill for a very long time, and would not eat or speak; I lived... inside. I went through a lot of therapy, and there were a lot of different doctors and hospitals. I was never sent home. I... remember screaming, lots of crying, and then, after a long, long time, a kind of peace came over me..."
"Go on."
"I became calm. I told them it was all right, that I wanted to go home. But they wouldn't listen to me. They wouldn't send me home. I started to cry. I wanted to see my brother again, I wanted to see Nancy, to tell her it was all right, that she didn't have to have that look on her face anymore, that it wasn't her fault. But they wouldn't send me home."
"And so?"
"I became hysterical again, and the therapy began again. For a whole year I didn't speak. For another year I screamed. And then I became calm again."
"I understand. Do you know how old you are now?"
"I'm twenty-two years old."
"Very good. And do you know why you are here?"
"Therapy."
"Of course. But it is time to tell you more."
"More? What do you mean?"
"There are things you must know now; I believe you can learn now what really happened."
"What don't I know?"
"Are you calm?"
"Yes."
"You will remain calm? You will not begin to scream, or draw into yourself?"
"No, I won't scream."
"Very good. Listen carefully. Your governess did not hurt you."
"What?"
"It is time to remember; you must remember; your governess did not push you into the corn. Your brother did."
"No!"
"Your brother tried to kill you. He killed your governess after he blinded you, and you saw her die in the corn patch before you lost your sight. Do you remember this?"
"I... oh, God... I was told..."
"Never mind what you were told. It is time to go back. You were told your governess was responsible for the accident because you could not handle what you saw. Your brother was taken away after the incident, and has spent his entire life in institutions. He is insane. He wanted to kill you that day out of jealousy for your attachment to your governess. He tried to kill you. Do you remember all of it now?"
"I... my God, yes..."
"Tell it to me."
"Oh my God."
"Tell it to me."
"I can't. I won't..."
"You must. Begin now, please."
"I…"
"Begin now."
"We... were roughhousing like I said, in that yellow field behind the house; it was cold... We were tumbling on the grass, moving closer to the corn field, and I remember that Nancy came out to tell us to stay away from the corn stalks. The day..."
"Yes?"
"The day smelled a lot like this one. There was the same smell in the air."
"Go on."
"My brother ignored her, and tumbled me closer to the corn; he was a bit older than I was and much bigger. The governess came over to scold him, and he laughed and deliberately pushed me into the corn, and those stalks came into my eyes..."
"Are you all right? Are you calm?"
"...Yes."
"Good. Go on then."
"Nancy... ran over, and I felt her hands on my face, and she pulled them out of my eyes with that sucking sound..."
"Yes?"
"I... remember clearing away the blood, and I saw my brother... push Nancy down into the corn patch, and he... got on top of her, weighing her down..."
"And then?"
"It's very difficult..."
"You must, as I said."
"He... was on top of her. He grabbed a husk of dried corn and began to... stab her in the face, in the eyes, and she screamed and screamed and..."
"You must go on."
"And the blood covered my eyes and I couldn't see any more, and I awoke in the hospital."
"Very good. Is that all?"
"Yes, that's... all..."
"You are all right?"
"Yes. Yes, I'm all right."
"You are calm?"
"Yes."
"Good. It is good that you remember these things."
"I can't believe I didn't remember!"
"You must be calm. It was necessary. You are calm now?"
"Yes."
"Good. There is something I must tell you."
"What do you mean?"
"Your brother has escaped from the institution he was in. That is why you were brought here."
''I—''
"Listen. Are you calm?"
"Yes, I am calm."
"Good. Your brother will try to kill you. He wants to kill you. That is why you are here."
"I am safe?"
"That is why you are here. You will remain calm?"
"Yes."
"Good. There is something else I must tell you.
Do you know where you are?"
"At another hospital, outside, on the grounds."
"That is not correct. Smell the air. Reach down and feel where you are. Do you know where you are?"
''I—"
"Yes, the corn. It is Autumn. Do you know who I am?"
"A doctor. Another doctor."
"I am your brother."
"Oh my G—"




Two

Sometimes now, when a cup fell from a cupboard, or a book fell from its shelf, or a spoon hit a pan or the television snapped on loud, she suddenly heard the scream of brakes.
"Mom?"
He placed his knife on his fork, ever so gently, but the sound went through her like a fingernail down a blackboard.
"Yes, Tanny?" The voice was a practiced voice, not really her own. The practiced voice was calm; her own voice wanted to scream and scream like those brakes.
"My birthday—"
"I know, Tanny," and the practiced voice spoke a little too quickly, a little too loud.
He came close, a mop of dark amber hair over darkly serious eyes, and carefully opened a paper, putting it by her plate. A boy without a father. She wanted to touch him, but she was afraid that if she touched him, if she lay her hand on his head, he would fall to pieces and that when the pieces hit the floor she would hear the wail of locked brakes forever.
Oh, Carl, why can't you be here for him again!
And then Tanny was gone, with the door to his room clicking gently shut (scream!) and the house grew winter cold around her.
That night, each night, she dreamed a dream. Sometimes it began with Tanny and Carl fishing on the short dock that jutted crookedly into the blue lake as she looked on. Sometimes she sat in a wooden-slatted beach chair and watched while Tanny and Carl flew a kite in the small meadow by the cabin, or while they rowed in aimless circles at the exact center of the lake while their laughs, high and low and crystal clear over the water, reached her content ears. Sometimes Carl and Tanny were sitting at dinner in the cabin while she served them, a single candle orangely illuminating their faces for her. This is how it had been in life: she the happy spectator as her son and husband lived their happy lives before her. After one of these scenes, the rest of the dream was always the same. They were in their bright yellow station wagon—Carl and Tanny in matching short-sleeved red and white checked sport shirts and she in a light blue dress. Carl drove, and they moved down the brown and green mountain like a drop of white wine down an upheld corkscrew. There was laughter in the car, Tanny's high laugh mixing with the low laughs of she and Carl. Tanny hit a camp pan with a spoon and he and Carl sang for her in the back seat. And then, suddenly, there was the scream of locked brakes, and then all the bright colors, green and brown and yellow and blue, turned bright red—
Oh Carl! She cried out, awakening and his name, his face and his deep laugh were all mingled with the sound of locked and screaming brakes.

In the day she looked at her son and wanted to cry because his father was not there for him.
It was snowing when Tanny's birthday present came. It was unloaded by two men, tall, in coveralls and parkas, but they were gone nearly before they were there. The big box was opened and suddenly the truck was gone and Tanny was gone, leaving her stranded outside his closed bedroom door.
"Tanny?" her practiced voice said.
"Thanks, Mom." The voice was distant.
She began to speak again but then she went away.
Dinner sat and cooled, and after the time for patience came and went she knocked softly on his door. She heard a shuffling, the flick of a switch (scream!). She reached for the knob but suddenly he was there.
"Sorry," he said, and he rushed past to the dinner table, closing the bedroom door behind him.
There was a candle-flame in his eyes, a warmth that hadn't been there for a long time. It warmed something in her, and for the first time in a long time the screaming went away.
"Tanny?"
He looked up, a startled deer.
Suddenly she didn't need the practiced voice.
"I... know how hard it's been on you since... the summer," she said, and as she said this the screaming tried to start again, way down at the bottom of her mind. "I... I know how much you miss your father, how much fun you two had together. I know you miss all those places he used to bring you and the things he did for you. I know you miss the things he used to make, the puppets and the toys he brought home as a surprise, and the popcorn he made, and the surprises he always had. I... wanted you... to know that I..."
She couldn't go on, and then her body was trembling all over and in her ears the sound, the high, tearing, locking sound...
Beyond the screams that filled her ears she heard the soft click of a bedroom door.
In the night, after the dream came and was gone and with it all its horrid sounds, as she lay breathing quietly again in the center of her large, sweat-soaked bed, she heard laughter. Tanny's voice was there, and another one, lower-pitched.
She held her breath and closed her eyes, and the voice didn't go away.
"And then we'll build a campfire," Tanny's voice said.
Muffled laughter.
"And then can we go to the movies?"
The other voice said something she couldn't hear, and then the two voices laughed again.
In bare, cold feet she made her way to his room. Under the door were colors, red and green. As she threw open the door she suddenly remembered waking up in the hospital to see that Tanny was there but Carl wasn't. I don't know how any of you got out alive, there was nothing we could do for your husband, we think the other driver was drunk, poor boy, growing up now with no father... She remembered the red and white checked sport shirt Tanny still had on, the torn sleeve on one arm, the v-shaped rip showing his bruised skin underneath, the blank, struck-animal look of loss in his eyes...
"Tanny..."
 "Mom."
On the screen before him, as he hit a button, something red moved away into the distance, becoming haze.
"I was just playing a little bit."
She looked at the screen, at her son.
He held up a fat book of instruction meekly for her inspection. "You program in numbers and stuff and it..." He looked down. "It makes someone for you to talk to."
She reached down to touch him and suddenly she was lost again, powerless, trembling.
"No, Tanny, it's... all right. Go back to bed."
Oh, Carl!
All through the night she dreamed of Tanny and Carl together again, and in her wakeful moments the laughter and voices from Tanny's room came and went...

In the morning, after Tanny's cocoa cup was drained and his snow-boots were buckled and his mittens dry and secure and his hood and books in place, after the yellow bus had gobbled him up (she always closed her eyes when this happened, listening for the snap of the closing door that would start the screaming in her ears), she went into his room.
She went in there to dust, she told herself. She went in to straighten up, to take all the empty boxes and string and paper stuffing from his birthday present away. She did all this, and more. She straightened the comic books and dusted his reading lamp; put his running sneakers and hiking boots back in the closet. She did all this, and then she stood before the machine.
It looked more of a mystery to her than it had the night before. Now, with its buttons unlit and cold, with its screen a cold green eye, it looked dead and yet somehow alive.
She touched a button and nothing happened.
She touched a green button, way off to the right, and winced at the sound of a flicking switch.
The screen went bright and something, a red shadow, was there, moving across the screen and then gone.
A boy without a father.
"Carl?" she whispered, and then she quickly touched the green button again, watching the screen turn dark, dead green, and hurried from the room.

The days and nights passed, and the voices and laughter continued.
"Tanny, we have to talk."
"I'll be late for school, Mom."
"I'll drive you."
Over his oatmeal, he looked up. "You never drive," he said, and it was an accusation.
She said, very slowly and carefully, "I've heard you every night with your machine."
"Oh," Tanny said in a low voice.
"I want you to know it's all right as long as you don't carry it too far."
He looked as though he wanted to find a place in his oatmeal to hide. "Thanks."
"Tanny—" she started to say, wanting to tell him, as her shivering began, how much she wanted more than anything in the world to have his father back again so that she could watch the two of them and be happy, but he pushed away from the table, and was into his coat and out the door just as the bright yellow bus stopped to swallow him up.
In the long morning, at each tick of the hall clock and each creaking sigh of the big empty house settling around her, she sat in her chair and heard the imaginary screaming of brakes.
The world went round. White snow melted into gray slush, which melted into silver water, which melted into the warming earth. Green shoots, tender things with strong roots, shot up, along with white dandelions that waved in the wind and then exploded, sending themselves away. The sun burned warm yellow again. School boys grew thin, as winter mittens were packed into mothball boxes and hooded snowsuits turned, like midnight pumpkins, into canvas jackets with thin zippers.
The spring didn't warm or launch her, but found her wrapped all the more tightly in her cocoon. By day she wandered the house restlessly, straightening and then straightening again; by night she lay awake staring at a spot in the center of the darkened ceiling and listening to the laughter from Tanny's room. She tried to think of Tanny and Carl together, but this only brought a chill to her bones. She never went into his room now; but sometimes, when the door lay open a crack or when he ran out to his bus, leaving it open, she would walk slowly past, as though in awe, and steal a look at the icy blank screen within. Carl. 
She and Tanny hardly spoke; their meals were silent eating times with only the setting out of plates beforehand and the cleaning of dishes afterward to frame them. When the yellow bus disgorged him after school he went to his room, and when he finished his supper he went to his room again. On Sunday he stayed in his room all day. It finally came to her, through the thick, gauzy layers of her isolation, that his bond with the machine was becoming too strong.
"School will be over soon, Tanny," she said one Sunday, when the sunlight was so warm and close it seemed to heat the food on their plates.
He nodded distractedly.
"Would you like to go away for the summer, just you and me?"
He looked up, as if seeing her for the first time in a long while. "Where?" he said. There was discomfort in his voice, as if he wasn't sure he was really speaking with her.
She took a long slow breath, fighting the demons within her.
"We could go to the mountains." Again a measured, practiced breath. "To the cabin."
He looked at her so hard her composure began to crumble, but then she realized that he was trying to comprehend what she had said. "You mean it?"
Fighting the paralysis that wanted to overtake her, she nodded, and tried to smile. "I thought we could fish, get the old boat out—though we might have to work on it a bit to get it in shape."
"Really?" There was a trace of excitement in his voice; but it disappeared as he saw the suddenly terrified look on her face which she was unable to hide any longer.
"I guess not, Mom." Again he looked down at his plate, getting ready to dismiss her from his thoughts.
With great effort she froze a smile on her face.
"I really mean it, Tanny. Just like old times. I can watch while the two of you—"
She was unable to control herself then. The trembling began in her hands and soon her whole body was shaking. Then she was sobbing into her hands. She couldn't stop shaking, and the tears wouldn't stop. "The... two... of... you..." she sobbed.
When she did stop crying, and looked up to see that it was dark in the house and that the warm May sun had gone away leaving only night, leaving her alone in a pool of darkness, she heard, down the hall from behind the closed door the sound of laughing voices, and she knew that now there really were two of them again.

May bloomed into June. The yellow bus drove quicker these days, hurrying toward the end of school and summer rest. The bus seemed almost angry, impatient for these last few school-days, these days of tests and short-sleeve shirts and the abrupt and rude opening of windows by shouting girls and boys calling to friends on the sidewalk, to be over.
She passed these mornings in the kitchen, at the table before her cold cup, or in the living room, sunk deep in a chair in the one dark corner where even spring and coming-summer had not penetrated. She felt as if she were wasting away; as if, within her cocoon, the time for blooming had passed and now all that was left was slow and inevitable decay. Each day the cold chair swallowed more of her; and in her mind, as if she were chained to a seat in a movie theater, or strapped before Tanny's machine, she endlessly reviewed scenes of Tanny and Carl doing things together while she watched. Her nightmare became a constant day and night visitation which always ended with the same scene of blood and loss. She thought of Tanny recreating these same scenes with his father in front of his machine, and these thoughts made her even more helpless in the face of the mounting dread and weakness she felt.
Tanny avoided her. He walked from the room if he stumbled on her quiet, shade-like figure. They ate their meals at the same table but there might as well have been a wall of brick down its center; and, when he took to leaving his meals uneaten, to go back to his room, putting a more material wall between them, she said nothing. Only her body spoke then, and the shuddering and the sobs it gave her filled her with nothing.
As the month wore on the noises from Tanny's room grew strangely quieter. Suddenly there was little of laughter from behind the closed door, only great frightening silences punctuated by sullen words or assent and approval. She wanted to move from her clinging bed when this happened, but her body would not let her.
When he came down to eat his silent breakfast on the last day of school something moved deep within her. There was something there, a small and violent flame that burned still in a place where there was no grief or fear, and it suddenly kindled and pushed her to action.
"Tanny," she said weakly, and she had to rise in painful stages from her living room chair. She could hear him in the kitchen, hurrying to finish, hurrying to be gone before she could face him.
"Tanny," she cried, and as she stumbled to the hallway he was past her and out the front door, slamming it (scream!) behind him. She rushed to the window and as he stepped on the bright yellow bus he looked fleetingly back at her. There was an odd look, of surprise, almost, on his face, and something else strange about him... And then the bus was gone.
For hours she hovered around his room like a lost bird. She tidied the room next to it; the room behind it. The rugs in the hallway she brushed and then vacuumed and then brushed again. The laundry closet across the way she cleaned from top to bottom. The chair in the living room beckoned but she blocked it from her mind, knowing that by what she was doing that tiny flame within her was pushing her toward the place she had to be.
Finally, late in the afternoon, she pushed open the door to Tanny's room.
The flame within her almost died at that moment. She fought to control the shivering that began with her hands, the thing that would destroy her and make her unable to go on. The room was... different. There was no laughter left. There was a sense of defeat—of death—in the air. Suddenly, she knew the worst that would happen, what the dread and chill and weakness of the past months had been leading her toward.
Please, Carl, no.
She now saw that the machine was on.
As she closed the door behind her and turned, she saw its blinking Christmas-color display and her heart gave a skip as that something, that red formless shadow, moved back and away from her on the screen.
She moved closer, and the screen remained perfectly flat to her, glowing soft ruby.
Again the shadow moved toward her, away.
"Carl?" she said, barely controlling her voice. "Carl, can you speak to me?"
That shadow again, an outline with a dark nebulous center, there and gone.
"You have to talk with me!"
Leaning over, she hit a gem-like button.
Nothing happened, and she hit another and another.
The screen abruptly changed, showing an out-of-focus outline of a figure that wavered and then broke up into static.
"Carl, talk to me!"
The ruby screen returned. The shadow moved across from right leisurely to left, then disappeared.
Suddenly in her mind she saw Tanny get on the bright bus that morning again and she knew what had been strange about him: He was wearing his red and white checked sport shirt, the one he had been wearing the day of the accident; in her mind's eyes she saw the torn fabric on the arm falling open as he stepped up into the bus, looking back at her with that odd look...
She knew what Tanny was going to do. A boy without a father. "Carl!"
She hit the gem-filled console with her fists.
The screen went gray, and then green, and then as from down a long tunnel, moved closer to her and became large and then became defined. The edges filled in, replacing green with the hardness of bones. Around the bones wrapped muscle, and then the fine lines of vessels carrying pumping red blood, and then a fine taut layer of skin and clothing and fine features.
The figure began to laugh, a fine, low, melodious sound impregnated with sadness and sharing.
It was her own laugh, her own face.
"Well, Tanny," her own image said to her from the screen, the face she used to wear in the summer, the clothes the blue and yellow summer clothes she used to wear, the hair, the fine fresh-washed and perfume smelling hair she used to have. "Have you thought any more about it? Do you still think this is what you have to do?" The figure gave out a warmth and an understanding that bathed the room.
The figure waited for an answer that didn't come.
"We'll talk about whatever you want," it went on, after a moment. "I know how lonely you feel. You know I try to help as much as I can. Though I may not know how to fix a bicycle very well, or how to make a puppet or put on a magic show, you know I'll try to help you with whatever you need." The figure brightened. "After all, now that your father is gone and there's only the two of us, we're all we've got, right?" Again the figure waited for an answer and then went on in a more soothing, infinitely sad tone. "Are you really sure you have to go back to your father? Aren't the two of us enough?"
Out in the street there was a sound, the stopping of a bus and then the unmistakable scream of locked brakes. She fell across the machine, her thin hands caressing it as though it was a child. She knew that someday someone would come, opening the door very quietly so as not to make the screaming start in her ears, not knowing that it was there always now, to find the two of them.



The Coat

Here's what happens: Harry puts this coat on, he thinks, God, I hate women. Not only that: he wants to kill them. No kidding. He finds the coat neatly folded in a deep open box, tissue paper folded back, by the service entrance of the SeaHarp Hotel. Drunk as Harry is, nobody pays much attention to him anyway. Wandering Harbor Road, half in the world and half out, unshaved, unwashed, thinking about Noreen and hoping she'll come out of the SeaHarp and let him explain why he said all those terrible things to her, that it's not like when they were children, why he told her to go to hell, to leave him alone, to stop loving him...
It's a pretty nice coat, actually. New, good wool, not phony polyester crap, frays that tear like cardboard, wet snow and damp air from the Harbor coming in where the nylon stitching pulls out, flapping, ice cold on his back. This is good, long, down past his knees, deep warm pockets, big brown buttons that slip into their holes like hands into perfect gloves, hand-tailored, maybe.
Man, this coat is warm. He stumbles out onto Harbor Road, the late big sun on this winter day hitting him square in the eyes from between buildings. He squints like Dracula for a second, bringing his hand up to shield his eyes, and at that point this coat, which is so friggin' comfortable, talks into his head and says, Get rid of the wine, Harry.
He's startled, but only for a second because he's so damn zipped and the voice sounds so damned reasonable, smooth, cultured, and who cares if it's coming from the coat, he doesn't care if it makes him jump like a kangaroo-- he was so cold before he found it. He remembers shivering like mad, even the wine not helping, lurching from alley to alley, trying to forget the past four days, hoping Noreen would stay away, hoping at the same time he would see her, let him explain...
Get rid of the wine, Harry.
The voice is gently insistent. Harry still shields his eyes with his right hand, doesn't know where the wine is, then looks down to see the Chablis bottle weighing down his left hand.
Get rid of it.
"Sure," Harry says, shrugging, and then he hoists the bottle up to his mouth, tilting it up. Down goes the wine, sour smooth. The bottle stays ass-up, dark green cheap glass in the orange sunlight, and then the white wine is gone and Harry turns abruptly and throws the fat bottle over the high wall of the SeaHarp and out into Birch Street.
"Home run!" Harry shouts as it shatters loudly. "We win!"
He laughs, and then he makes his way along the wall and walks out of the entrance of the SeaHarp and down the six steps to Harbor Road, walking down toward his part of town.
The girls are at it now. They're always at it. Early morning, bright noon, late afternoon, midnight, three in the morning. Ply the trade. He knows them, they know him, just like they know his buddies Jimmy and Wax, and all the other bums. They're all part of the landscape, like salt spray, tall brick, dog shit mashed into the curbs, sidewalks cracked up and down like snakeskin, dirty, boarded-up windows.
Here they are, ladies of night and day. Part of the terra-firma, just a "Hi, Harry" as he stumbles by, a lush's wave of his hand. "Hi, gal," too high to get it up if he wanted to, as if he'd rather spend what little he has on that instead of Chablis.
But he tracks in on the few of them out on day patrol, the coat wants him to watch, the skirts hiked up to here, a scant inch showing under leatherette jackets, Halloween hair, dark orange, frightful yellow, hoop earrings, skinny asses, puckering mouths, Marlboro stains on teeth. Shivering cold, most of them. Harry feels the wool-warmth of the coat, and laughs. "Sorry, gals," he says to himself, "but I got mine."
Let's go, Harry, the coat tells him.
Harry shrugs, turns away up Linwood Avenue. "Where we going, chief?" he says out loud, like any other drunk. Then he adds, "Wish I had some more wine."
Forget the wine. Walk.
They walk, up to Colony Avenue, over to Port Boulevard, turning left, passing cold faces, giving dirty Harry and his coat a wide berth, and then suddenly they're there.
Stop.
Somewhere over by the hospital. Wide, high store window, bright white and chrome inside. Rows of medical stuff. Stethoscopes, tongue depressors, wheelchairs. Old gent behind a glass-topped counter, telling a woman in a walker why she doesn't want to trade it in. Or why she does. The woman shakes her head vigorously, turns, walkers away from the counter. Harry hears the little bell over the door tinkle. The woman moves like a humping snail past him.
The old man in the store disappears through a small door into the back.
Look, the coat tells him. Harry's eyes roam over the store through the window. Little doodads with mirrors on the end, tiny picks and shovels, catheters, bloodbags.
That, the coat says.
There in one corner, glass shelves, rows of instruments, surgical masks, roll out leather cases, and a long scalpel.
Now, the coat orders.
He's in before he knows it. Holds the little tinker bell as he presses open the door, lets it go gently when he's in, over to the counter, reaching behind, hands steady—
The old man reappears from the back, his balding head ducking under the low eave of the doorway.
Quick, the coat says, and Harry is grabbing the scalpel, shoving it into the deep pocket of the coat, turning and walking quickly, tinkling the bell over the door as the bald man begins to shout, "You punks! Not again!" the coat pulling him like a hand tugging his lapels, three blocks away before it lets Harry stop, sure the old man's not following.
"Christ," Harry says, regaining his breath, and then he feels something clutched in his hand and looks down wanting to see a big green bottle but instead there's only this knife, half as long as his arm.
And then the coat says, Let's go, and Harry very much wants to have a drink that he knows the coat won't let him have.

Night now. The boardwalk. Not the tourist end, with the shrimp shops, gew-gaw stands, postcard racks, pay telescopes mounted on the railing for looking out at the foggy harbor that as often as not take your dime and either stay blind, or open their shutters to show the lenses so blotched with seagull droppings and dried salt as to be blind anyway. Not that end. The other end of the boardwalk, where the slats aren't swept and the railings are oiled black by the weather and bum piss. Where the ladies are.
The coat makes Harry study them again. They look like Martians to him; day-glow colors, shaking behinds, lipstick, dull eyes with dark painted blue circles—gum chewers, knees cocked away from each other, doing the walk, the lean, smoking, talking in twos and threes, walking, walking...
That one, the coat orders.
Alone, or about to be, two friends shuffling off to turn a corner. Classic lamplight pose. Harry's seen her around: blonde hair, up a little on top, shag cut, lips not as red as most, fishnet stockings. Young.
"I don't—" Harry begins.
Go, the coat insists.
She looks up slowly as he's up to her, then away. "Don't have any spare change, Harry," she says.
"Excuse me," Harry says, embarrassed, but then the coat takes over his mouth and he's smiling, saying it again with a rakish knowing edge in the voice.
"You hear me?" Still the cow eyes, the dim animal glow, gum in her cheek.
"Would you like an escort?" Harry asks, barely knowing the word. It's obvious the word isn't too big with her, either.
"Would you like to go somewhere?" Harry says, still that suave manner coming through.
She looks him over more closely. He knows what he looks like, he hasn't had a bath in four days, but the swagger the coat has given him must come through because she doesn't walk away.
"Fifty, Harry," she says, testing him.
"Fine," he says.
The smile goes away, then comes back, wider. "You got that much? What about your wine, Harry?"
The coat makes him wink. "I'm thirsty for other things."
"Why, Harry." She puts her hand on his arm, her eyes and mouth smiling, her whole body loosening. She leans into him, rubbing at the fabric of the coat. "Got a lot of money in those pockets?" she asks coyly.
"Oh, I have lots in there," Harry says, the coat making him speak, and the way he says it is so assured she laughs, and he laughs too.

And then, up in the clapboard hotel room, with even the harbor outside smelling cheaper, dirtier here, the coat makes Harry kill her.
She takes him up there, the top floor, a crack in the ceiling so wide and deep he feels night air coming through the roof, off comes the jacket, the sweatshirt, nothing underneath, the silver boots, the short skirt, the fishnet stockings. The room is chilly but she doesn't show it except with little goosebumps all over her. "Want to take the panties off yourself?" she offers.
The coat makes Harry shrug and smile. "You do it."
She says, "You gonna pay me before?" and when the coat turns Harry around and he smiles, she smiles too, pushing herself up on her hands and arms, showing off her breasts. She puts all her weight on her back and one stiff arm, holding the other hand out. "That's fifty, Harry," she says, and the coat makes Harry put his hand gently on hers, leaving the long scalpel there.
"What—?" he says, and the coat makes Harry put his hand gently on hers, leaving the long scalpel there.
"What—?" gets out of her mouth but the coat says Now and he closes her hand on the smooth cold handle of the scalpel and thrusts it toward her chest. She goes back with a huffing little gasp and her eyes go wide; then real pain reaches her and she starts to thrash, trying to scream through his hand over her mouth. Expertly, the coat makes Harry pin her back against the mattress, knees straddling her ribs. She fights, then a light pulls away from her eyes and she goes limp. He lets up his pressure but as he does so she rears up, nearly fighting out of his grasp. In a moment she is down again, and then the scalpel works and there's no doubt about it this time.
Harry's shaking, and what remains of the sour white wine in his stomach is boiling up into his throat, but the coat says, Stop. Harry stops. Not only that, but he finds himself tidying up, running his scalpel under the water from the tap in the bathroom, rusty and barely warm, cleaning the bloodstains from his clothes and himself.
Then the coat says, Go, and he's making his way out and down the back steps, newspaper sheets sleeping in the corners of the stairwell, the smell of cat crap, and out into the morning.

Wake up.
"Noreen?" Harry says, coming out of sleep, almost feeling her hand in his as he sits across from her at the little table on the porch of the SeaHarp, a candle flickering between them like faerie light, that first sober summer night enfolding them, the slight ocean chill, salt-smell, her telling him, as the wine he had soaked in for years evaporates out of him into the suddenly magical night, that she loves him and wants to help him, that she has loved him since they were children, that she knows, has always known, that he has greatness in him, how much pain it has caused her to see him this way, that he can still be great, that she will take care of him, that night, when, for just a while, it seemed it all might just work...
But that's dreamland, this is real, and he wakes up curled inside the concrete wall of the SeaHarp, and the coat says, Get up.
"No," Harry says out loud, suddenly scared, his head perfectly clear of wine and not liking the memories of last night flooding in on him. Suddenly he wants a lot of alcohol to make him forget, to make him forget everything, last night, Noreen, the whole enchilada.
In answer, there's laughter in his head and the coat commands, Move.
It's near night again. By the SeaHarp everything's quiet, and, as he struts down to the boardwalk, at the far end of Harbor Road, it's as if nothing ever happened the night before. He wonders where Jimmy and Wax are, his drinking buddies, maybe they've got some wine, then he wonders about the girl. Maybe they never found her. Maybe they did, and no one cares. Maybe right now she's feeding the sharks out at the mouth of the harbor, a hundred and twenty pounds of bloody fish food, too much paperwork for her pimp or the Greystone police to bother with...
Suddenly he goes stiff. Two Greystone policemen appear, walking toward him on the boardwalk. They must have found the girl after all. He freezes, the coat putting a semblance of a smile on his face, waiting for them to stop, search him, find the long scalpel in his pocket and club him to the ground, handcuffing him behind his back—
But they brush by him, not seeing Harry at all, one saying to the other, "Goddam garbage dump. You ever see anything like that before? Friggin' bums..." and then walking on.
And suddenly everything is back to normal, and the ladies of the night are walking, and the coat makes Harry look them over.
Her.
Older than the first. He knows this one, her name's Ginny, she's hit on him once or twice, even offering to do it for wine.
"Want to go someplace, Harry?" she asks, smiling. She runs her hands up around his neck, pulling his head down. He feels the tip of her tongue in his ear, touching, then running down and up his neck before her mouth stops by his ear again. "I'm real good," she says, and when he looks into her eyes something about them—the color, or maybe the pride in them, the absolute knowledge of herself, her mission in life, that she is good at what she does—reminds him of Noreen. He remembers Noreen's self-assurance, her absolute certainty that she could turn him from a walking wine bottle back into a man, her willingness to fight the alcohol for him, for both of them, to fight her brother Victor, manager of the SeaHarp Hotel, who thought she had lost her mind when she took him in, feeding him, letting him sleep his drunks off in a vacant guest room on the fourth floor. He remembered the first time she had taken him to her apartment in the attic, the tender way she had treated him, like a mother as much as a lover, the soft look of unmasking love in her eyes...
"Real good," the hooker repeats, smiling, looking at him with those Noreen eyes of hers.
Harry tries to talk to the hooker, to yell at her to go away before something bad happens, but the coat cuts in, making his mouth say, in that cultured tone, full of fatherly playfulness, "I bet you are, my dear."
"We'll see, Harry," she says, and then she laughs and turns and leads him into the night.

In her room, in another weathered building overlooking the sea-dredged rot of Greystone Bay, Harry tries to fight the coat. There's a bottle of French wine she insisted on buying, looking up at him coyly in the dim light of the liquor store to tell him that it's her birthday and she feels like being nice to herself. And to him. The bottle sits on a table by the window, and Harry wants to run to it, tilt it back against his mouth and drown himself out. But the coat won't let him. "We'll save it for later," the coat makes him tell the girl.
"I'm flattered you think more of me than the wine, Harry."
The coat makes him smile. Harry wants to cry, because she's so much like Noreen. But the coat won't let tears come. He remembers now how much he hurt Noreen when he was with her, how he drove her away because he couldn't stand her looking so hurt anymore, couldn't stand her love for him, couldn't make her see that he was no longer a schoolboy with valentines and big dreams, and couldn't face the thing he'd turned into; a wine-sucking mouth with no feelings attached, no heart. He had driven her away because he couldn't stand himself...
"I won't kill her," Harry hisses at the coat.
"You say something, sweetie?" the girl says from the bed behind him.
You will kill her, the coat says to him, mildly, but there's anything but mildness behind the words.
"I won't!" Harry nearly shouts, turning around to see this innocent prostitute, this proto-Noreen, staring at him with real concern, the smile on her face turning to a question, parted legs angling closed as she sits up, nipples hard against the room's chill.
"You okay?" she asks.
Harry's mouth is forming the word "No," but even before he tries to say it, which he never does, the coat has made him thrust his hand into the long pocket of the long coat, drawing the scalpel out like a sabre.
She barely cries out, the knife drawing across at her, cutting her almost in two at the neck line.
Harry cries out, "Noreen!" and then Harry is gone, and the coat is hacking and cutting with strength and finesse, and the night turns red and wheels away from him.

This time when the coat tells him to wake up he is still on the bed in the room. He can barely lift his arms from exhaustion. By the weak light coming in the window it looks like dusk. On the table in front of the window, unopened, silhouetted in pale light, is the bottle of French wine and he feels an overwhelming need to rise and take the bottle like a nipple into his mouth.
He sits up and sees what he has done.
Harry loses what little is in his stomach, retching bile when there is nothing left. He's still vomiting when a sound comes on the stairs outside, and then a knock at the door.
"Damniit, Ginny, get up!" someone growls outside. "You gonna sleep all night, too? You got five minutes or I'll be back to kick your ass onto the street."
Footsteps retrace down the stairs.
Move, the coat commands.
He is up, cleaning the room, cleaning himself and his instrument. The water is cleaner here, and in no time the blade is shining like new, the coat scrubbed free of stains and brushed. He washes his hands and face and combs his hair, and then the coat makes him look into the mirror and smile the smile of a man ready to do again what he likes to do.
Fine, the coat says. Walk.
He walks out of the bathroom toward the door to the hotel room. But then, as he passes the table with the unopened bottle of wine on it, Harry, with supreme effort, stops walking.
I said walk.
"No," Harry says.
He puts his hand on the bottle. The coat gives a shriek of rage in his head but Harry holds on. Slowly, fighting for control of his own fingers, he peels the foil from the top of the bottle. His hands shake like he has the DTs. The coat is screaming at him, ordering him to put the bottle down, but he has actually pulled the cork out and is lifting the wine spastically to his lips when the knock comes again on the door.
"Ginny? What the hell are you doing in there?"
There is rough handling on the doorknob, and then banging.
The bottle drops from his hands, spilling wine into the worn rug, and in a second the coat has regained him and he is climbing over the table in front of the window, shoving it up and crawling out onto the fire escape. Down! The coat commands, and he descends the rusted, half-stuck ladders to the street. The coat makes him look coolly from right to left, smoothing his lapels, then makes him swagger away towards Port Boulevard, whistling a song he knew as a boy.

And then he sees Noreen.
She is just descending the stone steps of the SeaHarp to the pavement, leaving the walled fortress of the hotel behind. He is right in front of her, and though he tries to keep walking, their eyes meet.
She gasps, and Harry tries to walk by her but the coat stops him dead where he stands and smiles.
"Hello, Noreen," he says, and now the coat makes him bow.
She stands speechless, but the shock has left her face. There is something different about her, her clothes or her hair, and, looking into her eyes, Harry can't help thinking that his absence has only strengthened her resolve to save him.
"I've missed you, Noreen," the coat makes him say.
"What's happened to you, Harry?" she asks in her mild voice, smiling at his politeness—but, with horror, Harry sees that she likes the change in him, she approves.
"I'm a different man," the coat makes him say, and then the coat makes him smile, and Noreen smiles too, looking as if she has stepped into a dream.
Noreen gives him a long look, and then she takes his arm, her hand brushing along the sleeve of the coat, and she says, "I've missed you too, Harry." She pauses, then turns to look at him, and says, "Harry, are you—'
The coat, not missing a beat, gives her his most charming smile and says, "I no longer drink, Noreen."

To Harry, trapped deep within the coat, the evening progresses with horrible predictability. She takes him up the steps to the porch of the SeaHarp, and, though it is cold, she insists they sit at the same table they did that first night. She seems to battle with herself and then, suddenly, with a bright smile, she says, "Stay here, Harry," and she enters the hotel, returning with food from the kitchen, along with a candle. She lights the candle, and there is faerie light between them once more.
They eat, Noreen shivering, holding her coat tight about her, but gazing through the candlelight at Harry as if he were a god. As the meal is finished, a veal piccata with Harry's favorite dessert, Boston crème pie, which the coat makes him compliment extravagantly, there is a growing look of promise fulfilled in her eyes. The coat makes Harry tell her what she wants to hear, letting him see what it can do to her.
In the glow of the candle, Noreen takes Harry's hand. "It's cold out here," she says. She pauses, then adds softly, "I want you to come to my room."
"Of course," the coat makes him answer, tenderly.
For a moment she loses her composure, and begins to cry. But then she regains herself. "This is the dream I always had for you," she says. "This is what I always knew you could be."
The coat makes Harry lift her hand to his mouth, and kiss it.
"I'm all I've ever wanted to be," it makes him say, sincerely, and Harry knows it's speaking the truth.
Her attic apartment is as Harry remembers it. Big bed neatly made, with the coverlet Noreen quilted herself, patchwork pieces from all the worn covers and sheets she'd collected in her years at the hotel. A clean white bathroom, unchipped tiles, pictures on the walls of the living room, Edward Weston photographs, Renoir prints. Persian rugs. A polished mirror, before which, Harry remembers, she brushes her hair a hundred strokes each night before bed.
She stands before the mirror now, an aging young woman with a dream fulfilled, and she smiles, shivering, holding her coat tight around her neck. "I must have caught a chill outside, Harry," she says.
"My Noreen," The coat makes Harry put his hands lovingly on her shoulders and smile at her in the mirror.
"Oh, Harry," she sobs happily, and turns to let him hold her.
Deep inside, Harry is screaming, trying to claw his way to the surface and stop the inevitable. But he has lost. The coat has mastered him, and it makes Harry try to gently guide Noreen toward the bed.
"Wait." She puts the flats of her hands on his chest and stays him.
"Yes, my dear?" The coat makes him smile sweetly at her, though it really wants to pull the long sharp blade from its pocket now and cut her throat from ear to ear as she gazes adoringly up at him.
"I just want to tell you that you've made me the happiest woman in the world."
"Dear Noreen," he says, pressing her close to him, unable to wait for the bed, holding her tightly with one hand while the other slides into the pocket of the coat to feel the smooth cool handle of the scalpel at the same moment he feels the deep cold cut of a blade into the back of his neck, the cold rush of air striking hot blood.
He staggers back away from her as she brings her scalpel neatly around to find the jugular. A bright wash of blood lifts out of Harry's open neck. He feels himself falling, then feels the vague thumping softness of the bed against his back. He hears from far off his own gurgling screams and, in his dimming vision, he sees the ceiling, then the silhouette of Noreen's form above him, raising the knife again to bring it down and...
She works on him leisurely, the door to her room is locked tight, the long night ahead of her, a butcher's instinct guiding her expertly. She is better than Harry was, tidier, and the strong dark green plastic bags she scatters around, as she learned with the first two, serve her well with packing and disposal later on.
By the time the sun is climbing tentatively behind the drawn shades of her calico-curtained windows, she is finished, the room cleaned, the long scalpel glinting, the bags dropped into the disposal chute in the hallway, not to be discovered till they are hauled to the dump out beyond the whorehouses on the boardwalk.
It is chilly in the room, she really must get Victor to send up more heat to the family quarters. She shivers and hugs her coat around her as she puts the scalpel back into its long pocket.
She yawns, stretches, looking at the growing brightness of day on the window shade.
It is time to sleep.
She lifts the quilted coverlet of her bed, ignoring the pale dried red stains on it, and slides beneath.
As she lays staring at the ceiling for a moment before sleep, she lets Noreen come up from below. Shock has quieted her somewhat, and the crying that has broken through periodically will not be repeated. She is beaten. Her thoughts are revolving nightmares now, centering on the box she found by the service entrance to the SeaHarp four days ago, and the two new coats within. Rich guests always throwing something valuable away, she thought, taking the woman's coat on top out, daydreaming, as she tried it on, how nice it would be for Harry to have the other coat, if only Harry, dear Harry, love of her youth and forever, would come back to her...
Noreen begins to scream, and the coat, tired and longing for its own dreams, pushes her back down to the depths.
The coat makes her sleep then, thinking of the coming night, and remembering with pleasure its own thoughts while cutting the long bloody woolen strips from Harry's body, God, I hate men.



The Haunting of Y-12

It was business time for the Genial Hauntings Club. Seated after dinner in the well-polished leather chairs of the club's smoking room, pulled up before a glowing fire which threw dark, warm shadows across the walls and ceiling, with brandy glasses and lit cigar or pipes, the members called on the stranger to tell his story. This, of course, was tradition at the GHC, for this was the one time during the year, on the Eve of Christmas (or, Dickens's Spirits' Eve, as it was whimsically called at the club), when a new member might earn admission. Not that admission was so difficult to earn, for the nominee, sponsored by one of the present members (in this case Porutto, a small, olive-skinned fellow of indistinct nationality with glasses and cool brown eyes, an adventurer by trade who was in the habit of tapping his pipe thoughtfully against his palm), need only tell a story. And the story need only be a true one, a story of ghosts—not a tall order for admission to an establishment known as the Genial Hauntings Club; but perhaps yes, since true stories of ghosts do not jump out of every shadow.
The members settled themselves in—Thomas, the painter; Maye and Podwin, the writers of somewhat Mutt-and-Jeff-esque proportions who had co-written many popular fictions, mostly in the science and fantasy categories; Hewetson, butler of the club (an exalted position, akin to secretary); Petrone, the social scientist; Jenick, the light-bearded editor and wit; Ballestaire, the actor; and the others; even Michele, the somewhat fiery-tempered world traveler—and the stranger began his tale.
"Well," he said, drawing himself up in his chair and taking a last leisurely puff on his cigar, "my story begins with a computer." He was a young man of short-medium height, working his way toward stocky, with a florid mustache and tight, shiny eyes behind his rimless glasses; there was an air of nervous certainty about him, as if he knew what he was about but hadn't quite discovered how to make others believe it yet.
"A haunted computer," he continued, pausing a moment for effect. And then drawing himself up once again with a sigh, he began in earnest.

These events (he said) occurred some twelve years ago, and the computer, called the Y-12, was lodged in my place of employment, what was then known as a think tank. There was a rush-rush project under way, and some very odd things began to happen to a man named Lonnigan.
Robert Lonnigan was in charge of our project, whose task it was to develop one of the first tabletop computers; you have to remember that at one time a computer that would now rest on your thumbnail would fill an entire drawing room. Anyway, some strange things began to occur.
Lonnigan was working alone one night when the prototype of the Y- 12 suddenly turned itself on and began to type out a message which read, "Robert, are you there?"
Lonnigan was a bit shocked, of course, but realizing that there was such a thing as a practical joke and that whatever had happened should not have happened, he turned off the computer and went back to work. But once again Y-12 turned itself on and typed out, "Robert, are you there?" and then added, "This is Father."
This shook Lonnigan. There was something eerily familiar about the words, and he had a slight feeling of déjà vu. His own father had died a few years previously, but being of the kind of mind that builds computers he was not about to admit to the possibility that his father's spirit had taken over the Y-12. Still, something made his skin crawl about the whole thing.
He quickly checked through all of the input files, which only he had access to, and discovered that no one had programmed Y-12—not officially, anyway—for anything that would include the kind of phrasing the machine had evidenced. And as for practical jokes, he couldn't figure out how it could have been rigged up since he was supposed to see every program that went in and since security was so tight due to government involvement in the project; no research assistant was going to jeopardize his security clearance and career by pulling a scary—and somewhat sick—stunt on the program manager. Lonnigan was resolved, that night if possible, to find out what was going on.
He set up Y-12 for two-way conversation using the IBM keyboard and printout and queried, "Identify program: 'Robert, are you there? This is Father."
There was no response.
He tried the same command, in as many variations as he could think of, but Y- 12 remained silent. There was not even an acknowledgment of the query as a viable one, and according to Y- 12 itself, no such statement had ever been made by the computer, nor could be, since it did not exist in its memory banks.
Lonnigan was dumbfounded, and shut off the computer, beginning to think that maybe he was going crazy. He was bundling up to leave for the night, and had just turned off the lights in the lab, when Y-12 suddenly turned itself on again and repeated once more, "Robert, are you there? This is Father. Please answer me."
A chill went up Lonnigan's spine and that feeling of déjà vu gripped him again, and he stood staring at the machine he had built, the machine he had turned off with his own hands, its amber and green lights now blinking on and off in the darkness and typing out repeatedly on its printer, "Robert, are you there? Please answer. Robert, are you there? Please answer." Lonnigan finally ended it by shutting down the computer completely and pulling the plug from the power outlet. He then left quickly, fearing that Y-12 would somehow turn itself back on despite the fact that its power source had been disconnected.
The following morning the bleary-eyed project manager assembled our entire staff and gave us a small speech, demanding that if anyone had tampered with Y-12 he should make himself known. No one stepped forward. Lonnigan pleaded with us, asking that if anyone knew anything at all about what had happened the night before, he should step forward now because he was endangering the entire project. We remained mute to a man, and I must admit we began to look at him a bit strangely.
There was talk throughout the day that perhaps Lonnigan needed a rest. A decision had actually been made to put him on at least temporary suspension when Y-12 suddenly burst into life with myself and about ten others present and began once more to type out its ghost message.
When the pandemonium died down, Lonnigan set us all to work. It was imperative, he said, that whatever was wrong with Y-12 be corrected before the government, which was funding the project, found out and all hell broke loose. One of my friends, a man named Boylston, asked, "But what if it really is haunted?" and Lonnigan, his face showing things he didn't want to show, answered, "Don't even think about it."
Every nut and bolt on the Y- 12 computer was removed, turned over, and, more often than not, replaced. Every circuit was tapped, checked and rechecked, each memory bank drained and carefully reprogrammed. Nearly three days later, when we were through, Y-12 looked exactly as it had before. "Let's hope we've driven it out," Lonnigan said as we ran it through a test program. "Driven what out?" asked Boylston, and the look Lonnigan turned on him made him not ask again.
Y-12 ran through the program perfectly, and then ran through it again perfectly. There was a general sigh of relief. But then, almost as soon as it had been shut down, it blinked back into life and began to type: "Robert, are you there?"
There was complete silence in the room, and Lonnigan's face went white. Heaven knows what thoughts were running through his mind then. Whatever they were he shook his head and refused to dwell on them.
He ordered the lab sealed, ordered Y-12 pulled to pieces again.
"Check every component twice, change everything that can be changed. We've got a government man coming tomorrow, dammit, so I want it finished before he gets here."
No one moved, and all eyes were on him, with the same silent statement.
Lonnigan went into a rage. "That's not my father in there, dammit! It's a bug. This is a machine. We built it, we can tear it down, we can smash it to bits and it can't talk back; there's a reason for what happened, and I want to know what it is! It's not my father!"
From across the room Y-12 burst into life and typed out, "Robert, please answer me."
"Get to it now!" Lonnigan screamed, and stalked from the room.
An hour before dawn the job was completed, and we all sat huddled across the room from Y-12, drinking coffee. No one spoke; all attention was fastened on the computer, or on Robert Lonnigan who sat huddled over a drafting table, a set of blueprints pinned out beneath his eyes. He was studying those prints minutely, almost obsessively, and muttering to himself under his breath. He looked drawn and haggard.
"There's something here... I know it. Something..."
At that moment Y-12 began to chatter and blink into life. Everyone in the room, including Lonnigan, jumped.
"Robert, are you there? This is Father. Can you hear me? This is Father—"
"Ah!" cried Lonnigan suddenly, grabbing the schematic and waving it aloft. There was a look of triumph on his face, and deep relief. "By God, I know what it is," he said. "I should kick myself for not solving this before. Everyone come and look at this."
He spread the diagram out on the drafting table as we gathered around it. Behind us, Y-12 went on, "Can you hear me? Please answer. This is Father—" and some of us glanced back nervously.
"Don't worry about the damn computer," said Lonnigan. "We've got some real work ahead of us before that government man gets here. Look at this section." He indicated a portion of the left upper corner of the sheet. "What happened was this, and it really is fantastic. We took every component out of Y-12, at least two times, right? And some were even replaced."
"A couple of times," I said.
"Right," continued Lonnigan. "But what we forgot about was the fact that some of the components of Y- 12 were taken whole from other, earlier units and jerry-rigged into this one."
"So?" said my friend Boylston, who was still casting worried looks over his shoulder at the computer. "We've always done that; it's better than redesigning whole circuits that are basically the same. It just eliminates redundancy."
"Well, that's basically true. But in this case we used a component that was haunted."
Lonnigan savored the looks he got from us for a moment.
"Now before you bolt for the doors, listen to me. Do you remember where we got this component here from?" Again he indicated the upper left corner of the blueprint.
"Sure," I piped in. "From the A-6 model."
"Right. And the A-6 unit we used was one of the first ever manufactured. In fact, I'll wager it was the first off the line. And look at this," he said, pointing to a specific area; "we used almost the whole thing intact."
"No we didn't," I protested. "We went through a lot of circuitry, but we bypassed most of it."
"Ali, but not all of it; this whole section over here was part of the memory banks of the original machine."
"Yes, but we bypassed it," I insisted.
"Did we?" This was an accusation from Lonnigan. "Ever since this business started, I've had the eerie feeling that I had heard some of what Y-12 was saying before. Well, it suddenly came to me.
"When I was fresh out of school I worked briefly with a man named Fleishman Bushyager—a brilliant man, but a little on the dotty side. He was elderly at the time, and pretty close to retirement age; the A-6 project, in any case, was supposed to be his last. You must remember this is a long time ago, and that I haven't thought about any of these things in years, so I may be a little fuzzy on a few points. But this is basically how the story goes.
"Part of the reason Bushyager was being herded out after the A-6 project was the fact that he began to come up with a few strange ideas; his son Robert died in an automobile accident and, like Arthur Conan Doyle, the old man became obsessed with trying to reach his son beyond the grave. He was actually working on some computer circuitry to aid him in this—a sort of computerized medium. Some of the higher-ups found out about it and since Bushyager was a big man they couldn't get rid of him outright; so they ordered him to restrict himself to A-6 work alone while they put through, behind his back, paperwork for his retirement.
"The old man was just about ready to leave by the time I got there, but one day he showed me some of the designs and one of his programs in particular. I stared and stared at this blueprint for hours and then it suddenly all wrapped up in my mind. One of the designs for the final A-6 computer actually contained, embedded in the circuitry, the design for Bushyager's medium. And though it was hidden, it could still do the old man's work for him, though in secret. He'd arranged things in such a way that his input would never show up on a readout, but the way we cannibalized the circuitry freed, as it were, the program for the first time. If you look closely, you can even see how Y-12 turned itself on. A bit eerie, but there's your ghost. The Y-12 was haunted—in a way. And the Robert our ghost was calling for was Robert Bushyager.
"Well," said Lonnigan, "we haven't much time before that government man arrives. Let's unhook that circuitry and patch it up, and clean this place up. At least we didn't have to see any real ghosts, right?"
"Amen," we all agreed.

"This," said the stranger, sipping at his brandy and relighting his cold cigar, "nearly ends my story. The A-6 circuitry was altered and fixed, and the ghost in Y- 12 appeared no more. In fact, my story would end here if not for one thing. You see, a curious thing ensued. During the cleanup before the government inspector arrived that morning, I took the printout sheets from Y- 12's ghost messages. I put them into a drawer, intending to show them to my wife when I was able to tell her the story after the security lid on the Y-12 project was lifted, and promptly forgot about them. A few years later, when I was leaving my position for a new one, I came across them while clearing out my desk; I almost tossed them in the wastebasket but then remembered what they were and took a close look. And I found, as I said, a curious thing."
The stranger paused, and, with his eyes, took in his audience who, he was delighted to see, was a captive one; even the somewhat impatient Hewetson was leaning forward in his chair, his attention fixed on the stranger's next words. "And what I found," the stranger continued, "was that between the lines of type, in the blank spaces, a kind of raised lettering had appeared. And, on rubbing at this lettering lightly with a pencil, I discovered a most chilling and interesting message. I tried to get in touch with Robert Lonnigan, who was not to be found; and I tried to get in touch with old Bushyager who, it turned out, was dead—which only deepened my feeling of alarm. For there, printed between all the lines of Fleishman Bushyager's input, was a strange message."
There was a moment of silence and then, with a flourish, the stranger produced the very printout he had been speaking of, spreading it out before their eager eyes.
"I, Robert Bushyager," it read, "am here." And on the very last line, at the end of the printout, "And I, Fleishman Bushyager, with him." And under that, "Tell the other Robert his father forgives him."
"Capital!" cried Porutto, the stranger's sponsor, and there were cries of delight all around.
And, after another filling of glasses and stoking of the red-coaled fire, a vote was made, and a toast proposed and accepted, and another member of the Genial Hauntings Club welcomed.



Billy the Fetus

Soon as I growed ears I heered things. My Mammy was a-singin' all the time, 'bout all kinds a-things—'bout the Moon, which was made a-cheese, 'bout flowers and bees and dogs that be a-barkin' in the dusty streets. She even sang 'bout the dusty streets themselves, what the clouds o' dust looked like when the stage rolled in or wagons pulled out from the genr'l store. I got me a fine picture o' the world from Mammy's singin'—a fuzzy place with a giant Moon made a-cheese hangin' overhead, which you could see sometimes through th' dust while the dogs a-barked.
She even sang about my Pappy:

Will Bonney 's gone,
Gone to the devil,
The devil ain't happy,
And that's on the level.
Shot through the liver,
Then shot through the heart,
Will Bonney 's gone,
'Fore Billy Bonney's start...

That Billy Bonney she be singin' 'bout, that'd be me, I figured.
I figured lots o' things, floatin' there in that watery sac in my Mammy, with the fuzziest sounds filtering through. Couldn't smell no dust, as I hadn't growed a nose yet, and I couldn't wait for seein' the dogs when I growed eyes. When Mammy really got to gigglin', she'd sing some o' the rest o' her song about my Pappy:

Will was a fighter
He fought 'em with his gun,
They put him six feet under 
'Fore it all was done.
Many a man went before him
Into a dusty grave,
For Will was fast—
Lord, fast with his hands!—
And nothin' if he wasn't brave.

I could just see my Pappy out there in the street, shootin' under the big ol' Moon a-cheese through the settling dust, mowin' them other fellers down with his six-gun. And he musta had a good reason, 'cause Mammy, when she got to tinklin' the glasses, sometimes sang the last part o' her song about m' Pappy:

Will Bonney had another gun, too,
And he used it just as fast,
And now little Billy's comin' along—
But Lord, that's just the past!
So if you meet Will Bonney in Hades,
Be sure to say hello,
From the gal and babe he left behind
While he dances down below...

There usually came gigglin' after that, and more glass tinklin', and then the bouncy ride, and then the pokin' thing, and loud noises, and Mammy yellin', and some feller-not-my-Pappy yellin', and then the really loud noise which I didn't understand but thought might be the Moon a-cheese fallin' out of the sky.

And that's the way I went along for a while, while my hands and feet growed a bit, looking like flippers, and my eyes growed too, and my brain I guess, and I floated and dreamed of the Moon a-cheese and wondered what the bouncy ride was, and the pokin' thing, and the feller-not-my-Pappy groanin' and yellin', every time a different feller, it seemed to me, and the loud noise like the Moon a-cheese fallin' from the sky—a noise as loud as my Pappy's six-gun.
And then one day while it was all happenin' again, the bouncy ride and such, and some feller-not-my-Pappy a-gruntin' and yellin', I suddenly figured it out!
As if my brain had growed just big enough to make me see, it became as clear as the Moon a-cheese in the sky!
That feller-not-my-Pappy was tryin' to kill me!
And he was hurtin' my Mammy!
Hurtin' her plenty, I'd say, she was a moanin' and groanin' so, and now he was tryin' to kill me for sure, for here came the pokin' thing, a weapon if there ever was one—maybe even a six-gun!—jabbin' up from below and tryin' to bust my floatin' sac!
Well, no, sir, that wasn't gonna happen at all—nobody was gonna hurt my Mammy—and nobody was gonna kill Billy Bonney like they killed my Pappy!
Nobody was gonna make me go below, down to the devil, and make me dance!
Not me, the son of Will Bonney!
I had to do something about it—
So I did.
"I'm a-comin', Mammy!" I hollered, though I didn't have much of a mouth yet, and the little noises came out like the bubble farts I made sometimes in the floatin' sac.
"I'm a-comin' t' save ya!"
By now she was well past the gigglin' and glass tinklin' and into the Mammy-yellin' stage—but she really started t' yell when I made my way out of there. First I ripped off the cord 'tween Mammy and me—did a nice neat job o' pullin' it apart in the middle and tied it off on both the wriggly ends so's not to make a mess. That was a bit of a chore with my flipper hands and all, but I managed it. Then I began a' swimmin', paddlin' right for the hole where that pokin' weapon had been. Nothin' there now, and I saw the spot leadin' out and went for it. Dove right through with my hands out in front of me makin' a wedge, and closed my big eyes and whoosh! if that sac didn't break easy as I hoped, carrying me along for a ways before things began to dry out. Then I had to claw my way along. Not too far, which was good for me and Mammy, since she was a yellin' somethin' fierce by this time.
Things began to get lighter, and I waited for the fuzzy light to hit me, the color of the Moon a-cheese, but instead there was just a couple of flaps in front of me which I pushed apart and whoa!—there was no fuzzy light a'tall but somethin' that hurt my eyes fierce, like a burnin' itself!
I didn't let that stop me, though, or the little coughin' fit I had while my lungs filled up with what must have been air. The sounds were way clear now, with Mammy screamin' like the devil and the man I'd heard a-moanin'. I pulled my part of the cord out after me and kept on movin' while my eyes got used to the grand and glorious light o' the world, nothin' like the soft fuzzy light I'd expected but sharp as anything. And the colors! The reddest red you'd ever imagine, all around me and wet.
And there, suddenly, out the window of Mammy's room, floatin' in the black night that wasn't fuzzy a'tall, was the Moon a-cheese itself, which I got a good look at as my eyes began to focus sharp.
Then I dropped to Mammy's bed—
And there was a six-gun, laying right there beside me, and the man who'd hurt Mammy a-whimperin' and crouchin' in the corner, his pants around his ankles and his other-gun, like Mammy's talked about in the song, just as sad and droopy as could be.
So I worked up all my strength, and lifted Mammy's gun in my flipper hands, holding it on the bed and wrapping my flipper feet around it and aiming it real true, just like my Pappy would, and pulled the trigger twice, and I done shot that feller through the heart, then through the liver, and watched him drop dead t' the floor.
"I saved you, Mammy! I saved you!" I cried in little bubble farts. And then I turned smiling with my tiny mouth and looked at my Mammy for the first time ever.
She was a-layin' there on the pillows of her bed pale as ghosts must be, pale as dust, her eyes big and drained. She lifted a weak finger, layin' there in a pool of blood around her middle like she was, where I'd come a-swimmin' out, and she pointed at me.
"Mammy!" I burbled happily.
I waited for her to smile, but instead her lips curled into a sneer and she screamed in a hateful way:
"You little bastard! I
knowed you'd be a boy when you popped! Felt you like a disease inside o' me!"
She got real weak then, and her hand lowered to the bed—but then the rage crawled back up into her face and she hissed: "I would've killed you too when you came out natural! Just like I killed any man who ever come near me!"
"But Mammy—!" I said.
Her eyes got all big and wild then, and she pointed to her still-distended belly. "Just like I killed your pappy, that sonofabitch Will Bonney who did this to me!"
I looked down at my own other-gun, which was so itsy it didn't look like it could hurt nobody at no time.
"Mammy—!"
"I'll shoot you through the heart and liver yet! Just like I shot 'em all!"
She began to sing then, in a kind of gigglin', croaky voice, a song I'd never heard a'fore:

So if you're six feet under
And dancing down below,
Be sure to look up Billy Bonney
Be sure to say hello!

She reached down for the six-gun, but before she could grab it she suddenly got to bein' real weak again. She lay back on the bed and fainted. And that was all the time I needed.

Didn't take me long to get fixed up again. The cord healed up pretty good, as I took my time getting the two ends to match up just right. I managed to get the hole I'd made closed, though I'll have to see how much good that does me, since the floatin' sac's gone. I figure the cord's the important thing, since the whiff I got of air while I was out didn't seem to hurt me none, and my lungs, small as they is, seem to be workin' okay.
Figure I can hole up in here as long as I need to.
Heck, who needs it out there anyway—I can wait to see flowers and bees and barkin' dogs, and that little peek I got o' the Moon convinced me it ain't made a-cheese, after all. Looked all wrinkly and dusty-cold to me.
She ain't gonna make me dance down below.
And o' course I got this here six-gun with four more bullets in it—and if she comes in after me I know how to use it.



Stars

Dancing along the edge of night, Donald brought the stars into his room:

These are the suns of endless night—
These are the burning orbs so bright—
These are the things that fill my sight—
STARS!

Standing on his bed, hands raised in benediction, he watched the night swirl into his room, shouted in joy as it vortexed in through the bars of the open window and around him: light upon shining light of stars, twinkling diamonds, heavenly choirs of suns, whirling, flying in exultation and the exuberant wash of heavens around him—
Outside in the hallway came voices.
The rattling turn of the doorknob, the key in the lock—
"Shoo!" Donald shouted.
Through the barred window, the stars rushed out, sucking back up into the near-dawning world.
The window closed and locked.
Donald jumped down upon his bed and into the covers. The key clattered; the doorknob turned.
They came in to find his pillowed tears, and sleeping form.

Wednesday was Dr. Smith day.
"How are we?" Dr. Smith asked, holding her clipboard.
Donald in his chair: knees pulled up, holding his ankles. He looked at the floor, the wall, anything else.
"Are you sleeping well, Donald?"
She thinks she is so sweet, Donald thought. She thinks she knows. I won't look at her, and then she'll go away.
"Donald? We'll be here a long time, if you continue this way."
She's not sweet.
Her hand out, she touched him gently. "Donald?"
He felt her leaden hand on him, knew how to make her go away.
"I'm fine," he said, turning to look at her. "I'm sleeping well lately,
Doctor."
"Dreams?"
"No dreams that I remember. My journal is empty, I know."
He waited, then said, because she wanted, "I'm sorry."
"There's nothing to apologize for. But it would be better if you wrote down your dreams. You have been dreaming. Your parents heard you."
The intercom. I forgot about it.
"Perhaps," he said.
"Can you remember any of these dreams?"
He looked at her, thought, I can lie. Then: No, she will know.
"I don't remember."
"Is that true, Donald?"
He looked at the wall again. "I don't know."
She sighed; always sighed.
"Have you ever felt it?" he said abruptly, loudly. He had startled her. "Stardust has a feel. Everything around us is stardust, but when it's formed into real stars, it has a different touch. Like petting something.
A cat." His eyes became momentarily fierce. "Alive."
She looked at him with heightened interest. In her eyes she was saying, Go on. Please go on, we're making progress.
"Bits of stars come to me. I summon them—Mizar, Alcor, Markab—and they send tiny parts of themselves to me. I want all of them to come, not just bits—"
He was suddenly silent. He looked away from her again, at the wall, her plaques and framed certificates. A part of him felt pulled to the night. "Donald, what do you think this means?"
"I don't know" he said.

A minor breakthrough, Dr. Smith termed it. In the back of the car, the song went through Donald's head. In the front, his parents argued contentedly about dinner, were happy; his father glanced in the rearview mirror to make sure he was still there. They wanted him to be well.
"Donald," his mother finally said, speaking as if he would break, "would you like to dine out?"
He made no answer, but they wanted to so badly, he said nothing to stop them.

The restaurant was darkening when they arrived. Recessed lights blinked on as the sun lowered outside. Too bright. They were seated near a long window, his father knew the management.
Donald sat facing the lowering sun, trying to stare beyond it.
Soon! Soon!
The menu lay open in front of him, so his mother ordered. The food came, and when his mother started his own hand moving to Donald's mouth with a fork, he continued the motion and repeated it himself. His father talked about sports, television shows, an architectural commission that might come.
Outside, the sun went down, as a sprinkle of stars lumined the bluing horizon.
Yes!
The song rose in Donald's head:

These are the suns of endless night—
These are the burning orbs so bright—
These are the things that fill my sight—
STARS!

He didn't hear the shouting around him. To him, it all went away. He was stretching his hands out, standing up as high as he could go, shouting for the stars to come to him. They bulged out of the darkening sky toward him, then pulled back and hung waiting. He wanted them to dance around his head; wanted to feel pieces of them brush against him like furred things. He shouted for them to come. A yearning joy filled him, but the stars stayed coyly planted, distant—
The lights of the restaurant were turned up bright, washing out the night sky. His mother's crying made him look down. He was standing on the table. Most of the dishes had been kicked aside, spilled. His father was holding Donald's pants leg tightly, trying to steady him.
The restaurant had gone quiet. Donald and his parents were surrounded by a frightened circle of waiters.
With his father's help, Donald stepped carefully down. His mother cried all the way to the car and then home. "Why can't we have even a dinner together? Why can't I have even that? Seventeen years old, and he can't even let me have dinner!"

He unhooked the intercom wires. His mother and father didn't come with the rattling key until late in the night, after hours of dancing and joyful shouting. He was exhausted. The stars, more of them, bigger bits, rushed back out into the deep sky all at once as the door opened, leaving him giddy, feeling as if he were in a sudden vacuum. His knuckles were bloody, there were marks on the ceiling where he had tried to push himself up and through. The window bars were marked with blood, and with scratches from the furniture he had broken.
"Why do you do this!" his mother screamed from the doorway. She would not enter.
His father came in, looked at the damage, and told his wife to be quiet.
"I won't be quiet! Why do you do this, Donald!" she shouted. "You used to be a normal little boy, you played baseball and read books and watched television—you were just a little boy!"
She turned and ran off, sobbing.
Donald looked after her, and remembered, but she was not correct. He saw himself in his crib, staring out past the rotating mobile: little moons and planets turning over his head in nightlight, playing Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star, staring out through the softly blowing curtains to the real stars in the sky twinkling for him, flashing in the dark night, reaching like a mother's soft hands down to him—
He remembered playing baseball, the summer games at night, the lights glaring angrily down onto the field, the pitch coming to him, his father in the stands. But Sirius was rising on the eastern horizon in front of him, over the outfield, and he stood and dropped his bat and they called him out—
He remembered reading, the book about stars, the sun spilling through his window onto his desk. He learned their names. But already he was dreaming of the night to come, when he would kneel and hold his palms out, secretly wishing as the real stars spread their beautiful blanket overhead—
He remembered watching television, going to birthday parties, throwing a football in the backyard with his father, a thousand other things, but always the stars—the stars!—called to him, up through the earth during the bright day, out past the blue-skied sun in the darkness of space, their call deeper, richer, more insistent than the movement of his own blood.
And now, and now!—

These are the suns of endless night—
These are the orbs that burn so bright—
These are the things that fill my sight—
STARS!

He sang loud, laughing, thrusting his hands up, watching Arcturus through the barred window rushing down toward him, Vega, Deneb and Aldebaran and all the rest, yellow, blue, red, white, dwarf, giant, hurrying pieces of themselves toward him, toward him!
He leapt to meet them, hands grasping, and faintly heard his father shout as he hit the bars, tried to push his face through to meet the stars, his father shouting, "For God's sake, Donald!" before he brought his face back and then swiftly forward, wanting to meet the stars halfway to heaven, and then, his father's grip on him now. His father suddenly let go, staring out through the bars with his mouth open, before blinking and then taking hold of Donald once more. Donald hit his head against the bars amidst his father's repeated cries—

Every day was Dr. Smith day.
He was put in a room with no window. White walls: he could feel the winter stars pulling like burning magnets through the thick concrete. When he tried to ram his head through, they transferred him to a smaller room with padding over the cinder blocks, no sink or toilet. There was a thick door with a convex-lensed porthole, through which nurses gaped like fish. He could smell the fragments of stars, ever larger, knew they were just outside the walls, waiting to rush upon him, nuzzle, claim him.
So he began to dig toward them, a tiny quarter inch at a time, pulling back a flap of padding to work on the concrete wall with a spoon from supper they didn't miss. All night, each night, he sang to himself and burrowed, hiding his progress.
His parents came and he sat between them in Dr. Smith's office, knees up, head down.
They talked as if he wasn't there.
"Acute schizophrenia," Dr. Smith said. "This is the way it progresses, sometimes. The manifestations get worse as they get older."
So sad she sounded: a voice to soothe his mother, who sat rocking herself, sobbing into a handkerchief.
"Doctor," his father began, uncomfortably, "is there. . . any chance that what Donald sees is real? There was a brief moment the other night when I thought I saw something, what looked like particles of light—"
"Tiny bits of stars visiting your son?" Dr. Smith's look of indulgent superiority quieted him. "I'm no physicist or astronomer," she said, "but I think that if the stars moved in the sky we would know about it. And, of course, if even one entire star were to actually 'visit' the Earth..."
She trailed off, aware that in her eagerness to be clever she had spoken too dogmatically. She quickly added. "It's quite possible you saw something, of course—or at least thought you did. Dust motes, perhaps. But I would characterize it as a sympathetic illusion, a way of identifying with your son."
Donald's father looked away uneasily, and his mother was taken by a renewed bout of weeping.
"And now," Dr. Smith continued, "we must think about how best to care for Donald..."
Later, in his cell, Donald continued to dig, eating powdered concrete, spoonful by spoonful.

In the middle of May the hole was nearly finished. All winter he had felt the winter stars pulling at him, finally giving way to spring. The constellation Orion left him, but the stars of Leo pulled high overhead, calling out, growing stronger as the wall gave way.
Soon!
Soon!
One night the spoon poked through to darkness.
It was as if electricity had shot through him. He pressed his face to the tiny hole, heard the singing stars outside. He began to cry with happiness. He widened the tiny opening, pressed his straining wide eye to it, staring out.
He saw little, the outline of a low, close row of bushes, the leg of an outdoor bench on the path that wound through the grounds. He looked up, and saw the merest flicker of a tiny light—Regulus, the Lion's paw—singing to him!

These are the orbs that burn so bright—
These are the things that fill my sight—
STARS!

He wept, pressed his hands to the wall, tried to move it out, biting at the bottom of the tiny opening with his mouth, tried to swallow the wall and make it go away:

STARS!

Donald screamed. He felt a singing, magnetic, painful need in his body. Pale blue-white Regulus held its hands out to him, sent a scintilla of itself to dance in front of him, called to him, strained toward him—

STARS!

He beat at the wall, willed the wall to go away, to let him hold his own hands out to Regulus. And as he screamed in need again, pressing his wide eye tight to the opening, reaching out with his sight, all the stars of Leo—Regulus, Denebola and Algieba and Zosma—all the stars!—sent fingers of themselves rushing at him, swirling and dancing, holding their bright atoms out to him, pulling at him and he cried and screamed and beat his hands on the unmoving wall—
And then suddenly he stopped screaming and turned, wide-eyed, to see human faces staring in at him through the fish-eye porthole.
As he pulled himself back away from the hole, he saw the particles of stars whirl up and fly back away from him.
"No!"
But already it was too late. Dr. Smith and the others were through the door and running at him, bending down, their hands on him—
"No!" he screamed, straining his eye back to the hole. The star bits returned, whirled and stopped near the hole and again he heard their singing—but already it was too late. The hands were strong on him, many hands pulling him back. Donald bit and screamed at them and his eye grew wide and strained against the hole as the hands sought to pull him back and his own hands tried to reach out through the walls.
They could not pull him from the hole, his wide eye squeezed tight to it—and now he felt himself going through, his eye and then the rest of him would squeeze through the tiny hole and the stars were waiting, dancing, singing for him and they would all finally come to him!
And then they pulled him back mightily, many hands, and he cried, "NO!" and pushed his eye out of its socket and through—

For the tiniest moment he felt the stars touch him, their warm fingers on him, holding tight, almost coming to him, particle by atom all of them ready to spring upon him, caressing his eye up through his optic nerve, almost, almost!—before there was a quick shutter of blackness and pain and the attendants yanked him back and away—

Late in the night they had him strapped into a straightjacket, in Dr. Smith's office in a chair. His hands were bandaged, his head heavily dressed around his empty eyesocket. He had bitten two of the attendants; they gave him sour looks as they passed the open doorway.
"...it will be better, and, I'm afraid, legally necessary at this point, to move him to the state facility," Dr. Smith was saying.
Donald's father looked tired and limp in his suit, looked at Donald briefly and then away.
"I can't believe he did that to himself!" his mother said. She did not look at him, but at Dr. Smith who received her anger. "Why in God's name did he do that?"
Donald sat quietly in his chair, smiling.

His parents rode with him in the rear seat of Dr. Smith's car. The hospital wanted her to take an ambulance, and two burly attendants, but she convinced them that this was better. Donald sat between his parents, in his strait jacket. His father rested his head wearily against the side window. His mother sat erect, alert, hands clenched.
They pulled out from the underground entrance of the hospital and moved up the ramp. Mercury vapor lamps illuminated the long roadway to the front gates, the road beyond.
As they rolled out from beneath the lights, the night closed in, and Donald saw the stars.
They were there, up through the rear window! He tilted his head back—and there, through his one eye, they waited and sang to him. Leo was falling, but in its place was Hercules with his club, Ras Algethi and Marfik and Ruticulus, swirling from their places toward him. Reaching their tendril fingers out. Trying, finally, to get to him.
He leaned back, and his father said, "Doctor!"
Dr. Smith braked the car. His mother shrieked, "Donald! No!" and put her hands on him. But he was clawing through the straps of the strait jacket, thrashing and crying and arching up and back toward the rear window.
The stars—all the stars!—wound into a whirlpool and tore down at him. His blood sang.
Dr. Smith opened the front door of the car, and ran back toward the hospital, shouting for help to the guard at the front gate.
The guard began to run toward her.
"Donald!" his mother pleaded.
He was fighting his way out of the jacket, biting and pushing. His father's and mother's hands on him would not stop him.
And then he was out of the jacket! The straps flew away, hitting his father and mother, and he thrust his hands mightily up, punching out through the back glass of the car, kicking himself up off the back seat. He felt his arms go through the glass, which shattered around him in a thousand tiny beads of glasslike stars.
"Yes!" he cried.
The star bits flowed down towards him—twirling, dancing, rushing like a vortex.
"Donald, stop this immediately!" Dr. Smith shouted, stopping before the car with the startled guard.
"He's crazy!" the guard shouted, fumbling for his gun.
Donald climbed out onto the trunk of the car. Shreds of the strait jacket fell away as the swirling bright orange red white star atoms rolled down out of the night and rammed toward him—Aldebaren and Sirium and Thuban and Aifrik and Deneb:

These are the suns of endless night!
These are the orbs that burn so bright!
These are the things that fill my sight
STARS!

He felt the tendrils of their fingers on his face—and then felt something more—finally! Yes!—of a vast straining, a movement behind the heavens—
"Donald!" he heard his mother's voice cry, as he held his hands out in welcome—
The guard aimed and fired his gun wildly, and Dr. Smith looked up and gasped, "Oh my God—"
The sky was filled with light—
Here they came.



Bags

Miss Debicker was not prone to self-pity, but something about this cloudy morning waiting outside the Grand Central luncheonette, and the bottom of her coffee cup, made her think briefly of the last twenty-five years of loneliness, and her lack of companionship. But I am successful, she thought, and immediately felt better.
On her way out of Grand Central she stopped at one of the large newsstands to buy a magazine in which one of her articles had been reprinted, and encountered a bag lady. The woman sat just inside one of the entranceways to the terminal; she was dirty and disheveled, mumbling to herself, and clutching a plastic shopping bag to her breast. Miss Debicker turned away, and hurried outside. That's what failure is, she thought.
It came as a bit of surprise, then, when she arrived at her office to find that her next assignment was to do a story on bag people. She took an instant dislike to the subject, and let her editor know it.
He told her, in his soft-spoken manner, that he thought the assignment was a good one. Bag people were defensive and hard to talk to, and though some of them appeared to be nothing more than destitute or winos there seemed to be some sort of bond—a hobo-like code of living—that linked them together. "There's a good story in that," he said. "And their numbers seem to be growing."
"Sounds more like coincidence," Miss Debicker said.
"That's for you to find out. There's an alcove by one of the Grand Central subway entrances where the better known bag ladies in the area are supposed to live." Miss Debicker didn't mention that she had seen one of them that morning. She was told her story would be due in a few days.
It took her fifteen minutes to get to Grand Central Station and, after arguing with the cab driver over the fare, she was unable to find the woman. Then, after twenty minutes of wandering around Grand Central, she discovered the alcove her editor had mentioned. It was a dark niche cut into the wall. She hesitated a moment, then walked into the darkness.
A woman, possibly the same one she had seen that morning, was crouched in the farthest corner, her shopping bag clasped to the rags covering her chest. In the half light her eyes looked glazed.
Miss Debicker bent over the woman and turned on her tape recorder. The woman looked up suddenly and her eyes seemed to focus on her with an animal wariness. Miss Debicker wished she had a flashlight.
"What are you doing here?" she asked, and felt her voice swallowed by the dust and darkness.
There was no answer, only that wary look.
"I'd like to be your friend," she said, as if talking to an idiot child. The woman pulled back deeper into the darkness.
Miss Debicker fumbled in her shoulder bag and drew out her cigarette lighter. She flicked it on and moved closer, over the woman. "How long have you lived like this?"
The woman threw out an arm, "Get back," she said in a harsh whisper. "Go away."
Miss Debicker took a deep breath and, fumbling for her wallet, drew out a ten-dollar bill. "This is for the interview," she said. "Just answer my questions and I'll leave you alone." The woman stared at the bill but did not take it. Miss Debicker thrust it closer. "Just for seeing what's in the bag, your clothes and things. You can buy wine."
"Go away."
Miss Debicker sighed, returned the bill to her shoulder bag, and walked away. At the mouth of the alcove she turned to look at the bag lady.
"You have no love," the woman said.
Miss Debicker was startled; but quickly reached into her shoulder bag and dropped the ten dollar bill behind her as she re-entered daylight.
On another gray morning Miss Debicker took her subway train downtown, but at 591 Street, the train was stopped with the doors opened. Eventually the doors slid shut, and the train began to move. At that point the conductor announced over the P.A. system that the train would now travel on 81 Avenue, due to trouble on the line. Miss Debicker shook her head, tight-lipped. The train stopped at Times Square and she got off.
Forty-second street was filthier than she remembered it being, and at nine in the morning, with the grayness of the day and the lack of bright lights, the dirty movie houses and sex shops looked more depressing than usual. Miss Debicker was glad she worked on the East Side. She turned down forty-fourth street and suddenly found herself in the theater district. She hadn't been in this area for quite a while, and was taken aback by the fact that the respectable, clean theaters were so close to the smut houses. She quickened her steps: though she was rarely afraid of the city she found herself suddenly longing to reach the well known, safe path she followed every day. Shifting her gaze from the marquis, she glanced at the pavement where an object caught her eye.
She stopped to look at it for some unaccountable reason: there was something strange about this object: a symmetry in the way it was placed on the sidewalk, a deliberateness about its appearance. She stooped to examine it more closely.
It was a small box-like cube, about four inches square on a side. It was maroon in color, and the color darkened around the edges as if it had bled into the corners. It appeared translucent, like a polished dark gem. Because it appeared so perfectly placed, it looked as if it were attached to the sidewalk.
Miss Debicker stood up suddenly, glancing at her watch. She stepped over the cube and walked toward the end of the block. After a few steps she glanced over her shoulder and noticed that it was still there, at rest on the filthy sidewalk; no breeze had stirred it, no cat had darted out of an alley to bat it away; it had not disappeared in the wink of an eye. She shook her head at her foolishness and walked toward the Avenue of the Americas, then again glanced back at the cube. It was still there, a purple smudge on the dirty pavement.

She shook her head, to clear it. She wanted very badly to be at her desk, but she also wanted to look at that cube again. Retracing her steps, she rationalized her action as an interesting diversion from the normal routine. Then she stopped before the cube and stared at it.
It had not changed. It still looked symmetrical and like a large polished stone. Perhaps it belonged to someone from the diamond district. Perhaps someone had been making a delivery, and a hole had appeared in the bottom of a leather bag, and this stone had fallen out onto the sidewalk. But her journalist's mind wanted to know why it had landed so perfectly placed. Why hadn't it tumbled up against a storefront or dropped off the curb into the gutter?
She bent to pick it up, looking quickly around. There was no one watching her. It wasn't as if she was afraid to be seen picking up this cube; it was just that she now felt aware of a strange weakness. She was determined to walk to the end of the block and cross the street and go away from this thing.
Miss Debicker glanced again at her watch; she would now be very late for work. This foolishness had cost her more time than she could legitimately justify; at the office it would be a mark against her. Yet she wanted to turn around and look at the cube again. She had to, and this urgency frightened her; it was as if some magnetic influence was pulling her around toward the cube. She found herself walking back to it.
She had a fleeting thought about how strange it was that she happened to walk down this particular street, that her train happened to be diverted to Times Square on this particular day.
The cube looked the same; it had not moved; it was the same maroon with the concentration of color at the edges. She tried to look at her watch, and with great effort looked at her shoes, but her eyes instantly returned to the six-sided figure.
She tried to scream out, to attract the attention of the people hurrying by, but her mouth would not work. Some sort of control was being exerted over her. Then quickly she transferred all her will from the cube to her legs and tried to run toward the Avenue of the Americas, knowing she would then be all right, everything would be all right. Her feet began to stumble. A few more steps now. A pedestrian glanced at her and hurried on. She stopped as if a wall had been thrown up in front of her. She could not go on. In a few moments she would turn and walk, or crawl, or run, back to the maroon cube. She turned and stumbled back.
A few moments later she picked up the cube, and felt a compulsion to hide it. She didn't know why she should do this, but she found a safe place under some theatrical props between two theaters, and hid it there. It was cool to the touch, like smooth marble, but there was nothing else remarkable about it.
That night she hid in the entrance to the alley, out of the bright lights of the theater district, guarding it.

In the days that followed Miss Debicker spent her time in the vicinity of the maroon cube. She found there were periods—short periods of time—when she was allowed to leave the cube to find something to eat or relieve herself. She was not allowed to go beyond a certain vaguely defined area about two blocks square, and she always found herself back in front of the cube. During the day she hid in alleyways between the theaters, and at night she slept not far away.
It was now winter, and she had run out of money. She was dirty and disheveled-looking; she shivered uncontrollably. She foraged for food in her two-block area, and began to beg. Sometimes she was bothered by the police or a passerby, but the neighborhood was used to her presence now. She was learning when to hide and when to beg profitably.
The maroon cube stayed hidden under the stage props. She usually slept in the alleyway by it when she slept at all. Her dreams were fitful and, even in sleep, she could feel the tug of the dark cube.
During the first few weeks she learned, through scraps of newspaper stories, that the police were doing a missing persons search for her. This had bothered her slightly, but when the stories stopped, she no longer thought about it.
The first really cold day came and she knew that she must find indoor shelter for the winter. Her original clothes had been discarded and she wore the various rags which she picked out of garbage cans; she even had a few pieces of costume from discarded wardrobes. She went to the alley and the cube. She thought she would make out all right during the cold months; the begging was better during the holidays. She'd taken to keeping her possessions, pieces of clothing, salable items picked from garbage cans, bits of food, in a plastic shopping bag.
The days grew colder. A few days before Christmas the cube called her to its hiding place; she cleared away a dusting of snow and dug it out from under the rubble. It felt cold in her hands and though it looked no different than it ever had she knew it was content and full when she was this close.
She put the cube in her plastic bag, at the bottom, in the warmest place. It would stay there, her prize possession; it would always be a part of her; she would always keep it in her bag.
She walked out to the street and began begging, her bag close to her. She searched the faces closely and was startled when a gray-haired man appeared, walking briskly toward her. She averted her eyes and he did not recognize her; he passed by, leaving a quarter in her cracked palm. Her editor...
She began to study faces again. Most of them were bright with the glow of the holidays, or at least happy. She knew, though, that sooner or later her eyes would meet those of a woman that were hard and empty. And when she met those eyes, she would say, holding her bag to her frozen breast, "You have no love."



The Red Wind

This night I will be with my Natisha in a place far away from here, where her dull, dead body, and the red wind that will soon carry me away, are just vague remembrances that will no longer have meaning. There must be such a place, or all that has come before makes all life and youth impossible and evil. This night—
But there is little use in the end of the tale coming first; the begin-fling must suffice...
I came to Castle Mayhew two fortnights ago at the bidding of the Count himself. His letter stated that he was in desperate need of my services as an architect, and left the details to my imagination. I am not one who craves mystery, and was inclined to turn his offer down, but my fiancé Natisha, with me in Menz, urged me so strongly to take the commission that I was forced to reconsider.
"The Castle is in a beautiful area," she said, "and with the stipend he offers we can be married."
"So you know this area?" I teased, for I had yet to learn where this creature who had stolen my heart came from.
"You must do it," she said, and then went off into a lengthy discussion of what our married life would be like once my already bright career was solidified by this new project and the monetary award attached to it; and before I knew it I was packed and on my way, waving to Natisha who stood on the train platform promising to write each day and even make her way to the Castle if possible.
"But you will be with me in my heart every moment," she said as the train pulled off, blowing me a kiss, and I watched until her lithe little form was finally lost to view as we rounded the first long curve on our journey.
It was only then, as the train wound into the mountains, that I began to wonder what sort of adventure lay before me.
When I arrived three days later at the town at the foot of the Castle, night had fallen and a chill wind blew a frosted mist through the deserted streets. I entered a tavern, also curiously empty, and, after pounding on a table to be served, finally resorting to shouts for someone to appear, an old man, with a dark coarse cloak thrown about his shoulders, emerged from the back room and asked me what it was I wanted.
"A loaf of bread, some cheese," I answered gruffly, for I was both tired from my journey and annoyed at the slowness of the old man's movements and the dullness of his speech. He nodded tiredly and turned into the back room.
I waited ten minutes, and when the old man did not return I began to pound on the table once more. By now I was nearly enraged. I was about to rise and follow him into the back room when he emerged, with someone at his side. This new figure was also cloaked, his face even more wrinkled and time-worn than his companion's.
The older man approached me. "You are Herr Begener?" he inquired in a listless monotone.
"I am," I said, rising.
"Why did you not come directly to the castle?" he continued. "Count Mayhew has been waiting for you. You were told to come as soon as possible."
There was something about his cold voice that unnerved me. "I was tired," I sputtered, not believing his spiritless impertinence; "1 thought I would rest before climbing the road; perhaps even spend the night here. Besides, what is it to you?"
"You will follow me now," he said.
"But I have not eaten! I am tired—"
"There is neither food nor lodging here."
He turned away from me and as he did so, I reached out, dislodging his robe from his shoulder and revealing, on his back, a neat line of small round red welts. With a slow motion he merely reset his robe in place and disappeared, he and his companion, into the back room.
Half in rage and half in consternation, I rose and gathered my things to follow. I saw that the back room led directly to a door leading to the road. By the time I caught up with the two monk-like figures my anger had abated. There was no point in arguing. In silence we began the long, slow ascent to Castle Mayhew. We passed no one in leaving the town, and no one on the road.
"Look here," I said finally, turning to my robed companions. "I really should demand an explanation. Why is the town so empty? And why is it so important that I reach the castle tonight?"
My enquiries were met with silence, as the two old men continued grimly, gray heads bent.
By the light of a setting moon we reached the castle porch where the two cloaked figures promptly left me, turning off to the left. A few moments later I heard the dull slow tramp of feet ascending a metal stair. I stood silent, contemplating an abrupt about-face and a brisk walk back down the hillside, through the town and away from this place forever, but the bevy of arguments against this which my mind had readied, chief among them my wish to please Natisha, were not even brought to bear upon me because the oaken door was pulled open and I suddenly found myself standing in a huge vaulted hallway. The door was closed behind me by another robed figure, this one small in stature.
When he turned around I was startled to note that his face was not old and wrinkled, and I was pleased to realize that his countenance was a most amiable one, with the features of a smiling cherub. He rushed to me and took my hand.
"Herr Begener, it's so nice to have you here; we've all been waiting. The Count will be so pleased. Let me show you to your room—you can't know how good it is to see you've arrived!" This frantic speech was accompanied by wild gesticulations of the hands, and the little fellow gave such an impression of a happy little child that I almost reached down to pick him up. But in a second he had a bag of mine in each hand and was leading me up the marbled stairway to a room on the second floor.
"I know you'll want to freshen up," he said after he had settled me in, "so I'll tell the Count to meet you in the dining hall in fifteen minutes. There will be a late supper, and some fine wine." And with that he was gone.
A quarter hour later, shaved and washed and dressed in clean linen, and feeling immensely better, I found myself ushered into the huge dining hall of the Castle Mayhew. A grand portrait hung over the fireplace of a man I assumed to be the Count—a tall, imposing figure, straight as an arrow with fine features; the eyes were powerful but not at all hard.
There was a sound behind me and I turned to find myself face to face with the man in the portrait—only with a horrible difference. The man before me was old, older than any man I had ever seen before—a mere bag of bones on a bent skeleton. The arrow-straight figure was warped, the noble bearing shrunken, the eyes filled with weariness yet still imbued with a kind of fire.
"I am Count Mayhew," he said, his voice strong but low, his hand grasp lighter than I would have expected. "Please sit down and as you eat we shall discuss the matter of your employment. As I mentioned in my correspondence, I am in a great hurry for the work to be completed."
"You realize of course that things can't be done overnight, that materials and labor—"
"Please," he said, motioning toward the table, his voice impatient. "We will discuss all of this."
I sat, and was treated to a sumptuous meal while Count Mayhew regaled me with his plans. The Count, I noted, ate nothing, though his eyes seemed to linger over each course with a strange hunger. I went so far as to offer him a portion of my veal, but he refused curtly.
"As I mentioned," he said, "there is a great urgency involved in your work. There are workmen presently in the castle and completely at your disposal; any materials that are not presently at hand can be acquired promptly. There are couriers and craftsmen to do whatever is asked of them."
He went to a side table under the huge portrait and slid out a bottom drawer, removing a large sheaf of papers. These he spread before me. "The basic plans," he said, "have already been drawn up. It is your job to make structural refinements and to direct actual construction." I stared at the top sheet intently, and then glanced quickly through the rest. They all showed various views of a high-domed room with a strange box-shaped structure supported by cross-beams raised in the center of it. "The dome is of wood," the Count continued, looking over my shoulder, "and there are removable panels on the top to open the room to the air. The platform," he continued, pulling out a blueprint from the bottom of the pile and indicating the squarish structure, "must be made with the utmost precision, and the dimensions as elucidated on this paper must be followed to the letter. Any deviation could ruin the entire project." His hand swept over the platform itself, where two rigidly constructed chairs were indicated, side by side.
I looked up at this curiously old man peering over my shoulder, and gave a short laugh. "Why, this whole contraption resembles nothing so much as an astronomical observatory. Either that or that ridiculous setup Mary Shelley's Dr. Frankenstein used to bring his monster to life!" I was referring of course to the popular novel by Shelley's wife which had been published a few years before.
The Count's eyes darkened. "Hardly," he said. "I must insist that you keep your speculations to yourself. I do suggest you spend some time studying these papers, since we begin work tomorrow morning at dawn. It is time for me to go to bed. Good night, Herr Begener." He bowed and left the room. I noted a curious sadness in his eyes as he turned to leave, as well as the fire I had noted previously.
No sooner had the Count left the room than the happy little monk who had met me at the front door earlier in the evening appeared. His manner was so cherubic that I felt an urge to pick him up and bounce him on my knee.
"More wine, Herr Begener? It is such a fine red vintage!" he asked, brandishing a crystal decanter. I shook my head no.
"But tell me," I said, as the little fellow began to clear the table. "Why was the village so empty when I was down there tonight? Where is everyone?"
"Why, they're here of course, at the castle. The Count has hired all the workers of the village for your project, and made provisions here for them as well. Rather nice of him, don't you think?"
"Yes," I said slowly, "I suppose it is. But just what is this project of his?"
The gnome paused in his work and regarded me with a blank, childish stare. "I really wouldn't know, Sir," he said. "But I'm sure he has a good reason for it."
I nodded, and soon was lost in the stack of diagrams. There were curious things going on here, surely, but before long I found the questions crowded from my mind by the refinements on the work before me which commanded my attention, and also by the thought that with the completion of this lucrative, if bizarre, commission I would have enough money to marry my darling Natisha. The count had made some basic architectural mistakes in drafting his plans, but I quickly saw, as the night wore on, that there was really little work in correcting them and honing his measurements to a fine precision.
I awoke with the cold light of late dawn on the table before me. I had worked nearly the whole night, falling asleep in the middle of a calculation. I stood up, stretching languidly. I was pleased to note that the sinister aspects of the castle had been dispelled by the advent of morning; that indeed my surroundings presented a warm and amiable glow—a glow not in any way dispelled by the appearance of little Franz (for that was the cherubic servant's name) at my elbow, insisting that I have breakfast and a bath before continuing my work. "You will want to be fresh as a daisy when you review your troops!" he cried amiably, and I found his long lusty laugh infectious as he quickly laid plates before me.
An hour later found me as refreshed as if I had slept a whole day and a night. It is remarkable what a new shirt and a bath can do for a man, and as I emerged from my room, fully expecting to find little Franz waiting for me to slip his hand into mine, I found instead that the Count himself had come to fetch me.
"I hope you are feeling refreshed," he said in his curiously somber voice, and when I told him I was he bowed quickly and said, "Good, for we have much work to do." I followed him down the marbled staircase.
We passed the front entrance, the Count leading me to a door to the right of it that opened onto an ascending staircase. This would bring us, I imagined, to our final destination; but to my surprise this led to a sort of mezzanine consisting of a long hallway with small compartments to either side. As we passed these cubicles I was able to see through to the chambers within; they were out-fitted with severe iron beds, each with a single sheet. There seemed to be nothing else in any of them. I made motion to remark this to the Count but he held up his hand for silence and merely led me to the end of the hallway where another door, which he opened using an enormous iron key, led to a thin metal ladder. This wound like a corkscrew up into the dimness. The Count proceeded ahead of me, at a slow careful pace, and I must admit that after awhile I began to get dizzy at the height we were ascending. I tried to look up to see our ultimate destination but was unable to see past the count's frame. When I looked downward I nearly fainted with the height we had attained and with the seeming fragility of our stairway.
After what seemed a very long time the Count suddenly changed the interminable curling direction of our steps. I soon discovered that we had alighted on a small metal abutment off the winding staircase. To my astonishment I saw that the steps led still farther upward past this landing, and when I inquired of the Count where they led to he merely looked at me and said in a flat voice, "To the roof of the dome; that is where the top sections are pulled back to reveal the sky." He turned back to his keyring and soon found another huge key which he fitted with a clang into an equally huge keyhole. There was a metallic click and we pushed ahead through the door.
We stepped out not onto a solid floor as I had expected, but rather onto a narrow wooden ledge, some eight to ten feet wide with a solid waist-high railing all around. This shelf wrapped around an enormous circular room with a high wooden dome overhead. So this was the room I would work in, which I had studied the night before on the Count's thorough if imprecise drawings. There was a feeling of great empty space around me, and I was thankful not to suffer from the disease I had read about in one of the popular journals, called 'vertigo'.
We walked nearly a quarter of the way around the inside circumference of the dome before coming to a wide solid platform jutting toward its center. We turned onto this and I soon found myself on a wide circular platform, supported underneath by the crossed beams I had noted in the blueprints.
"It is here," Count Mayhew said, unrolling the plans which he held under his arm, "that you will begin."
I nodded, and we spent the rest of the morning going over fine points and making preliminary preparations for the alterations in the room.
The time passed so swiftly, once my architect's pencil began to sketch, that it was only my stomach that told me that it must be well into the late afternoon and that I was starving. As the Count seemed unwilling to break off our session of his own accord I made a suggestion that we have something to eat. This greatly surprised him, and after a moment's hesitation he suggested to me that food be sent up to us and that we continue with our work. "As I said last night, time is very short. Work must begin before tonight, and we must be finished one month from this day, Herr Begener."
"You mean actual construction?" I said, astonished. "Usually it would take me a week or two just to go over the structure of this room and to make any necessary refinements in the blueprints."
"Any refinements," he responded, "can be made while construction is underway."
I sought to argue with him on this point, stating that I had never done any job before without first becoming entirely familiar with every detail. "I like to live with my patients before I operate on them," I said with a smile, attempting to make him understand that though I understood his wishes, I possessed a set of rules that I must work by. But he merely shook his head, dismissing my levity, and stated, "One month from today, Herr Begener, we must be finished. It is essential, for both you and me."
This odd remark would have furthered my questioning of the Count, but at that moment Franz arrived with a bountiful repast and hunger replaced curiosity. I again noted that the Count partook of no food, but rather paced nervously. Hardly before little Franz had cleared away my soiled plates there came a strange, hollow, echoing sound from below us, a dull beating clang that at first puzzled me but then resolved itself, with the appearance of the top of a head followed by an entire body on the platform leading down to the floors below, into the tramp-tramp of many feet making their way up the circular staircase. The first figure was followed by another and then another, and when the metallic tattoo finally abated I counted thirty men in a line on the ledge. They seemed of a singular appearance, dull and uninspired, and none of them young; I thought I noted among their number the barman who had accompanied me to the castle the previous evening.
The Count seemed to have read my thoughts concerning their demeanor because he said, before I could make a remark, "They will do all that you say, and do it well. Our townspeople have a long tradition of craftsmanship."
As if this endorsement were some sort of sign, the solemn line of workers began to move, with shuffling feet and eyes straight ahead, to the point where the ledge met the circular platform. Count Mayhew went to meet them, giving a few short precise orders which immediately set them into action fulfilling the few things we had already decided could be accomplished that day. Soon they were at work, moving like slow, efficient shadows among us, and it was not long before I heard another echoing tramp-tramp on the circular stairs and another work force rose into view.
Thus passed the first day, and the quick days following it. When I am at work I always involve myself so deeply that all else is pushed from my mind, and I abruptly lost all track of time.
In fact nearly five days had passed before I realized that I had not heard from Natisha. This was strange, for I had not even received acknowledgment of the letter I had written her after arriving at the castle.
"Franz," I called to the jolly little porter as he passed my room on the morning of that fifth day. "Has there been mail for me?"
"No, Sir," he said, bringing a look of stem concentration across his features; but suddenly sly understanding replaced it. "The master seeks word from a young lady perhaps?"
"How did you know that?" I asked, in awe of his perception until he told me his answer.
"The master may find," he said, a grin nearly splitting his face, "that the correspondence you seek has been delivered by she who wrote it."
"What!"
"You may want to examine the newly-bloomed roses in the back garden" he said, and then he was gone before I could ask him how to reach that spot.
I hurried through my shaving and dressing; finally I could stand the anticipation no longer and rushed through my toilet, struggling with my frock coat and leaving my tie undone. Thus attired, I hurried to the back garden, passing the gnomish Franz on the way humming to himself while he went about polishing a huge oak case in the front hallway; he looked up at me brightly as I went by.
I paused at the iron gate leading into the garden at the sound of two voices. And there, in the garden before me as I watched unobserved, stood Count Mayhew with my own Natisha.
A great shock coursed through me at the sight of them embracing; from the way the Count held her in his arms it was plain that this was not their first meeting. My eyes filled with hot tears. I was only able to hear the Count say to her, "He must finish it in time," before my body betrayed my intellect and I burst in upon them.
For a moment I so startled them that they held their embrace; then suddenly they parted, with such self-consciousness that there was no further doubt in my mind at what I had seen.
Then suddenly Natisha, unfaithful Natisha, was smothering herself in my breast and crying out that she had missed me so!
"After what I've seen?" I said, pushing her back away from me.
"Oh, Karl, no, you don't understand!"
"I'm afraid I do."
Once again she pressed herself against me, and this time her presence, and the odor that she wore, and the very act of her hands around me combined to temper my anger.
"Perhaps," I said, "You would care to explain your behavior."
This time it was she who pushed herself away.
"I cannot."
"I can't accept that."
"Oh, Karl, please believe me! I cannot tell you anything, only to say that he does it for us!"
"I do not understand. You must admit to me that you knew this place before I came here, that your urging me to take this commission was a deliberate, calculated act on your part, and that you are somehow in league with the Count himself—am I correct?"
She seemed torn, and then once again she threw herself at me. "Oh, yes, yes," she whispered fiercely, and I could tell by the way she clutched me that she was crying. "Only please believe me when I say that I love you more than anything in this world, Karl, and that everything that has been done has been done for you and me. Can you believe that?" She looked up at me, clutching me firmly by the arms.
"How can I believe you unless you explain?"
"Please, Karl, I can tell you no more!"
Her pleading was so intense that I found myself swayed, and held her to me as though I would never let her go. I had not realized how much I had missed her and told her so, and for a moment we once again fell into discussion of our future together, of our marriage and the life we planned to share, and thoughts of the Count were lifted from me.
But suddenly Natisha disentangled herself from me, and I turned to see the diminutive porter standing there, a beaming smile upon his face.
"Pardon me," he said, "but I come for Herr Begener." He turned to me. "The Count waits for you in the tower."
"Tell the Count to go to blazes—" I began, but Natisha clutched at my hand with such a firm grip that her nails dug into my palm. I turned to see the pleading in her face and then said to Franz, in a somewhat less heated tone, "Tell the Count that I will join him immediately."
"Very good, Sir."
And then he suddenly threw back his head and laughed, skipping out of the garden like some wild Pan filled with youth, and without a glance back at Natisha I followed.

The days, and then the weeks, passed.
I became lost in a haze of work. Day melted into night and still the work went on; when the light in the tall wide dome began to fail there would come the solemn march up the metallic steps and a phalanx of ghostly workers bearing torches would rise to stand guard against the darkness around the circumference. There always seemed to be more workers when they were needed; but a curious fact, beside all the other curious facts I had amassed since my arrival at Castle Mayhew, was that none of the workers, or none of the other people of any capacity I had seen in all my time there, be they men or women, were young. Excepting myself, Natisha and little Franz, all were old, and tired, and worn, and all worked with the same detached weariness that I had at first noticed.
I sought to ask the Count about this one day, but he only regarded me with his weary yet blazing eyes and then turned away. "Life is for the young, it seems, Herr Begener," he said slowly, and off somewhere outside at that moment I heard a robin call and then, in the recesses of the castle, came little Franz's infectious laugh, and I asked the Count no more.
And still the work went on.
At the end of the third week it became apparent that the Count's demand had not been so far-fetched after all; and after I had become accustomed to the fact that I would get whatever I wanted and whenever I required it, night or day, I became quite confident that the commission would, indeed, be completed on time. The modifications needed turned out to be slighter than I had at first imagined. The Count, despite his sober demeanor, seemed to brighten somewhat, and when I told him that we would apparently make the deadline he had set for the completion of the work, something almost like a smile crossed his tired lips and he muttered, "So then we will win," before nodding and moving off away from me to inspect some gold plating that was in the process of being tacked over the entire inside surface of the dome. This had been one of my chief worries, but the Count had steadfastly maintained that such foil could be obtained, and, when indeed it did arrive, and in sufficient quantities, I felt completely justified in passing my completely optimistic estimate to him.
My chagrin was all the greater when I approached him a mere hour or two later with a problem that could not be so easily surmounted.
"These beams," I said, rolling out a plan before him and indicating the pair of huge timbers that formed an X and upon which the platform was presently being mounted, "I see now that they were to be covered each with pure silver. Were you aware of the fact that no such amount of silver appears to be obtainable or has even been ordered?"
He studied the paper in silence for a few moments, and then I saw his creased skin whiten under his collar. Unsteadily, he regained his composure.
"You are sure of this?"
"According to your men the silver was not ordered. And until I can get the silver my hands are tied."
"I see," he remarked, and then he wandered away from me. "I will see what can be done," he called back distractedly, and I did not see him again for the rest of the day.
When I did catch sight of him again it was under trying circumstances. Other work went on for the rest of the week, until the day finally passed that was to be the deadline for the completion of the project. By this time I felt I could work no longer without dropping from exhaustion, and so I took a short repast and then went to my bed. But I could not sleep. Strange noises from the nether parts of the castle kept me awake—the grindings and various sounds emanating from the dome, as well as the slow, steady trampings of workers here and there; and this, combined with my overactive mind kept me from the sleep I so desperately needed. Several times I rose, pacing to and fro before attempting to settle into bed once more, but without success; finally, I went to the window and gazed out upon the lawn for a while. At this time an odd sight I witnessed; for there, crossing the lawn below my window and making their way toward the outside stairway leading to the dome, were two figures; as they passed directly below me I made them out to be the old barman whom I had first met in the town below, and a youth I had seen before; he had made two or three special deliveries of material to the castle and was one of the few workers from outside the village I had encountered. He seemed excited, and before his voice faded I heard the word, "money" and the old barman's head bowed slowly. Soon came the metallic thump of their feet on the stairway and they were gone.
One final time I crawled off to bed, and for a short time seemed to attain a kind of troubled sleep; but then came a sound that was of my dreams or beside them, I could not tell which: a high keening wail that sounded like some construction process but which soon took on a distinctly human property. As I awoke fully it suddenly ceased, and now I found that I could not regain sleep again.
Finally, unable to obtain the rest I required, I put on my robe and began to wander the castle. I went first up the long flight of steps to the dome, thinking to find refuge from troubled slumber in my work. When I arrived I found an entire group of workers occupied in a most curious task. The gold-plated inside of the dome was covered in what appeared to be a fine red mist which they were methodically wiping clean. But I discovered that it was more of a dust, slightly wet to the touch, and that it seemed well ingrained. The dome top above was partly open, revealing a scattering of dull stars. I sought to question one of the workers about this red dust but he would not answer me, only continuing his task dumbly, and looking as if he wanted to sleep more than anything.
Finding no answer to my questions and scant solace from my surroundings, I now went down into the lower portions of the castle. There seemed to be no one about, but then I nearly stumbled over the servant Franz at the entrance to the back gardens. He seemed very intent, and for the first time since my arrival at Castle Mayhew there was not a beaming smile on his face but rather a watchfulness that did not immediately vanish when he sighted me. He looked less childish, older, even; and there was a wolfish light in his eyes. But then his ebullience seemed to return a bit and he nodded mischievously toward the garden.
I thought he would shy away but he did not, and he remained where he was as I advanced on the entrance.
There, as once before, were Natisha and the Count in an embrace.
Now all the feelings that I had held within me, all the engendered trust and love that Natisha, by her wiles and words, had managed to instill in me, were dashed once and for all. I rose heatedly, seeking to break in upon them and expose this folly, but at that moment they parted. There was such reluctance in that parting—such pain, I thought, and tender feeling—that for a moment even my blind jealousy and sense of betrayal were held at bay. As Natisha melted into the shadows, leaving the Count alone, I watched in mute fascination as his hands suddenly went to his face and he was racked with what I thought must be sobs; but in a moment his erect frame quieted, and when he took his hands from his eyes they were as dry as they had ever been. As he walked from the small circle of moonlight that had illuminated this scene, his head bent, I was so captivated that I failed to rush after him to shout the many denunciations I felt within me. In a moment he had disappeared into a far entrance, back into the castle.
When I turned, the dwarf-jester Franz was gone, and I spent the rest of that night walking like an apparition through the empty corridors of Castle Mayhew, my mind whirling with broken dreams before I finally stumbled to my lonely bed before dawn to find an unhappy and fitful sleep. I dreamed of Natisha, her arms out toward me but then floating past me to embrace the Count, and then being pulled away by some unseen power to fly off into the mist, and through and around these dreams swirled that unearthly high scream...
I awoke sometime the next day, not by the action of my own body but by, of all people, the Count himself. He stood over me, a tall, sad spectre, and for a moment I forgot that he was the author of my misery and nearly rose to ask what he would have me do. But then clarity returned to my mind. As I sought to throw myself from the bed to denounce him he suddenly bent over me, putting his hands on my shoulders. I could have thrown his hands from me; his touch was as light as that of a feather.
"You must leave the castle immediately," he said.
I noticed now how chilled his breath was, and how deeply fathomless his eyes were. They seemed orbs of dead glass rather than living tissue, and his breath the Autumn wind that chills flowers in their final bloom. The fire in his eyes was gone.
"Natisha—" I began, struggling up against him and pushing his hands aside.
"It is she who sends me," he responded, holding me as firmly as he might. "Listen to me. You must forget Natisha and leave Castle Mayhew immediately; if you do not all will be lost for you."
"I saw you in the garden last night," I said in a cold voice.
He stood up very straight and looked out the window to the side of my bed, which gave a view of the sloping grounds to the town below, and, beyond that, the thin blue ribbon of the Murstein River beyond. "I am her father," he said.
This statement proved effective; I lay back upon my pillows with my mouth agape.
"What! But—"
"There is no time for discussions. You must go." He was about to say something further when there came from behind him a low chuckle which rose to a healthy, booming laugh.
"Then in this too I have failed," the Count said.
In the doorway stood Franz, much improved from his appearance the previous evening. Gone were the lines on his face, and the healthy pallor of his skin had returned; once again he was the jolly cherub and he laughed delightedly to see me.
"So happy to see you awake, Herr Begener!" he shouted jovially, coming into the room. "I am happy to tell you that the silver has arrived, and that your final plans are being implemented at this moment. Soon, your job will be completed!" He laughed again, a bright cheerful trill. "Perhaps you would like some breakfast?" He turned to Count Mayhew. "Perhaps you would like to get Herr Begener some breakfast?"
The Count made no move, but merely hung his head.
It now occurred to me just how bright little Franz's eyes were this morning, how taunting, and how sharp the smiling line of his lips was.
"No matter," little Franz continued. "Perhaps you can get Herr Begener something to eat after he has dressed. You would like to join me in the dining hail, Herr Begener?"
I nearly opened my mouth to tell him that I would not countenance his sudden insolence, but something in his tone impelled me to do what he asked. I looked to the Count for guidance but he merely said, "You would do well to follow his instructions."
A few moments toilet found me in presentable condition and I made my way into the dining hall.
It was a dining hall greatly changed. At first the alteration was not apparent; there seemed to be the same furniture, the dining table and other dark furnishings in their accustomed places; but then, suddenly, a chill went up my back as I turned to the fireplace.
For there, over the mantle, hung a portrait—but not the one that had greeted me my first night in Castle Mayhew. Gone was the painting of the tall, spare man who was Natisha's father, and in its place, its somewhat smaller frame showing the dusty outline of the larger portrait that had been removed, hung a stylized, somberly depicted painting of the little man Franz who stood before me laughing.
"You are in the presence of the true Count Mayhew!" he said, throwing his head back and losing himself in his own mirth before continuing. "Don't let the serious expression I wear in that rendering fool you, Herr Begener," he went on, the laugh somewhat dissolving into a cultured, hard tone. "The subject is me." He waved a hand at the painting before turning away to sit down at the long table, which was laden with a late breakfast and from which he now took a lengthy repast. "It was painted by one of my own subjects before he was, ah, called to other tasks. I must admit I rather like it." Again he laughed, and motioned me toward the table.
"You must be hungry," he said, flashing his sharp, pointed smile. "I am not," I said weakly.
"Then sit by all means, for we must talk."
I sat, and was silent, staring at the far wall without seeing it.
"You have done me a great service, Herr Begener," the real Count Mayhew went on, talking as he ate. "And a service for which I am willing to pay a great deal. In fact, I am so happy with your work that I am willing to pay you anything you wish, many times the amount of your commission—if that is what you want."
Again he flashed his canine smile, wiping his greasy hands on his short robe.
"Natisha," I said weakly, not looking at him.
"That is impossible. I'm afraid she is not," he paused, searching for a phrase that would please him and finally finding one, "available any longer." He laughed wildly for a moment, rolling in his chair like a child with his hands on his pudgy knees, before continuing. "But perhaps I should let her tell you herself. I have been much interested in the course of this true love, and am interested to see where it will lead." He grinned rapaciously and reached for the small servant's bell next to his chair—the same bell I had seen used to summon him so many times these past weeks.
While we waited his face suddenly turned dark and I saw now just how old he really seemed; when the smiles and jolly caperings left his countenance he looked vastly aged. Wrinkles, just held in check, sought to burst forth and he appeared, at this moment, a stunted skeleton covered with layer upon layer of dead fatty skin.
"Perhaps I should tell you," he said, and again for the first time his voice attained something other than mirth; there was almost nobility in it, "that I am a man of my word. I have been so for a thousand years." He did not wait for the effect of this statement on me but went on. "And I offer you now, once only, Herr Begener, this choice. Believe me when I say that Natisha is forever beyond you. And believe me when I say that you may leave this night, only by giving me your wish to do so at this time; and that you will never be troubled by me again. If you do not take this offer at this moment it will forever be withheld, and you will choose instead the consequences." For the briefest amount of time a hint of sadness came to his features, but it was quickly replaced by a wry smile, as if he already knew my answer. "As I said, you have done well for me, and I feel bound to offer you this option."
"Is Natisha dead?" I asked, willing to face anything if she was not.
"Not dead," he answered; "but beyond you nevertheless."
"Is she coming to this room now?"
"She is."
"Then my mind is set; I will stay."
His eyes were upon me intently; and now that I made my answer, one that he had fully intended me to make, he roared with laughter, nearly tumbling off his chair this time before catching and righting himself upon it. He lifted his glass, which obtained a dark wine, and offered me a toast.
"To true love, then, Herr Begener. Only the truly young and truly foolish may enjoy it."
At that moment the door to the dining hall opened, and Natisha's father entered.
For a second I was not sure that it was Natisha that followed him in, so unlike her did she appear, but it was nevertheless she. Her face was nearly white, and her entire body seemed shrunken, drained of energy and life. This was Natisha in old age. Her features very much resembled those of her father now, and I would have had no trouble in marking them as father and daughter had I seen her this way before.
Her eyes were dull, but when she saw me she began to shrink to the ground.
"Franz," Count Mayhew addressed Natisha's father, conferring upon him the name that had obviously belonged to him all along, "I was just telling Herr Begener that I am a man of my word—is that not so?"
Franz lifted his head slowly and nodded, his dead eyes unmoving. He looked as if he wanted only to sleep the final sleep.
"Shall we tell him of our own bargain, then?"
Franz stood unmoving, his eyes downcast.
"Well," the Count said, "I think we should. You see," he continued, turning to me, "my long-time servant Franz here and I struck a bargain—one that, in his mind, would save his daughter. And I was quite willing, because it would have caused me no great inconvenience. But a bargain is a bargain, and, alas, poor Franz did not win." He began to laugh again, but cut it short as that serious tone once again came into his voice. "But perhaps I should explain, for it is really the story of the entire town of Mayhew."
Franz made no comment; and when Natisha began to swoon again I was there instantly at her side, cradling her in my arms. To my horror, I felt, even through her gown, a row of ugly raised welts on her back—and on pulling her gown gently aside in that spot I saw that they were huge swelling in the form of a circle of small sharp teeth.
"You immediately think of vampirism," the Count said, lifting himself from his chair to the floor and beginning to pace up and down before the fireplace as he spoke. "I have heard those tales and they are crude fairy stories. The truth is, I discovered long ago that my people are capable of providing me youth forever. Unfortunately," and here he flashed his horrid, sharp teeth, "at the expense of their own youth. In time they have come to look on it as their fate."
His face darkened, and he stopped his pacing to stare at his own portrait above the fireplace. "But a curious thing happened. There have been no children born in Mayhew for almost twenty-five years. Natisha, in fact, was the very last. This, I discovered, would eventually prove disastrous to me since only my own people were capable of providing me with what I need."
He raised a finger, assuming the grotesque appearance of a university professor giving a lecture. "You can imagine my anxiety. In a mere twenty years or so my people would no longer be of use to me, and I would begin to grow old! So I set to work, and after nearly two decades of work I discovered what I sought.
"It seems there is a substance that the people of Mayhew could easily pass on to me, but for others to supply it required more radical means. I found that this could be accomplished—but only at great expense to the donor. In theory it would work—but my calculations were crude, and a great precision in the workings would have to be employed."
He turned to me, and I saw that his joviality was returning. "That is where you came in, Herr Begener. And my bargain with Franz. You see, if the work was accomplished by the date specified, Natisha would be spared since I would have no need for her. But, alas," and here he showed his rodent's grin again, "the silver did not arrive in time. I even went so far as to try, for Franz's sake, the marvelous workings in the dome without this precious metal, but unfortunately without results; though I must say everything else worked perfectly!"
I thought of the two sets of screams I had heard in the night; of the fine red dust on the inside of the dome; of his horrid need, and his mouth on Natisha's back.
"As I said, Herr Begener," the Count concluded, "you have done a marvelous job!"
"But he will be going now?" Natisha said weakly. It was the first she had spoken, and her voice seemed to come from a great distance away. But her face was set and her eyes were trying desperately to bring fire into themselves, a fire they no longer possessed. "As we agreed, he will be leaving Castle Mayhew?"
The Count said succinctly, "As we agreed, I have given Herr Begener his choice. And, in all flattery to yourself, Natisha, he has chosen to stay."
"You were to live..." she said in a bare voice, her pale hands seeking to clutch mine and succeeding only in resting upon them.
"Life without you would be death," I said, and at that the Count began to howl with mirth.
"As good a performance as I could have wished." He ran to the table and once again held up his goblet of red wine. "To true love!" he cried. "But I am anxious to try my new toy."
I threw myself at him but discovered just how strong his small young body was. He held me easily. A half dozen of his workers arrived, and between their weak hands they were able to drag me from the dining hall and up the long, curling flight of metal stairs to the dome. It was now set ablaze at night by a thousand hand-held torches which glinted sharply off the gold-covered walls, and the dome itself had been partly opened to expose the bright faraway points of a million helpless stars overhead. They brought me up the final stairway to the high suspended platform, its supporting beams, now filled with the purest silver, holding it steady as the Earth itself. They strapped me upon it with silver wires, and I saw beside me on the platform the small velvet couch, as deep red as his wine, where the Count would soon lower his grinning, aged, cursed body.
It was then that I gave a last cry as Natisha, being led away by her Hamlet's ghost of a father, threw herself from the platform to land far below.

And here I stand, with only her name on my lips, as I wait for the Count's pure energies to course through and around me, whipping my body, each atom, to a fine red dust that will whirl round and round this evil dome till the essence is distilled into the howling laughing child who waits greedily beside me and I am no more.
But I will have been; and I know that the passing wind of my being will drive a fine red coat into the golden dome around me which, in all the thousands of years of youth to come, can never be washed away.



The Green Face

Lanois, who listened to the green face in the window, sharpened his knives and wept.
"I will not do what you want this time!"
There was no answer, but when he looked through the window, the Green Face was there, hanging suspended like a perfectly sculpted marble bust, smiling, lit bright green from within, framed by night.
And he did as he was told.

She was a loose girl, given to loose blouses and a top that showed her erect nipples. Men came to her, but tonight, a languid slow night, she was drawn to the streets by the humidity and summer itself. Heat coated her but radiated from her body, her long legs, her still-tight tummy, her triangle of hair. A pool of perspiration dripped between her heavy breasts, and her full mouth was open and moist. She pushed back her short hair, which clung damply to her skull
She wanted a man inside her, but didn't know why.

Lanois stumbled into the night from his home. The gate creaked mournfully on its hinges. There was a fog around the streetlamps, and the shops were closing, winking out like eyes, closing against the mist.
Lanois was a petite man, but handsome. He kept his beard trimmed tightly against his sharp chin, and his eyes were intelligent and moist behind his spectacles. He worked figures at his job, and looked like such a man. He was reserved and women took this for character.
He pushed himself down the street, toward the closing town. A deep bell somewhere announced ten o'clock. The grocer, also a small man, nodded to him knowingly, pocketing his key and hurrying away into the swallowing fog.
Lanois pushed onward, and encountered the girl.
"Ah! The accountant!" she said, smiling, stopping him as he sought to move away from her with a strangling cry in his throat. "What's the matter—won't you buy a girl a drink?"
He looked at her, and nodded, his voice still a croak. "All right," he said.
She took him to the expensive place, because she knew he had money. "You have a nice house," she said, and smiled again. Her lips were wet.
"Yes," he said, trying not to look at her, but listening to the loud chatter in the café. He felt oily, as if the night were adhering to him.
"Take me home with you," she said, pressing against him and pushing her drink away.
He trembled, and said, "All right."
Outside, the night had thickened. The fog pressed toward the ground, a green vapor. She led him, holding his arm because he seemed either drunk or unwilling.
"Here it is!" she said, pushing open the moaning gate.
Inside, she slammed the door and pushed him away. Her eyes looked full of tears, but her warmth reached him. She undid her top and let it fall to the floor, as an almost ripe odor assailed him from her breasts.
"Take me here," she said, pulling him down toward her as she lowered and stepped out of her blouse, kicking her shoes expertly off in the same motion.
Lanois, mewling, drew his knives crosswise from his pockets as he fell toward her, and, with both of the blades, crying out deeply, cut his own throat.

A deep winter day. Snow had fallen in abundance, and there was a cold smell in the air that topped the redolence of the radiators. Lanois moved from his bed, scratching himself and yawning. His feet missed their slippers, and he returned groggily to his bedside, slipping the footwear on where they lay by the bed's foot. He put his robe on over his gown and yawned again.
Saturday?
No. But a holiday!
He retrieved his rolled paper from outside the front door, thankful for the robe but still shivering. The day was suffused with light, the white snow only more blinding than the now-sapphire sky. The air smelled cold and clear in the aftermath of the storm.
He retreated to his kitchen and brewed coffee, the rich hot smell soon filling the room.
Opening the paper, he scanned the columns, noting the day's international events, another African war, the troubles in the colonies. Idly, he looked for news of his own death, and, finding none, was relieved.
Of course it was a dream, he thought.
The girl's murder was on page two.
Gasping, reading closely, he learned that she had been beheaded; that her head had been found in the gathering snow at the edge of the town park, the body nearby in an obscene position.
"The force of beheading was gargantuan," the pathologist was quoted as saying. "I doubt one man could have done this."
Lanois's coffee turned cold, and he laid the paper down.

Dressed in his working clothes, Lanois entered the prefect's office and was met by the prefect himself.
"Lanois!" the man said, smiling. "What brings you out on a holiday in such weather!" He advanced, holding out his hand.
Lanois did not take it. "The murder," he said. "I have something to report."
"Oh?"
Lanois pushed ahead, toward the prefect's office. "Please," he said.
His brow furrowed, the prefect followed.

"But this is preposterous!" the prefect said, after Lanois had told his story. "In the first place, in your dream, you were with her in the summertime, not the dead of winter. And you said yourself, you cut your own throat."
"Nevertheless. And this has happened before, other murders..."
The prefect traded his scowl for a smile. "Lanois, go home! You've been working too hard! Today is a holiday, and I suggest you use it as such. And I expect to see you at our weekly card game tomorrow evening!"
"Perhaps..." Lanois said.
The prefect's hand was on his shoulder, and Lanois looked up into the man's wide, kind face. "You had a dream," the prefect said, his hand squeezing Lanois's shoulder. "You didn't kill anyone. Anyhow, you are not capable of such an act. If you were, I would catch you!" The prefect laughed. "Now go home, and rest yourself. At the most, you had a strange dream. Leave it at that."
Lanois nodded briskly, and rose.
"Perhaps," he said.
"Good! And remember—you will lose money to me tomorrow night!"
Lanois managed a slight smile. "I'm sure I will," he said.

A week later Lanois packed for a trip. The snow had melted as if by magic, leaving the February streets clean and clear. Spring could almost be tasted, though not yet arrived. Trees in Lanois's yard, pear and peach, had begun to show faint buds, and the air was unaccustomedly mild and sweet.
The clock in the hail struck eight, and Lanois looked up from his valise, knowing he would be late if he didn't hurry.
He snapped the valise closed and his eye was drawn to the window. The Green Face was hovering there.
In an instant, it was gone. As Lanois's heart skipped a beat, the window as once again clear, half-raised, letting in the oddly warm air.
Lanois stared at it, waiting for a reoccurrence, and then quickly crossed the room to shut and lock it.
Outside, in his backyard, a blue jay sat on the branch of the nearest fruit tree and cocked its head at him.
Lanois finished packing, pressing two knives into his open suitcase before closing it, and left.

The trip was as uneventful as all trips were. The weather turned toward winter again, a cold front driving cold air and flurries into the northern city he was visiting, and leaving the sill of his hotel window covered in snow dust. Lanois pulled the shade and sought to nap until the night's meeting.
He closed his eyes, and almost immediately opened them as a knock came upon the door.
"Valet, sir!" a voice called.
Lanois rose, and, sighing, opened the door to reveal a young man with his bagged suit, pressed and ready.
The young man entered, and Lanois took the suit, realizing that his wallet had been moved to the dresser.
"Come in, please, and wait a moment," he said.
The young man, not more than seventeen and smiling, obeyed and entered the room, stopping a discreet distance inside the door.
Lanois retreated to the dresser, opened the top drawer and withdrew the two knives from where they lay atop his folded underclothes. "Close the door, please," he said.
The young man obeyed.
Lanois was instantly upon him, driving him against the door. He registered the terror in the young man's eyes.
Lanois raised the two knives and crossed them, driving deep, into his own neck.

The next morning, in his hotel room, Lanois read of the murder of the valet, whose bisected body had been found in the hotel's laundry chute.
This he read before he opened the window.
Bright sunshine assaulted him, and the day was already warm, heading toward the heat of spring. The trees in the hotel's courtyard were in full bloom, filled with robins, and squirrels chased one another from bole to bole.
The green face was there, a stringless balloon, three dimensional, perfectly formed.
His face.
"It doesn't matter if you're dreaming, does it?" the face said. It even had the fussily straight part of his hair, in bright green. "It doesn't matter if you dream of winter or spring, or if robins chirp or squirrels play. If you see me, you will then dream, and they will die." The face smiled. "Is this not so?"
"Yes," Lanois said, "it is so. You have proved it. The murders are real, and you have caused them to happen."
"Don't you want to know where I come from, Lanois? If I am a creature of your own mind, or a monster from the deep of cold space or roasting hell itself, come to feast on you?"
"It doesn't matter. You exist. I'm sure now."
The face laughed again. "Quite so. Next you will dream of the Prefect's wife, who you admire greatly. She is a handsome woman. They will find her legs cut off, and her tongue and hands."
Lanois turned his back on the face.
"Don't you approve?" the green face laughed. It moved in closer to the open window, hovering above the sill, tilting slightly to stare at him in amusement.
"Of course I do," Lanois said, turning back with both of the knives, crossed with immense tension at the blades, in his hands.
He lunged at the green face, and thrust both of the sharp weapons deep into his own throat.
His green throat.



White Lightning

We'd been talking about drinking the white lightning the whole week, but when it finally got to this morning, and we stood in the woods near Pisser Johnson's busted still with a jar of it in our hands, Billy didn't want to do it.
"Could be bad stuff," he said. "Could make us blind, or go crazy. I heard from Jodie McAfrey that Pisser's whiskey drove a man crazy in Dobbinsville a couple years ago. That's why Sheriff Mapes had to finally let the feds get at 'im. I heard the man got himself a gun and shot up the town, killed most of his family, then himself. I heard—"
"You a pussy?" I finally said, sick of his whining.
"I ain't no pussy," he said, getting red in the face. That's about as far as he ever went in anger, getting red in the face. Soon he would look at the ground, then give in to me, just like always.
"Well, only pussies won't drink," I said. "You're tired of stealing your old man's bottle beer, ain't you? Here we got a whole box of jars, just to ourself. Remember the special beating my old man gave me 'time he found me watering his gin after we drank half of it?" I was yelling pretty loud, and Billy was looking at the ground.
"I ain't no pussy," he repeated.
I held the jar out. "Then drink. Chances are, it'll only make us feel real good."
"Or kill us," he said, still looking at the ground.
"You are a pussy," I said.
So I drank from the jar first, closing my eyes, holding my breath, and felt the hot stuff go down my throat, then shoot up into my head.
I opened my eyes, and for a second I saw only stars, and thought I was blind. But then I saw Billy and the woods around him real bright, like they were lit up all around, and knew everything was just fine.
"Holy shit," I said, and Billy looked at me kind of scared, but then I gave a whoop and took another long drink. The world flashed brighter, and I felt warm all through, like the Sun was inside me.
"Even pussies've got to try this!" I laughed, and handed him the jar, and he laughed and took a big swallow.
So we drank the rest of the jar, and took another with us, and hid the rest away in Pisser's storm cellar where we'd found them, where the stupid feds had missed them, and set off back to town to get Billy's old man's gun.

It was two o'clock by the time we got back, which meant Billy's old man was drunk, so we had to sneak around back. We heard Billy's old man raving around in front, yelling at the television, kicking the furniture.
"Let's get it," I said, whispering.
The gun was in the back of the closet shelf in Billy's old man's room. We had to move some stuff aside; we'd had it down to play with a couple of times and knew exactly where everything was and where it had to go back. Billy's old man was a drunk, and drunks know where things should be and are always looking out for people doing them wrong.
The shoe box was there, along with the cardboard box full of clips. We brought them down, took everything out. I hefted the gun, pushed a 9mm clip into it.
"Feels good," I said, smiling.
"Ought to," Billy said. His head looked bigger, brighter, than it was supposed to. Everything he said came out large, like it was written in balloons above his head. "My old man took it from the cop's body they found down by the Housack River last year."
I kept smiling. "Time we put it to some good use. Let's kill your old man."
Billy started to protest, so I said, "Why not?"
"He's my old man."
"So what," I said. "He beat you this week?"
"He beats me every week."
"So I'll kill him."
I stared at him while he got red in the face, stared hard at the ground, then finally said, "Go ahead."
"Take the rest of the clips," I said, and Billy emptied them into his jeans pockets.
We walked down the hall, me in front, smiling, to the living room. Billy's old man was up at the TV, fiddling with the knobs on the back, cursing at the wavy-lined picture on the screen. "Fuckin' shit," he said, and then he said it again. I held the gun up in front of me, two hands, the way they do it on TV. I know I was smiling. I kept walking, the gun in front of me, until he put his head up to get his beer can on top of the TV and saw me.
"What the shit—" he said, but then I pointed the gun up at his head and pulled the trigger, and it kicked me back but it made a hole in his forehead just like I wanted it to. It was a neat round hole, and then blood started to come out of it like a red waterfall, and Billy's old man fell back down behind the television, his hand out trying to catch the bullet already in his head; and it was funny because when he went down he hit the TV, and the picture went clear.
"Fuckin' shit," I said, and then I put a slug into the TV to watch the screen bust, and we walked outside.
It was a low, aluminum-colored cloud day. Warm and cold at the same time. The block was empty.
Then it wasn't. The mailman was coming down the street. Billy looked at me and I smiled, and I said, "You do him," and handed him the gun.
"But—"
I opened the jar and handed it to him. "Drink."
He tilted it up, took a swallow.
"More," I said.
He took another swallow, closed his eyes.
"That's enough," I said.
He opened his eyes, handed the jar back to me.
"Do it," I said.
The mailman was heading for us, rolling his funny cart to an angle stop in front of Mrs. Welsh's gate and flipping through his handful of letters, peeling a couple off and then pushing through the gate to the front of the house.
The dog came at him then, but the mailman was already in position for it, snugged to the right of the walk, and the dog's chain went taut and he couldn't get at the mailman.
I was staring at Billy, seeing him all shiny-bright, watching him looking at the ground, and then finally he said, "Okay."
"Good." I put the jar into the front pocket of my pants, and by then the mailman, whose name was Mr. Masters, and had a big Adam's apple in his long neck that was always bobbing up and down, was coming back down Mrs. Welsh's walk, and Billy walked up to meet him.
"H-Howdy," Billy stammered, holding the gun up.
Masters just looked at the gun, kind of frozen in place, and then the gun began to shake in Billy's hand. Finally Masters smiled a little and said, "Howdy, yourself. Got a new toy for your eleventh birthday, Billy?"
"Sure did," I said, stepping up beside Billy, taking the gun from his hand, aiming it and pulling the trigger.
I hit ole Mr. Masters right in the Adam's apple. Sounded like a bone crack but there was plenty of blood, and Mr. Masters said "Oh, my God," and threw his hands up at his neck, and I popped him one right in the eye.
Billy looked at me, but by then I was pushing through the gate of Mrs. Welsh's house.
The dog was on me, but I didn't care. I kept to the middle of the walk and timed it perfect so that when the dog jumped, just reaching me at the end of its chain, I let the dog's teeth close around the gun barrel and then pulled off two quick shots.
The dog's head sort of went cloudy red and split into two parts. The top part with the eyes still wide fell off and landed on the sidewalk.
I waved for Billy to follow.
I saw Mrs. Welsh staring out at me through the curtains, frozen like a statue, a black phone to her ear. I heard her start screaming, saw her drop the phone and amble away as I mounted the creaky porch steps. "Need fixin' ," I said, and then I laughed because Mrs. Welsh was there at the front door, behind the faded door-window curtains, fumbling with the lock.
I took a quick step and planted my foot on the door, knee-jerking it in.
Mrs. Welsh fell back and started to squawk like a chicken before Sunday dinner. "Get in," I said to Billy, and as he stepped in I shut the door.
Mrs. Welsh was laying on the ground, shaking, saying, "No no!" in a high voice, covering her face with her hands, which was good because I started shooting in a line through the floor at her shaking feet and all the way up her body till I split a good shot between her hands and blood pumped out.
I turned to leave as her hands fell away from her face, but then there came a sound from the back of the house.
"You hear that?" I said. "Sounded like a splash. Come on."
We searched until we heard a sound coming from the kitchen, which we'd just looked in. We turned back, and there on the counter under a window was a fish tank, with a goldfish the size of a small carp in it. The water was rocking, and the fish took a jump and popped through the surface, then fell back in again. Next to the tank was a big cardboard canister of fish food.
"Watch," I said, and when the fish made its next leap I shot it through its middle. I shot the fish-food canister for good measure, then turned and walked out of the kitchen.
Way off in the distance, I heard the whine of a police siren.
"Time to go," I said.
As we passed the living room, there was a faint sound coming from the telephone receiver Mrs. Welsh had dropped. I stopped to pick it up and said into it, laughing, "See you soon!"

We went out through the back of Mrs. Welsh's house. There was a fence, easy to climb, which brought us out onto the next block.
My old man's garage was two blocks down and one over, and we got near it by cutting through backyards. Which was just as well, because by now the police sirens were real close, and one of the cars screamed down the street just behind us as we cut into the hedges bordering a big house.
"Ain't this Jodie McAfrey's place?" I said, and stopped to ring the side bell.
Jodie didn't answer, but his mother did, opening the door a crack. I aimed and missed her face. She turned and ran, so I elbowed my way in.
I aimed careful this time, and gave her two quick ones in the spine. After she went down, I put my foot on her back and planted a final one in her head.
"Ain't you gonna ask me why I shot her in the back?" I said to Billy as we headed for the fence between the McAfrey's yard and my old man's garage. I laughed loud and said, "Because her front was too far away!"
We climbed the fence, passed a line of worked-on cars, and then got to the mouth of the garage. I popped the clip on the gun, tossed it away, and put the gun in Billy's hand. "Put a new clip in, and do it," I said.
Billy got red in the face, looked at the ground real hard, but then he did what I said and went in. I stayed outside, sipping from the jar, but after a minute there was no sound so I ducked inside, moving around the open hood of a Chevy and saw Billy at the door to my old man's dirty office.
"You still a pussy?" I asked.
"He ain't here," Billy said.
I stared at him hard, until he looked at the ground, and then I smiled, taking a key ring off the pegboard next to my old man's desk.
"Give me the gun," I said. I held out my hand, and he put the gun in it.
Everything had gone bright and sharp again. I tilted the jar back up to my mouth and felt the white lightning burn down the back of my throat and jump straight into my head.
"I'll drive," I said, walking outside, tucking the jar back into the front pocket of my pants. The key fit the door of a late model 4x4. "Hey," I said, "it's got a CD player!"
Billy climbed in. I started the truck up, rolled out, and bent to see if there were any CDs in the case under my seat when a police car roared past and then stopped dead.
"Hold on," I said, and hit the floor, pulling left as the police car squealed around.
I headed for the narrow side lot between the last two houses on the block. We had drunk beer here some nights, and there was no way a police cruiser could climb the curb and make it over the mess of broken bottles and rusting old appliances. Sure enough, the cop braked behind us, took a long look, and roared ahead, hoping to cut us off on the next block.
I drove into the woods beside the back of the lot, instead of bouncing out on Barger Street behind it, where the stupid cop was no doubt waiting for us now.
The path in the woods widened just enough for the 4x4 to get through. I leaned over, looking for CDs. I reached under my seat, found a stack of them, and put the first one I found into the machine.
Christian music came on, telling us about how Jesus was all around us and was going to save us.
"Sounds good to me," I said, laughing, so I put my foot on the brake, stopped the 4x4, put the muzzle of the gun to Billy's ear, and pulled off three shots into his head.
His body was still twitching when I pulled it out of the 4x4 and dumped it on the side of the dirt road. I put two more shots into his head, both nostrils, just to make sure.
The white lightning jar was uncomfortable in the front pocket of my pants, so I took it out and emptied it into my throat. I had to close my eyes, but it felt like I still had them wide open. They felt like they were on fire. All of me felt like I was on fire. I threw the empty jar out the window, and it rolled to Billy's head and stopped there.
The 4x4 was bulky at the end of the narrow woods road, but I got it through. I knew they'd be roadblocking on the two-lane ahead, and wanted to avoid it, but when I tried to climb the piney bank across the road, the truck nearly flipped over and I couldn't find a way through.
I put the gun on the seat next to me, and turned toward where the roadblock would be.
As I came around the corner toward it, I thought of the one way out.
The cops were so fucking stupid. There was another narrow access road just to the left of the crossroads they'd set up on, and I barreled down on them and then clutched and cut back to second gear and turned sharp left. They were all ready with their shotguns and they let go at me, but they were fifty yards away and I got behind the trees fast.
It was bumpier in here, but I knew where I was going and pretty sure I'd get there. Behind me, I heard one of the police cruisers try to follow and then hit something.
Just for the hell of it, I rolled down the window, picked up the gun, and shot at a bluejay I saw up in the trees.
Ahead, a doe leaped across the path, and I braked hard, leaped out, and chased it, pulling off shots. I hit it in the flank and it slowed, and I ran up on it and jumped on its back and fired shots into its head all around, even after it was down on the ground. For good measure I hit the skull with the butt of the gun and kicked it in until there wasn't much left that said deer. I noticed a bulge in the belly and saw that it was pregnant, nearly to term. Something was kicking around inside, so I reared back with my foot a couple of times and planted it in until the movement stopped. One last time I kicked, hard, and my boot went into the belly, making a nice hole, and something bloody with a tiny deer's head fell out.
I went back to the 4x4, checked the clip in the gun, saw that there were only five shells left. I reached into my pocket, found it empty, thought of all the clips in Billy's pockets.
"Shit."
I thought of going back, heard cops, on foot, getting close behind. I floored the 4x4, kicking leaves, and drove on.
Pisser Johnson's still was only a half mile off the road, and I was at it in another couple of minutes. The shack holding it hadn't been knocked down by the feds, so I slammed the 4x4 into it.
The jars were in the brush-covered storm cellar ten feet away from the still. I paced out ten long steps due west, hit the sill plate with the toe of my boot, and bent down to brush away the pine needles and dry leaves that covered the door. We'd already busted the lock, so all I had to do was flip off the latch and pull the doors back.
It was rotten-smelling down there, and the steps were slippery. There was enough light to see about halfway down, then things got dark. I felt around with my boot, trying to find the last step, but I calculated wrong, and slipped, and went down forward. I felt the gun pop out of my belt and slide away from me in the dark.
It was then that I heard the first voice outside. I knew it was Sheriff Mapes right away; the old bastard was loud and heavy as a hog, and I heard him crunching away in the leaves and twigs. He halted, and there were other crunchings and what sounded like a motorcycle that roared to a stop.
"Jimmy Connel, you in there?" Mapes roared in his bellowed voice. He didn't sound too happy. "You listen to me, boy!"
I scratched around on the floor in front of me, coming up with a handful of wet.
"You come out of there now, you hear me?"
I heard him, and wanted to let him know. I crawled forward, scuttling around now like a crab, and my hand fell on one of the jar cases. I reached up and in, finding the empty spot where me and Billy'd taken our two jars, and there was another one next to it. I lifted it out, unscrewed it quick, and drank some down. I waited while the fire roared around my eye sockets, and when it subsided, I could suddenly see a little in the damp dark and saw the gun laying about a foot to my right.
"I hear you, fat boy!" I shouted, jumping at the gun and scrambling halfway up the steps, holding the gun out and firing off a couple of shots.
I heard someone shout, "Oh, shit!" and heard Sheriff Mapes say, "Is he hit? Get him the hell out of here."
"Come and get me, Sheriff!" I yelled, and then scrambled down to get the jar and drank off some more.
"I want you to listen to me, Jimmy Connel," Mapes said. "We know what you and your friend did. We found Billy lying back there, all shot up. What I want you to do is toss the gun out of the hole and walk right up to me. I'll get you a lawyer and everything. I don't want nobody else hurt. You hear me?"
Again I scrambled up the steps. I stuck my head up real quick, before they could get a good shot at me, I saw a couple of faces, one of them a deputy, the thin tall one with the hare lip who'd only been with Mapes a year, real close by, almost to the door of the hole, on his belly like a commando. I startled him, aimed, and put a hole right through the top of his skull
He screamed once and then went quiet.
They shot at me, but I was already back down the hole. I went for the jar again. When the white lightning went down, it felt like it was burning me all the way from the inside out to my skin. I threw the jar aside, fumbled back to the box, and got another out.
I heard them arguing outside, and then there was some more crunching in the leaves. I checked the clip in the gun, angling it toward the light, and sure enough there were only two more shells. I snapped the clip back in and waited while they argued.
A lot of them wanted to come in, storm the hole, but Mapes didn't want that. There was more discussion about tear gas. They all decided on that except Mapes, who wanted to try something else first. The rest of them said the hell with it, but Mapes was loud and he got them to shut up.
"Now, Jimmy' Mapes yelled out to me, "I'm going to try one more thing with you. I'm going to try it, and then you're going to throw the gun out of the hole and come out of it with your hands in the clouds."
He didn't wait for me to say anything or shoot, but then I heard Mapes say, "Go ahead" and I heard my old man's voice.
"Jimmy boy, you hear me?"
I said nothing, but unscrewed the jar lid quick and took a long swallow down.
"Jimmy, I know you hear me, so listen to me now. You've done a lot of bad things here today. I want you to stop it now. I think you know what kind of trouble you're in. What if your Momma—"
I couldn't help myself. I started to cry. I clutched the jar hard, and took a hard swallow. "Don't you do that!" I shouted out.
"Now, Jimmy," my old man said, reasonable, "these folks out here want to help you. No one's gonna hurt—"
"Tell them about my Momma!" I shouted out. I took another swallow of white lightning. "Tell 'em how you beat her when I was four till she left! How you beat her again when she came back to get me, so bad she had to crawl away on her hands and knees! Tell them what you told her, that you'd cut my balls off if she came near the house again! Tell 'em what you been doing to me every night for the past eight years, how you been buggering me and making me use my mouth on you, and what you told me you'd do if I ever told anybody!" I was crying big tears and screaming. "Tell 'em!"
There was no sound out there, just silence. I heard myself weeping. Then I stood up tall, right out of the hole, and took a shot at my old man. But he was hiding behind Mapes, and I winged the fat sheriff instead in the shoulder, and heard him curse and saw him go down to one knee.
They fired more shots at me then, and I ducked back down and swallowed the rest of the jar, and waited until the commotion calmed down.
"You listen to me, Jimmy," Mapes said, a little of the bellow out of his voice, 'cause he was breathing hard. I heard him tell someone, "Leave me alone!" before he talked to me again. "Jimmy, you listen to me. You know what we're going to have to do."
I was still crying a little bit, but I made myself stop and yelled good and loud. "That's all right, Sheriff! I'm just going to sit here and drink the rest of this white lightning!" I took the empty jar in my hand and tossed it out of the hole as far as I could in the sheriff's direction, then opened another jar.
No one said anything, and then Mapes said, "Now, Jimmy, you got to realize that Pisser Johnson never did anything with those jars. We checked them with the fed man last week. There's nothing in 'em but good, clean Housack river water."
But I guess I already knew that, so I put the barrel of the gun in my mouth as far up as it would go and pulled off the last shot.



The Glass Man

Johann Pinzer peered into his shaving mirror one morning and discovered that he was now made entirely of glass. A clear crystal visage, perfectly filling the contours of his old face, stared back at him where once a fleshy one had. He could see straight through the back of his head to the wall behind; there were no organs, skull or brain to block his vision.
He gave a little gasp of "Oh!" and turned his head away from the mirror, noticing that the hand he had brought up to his mouth was also made of glass, of a perfectly pliable sort. He could move his fingers quite easily, as easily as always, and yet when he tapped against the porcelain sink with one it gave off the unmistakable ping of crystal.
At least I'm made of fine glass, he thought fleetingly, and then the full horror of his position struck him and he began to tremble. He opened his robe, shaking, and discovered that, yes, his entire body was composed of perfectly clear glass.
The possibility that he was dreaming, must be dreaming, suddenly passed through his mind, but he quickly dismissed it. He knew he would never dream of such a thing, and his dreams were never so vivid.
His predicament was too real. His next thought was that perhaps the whole of humanity had turned to glass, and a perverse thrill ran through him. "Perhaps I am not alone," a part of his mind said. He ran to the bedroom to observe his wife.
She was sleeping on her side, away from him, and he had to turn her over to discover that she was still corporeally formed of flesh and blood. His heart sank. The act of moving his wife awoke her, and she opened her eyes on his new face. "Oh!" she cried, sitting straight up in bed and pushing herself back against the headboard with her legs. "Johann—oh!"
He sought to reassure her that what she was seeing was really him, but it took some moments to calm her. She did not, however, become hysterical, and it was not long before she was peering at him with a new interest and a fascinated curiosity. "Is it you, Johann? Is it really you in—there?" Her eyes, which he had always thought of as doe-like, were even wider than normal; he thought tenderly of their marriage and how that look of innocence always brightened her face.
"It is I, Ilse. What am I to do?"
His wife shook her head. "I don't know, we must think." She slipped out of bed and into her robe. "Come."
She made a small breakfast for them—Johann was amazed to find that his appetite was as full-bodied as ever and that food was easily ingested and was not visible through him after he placed it in his mouth ("I imagine the glass somehow absorbs it," he thought)—and they discussed his plight.
"I suppose," his wife said, "that you must try to continue life as normally as possible. People no doubt will make remarks, but you must try to bear up under your changed condition and go on as if nothing were different. That would seem best."
Johann sat chewing his toast thoughtfully; he was content to listen to Ilse since she had always been the more practical of the two of them and he knew her reasoning was sound. A sudden thought, though, a possible way to avoid the problem, occurred to him.
"What of disguise?" he said.
Ilse shook her head immediately. "Impractical," she said. "Paint would peel or chip, and a mask would turn you into a cartoon figure. I'm afraid you must bear your cross. I will be with you," and she took his hand though she wanted to pull away from its hard, crystalline touch, "and I'm sure there is a reason for this transformation. God has his ways."
Johann took his hand away; for a moment his glass visage turned, looking into a vague distance, then suddenly it revolved back on his spouse. "I wonder if I will be left alone," he said suddenly, a hard brittle edge coming into his voice; he nearly hit the flat of his left hand with his right fist but thought better of it at the last moment, fearing to damage himself. "I somehow suspect not." He looked to his wife. "I will go to work." He stood up, and his wife stood up with him.
He dressed quickly, covering as much of his body as possible, and his wife helped him with his coat and muffler at the door to their apartment. "Good-bye," he said stiffly, turning to leave, but she pulled his face down to hers and kissed his cold, clear mouth. "Remember, I am with you," she whispered, and then she turned away, a tear in her eye. "I will see you tonight."
He arrived at work late, deciding to take an out of the way route which would not expose him to as much scrutiny as his normal, busy path. Even so, a few passersby noticed his downturned, translucent face, and one woman, who he bumped into by mistake, gave a short cry before turning and scurrying away. She gave a glance back at him when she was some distance away, and Johann saw on her face a look, not so much of fear, but of something else: a growing envy, almost. Johann got quickly away from her, and he climbed the back stairs to his office and was able to make it to his desk before anyone noticed him. He feared his anonymity would not last long, however.
He was in the midst of a small stack of papers when his coffee companion, Biber, pushed open the door to his cubicle with a greeting. He drew up short, though, on seeing the glass man before him.
Biber flushed, turning abruptly to leave with a muttered apology for barging into the wrong compartment, wanting only to get away from this transparent thing in clothes, but a movement of the glass man's head, a personal attribute of Johann's that Biber knew well, made him stop. "Johann—?" he said tentatively, bending down to peer into his friend's transmogrified face. "It's you?"
"Yes, it's me," said Pinzer, leaning back with his hands behind his head, fighting desperately to appear normal when he only wanted to bolt and hide in a closet, under a desk, anywhere.
Biber's look of mystification turned to one of astonishment. "What's happened to you! How can you be this way?"
"I don't know," said Johann, and he then went on to explain his discovery on waking that morning. He was glad that Biber had been the first at the office to see him this way; he was a good working companion and would help to smooth the way for him.
"What can you do about it?" Biber asked, and when Johann replied that he did not know, Biber begged him to stay where he was and that he would return in a few minutes with coffee for the two of them. "It might not be good for you to go to the coffee room as you are, yet; let's talk about this."
Biber returned a few moments later, with a stealthy motion, peering behind him and carefully closing the door behind him, and sat down before Johann. "No one else knows," he said. "I have a plan. I've notified two acquaintances of mine, and we should have you set up grandly in no time at all."
Johann sat up in alarm. "What do you mean!"
"Why, we're going to make you famous, of course." Biber was smiling, with an open, convinced look on his face.
"No!" Johann said, "I mean, you can't do that!"
Biber looked puzzled. "What did you plan to do?"
"I had no idea," said Johann; "I was hoping, as Ilse said to me this morning, to merely continue as I always have. It may be difficult for quite a while, but I'm sure that after the furor dies down I'll be able to run my affairs as always."
"I'm afraid there's little chance of that," and there was a trace of pity in his voice. "A few days of your walking around the city, carrying on your business as usual, and you will no doubt become a celebrity. The papers will be after you before you count to ten."
Johann cringed inwardly, and took a nervous taste of coffee; and Biber noted with amazement how the coffee went into his friend's mouth and disappeared, while he could see straight through his friend's lips, face, head to the filing cabinets across the room.
"The only way out I can see for you," Biber continued, "is to either become a total recluse immediately, which is bound to drive you mad; or, to make the most of your celebrity. Shock the public into accepting you as you are and make them love you as something special; otherwise, when they discover you they may consider you a monster. I really don't see any other alternative." He looked with concern at Johann, or rather through him.
Johann fought for control, since the basically reticent nature he possessed shrank in terror at the idea of exposing himself to public scrutiny. "I'm a freak, then?" he said, through clenched teeth, fighting back tears. He vaguely wondered what his tears would look like: would they be droplets of salt or small crystal pellets?—when he had passed water that morning things had been normal enough.
"Johann," Biber said softly, evident worry in his voice; "you must try to be strong. Your friends will not desert you. Just stick by me a little longer."
Johann looked up at his friend; he discovered that his tears, which were flowing readily now, were of salt water after all. "I suppose I must put myself in your hands," he said. "You know I wouldn't be able to handle something of this sort myself."
Biber squeezed Johann's shoulder, noting the rock hardness beneath the glass man's jacket. "Good. I have made plans, and soon—"
Just then there came a discreet knock on the cubicle door. Biber bounced up excitedly. "In fact," he said, smiling down on Johann, "I believe part of the solution to your problem has arrived. He went to the door and opened it a crack, peering out; when he saw who was there he opened the door just enough to allow the visitor to enter and then closed and locked it behind him.
The newcomer—a short, balding fellow with tired eyes who, as Biber introduced him, worked for a research company that, Johann thought wryly, might very well have drained him of most of his thoughts—peered at Johann intensely and then, to Johann's horror, began to poke at him with the end of a pencil. "A robot?" he inquired of Biber, who quickly restrained him and explained that Johann was, indeed, a man and was, indeed, the amazing thing Biber had called him over to see.
"Remarkable," said the man, who once again began poking at Johann with his pencil.
The sum effect of the man's examination of Johann was that it was ascertained that Johann was, indeed, made of glass. "A particularly fine glass," the scientist explained, "comparable to the finest lead crystal. I remain at a loss, though, to explain the otherwise normality of all your bodily functions; as a matter of fact, your body is acting as if it were not made of glass at all; but it most certainly is." The scientist clapped his hands gleefully. "I haven't been so excited since my student days! There is really nothing else for me to tell you, unless you would be willing to hand yourself over to a group of experts." He jotted a note on a piece of paper on Johann's desk, folded it and put it in his shirt pocket. "I think that should be arranged immediately—only a true laboratory could uncover your little secrets, my friend."
"No!" said Johann, who was visibly shaken. "I.. .just could not go through with something like that. But thank you for offering your help." Biber picked up the opportunity to usher the scientist out of the office, promising to get back to him. When they were alone he sought to calm Johann down.
"Don't worry, Johann Pinzer, we won't let you be handed over to those wolves. I just thought it would be best to make sure that your condition was a true one. I think it's time to call in my media friend and begin to make you famous."
Johann recoiled in horror. "Karl, I don't want that! I told you, I wish to remain anonymous. I just want to lead my life as I always have!"
"And I've told you, dear friend, that that is impossible. I think the time is now to make the most you possibly can out of this whole thing." There was a wild spark in Biber's eyes.
Johann began to straighten the things on his desk compulsively. "I'm leaving, Karl. Going away. Please, I don't need your help anymore."
"But Johann, the press has already been alerted! You'll be famous by nightfall!"
A vision rose up before Johan of toy manufacturers, greeting card companies, cereal producers fighting for the use of his name and notoriety to sell their products. Talk show hosts battling for the right to ask him embarrassing questions. He knew, he knew deep down within his soul, that celebrity would kill him.
"I'm going away, Karl," he said, and before his friend could reply he was through the cubicle door and on the back stairs leading from the building.
Johann began to slowly and carefully make his way home, and had nearly made it to his building when he noticed a passerby with a folded copy of the afternoon paper. It was creased so that the headline was exposed, and read: "Man of Glass Seen Roaming City!"
"Already," he thought, and covered his face immediately.
He could not get into his building; as he approached it he became aware of noises on the street in front of it. Peeking around a corner, he discovered that a crowd was forming; they were all staring up at his bedroom window on the third floor. Some held placards reading "The Glass Man Is Here" or "We Love the Glass Man." And among them, in the center of the crush, he noticed Biber, who was standing with another man whose looks Johann instantly disliked. This was obviously Biber's media friend, and Johann could tell by looking at the two of them that some sort of scheme had already been formed for his entrapment.
Johann turned quickly, meaning to make his way to the back of the building, but as he rounded the corner into the alleyway he ran straight into another crowd which was waiting at that entrance. He pulled his hat down low and his collar up, and began to back off, but suddenly there was a shout and Johann looked up to see part of the throng running toward him. He turned and sprinted back into the street.
A cry immediately went up, and Johann glanced behind to see that Biber was charging after him, followed closely by the ad man and a good portion of the mob. "Johann, wait!" Biber shouted after him.
He ran toward the underground railway, knowing that the crowd was gaining on him and that his only hope for escape lay in getting lost in a crowded, busy area. He thought fleetingly of Ilse; he hoped that she was unharmed and that she would not worry too greatly about him—but these thoughts were quickly pushed aside by the immediacy of the mob, which had swelled in number, picking up new membership as it surged along, and which was closing the gap on him. They were shouting slogans, "Hooray for the Glass Man!" and such, though Johann could also detect the inaudible snarl of a pack of hunting dogs. Johann was quickly winded; he could feel his chest heave like a bellows, and wondered briefly if such overexertion would cause him to burst from within and crack into a million tiny fragments. But he continued to run.
He ran down onto the platform and reached a train just as the doors were closing; but as he sighed with relief, ready to handle the few passengers around him who were staring strangely, the doors reopened and the mob burst in. Johann ran from car to car—one man who grabbed at him as he ran past looked startlingly like Biber's scientist friend—Johann saw a predator's look in the man's eyes, the look of the experimenter glaring at his pinned and drugged rat—but Johann pushed the man aside and reached the first car as the train came to a halt in the next station and the doors flew open.
As Johann leaped from the train he looked back to see a solid horde pouring, like hot lava, from every car in the train and flowing towards him. The sight was both electrifying and frightening. Johann ran to the stairs, knocking aside a man and an old woman, and only as he reached the street did he realize what a horrid mistake he had made.
He had reached the center square of the city, only to find a huge assembly there, waiting for him. A "Glass Man" rally had been arranged, and thousands of people were milling about, waiting for the festivities to begin. Johann gasped in horror when his eyes fell on a dais that had been erected with a huge throne in its center, made of crystal. A gilt-lettered sign perched above it, with THE GLASS MAN emblazoned on it in silver.
Johann covered his face with his hands and tried to drift inconspicuously into the crowd—forgetting that his hands were also made of glass and offered no protection whatsoever. He slowly made his way toward an open doorway. He bumped into a vendor, a man selling buttons made of clear plastic that said "Glass Man" on them, and as he instinctively turned away in apology the man cried in recognition. "He's here! He's here!" the man shouted, holding his card of buttons aloft. A panic ensued.
Johann dove for the doorway, turning quickly through the revolving doors of the building closest to him, losing some of his outer clothing to grasping hands. He dashed for the banks of elevators at the end of the corridor, and as he reached them the horde behind him, impatient with entering through the spinning doors and frightfully weighted with pressure from behind, threw itself through the glass windows of the building. The people in front screamed, those behind stepping over them past the jagged shards of window and after Johann. Johann ran into an open elevator, then nearly fainted when he realized that the doors would not close in time to save him.
He quickly removed his clothes, dropping them in a pile at the back of the elevator, and stepped out just as the first of the mob rushed in. He was not noticed, and as a cry of dismay went up behind him he moved slowly and invisibly along the row of elevators to the last open one on the end. A woman with an ecstatic, converted look on her face brushed past him close enough to touch; Johann held his breath as she wandered on. He backed into the elevator and the doors closed in front of him.
He heard another shout of dismay and it occurred to him that the doors might be forced back open, but the car began to rise. Pushing the button for the top floor, he noted that it was fifty flights up: this, then, was one of the highest buildings in the city. He knew he would probably have to climb above that floor since the mob would use both stairs and elevators to follow him up as quickly as it could.
As the doors hissed open on the top floor, Johann stepped from the elevator and noticed that the lights on the rest of the elevator bank indicated that all the cars were nearing his floor. He searched for the emergency stairwell and pulled the door open as the first of the elevators was discharging its passengers. There was a bolt on the door and he locked it behind him.
The click of the bolt sliding into place obviously drew someone's attention, and as Johann made his way up the dimly lit stairs the door was set upon. Johann prayed that it would hold. He ran up the steps three at a time and nearly stumbled; "Is this how I am to end?" he thought, "a pile of glass splinters on a back stairway?"—but he regained his balance and continued upwards. There was a shorter stairway at the end of the climb, ending in a blank concrete wall with a steel ladder bolted to it; and seeing no alternative, with the poundings on the door below still audible, Johann heaved himself up and through the trap door in the ceiling.
He found himself on the roof of the building. The tarred surface crackled under his glass footsteps, and a chill breeze whistled through and around the fissures in his body as he walked to the edge and looked down.
The throng below, as one, raised its myriad heads to him and began to shout wildly. Babies and placards were held aloft, and a huge banner, a full three blocks in length, was unfurled, reading simply, "THE GLASS MAN BELONGS TO ALL." The crowd was immense, swelling into the streets, on top of cars, covering every inch of ground down every street as far as the eye could see. A chant went up as Johann looked down on them; it started as a whisper among the multitude and quickly grew in intensity to a frightful roar: "Glass Man, Glass Man, Glass Man, Glass Man!" Johann looked down at all this and trembled, thinking he must surely break apart under the intensity of that intonation. He began to sway back and forth on the edge of the building.
People, he saw, were now actually scaling, like obscene mountain climbers, the side of the building to get to him. And now, there came a noise from behind, and he twisted his head to see that Ise, his Ilse, was rushing toward him over the rooftop, followed by a group of chanting people. Johann began to cry out to her, but the sound gagged in his throat when he saw the wild look in her eyes and she said, "Johann, go to them!"
Johann gave a silent scream, and twisted away from her. More for support than in greeting, he threw out his arms and the chant instantly ceased. There were a huge, echoing hush.
Johann stood suspended between sky and roof, his arms thrust out before him, and in that picture-frame of a moment he cried out, above all of them.
"I am not made of glass!"
At that instant, his arms out before him, he saw that, indeed, he was not made of glass. His arms were covered with smooth flesh, his hands
of the same, their nails and cuticles plainly, lucidly, visible. A gasp of joy escaped his throat as he looked down at his body to discover that it was a plain and naked flesh of which he was composed.
"I am not made of glass!" he screamed again.
There was a moment of utter silence, and then the hush broke below, and a thousand voices, a million, spoke as one, beginning once more to chant in rhythmic cadence, "Glass Man, Glass Man, Glass Man, GLASS MAN!" Johann's own cries were drowned in the midst of the roar. The climbers, Johann saw, were once again advancing toward him like spiders up the side of the building, and, behind him, Ilse and the others were coming toward him, arms outstretched; Ilse was once more pleading, "Johann, my glass man, go to them!"
The trembling hands that Johann brought to his face, he saw with sudden and absolute horror, were once more made of clear glass. He turned to Ise and pleaded, "What is happening?"
"Johann, don't you see?" she said, her hands, and the hands of those around her reaching out to his crystal body, "You are the Glass Man!"
"NO! I AM NOT—"
His scream was lost, a molecule of water in a sea of intonation: "GLASS MAN! GLASS MAN!" Their hands were on him then, and he was lifted high overhead, and passed over the edge of the roof and down the side of the building.
In the midst of the madness around him Johann had a moment of lucid, beautiful vision: his fingers, dangling before his eyes in the bright lights of the city square, gave off the sharp rainbow colors of a prism.
And then his hand was yanked away, and he saw below, waiting hungrily to meet him, the silent salute of a million hammers held aloft.



Violets

The air was wet with perfume. I saw Lonnigan ahead of me, as if through a fog, though there was no mist in the greenhouse, only the thick, damp smell of flowers. "Lonnigan!" I said hoarsely, the words falling leaden to the ground as they left my mouth. I had difficulty in breathing—as though my lungs were coated with pleuritic fluid. "Lonnigan—don't go on ahead without me!"
But Lonnigan, I knew, was already possessed; he merely waved a hand at my words without turning around, and plunged ahead into the deeper recesses of the glass room.
Flowers, violets, nearly to the glass-paned ceiling. They were thick as the air around me, their stalks slicked bright green with moisture, their petals curling stiffly from deep purple buds. Through the fog my mind had become I thought they turned to watch me as I moved—and they regarded me with nothing short of malevolence.
Ahead of me, Lonnigan was disappearing into the thicker recesses of the greenhouse, where a veritable canopy of green thickened against the far wall like a miniature forest, blotting out the sun
"Lonnigan—!"
Then I heard him scream.
It was not a natural sound. It was more like the sound a distressed animal, faced with an unknown assailant, might utter. There was a thick grunt of surprise, and then a strangling cry that rose quickly and then, just as quickly, died.
I could not see Lonnigan ahead of me.
And then I did a cowardly thing—the most cowardly of my life.
I turned, even as the last dull sound of Lonnigan's distress ahead of me sounded, and, even as the end of that gargling cry sounded, I made my way in a panic out of the greenhouse.
Coughing for air, pushing aside thick sapped vines that appeared to block my exit, striving not to lose consciousness, I pushed my way out of that wicked room and toward clear air and sunlight.
And even as I did, the most curious thing happened, because momentarily, even as I reached the metal door, which was slick with moisture, the sky seemed to go black over my head, blotting out the glass panes of the roof completely, and as I looked down at something which seemed to stay my hand on the door, I saw something which had been holding me, something green and thin and strong and shaped very much like a human hand, pull back away from my arm, with a motion very much like the pulling of taffy.

And then the door was open, and I was in the world again.
But not free of that place. There was an investigation, of course, and the policeman who came insisted that I come with him. This was the following day, for I had fallen into a deep sleep from which I didn't wake until late into the night. While asleep strange dreams had assaulted me, with pale purple, delicate flowers caressing me as a lover's fingers might; and, just before waking, there was another caress, this one harsher and more lasting, which made me cry out and awaken.
A Detective Molson had taken my call, just before he was slated to go off duty; and, once I had convinced him that I was not a crank, and that, indeed, a man was missing, he made me promise to meet him at the glass house in the morning and then hung up.
The day was cloudier than the previous one had been. For some reason this made the greenhouse, perched on its grassy hill, less ominous-looking. Perhaps the presence of the policeman's car parked next to it also added to its ordinariness.
Molson, on seeing me approach by foot, got out of his car and waited for me. He proved to be a tall, angular man with a sallow face and thinning, blond-gray hair: he looked as though he had gotten little sleep the previous night, or any night for quite some time.
I thought he would shake my hand but he didn't. I knew he was studying me with his deep-set, tired eyes.
"You say you work just down the hill?" He flicked a finger in the direction of the Angerton Institute, the low, wide, rectangular brick building that, despite its squatness, and its location in a valley, managed to dominate the landscape.
"Yes, I do," I answered noncommittally.
His eyes rested laconically on the Institute.
"Grow flowers there, do you?"
"Study them, actually. It's an Agronomical Research Center. We make organic plant hybrids and such."
His tired eyes showed mild interest.
"Like cloning carrots?"
I looked for a flicker of smile on his pale face but found none.
"No, detective," I explained, "we don't clone anything. We haven't even bothered to try. Actually, we're dedicated to cross breeding within the various species of violets. There are five hundred of them, you know—species, that is—and we've been combining the better traits of the hardier varieties and seeking to—"
His grunt of disinterest cut me off, and now he indicated the greenhouse with a slight movement of his head.
"So the conservatory here is full of violets?"
"Yes."
"Let's have a look, then."
He made a movement toward the metal door, and I froze.
With his hand on the door he turned to regard me, and again I saw a flicker of interest on his features.
"You coming, Mr..." He checked his notebook: "...Corman?"
''I..."
For a moment I couldn't move, thinking of that slim green hand on my arm, but then the immediate image of the policeman, his curiosity aroused, supplanted it and I nodded.
"Of course."
I entered behind him, and moved aside as he insisted on closing the door behind me.
"Wouldn't want to let the hot air out, would we?" he said, mildly.
"I suppose not."
It was stifling in the glass house—worse than it had been the day before. And now a sickly-sweet odor topped the other aromas of fecundity—an odor that hadn't been present yesterday.
Molson had detected it, too.
"Smells like human death, Mr. Corman," he said, moving off toward the tangle of flowers in the back of the building.
Hands trembling, I followed.
But we found nothing. There was not the slightest trace of Lonnigan—not his body, not his clothing or his watch. I stood by while Detective Molson acted like a policeman, poking here and there and looking for whatever he expected to find, but in the end Molson stood up slowly, turned his wan, unreadable face to me and said, "Are you sure you saw Lonnigan disappear in here, Mr. Corman?"
"Yes, I did," I said.
"Did you actually see him come to bodily harm?"
"No, I didn't. As I told you on the phone last night, I heard him scream—"
"You heard him scream? That's all? You saw no body, no weapon, no assailant?"
"As I told you—"
"Mr. Corman, I was very tired last night. I worked two shifts back to back, and then I went home to an empty apartment because my wife left me three weeks ago. All I remember you telling me last night was that you were sure that this man..." he consulted his notebook, "...Lonnigan, is dead."
There was annoyance in his tired eyes now.
"Can you tell me for sure that this fellow is dead, Mr. Corman?"
"I suppose not," I said.
He closed his notebook, and, shaking his head and stepping around me, moved toward the door at the far end of the building.
"There's really nothing else I can do now, Mr. Corman," he said, not turning around to speak to me. He opened the door, brushing aside the tangle of stems that seemed to have grown up suddenly near the knob, and walked outside.
He called back, "Telephone me in forty eight hours if he doesn't show up, and we'll file a missing persons report."
Then, yawning once, he folded his lanky body into his car and drove away.
I stood for a moment in the middle of the hothouse, shaking with fear, watching that small tangle of stems which Detective Molson had pushed aside twist and turn upon itself, before I bolted for the door and into the comforting gray air outside.

"Tell me this again?" Marsha Reed said sternly. Compared to Administrator Reed, my interview with Detective Molson had been a pleasure.
Behind her neat wide desk, she sat prim and straight, her white lab coat, always worn, as starched and pressed as if she had put it on just before my knock on her office door. She was a small woman who nevertheless loomed large, and her dark brown eyes, magnified behind overlarge glasses, were as filled with quiet fire as Molson's had been with tiredness.
I repeated to her what had happened with Lonnigan, and with the policeman.
"And this Detective Molson was allowed into the nursery, without my permission?" Reed said.
I noticed that her small hands, with their small fingers and short-trimmed nails, had not moved an inch from their place on her blotter, where they rested folded in front of her.
"This happened yesterday, after hours. And I thought it best to call the police last night. As you know, I don't have your home phone number. .
There was a tinge of red on her cheeks.
"Mr. Corman, what you did was inexcusable. And I won't excuse it. At the next board meeting, which is tomorrow, I will recommend that you be either suspended or expelled from Angerton Institute."
She waited for my reaction, and I gave none, except to say, holding my temper, "This has been coming for a long time. Now you have your excuse."
Now her cheeks grew red with anger, and she unclasped her hands and pounded her small fists on the blotter.
"Get out!"
"Gladly," I said. "But before I go, I want it on the record that I turned down your advances toward me only because I didn't think it was proper to become involved with you in the workplace. It wasn't that I wasn't attracted to you—"
"Out!" she repeated, nearly choking on the word, and it gave me secret pleasure to see the redness deepen on her cheeks, and in the hollow of her throat.

In the lab, Eagleton and Smyth were slightly more sympathetic to my plight.
"Cow," Smyth muttered, under her breath. She was cow-like herself, large and slow, but not without somber wit. She was a wonderful darts player, and knew how to drink a pint.
Eagleton laughed his high, cackling laugh. But his features, even paler and thinner than detective Molson's, regained their solemnity.
"What do you really think happened to old Lonnie-pooh?" he said, referring to Lonnigan, with whom he had never gotten along.
"I don't know..." I said. "I don't want to know."
"He was doing rotten work," Smyth said curtly, without looking up from her microscope. "Weird and rotten."
"He was definitely using his grant work for other things rather than what it was apportioned for," Eagleton said. His pale head nodded in satisfaction. "I told him, but of course he screamed at me to keep to myself."
"He was a cow, too," Smyth said.
Between them, I said, quietly. "I thought I saw the violets in the greenhouse move."
Eagleton snorted, and for a moment Smyth showed no reaction, but then she looked up from her eyepiece to stare at me.
"What?"
"I said, I thought I saw the violets in Lonnigan's greenhouse move"
"As in, wiggle?" Smyth said, and I knew she was ready to either laugh or scoff.
"Skip it, then."
"No," Smyth said, suddenly serious. "Tell me."
"Did they dance, Corman?" Eagleton laughed. "A little conga line, perhaps?"
"Shut up, James," Smyth said, continuing to regard me. To me she said, "Tell me what you saw."
"I saw.. .what I thought was a hand. A green hand. Lonnigan brought me out there to show me something, and said that no matter what happened I should stick with him. He was acting very strangely. Also, I had a premonition that something terrible was going to happen, and I felt he wanted to pull me into it with him. He was not himself at all. You know the way he was, nearly always arrogant and rude. He wasn't like that at all yesterday evening. He pulled me from my bench, nearly pleading with me to come with him."
"What did he say? Exactly?" I was a bit nervous at the seriousness of Smyth's face.
"Not. . . much at all. He merely said I had to come into the violet room with him. He was very insistent."
"And when you got out to the greenhouse?"
Eagleton laughed. "That was when the dance began, of course!" Ignoring Eagleton, Smyth kept her eyes on me.
"When we got to the greenhouse he rushed in ahead of me, and then started moving deeper into the room. A... shadow seemed to fall, though it was still before twilight. And then he disappeared into the violets at the far end of the nursery, and I heard him scream, and when I turned to run it got very dark. And as I reached for the doorknob I thought a hand held me back. A green hand."
Smyth stared at me for a further moment, then nodded and turned suddenly back to her microscope.
"Interesting," she said.
"Is that all you have to say?"
She ignored me, and Eagleton started tittering then.
As I turned to leave Smyth said after me, "Don't worry about Administrator Reed. I've got a few things on her that will keep her quiet."
But I was not thinking about Marsha Reed as I left, but about that green hand, and those twisting vines.

Detective Molson was back the following day, with two blowzy looking uniformed men with shovels. After consulting with Administrator Reed, the three policemen went into the greenhouse with the Administrator in tow. Through the small window in my office I could see her shouting at them, and I watched as they disappeared into the glass building.
They were out there a long time, but finally Marsha Reed emerged, followed by Detective Molson and the two lumbering, unhappy-looking uniformed cops behind him. The two blowzy fellows were dirt-stained and sweaty, and I saw Molson wave them back to their car while the detective followed Administrator Reed, who looked quite angry, back down toward our building.
Inside, I heard the administrator stop outside my door, shout, "Here it is!" and march off.
There was a knock at the door.
"Come in," I said, unenthusiastically.
Detective Molson, as expected, entered, closing the door behind him. He looked slightly better rested than the day before.
"Mind if I ask a few more questions, Mr. Corman?" he said. He did not make a move to sit down in the chair opposite my desk, but rather leaned against the closed door, perhaps to prevent my flight.
"I thought you wanted me to ring you up in forty-eight hours if Ralph Lonnigan didn't show up?" I said.
He shrugged, and pulled a cigarette pack from his coat pocket. He shook one out into his hand and lit it without asking my permission.
Around cigarette smoke he said, "I thought a bit on what you said, and decided there was more to it than I thought."
"Oh?"
He nodded. "For instance, I'm very curious as to why you waited so long to call the police." He pulled his notebook out and flipped to the page he wanted. "You told me yesterday that. . . you fell asleep on getting home, and then called when you woke up." He cocked an eyebrow at me. "Is that correct?"
"Yes."
He paused to blow smoke. "I find it odd that you fell asleep after such a fright. How do you account for that?"
I thought about this, and realized I had no answer that would make him happy.
"I. . . can't account for it. Perhaps I was in shock."
"In shock? A man in shock would not be able to call the police at all."
"I was upset."
"So upset that you slept?"
"Look..."
Suddenly I realized that I had been burdened with an overwhelming sense of tiredness after the touch of that violet stem, which I had taken for a slim hand...
"I don't know what to say."
Molson harrumphed.
"I mean," I continued, "That's what happened, but I don't know how to account for it to you."
Suddenly he shrugged, flipping a page of the notebook.
"Be that as it may, Mr. Corman, could you tell me a bit more about what Mr. Lonnigan was doing out in the greenhouse with you to begin with?"
"He asked me to come out to see something with him. Something he was working on."
"And that was...?"
"I don't know."
Now his un-tired eyes became hard as stones.
"Do I have this right, Mr. Corman—you say Mr. Lonnigan asked you to come out to the greenhouse with him but he didn't say why?"
"He was very secretive about his work, Detective Molson."
"Can you tell me what Mr. Lonnigan was working on at this time?"
"In general terms I can."
"In general terms, then."
I was aware of his scrutiny, which was meant to unnerve me. To some extent, it did, but I plowed on.
"He was working on genetic mutations in the perennial sweet violet. It is also known as V. odorata. It's a species of violet with stemless flowers—in other words, the flowers grow on stems separate from the leaves."
I turned to rummage in the wreckage of my desk, producing a copy of Palmer and Fowler's Fieldbook of Natural History. Flipping through the pages, I stopped at the appropriate page.
"Here," I said, as Molson bent down to look at the flower my finger pointed to. "That's what it looks like. Notice how the petals have veins, and the bottom is possessed of a spur."
Molson straightened.
"I fail to see—"
For some reason, my patience had worn thin. I nearly blurted out the first thing that came to my head at that point—which would only have gotten me in trouble—but instead I said, "The point is, detective, that Ralph Lonnigan was supposed to be working on making a hardier, more productive version of V. odorata, whose oils of essence is used to manufacture perfume. Two million of V. odorata yield scarcely a pound of oil. But Lonnigan was doing something else with his violets."
"And what was that?"
"I have no idea."
Molson closed his notebook with a snap.
"I don't mind telling you, Mr. Corman, that I don't believe you. And I can be a very persistent lad when I want to be."
Something about his continued prodding, his developed meanness, made me snap.
"I know why you don't like me, detective. It's because I saw you vulnerable yesterday. You told me your wife left you and now you resent me because you appeared weak. Well, I don't care. I've got my own problems, detective, and I have little enough time to think about yours."
His eyes became even harder.
"I'll be back, Mr. Corman," he said, nodding at me. "You can count on that. And I'll be back again and again, until I break this thing or you." "Fine," I said, suddenly only wanting him to leave.
I turned back to my desk, and in a few moments when I looked back, the door to my cubicle was still open, but Molson was gone.

I stayed late that day, watching twilight turn to darkness as I straightened my affairs on my desk, and somewhere after the moon rose I saw a large figure, who I recognized as Abigail Smyth, leave the building to the right of my window and make her ponderous way up the hill. I saw her silhouetted against the red rising moon for a moment, and then she walked to the entrance of the nursery and went in.
I watched her silhouette make its way through the glass panels, and then, as she moved deeper into the greenhouse, she was hidden by a wall of leaves.
I went home; and it was only as I began to drift off to sleep that I realized that the spot where I had seen Smyth vanish into the tangle was a spot that had been cleared of flowers the week before. I knew because it had been one of my own projects that had been there, and I knew that the panels of glass on that side were now clear straight to the other side of the building.

I rose out of the dreams, veined, stemless flowers holding me in their grip, to the sound of loud knocking on the door to my flat.
"Just a minute!" I called, rising and throwing on a robe.
Even as I reached the door, sleep was yet leaving me; but my dreams and slumber left me altogether as I opened the door to find Detective Molson, stern-faced and with his two beefy gravediggers, standing at my threshold.
"Detective—"
"Mr. Corman, I'm going to have to insist that you come with me." "Of course," I said. "But what—"
"Just get dressed, please."
I nodded and pulled myself into clothes, while the two uniformed policemen moved into the flat, fingering my things. One of them tittered over a statuette my mother had given me, a reproduction of Rodin's "Thinker." "Look a' this, Willie!" he said, holding it up for his friend's scrutiny. "It's a fellah on a toilet bowl! And wiffout anythin' to read!"
Willie guffawed, until a cross look from Molson, still in the doorway, made Willie's friend set the statue down again.
We left, and I was escorted to Molson's car, where I was made to sit between the two uniformed policemen in the back.
"Would you mind telling me what this is about?" I asked.
"When we get there, Mr. Corman."
Willie grinned at me, and I noticed that his bottom teeth were horribly crooked.
"Soon enough, mate," he said.
I closed my eyes as Willie and his friend began a seemingly endless conversation about who had bet on what horse the weekend before, and what horse was bound to win this coming weekend.
"Of course, I may not be able to go this weekend, Jack, being with my mum sick and all."
His friend concurred.
"Well, the following weekend, then."
"Right."
I opened my eyes as we topped the hill to the greenhouse. The car braked to a stop by the door, and Detective Molson said, "Out, please, Mr. Corman."
Both Eagleton and Marsha Reed were waiting for us by the door.
Administrator Reed had a pinched, nearly hysterical look on her face, and Eagleton's face was unreadable, since he was staring down at his shoes.
When we had all arranged ourselves by the door to the nursery, Molson said, "Would you please tell me again, Mr. Eagleton, what you told me earlier this morning?"
Eagleton continued to study his shoes.
"Only," he said quietly, "That I saw Mr. Corman working late last night."
"And what time was that?"
"I left at seven-fifteen. I noticed his light on at that time, and caught a glimpse of him at his desk as I walked to the parking area."
"And was Ms. Abigail Smyth still here when you left?"
"Yes, she was. She said she had work to catch up on."
"Thank you, Mr. Eagleton."
Eagleton shrugged, unwilling to raise his eyes.
"And Administrator Reed, would you tell me what time you left?"
"Five o'clock, detective."
"And Mr. Eagleton, was Administrator Reed's car gone when you entered the parking area at seven-fifteen?"
"Yes it was."
"Thank you."
Again, Eagleton shrugged.
I felt all eyes on me, and waited.
"Mr. Corman," Molson said, with barely disguised animosity, "what time did you leave?"
"It was approximately eight o'clock."
"And did you see Ms. Abigail Smyth before you left?"
I hesitated, then said, "Yes. I saw her walk up the hill from the administration building and enter the greenhouse."
"How were you able to see that?"
"The moon was just rising. I saw her silhouetted against it."
"Administrator Reed," Detective Molson said, turning to Marsha, "did Ms. Smyth report for work this morning?"
"She did not. She normally comes in early, at seven-thirty or so."
"And did you check with her boarding house when she didn't show up?"
"I did. And I was told that she never came home last evening."
Again Molson addressed me.
"You saw Ms. Smyth enter the greenhouse, Mr. Corman?"
"Yes."
"Did you see her leave the greenhouse?"
"No. I went home before she came out."
I registered the fury in Molson's eyes a scant second before the back of his hand hit me across the mouth.
"I don't like what you're telling me, Mr. Corman. I think you've murdered two people, and we're going to find them."
Blood flowed, and as the pain of the blow spread through me, my eyes observed shock on Marsha Reed's face. Even the uniformed policemen looked momentarily shocked, before Willie guffawed.
"Get your shovels," Molson said to the two officers, who went to the boot of Molson's car; to Administrator Reed and Eagleton he said, "You don't have to come in there with us."
Administrator Reed said, "I think we should. In fact, I insist."
It was Molson's turn to shrug. "If you insist, Administrator Reed. But I must warn you that what we find in there might be quite gruesome."
In a near-whisper, Eagleton said to his shoes, "I'll stay outside, if you don't mind."
Impatiently, Administrator Reed said, "All right, Eagleton. But don't go away. We may need you again."
Willie and Jack stood ready with their shovels, and Detective Molson said, "Let's go in, then."
The metal door was opened, letting out the hot, sickly sweet odor of perfumed flowers and decay. Willie and Jack went in first, with myself between the two officers and Molson behind me. Administrator Reed brought up the rear.
"Try anything in here, Corman," Detective Molson whispered close by my ear, "and I'll tear you to pieces myself. Better yet, I'll let the two lads at you."
Ahead of us, Willie and Jack had reached the thickets of vines about halfway through the building.
"Same place as last time, guy?" Willie said.
"This is strange," Marsha Reed said behind us. She sounded genuinely puzzled. "Everything in here seems to have been rearranged."
I glanced back and saw her studying the place where my former experiments had been.
"All of this was clear—"
It grew very dark, and things happened very fast.
First, there were hands on me, but not human ones. The sky overhead blotted out as vines crawled up and overhead, making an artificial jungle of green vines. In the midst of the vines I saw two shapes, one of them vaguely that of Abigail Smyth, only now she was green and her limbs flowed like liquid. Things closed in around us. I heard Marsha Reed cry out, and then Detective Molson was no longer standing close behind me but was overhead, being both lifted and absorbed by a carpet of purple violets which covered him simultaneously from head to foot. In front, both Jack and Willie lifted their shovels but the weapons were pulled from their grips as flowers covered them also. They disappeared into the thicket before us in a gargle of swallowed cries.
I heard my own screams, and felt the floor pull away, but it was not an unpleasant sensation. As through cotton wool, I heard glass breaking and Eagleton's own distant call for help.
And then, for a while, there was silence—until I felt Lonnigan' s slim hand on my own, which was a beautiful limb to behold.



The Quiet Ones

The first case was reported to the police around June 28th. A man, who was later found to be intoxicated, swore that a newspaper vendor who had been standing not ten feet in front of him was suddenly yanked into nowhere. The man who claimed to have seen this was not that intoxicated though, so two rookie policemen were sent to investigate. They found nothing.
The next case occurred outside the city limits, in a nearby suburb. A young girl ran in screaming to her mother, saying that she had been playing jacks with a friend on the sidewalk, when one of the slabs of concrete suddenly lifted like a trap door and a hand snaked out, grabbing her companion and pulling her underneath.
There was a lot more attention paid to this report, since what the police ended up with was a missing child case; the surrounding sixty miles were combed over the next weeks but nothing of the child turned up. It reached the point that even her playmate's story was taken into account and a half-block of sidewalk churned up; but all that was found here was, predictably, dirt and worms. The playmate stuck to her story and was eventually taken to a child psychiatrist.
The first week of July brought, as I recall, three more cases, and now one of the yellow newspapers started to pick up on the "Sidewalk Snatcher" angle—though it was buried in the back of the paper. The one link in all these occurrences was that one or more witnesses swore that a person was literally stolen off the sidewalk by something reaching up out of holes which appeared and then disappeared again.
When a politician running for re-election disappeared in front of twenty witnesses, including two newspaper people and a TV cameraman, things began to heat up. The cameraman was able to shoot two very controversial feet of film which may or may not have shown the congressman being pulled downward into the ground; there were a lot of milling bodies in the way. But there was no doubt that he was there from the waist up in front of the camera one second, and then not there the next. The Associated Press ran a still photo produced from the footage; UPI refused to pick up the story. Most papers ran the AP picture, and though a hundred different conspiracy theories were set forth, at the bottom line they all came to the conclusion that there was absolutely no possible criminal link among the twenty witnesses, and that something out of the ordinary had happened.
The following week, after the Fourth of July weekend, there were over a hundred incidents.
Now something had to be done about it. The sheer weight of eyewitnesses (and the concurrent political clout they could command) forced the city government to declare war on the "Sidewalk Snatcher" and a special task force was set up. A high police official was named head of the operation, and was answerable directly to the mayor.
He disappeared off the sidewalk the following day.
The sidewalks were becoming much cleaner of pedestrian traffic these days, with most people either walking down the center of the street or staying in as much as possible: one man had gained a bit of instant celebrity by walking the streets in a pair of overlarge, floppy clown shoes—his smiling picture was seen in many papers the following days—but the levity disappeared when he too was whisked off the concrete, floppy footwear and all: he had been walking across a particularly wide walkway at the time, it was noted.
The mayor himself barely escaped kidnap on his way to a press conference following the latest snatch. On stepping out of his limousine and placing his foot on the sidewalk, the mayor suddenly found his foot in what he later described as a "bear trap of vise-like grip"—but he instantly jumped backward, his two aides helping him, and he escaped. Nothing was seen of the perpetrator, and when the section of walkway from which the attack came was pulled up, nothing was found underneath that was out of the ordinary.
Though the mayor was lucky that day, 450 or so others weren't.
It was just at this time that I returned to the city, after a long and deserved stay in the mountains, where I had been blissfully unaware of the events transpiring by now all over the country. I hadn't, in fact, seen a newspaper in three weeks, and I must admit I greeted the news of these disappearances as something of a joke.
I quickly revised that impression.
Just off the bus in front of my apartment, my folded newspaper under my arm, I witnessed the man who disembarked before me get sucked underground. The buses and city streets were nearly empty these days and only he and I had gotten off; the bus driver averted his eyes, closed the door behind me, and sped off.
I must admit I was alarmed. I tried to pry up the block of sidewalk by the curb where the man had vanished, but was unable to budge it. As I was bent over, I felt a firm tug beside me and looked over to see the next section of sidewalk raised up like a door and the hint of a hand on my trouser leg. With a cry of alarm I pulled away and the sidewalk slammed back down into place.
Needless to say, I no longer considered these events a joke.
But I was fascinated. When I returned home, by a circular route to the back of the building and employing a curious method of walking that resembled a game of hop-scotch coupled with a long-jumper's finest moves, I turned on the television to discover that a total of six thousand people had disappeared that day across the country. There were now cases being reported from all over the world—even from behind the Iron Curtain, which had just a few days before scoffed at the whole phenomenon as another Western figment of the imagination, akin to flying saucers and the Soviet threat of aggression.
The following day I spent mostly indoors in front of two windows—one the real window in the front of my apartment, overlooking the absolutely empty streets below, and the other the window of the television which told me that martial law had been declared in this and other large metropolises, and that, despite denials by military officials, there were unconfirmed reports that as many as four hundred and fifty military personnel and National Guardsmen had been swept from the face of the earth while on patrol. The mayor came on during all of this and tried to calm everyone down, but it was obvious that he didn't believe a word he was saying and so kept his speech short.
I ventured out only once that day, to buy groceries to stock my vacation-depleted larder. Even then I barely made it back, with my trouser cuffs a bit frayed from being pulled at from below. One never thinks about the essentialness of sidewalks—but after trying to avoid using them I realized just how dependent the city dweller is on them.
The next morning, one of the television stations went off the air, announcing that there were not enough personnel left to manage it; that evening, another station followed.
The streets were quietly deserted now. I made one more trip to the grocery, amazed that more looting had not gone on. Though the shelves were nearly stripped clean, it seemed to have been done in an orderly fashion. The front doors had been left open, and no windows were broken. The only shops along the way that seemed to have suffered any sort of damage were the jewelry stores, though I couldn't imagine why, since a goodly number of the thieves must have found their fate just outside the doors as piles of gems lay scattered about after being thrown into the air as the felons were pulled under.
Making it back to my apartment this time proved extremely difficult, and I only managed it by employing on my feet a pair of large and uncomfortable snow shoes from a sporting goods store which I was obliged to jump into just after leaving the grocery. It was here that I met a compatriot—an extremely frightened girl of nineteen who seemed so glad to see me that she threw her arms about me; after these preliminaries I learned that she had seen both of her parents disappear just outside the door of this store two days previously, and she had been in a sort of shock since, thinking herself the only person left alive in the city.
It was decided that she should accompany me back to my apartment, an arrangement which she was at first reluctant to go along with not because of any mistrust of me but because she was terrified of venturing outside. When I came up with my snow shoe plan, however, she warmed to the subject, not having eaten in forty-eight hours, and she even improved on the scheme by putting on herself a pair of cross-country skis. We double-lashed this gear to our feet and made our way homeward.
Even still we barely made it. Sections of concrete were popping up like jack-in-the-box covers all over the place. They had an almost comically obsessive quality about them which thoroughly frightened the two of us, as if they were impelled to carry us below ground at all costs. And try as I might, I could not peer into any of the momentary openings to discern what was doing all this.
We did manage to arrive at my apartment safely, though one of Julie's skis was wrenched loose as she made a dash from the road to the front door of the building: during one skip, an opening appeared and something firm and strong grabbed her leg. It was only by making a heroic (if funny-looking, considering that I was wearing snow shoes) leap onto this concrete door, forcing whatever it was (I thought I caught a glimpse of what resembled a human arm) to let go and pull back underground, that she was able to free herself, the ski coming off in the process. With one terrified leap, she fell into the doorway of the apartment building, and I followed none too gracefully behind.
One television station of importance was still left in operation, and it was here, huddled before the blue-gray lens with cans of cold soup and blankets wrapped around us (the heat and all other normal services of course had disappeared faster than anything else) that I learned that my worst fears had been realized. Up until this time I had nurtured some vague hope of making it back to the countryside I had so recently quitted, planning now to bring Julie along with me. But a jiggly camera bearing film that had been shot outside the city showed scenes even more horrible than those we had witnessed here, entire roads arching up at the center and dumping their contents—people, cars, whatever else had been moved there off the sparse sidewalks—off to either side and underground, spilling over and down below each curb, so now even the streets were not safe. The pun didn't occur to me at the time, but now, at last, this phrase was literally true.
That night Julie and I spent huddled together not so much for warmth as for the reassurance that there was still another human being within reaching distance; while outside and all around us the sounds of a city, and a world, slowly emptying itself underground went on, with huge groanings and slidings and horrid burpings, like the bowel movements of giant beasts. I remember the sound of the street in front of my building buckling as I fell off to sleep.
When I awoke Julie was gone. There was a note, taped to the television, stating that she could not live like a hunted animal and that the loss of her parents had been too much of a blow. I ran to the window to see, on the ravaged street below, her pair of cross country skis; I felt a moment of anger at her decision to abandon hope, but quickly recovered, resolving that I would survive at all costs.
Even the television had degenerated into madness now. The one operable station had apparently been abandoned by all of its normal staff, and had been commandeered by a bearded prophet of doom utilizing, of all things, a ventriloquist's dummy. I had seen this character in the park at one time or another; first he would spout his message of coming destruction and then the dummy, dressed in frayed evening dress, would echo the same words in a falsetto voice. So this is what was left of the world—but that wasn't entirely accurate, since as I was about to turn him off he abruptly announced that he would now go to his salvation, and ran shrieking off camera, apparently to meet his fate outside the studio. Fading away in the distance, the dummy's voice was crying, "Be saved! Be saved!"
The television was now completely useless in all bands, exhibiting either station call letters or an empty stage set. My multi-band radio, little more than a toy actually, proved of little help either; the lone station I managed to pull in, from somewhere in Europe, died an hour after I located it with the eerie words reminiscent of the famed "War of the Worlds" broadcast initiated by Orson Welles and his Mercury Theatre in 1938: "Is anyone there? Is.. .anyone?" The voice sounded English, and frightened. I wished I could have answered it. A little after nine that night it faded and could not be recaptured.
For three days I stayed in my apartment, alternately trying the television and radio for some signs of life, spending the remainder of my time at my window with a pair of binoculars. Aside from a few airborne birds I saw no signs of life. Always having been something of a loner, I at first thought that my time had finally come and that I would now be afforded the solitude I had always craved; however, that hope quickly vanished with the prospect looming that I would run out of food, a prospect which was now imminent. I surveyed the pathways outside and was chagrined to find that there was little chance of my traversing them in the same fashion I had before: large sections of road and sidewalk were alternately moving up and down, like predatory mouths, and I knew that those openings were large enough to swallow a human being whole, snowshoes and all.
I resolved to stay on as long as possible, stretching my food in the hope of some lessening of activity outside; but, when my water suddenly dried up in the tap in the middle of my fourth day of self-imposed captivity, I knew my fate in the city was sealed.
I made up my mind to get as far away as possible, making it, if I could, to the suburbs. From there I would hike, using whatever stealth and guile was necessary, to the mountains I had recently left, where perhaps this activity was less ravenous. I knew that reaching the country-side alone would not solve my problem-1 had seen, on the television before it was cut off, reports showing dirt roads breaking up under those walking on them. I had the feeling that even forest trails and whatnot were susceptible. What then could I do? I must admit my plan was tenuous, but I did feel that I must make my way as far from the city as I could.
And so began my journey of adventure. I spent most of the morning of my leaving with gathering together whatever from my apartment I deemed necessary for my well-being. I remember packing the shortwave radio, forgetting completely that it required electricity to run on, and that electricity was the one thing I would probably be finding less and less of as I traveled, except in battery form. I also packed a few treasured books and sentimental possessions, and water from my tub which I had managed to drain out of the pipes before everything went dry—this I put in various Tupperware containers, some of which worked perfectly and one, a lettuce storage container which was never meant to hold a quart and a half of water, which burst all over most of my aforementioned treasured possessions. After making exchanges (a Kafka for a Roethke, as I recall) I donned my ridiculous snowshoes and made for the exit.
Those ridiculous snowshoes proved my salvation. Running and leaping like a madman, I managed to make it to the sporting goods store, where I outfitted myself with every piece of camper's equipment I could carry. I resembled Admiral Byrd himself at the end of my shopping spree, and I even managed to locate a book which informed me of all the best and lightest gear I would need for keeping myself alive in all climates. I left the store twice as confident as when I had gone in. Then, leaping and jumping once more, I made my way to the grocery market where I stocked up with whatever material I was unable to find in the dry foods section of the sports store.
As I said, my snowshoes proved my salvation. Portions of the ground were literally alive with appearing and disappearing holes; but with cunning and no small bit of luck I was off. As I hopped my way to the edges of the city the activity of the ground lessened somewhat; apparently its strength was regulated by population. I still barely managed to escape a few encounters with pot holes which suddenly materialized out of nowhere; once, when two popped into existence so close together as to form virtually one hole, I managed only with a great show of strength born of fear to yank my legs free from whatever had grasped them from below.
I won't relate all of my experiences with hiking, sleeping in trees, and the avoidance of wild animals which I found myself faced with over the coming weeks; let it suffice for me to state that I stayed alive, and even thrived a bit. I never saw another human being in all this time, and (rightfully so, I believe) I began to fancy myself as the Last Man on Earth.
Eventually I reached my string of northern mountains, and was encouraged when the lack of activity under foot decreased dramatically as I climbed; and then, to my great relief, ceased altogether. When I finally topped a high portion of one peak, which, I guessed, had hardly if ever been visited by human beings, I at last began to feel safe and secure again. Picking out a high level spot near the summit with a commanding and clear view of all below, I made my home. I built, over the next two months, a rough-hewn cabin, and, from then until the present, have maintained a periodic survey of my surroundings, here and below, for any sort of activity, in the ground or otherwise.
There hadn't been any up until yesterday. But early in the morning I noticed some sort of odd movement through my binoculars at the base of the mountain. And then last night I spied a ring of campfires halfway up the peak. And so at last I'm faced with having to think about everything that's happened, and what might happen from here on.
These new developments disturb me, because I really have been convinced for the past few months that I am the last man alive on earth. I can't really explain why I've been so sure that there are no other human beings alive; it's more of a gut feeling than anything else. And that of course forces me into thinking about who or what is sitting around those campfires down there.
And I've come up with a funny theory. Early on after settling down here I tried to sort out just what might have happened below, in the cities and everywhere else. I thought about earthquakes, of a scale and strangeness never before seen, but that didn't seem right. There had been those "hands" I'd thought I'd seen and where there are hands there must be someone connected to them. So I thought about a huge underground race, like H. G. Wells' pasty subterranean Morlocks from The Time Machine. But that didn't seem right, either—and neither did twenty other theories.
But finally I hit on one that I couldn't shake. Again, I had a gut feeling about it.
The way I see it, those figures below me, who hiked all day today up toward me, out of sight, and are traveling that last mile toward me now by the light of torches, just out of range of my binoculars, are either men or they're not. If they're men, that's fine and good; it means the world down there is safe once more and that maybe we survivors can get about the business of building things back up again. And if they're not men, they must, of course, be something else.
And a curious scenario popped into my head. Like I said, a gut feeling. What if, I thought, another race, the quietest of all races, had decided that it was time to trade their world for this one. What if they had determined that it was time for us on the surface to inhabit their world and they ours? What if these quiet ones—the dead, of course—had decided to switch places with us? To take back what they had once had? What if that was who was behind those bobbing torches, just coming into focus in my binoculars? The silent, stealthy dead. How many early cultures had cosmologies that designated the underground as the abode of the dead? Suppose that now it's time for a switch of living quarters?
I can now see down through my window, with my binoculars, the first pale, fleshless faces in the flickering torchlight as they break through the brush and my crude fences.



Hornets

Too warm for late October.
Staring out through the open door of his house, Peter Kerlan loosened the top two buttons of his flannel shirt, then finished the job, leaving the shirt open to reveal a gray athletic tee-shirt underneath. Across the Street the Meyer kids were re-arranging their newly purchased pumpkins on their front stoop—first the bigger of the three on the top step, then the middle step, then the lower. They were jacketless, and the youngest was dressed in shorts. Their lawn was covered, as was Kerlan's, with brilliantly colored leaves: yellow, orange, a dry brown. The neighborhood trees were mostly shorn, showing the skeleton fingers of their branches; the sky was a sharp deep blue. Everything said Halloween was coming—except for the temperature.
Jeez, it's almost hot!
Behind him, out through the sliding screen door that led to the back yard, Peter could hear Ginny moving around, making an attempt at early Sunday gardening.
Maybe it's cold after all.
He opened the front screen door, retrieved the morning newspaper he had come for, and turned back into the house, unfolding the paper as he went.
In the kitchen, he sat down at the breakfast table and studied the front page.
The usual assortment of local mayhem—a robbery, vandalism at the junior high school, a teacher at that same school suspended for drug use.
In the backyard, Ginny cursed angrily; there was the sound of something being knocked against something else.
"Peter!" she called out.
He pretended not to hear her for a moment, then answered, "I'm eating breakfast!" and began to study the paper much more closely than it deserved.
On the second page, more local mayhem, along with the weather—sunny and unseasonably warm for at least the next three days—as well as a capsule listing of the rest of the news, which he scanned with near boredom.
Something caught his eye, and he gave an involuntary shiver as he turned to the page indicated next to the summary and found the headline:

Hornets Attack Preschooloers

Another shiver caught him as he noted the picture embedded in the story—a man clothed in mosquito netting and a pith helmet holding up the remains of a huge papery nest; one side of the structure was caved in and within he could make out the clumped remains of dead insects—
Again he gave an involuntary shiver, but went on to the story:
(Orangefield, Special to the Herald, Oct. 24) Scores of preschoolers were treated today for stings after a small group of the children inadvertently stirred up a hornets' nest which had been constructed in a hollow log. The nest, which contained hundreds of angry hornets, was disturbed when a kick ball rolled into it. When one of the children went to retrieve the ball, the insects, according to witnesses, "attacked and kept attacking."
Twenty eight children in all were treated for stings, and the Klingerman Preschool was closed for the rest of the day.
The nest was removed by local bee-keeper Floyd Willims, who said this kind of attack is very common. "The nests are mature this time of year; and can hold up to five hundred drones, along with the Queen. Actually, new drones are maturing all the time, and can do so until well into fall. With the warm weather this year; their season is extended, probably well into November The first real cold snap will kill them off"
Willims continued, "Everyone thinks that yellow jackets are bees, but they're not. They're hornets, and can get pretty mean when the nest is threatened. At the end of the season, next year's Queens will leave the nest, and winter in a safe spot, before laying eggs and starting the whole process over again with a new nest."
As of last night, none of the hornet stings had proved dangerous, and Klingerman Preschool will reopen tomorrow.
Peter finished the story, looked at the picture again—the bee keeper holding the dead nest up—and gave a third involuntary shiver.
Ugh.
At that moment Ginny appeared at the back sliding door, staring in through the screen. He looked up at her angry face.
"I can't get that damned shed door open!" she announced. "Can you help me please?"
"After I finish my breakfast—"
Huffing a breath, she turned and stormed off.
"Aren't you going to eat with me?" he called after her, hoping she wouldn't turn around.
She stopped and came back. "Not when you talk to me with that tone in your voice."
"What tone?" he protested, already knowing that today's version of 'the fight' was coming.
She turned and gave him a stare—her huge dark eyes as flat as stones. She was as beautiful as she had ever been, with her close cropped blonde hair and anything but boyish looks. "Are we going to start again?"
"Only if you want to," he said.
"I never want to. But I don't know how much more of this I can take."
"How much more of what?"
She stalked off, leaving the door open. After a moment, Peter threw down the paper and followed her, closing-the--sliding screen door behind him and dismounting the steps of the small deck. She was in front of the garden shed, a narrow, four foot deep, one story-high structure attached to the house to the right of his basement office window.
"Well, I'm here," he said, not at all surprised that she momentarily ignored him.
Jeez, it is hot! he thought, looking up at a sun that looked summer-bright, and then surveying the back yard. The colored leaves fallen from the tall oaks that bordered the backyard looked incongruous, theatrical. There was an uncarved pumpkin on the deck of the house behind theirs; it looked out of place in the heat.
Peter turned to stare at Ginny's little garden, to the right of the shed, which displayed late annuals; they were a riot of summer color which normally would have been gone by this time of year, killed by the first frost which had yet to come.
"I've been weeding by hand," she explained, "but I'd like to get some of the tools Out and get ready for next spring. I've been having trouble with the shed door again."
He stepped around her, pulled at the structure's wooden door, which gave an angry creak but didn't move.
"Heat's got the wood expanded; I'll have a look at it when I get a chance." He gave it a firmer pull, satisfied that it wouldn't move. "Isn't there anything you can do about it now?"
"No." He knew he sounded nasty, but didn't care.
She reddened with anger, then brought herself under control. "Peter, I'm going to try again. We've been through this fifty times. You're punishing me, and there isn't any reason. I know it's been rocky between us lately. But I don't want it to be like that! Can't you just meet me halfway on this?"
"Halfway to hell?"
She was quiet for a moment. "I love you," she said, "but I just can't live like this."
"Like what?" he answered, angry and frustrated.
"No matter what I do you find something wrong with it—all you do is criticize!"
"I. . . don't," he said, knowing as it came out that it wasn't true.
She took a tentative step forward, reached out a hand still covered in garden loam. She let the hand fall to her side.
"Look, Peter," she said slowly, eyes downward. "I know things haven't been going well for you with your writing, believe me I do. But you can't take it out on me. It's just not fair."
Male pride fought with truth. He took a deep breath, looking at her, as beautiful as the day he met her—he was driving her away and didn't know how to stop.
"I. . .know I've been difficult—" he began.
She laughed. "Difficult? You've been a monster. You've frozen me out of every corner of your life. We used to talk, Peter; we used to try to work things out together. You've gone through these periods before and we've always gotten through them together. Now..." She let the last word hang.
He was powerless to tell her how he felt, the incomprehensible frustration and impotence he felt. "It's like I'm dry inside. Hollow..."
"Peter," she said, and then she did put a dirt-gloved hand on his arm. "Peter, talk to me."
He opened his mouth then, wanting it to be like it had been when they first met, when he had poured his heart out to her, telling her about the things he had inside that he wanted to get out, the great things he wanted to write about, his ambition, his longings—she had been the only woman he ever met who would listen to it, really listen to it. He had a sixth sense that if he did the wrong thing now it would mean the end, that he had driven her as far away as he dared, and that if he pushed her a half step farther she would not return.
He said, "Why bother?"
Again she reddened with anger, and secretly he was enjoying it.
"I'm going out for the day. We'll talk about this later."
"Whatever you say." He gave her a thin smile.
She turned away angrily, and after a moment he heard the screen door slide shut loudly, the front door slam, and the muted roar of her car as she left.
Why did you do that? he asked himself.
And a moment later he answered: Because I wanted to.

The screen was still blank.
At his desk in his basement office, Kerlan sat staring at the white clean sheet of the word processing program. It was like staring at a clean sheet of paper. Maybe that's why they settled on that color, so that writer's block would be consistent in the computer age.
He cringed at the words: writer's block.
After a moment he looked up over the top of the monitor at the casement window over his desk. Outside the sky was high and pallid blue and the window itself was open, letting the unnatural warmth in. It felt more like late August.
While he watched, a hornet bumped up against the window screen, followed by another. After tapping at the unbroken screen in a few spots, trying to find entry, they moved off with a thin angry buzz.
Not gonna get in here, boys.
Again the thrill of a shiver went up his spine as he remembered the story from the morning paper.
Too bad I can't turn that into a piece for Parade magazine...
The phone rang.
He grabbed at it, as much in relief from the prospect of work as in annoyance.
"Pete, that you?" a falsely hearty voice said.
"Yeah, Bill, it's me."
His agent Bill Revell's voice became guarded. "I hesitate to bother you on a Sunday, but..."
"I'm not finished with it, Bill."
A slow long breath on the other end of the line. "They need the story by Tuesday, Pete. Halloween's a week from today and they have to coordinate artwork with it and—"
"I know all that, Bill," he said, with annoyance. "It's just going slow is all."
"All that research stuff you found—did it do you any good?"
"Fascinating stuff. But it hasn't helped me yet. I just can't seem to get a handle on this one."
"Jeez—" Revell started to sound frustrated, but held it in check. "Come on, Pete. You're one of the most popular children's horror authors on the planet. Your stories have sold in the millions in every language on earth. You can do this stuff in your sleep. Bogey man, a nice little scare, kids save the day, end of story. Tuesday. Two days. Can you do it?"
"Sure I can do it. In their hands Tuesday..."
"You sure, bud?" Revell sounded doubtful.
"No problem."
There was a hesitation. "You.. . sure you're all right, Pete?"
"Why do you ask?"
"You sound. . . weird. A little strange." A pause. "You been drinking?"
"Hell, no."
"Everything okay between you and Ginny?"
Maybe I should ask you that, you bastard.
He said, with sarcasm, "Sure, Bill. Just fine."
"Oh." After a long moment, Revel! added, "Anything I can do?"
"Fifteen percent worth of advice?"
"No need to get nasty, Pete. I'm just trying to help."
Before Kerlan could stop himself it came out: "You've already helped plenty, Bill."
The longest pause yet. "I told you, Pete, there was never anything between Ginny and I."
"You know how much I believe you, Bill? Fifteen percent."
"Perhaps we shouldn't work together any longer, if that's the way you feel."
"You really want that, Bill?"
"Actually no, I don't. But if you can't get over this idea that Ginny and I had an affair, I think we'd better think about it."
Something far in the back of his mind, in the place that still was rational and mature, told him to stop.
He took a long breath. "Let's just forget it," he said, reasonably.
There was a long breath on the other end of the line. "I'd like that, Pete. Get back to where things were."
Continuing in a reasonable tone, Kerlan said: "I'll have that piece in by Tuesday."
"Tuesday it is, bud. Maybe we can meet up early next week for a Halloween drink?"
"Sure, Bill. Whatever you say."
"Talk to you soon."
"Right."
There was a click and the phone went dead.
He held it in his hand for a moment, staring at it. Did she have an affair with him or not? The truth was, he didn't know. He was smart enough to know that the root of his problem with Ginny was deeper than that—deeper in himself. She was perfectly correct when she told him that all of his problems were rooted in his own frustration with his writing. He knew that was true. But didn't everything else flow Out of that? He'd always been a grouch—but had his moods grown so dark in the last months that he was actually driving her away from him?
Wasn't it reasonable to suppose that if he was driving her away, she would be driven into the arms of someone else? Someone like Bill Revell, who was handsome, and younger than he was, and made plenty of money?
Did it matter that he had absolutely no evidence of an affair between the two of them, except for that fact that he realized he was such rotten company that she had to fall into someone else's arms? That and the fact that he'd seen Revell put the moves on Ginny once?
God, Kerlan, you're an asshole.
He still loved Ginny, still loved her with all his heart—but had no idea how to tell her that.
The phone receiver still clutched in one hand, he lowered it slowly to its cradle and reached for the half empty fifth of Scotch, which had been open since noon. He poured two fingers of the honey-colored liquid into the tumbler to the left of the keyboard.
I do think I'll have that drink with you now, Bill, he thought, staring at the white sheet of the computer screen in front of him.

Four more fingers of Scotch and two hours later, he was no closer to filling the white blank space with words, but was at least enmeshed in the research in front of him.
Why the hell can't I get this down on paper?
It was fascinating stuff, the legends of Halloween and how they eventually became the relatively benign children's holiday of the present age. It was not always so. Halloween's roots were deep in pagan ritual, specifically the Celtic festival of Samhain, the Lord of Death. Samhain had the power to return the souls of the dead to their earthly homes for one evening—the evening which eventually became known in the Christian era as All Hallows Eve.
Why can't I turn this into a nice, not-too-scary children's story for the Sunday supplements?
He'd tried it a thousand ways—with pets, with witches, with scary monsters—but always it came out too frightening, too strong for children. Always it came out with Samhain as something not benign at all—but rather a hugely frightening entity to be feared more than death itself.
How the hell do you turn the Lord of Death into a warm, fuzzy character?
How the hell do you keep making a living, and straighten your life out, you dumb, useless bastard?
After another two fingers of Scotch, and another two hours, he gave up, went upstairs, and fell asleep on the couch in the living room, dreaming of endless white pages filled with nothing.

He heard Ginny come in, heard her hesitate as she beheld his prone body on the couch, heard her mutter, "Wonderful," and waited until she stalked off to the bedroom and slammed the door before trying to rouse himself. Blearily opening his eyes, he saw the orange sun setting through the living room window. It looked like a fat pumpkin.
Maybe there's something I can use there, he thought blearily. A fat old pumpkin named Pete...
He closed his eyes and drifted back to sleep.
A noise roused him. He knew it was much later, because it was dark through the window now. A dull white streetlight lamp glared at him where the sun had been.
He stared at the grandfather clock in the adjacent dining room, and saw that it was nearly eleven o'clock.
He heard noise off in the hallway leading to the front door.
He hoisted himself into a sitting position on the couch. Head in his hands, he saw the empty Scotch bottle on the floor on its side between his legs.
"Wonderful indeed," he said, remembering Ginny's use of the word hours before, as the first poundings of an evening hangover began in his temples.
He stood, and discovered he was still mildly drunk.
And there, piled in the hallway leading to the front door, was much of what Ginny owned, neatly stacked and suitcased.
Holy shit.
He suddenly discovered he wanted another drink. He found his way to the liquor cabinet, and was rooting around for an unopened bottle of Scotch when Ginny returned.
In a cold, even tone, she said, "Don't you think you've had enough to drink for one day?"
"Just one more, to clear my head," he said. "I get the feeling I'm going to need it"
She was beside him, her hand on his arm as he removed the discovered fifth of Dewers. To his surprise, her grip was gentle.
"Please don't," she said, and moved her hand down to take the Scotch from him.
Sudden resentment and anger boiled up in him. He pulled the bottle away, keeping it in his own hand. He turned away from her and twisted the cap off, looking unsteadily back into the living room for the glass tumbler he had used.
Ginny, amazingly, kept the gentle tone, but it had hardened slightly into urgency: "Please don't, Peter—"
"Just one!" he said, swiveling back to take a fresh tumbler from the top of the liquor cabinet, where they stood, cut crystal sparkling like winking eyes.
He poured and drank.
"I really can't take this any longer," Ginny said quietly, and the continued mild tone of what she said made him focus.
"Take what? Me?"
"Yes."
He grunted a laugh. "So you're going to—leave?"
"I think I have to"
"You gonna run to your lover? Jump into Bill Revell's arms?" Even as he said it, even with his drunkenness, he knew it was a mistake.
Silence descended on the room like a cold hand. "I told you, Peter—"
He poured another drink, downed it. "You told me! You told me!"
He waved the tumbler at her. "What if I don't believe you?"
With iron control she motioned toward the dining room table. "Sit down, Peter."
He moved the neck of the Scotch bottle to the tumbler, but her hands were firmer this time, yanking the bottle and glass out of his grip.
"Sit down."
He did so, fumbling at the chair until she pulled it out for him. He sat, and watched her sit on the opposite side of the table. Startled, he saw that there were tears in her eyes.
"I'm going to say this for the last time, Peter," she began, and suddenly he was focused on her as if he'd been struck suddenly sober. He knew by everything—by her posture, her voice, the tears in her eyes—that this was the pivotal moment they had been moving toward for the past weeks.
"I'm listening," he said, the fight out of him before it had even begun.
She studied his face for a moment. "Good. Then please listen closely, because this is the best I can do to explain what's happened to us." She took a deep breath. "First of all, I never had an affair with Bill Revell, and never would. He's your agent, and, quite frankly, I don't like him. He's smart but he's ruthless, and the only reason he's with you is that you're making him money. We both know he would drop you in a second if you stopped producing."
Kerlan thought of his conversation that afternoon with Revell. "You're right about—" he began, but Ginny cut him off.
"Let me finish. I was merely being polite to him at that party in September. He tried to kiss me and I didn't let him. End of story."
"I saw—"
"You saw him try. I turned my cheek and let him peck me there. That's what you saw. After you turned away I told him as nicely as I could that if he ever tried to kiss me again I'd knee him in the balls."
Kerlan felt an odd urge to laugh—this sounded so much like the old Ginny, the one he had fallen in love with. But instead he just stared at her.
"You said that? You never told me—"
"You never let me tell you. For the last month you've been treating me like a leper. Ever since you started that Halloween magazine assignment Revell got you."
He found that his head had cleared to a miraculous extent. It was as if the importance of the moment had surged through him, canceling out the liquor.
"You know I've been having trouble with it—"
Ginny laughed. "Having trouble? Like I said this morning, you've been nothing but a monster since you began researching it."
"The money's too good—"
"To hell with the money—and to hell with Bill Revell! Just tell him you can't do it!"
"I've never had trouble with anything before—"
She leapt on his words as if she had been waiting for them. "Isn't that what this is all about, Peter? Isn't this all about you not being able to pull the trigger when you want to? It's always come easy, hasn't it? You've always been able to write when you wanted or needed to—and now for the first time you've got. . . writer's block—"
"Don't say that!" he nearly screeched. She had touched the nerve, and even she seemed to know she had gone too far.
"All right then," she said, backing off. "Let's just say you're having trouble with this one. Isn't that the root of all our problems lately?"
After a moment, when he found there was nothing else he could say, he said, "Yes."
She seemed to give a huge sigh of relief. In the gentlest voice he had ever heard her use, she said, "Peter, do you think we can stop fighting?"
His eyes were drawn to the pile of her belongings waiting in the hallway. He found that the last thing in the world he wanted was for her to leave. To hell with his work—to hell with everything. He wanted her to stay.
"I.. .love you, Ginny. I'm . . . sorry for everything I've done."
Then suddenly she was around the table and holding him, and they both were crying.
"Oh, Peter, it's all right, everything's going to be all right."
"Yes, Ginny, I promise..."
"And you'll tell Revell you can't do that piece?"
He stiffened, and she pulled away from him.
"You'll tell him that?" she repeated.
The old anger tried to boil up in him—all the feelings of inadequacy, of helplessness, of everything that was mixed in with it, of him hitting middle age, getting older, afraid of losing his talent, afraid of losing her—
With a huge effort, he brought himself under control and said, "If it doesn't work in the next day or so, I'll toss it."
"You mean it?" Her huge beautiful eyes were searching his own, studying him, begging him—
Again he had to control himself, and knew she sensed it. She was waiting for him—
"Yes."
She hugged him tighter. "I can't tell you how happy I am. I didn't want to leave. I was going to go to my sister's, and you know I can't stand her—"
"Neither can I," Kerlan said dryly, and Ginny laughed.
"I love you more than anything in the world, Peter," she said, kissing him. "Don't ever doubt that."
She kissed him again, and Peter said, "I love you, too. More than you'll ever know."
She pulled away from him, smiling, and said, "I'll put everything away in the morning. It's Monday, and I want to get the rest of my gardening done early, before I go to work. I'll put my stuff away after I get home tomorrow night, all right?"
"All right," he answered, smiling back at her.
"You coming to bed?"
He almost said yes, sensing from the look in her eyes that she might want more than sleep, but instead he said, "I'm going to spend a little time in my office."
Her face darkened slightly. "You're not going to—"
"If it doesn't work immediately, I'm giving it up. Let's call this a last stand."
He could tell she was thinking of arguing, but instead she nodded.
"All right, Peter. Give it one more try."
"I'll be up later."
She stopped, looked back at him. "I'll wait up for you, if I can keep my eyes open."
"See you later."
She went down the hail to the bedroom. Kerlan, grunting with the continuance of a well deserved hangover, made his way downstairs.

At three in the morning, he was finally ready to give up. The piece, no matter how he came at it, was just much too dark. The more he delved into the character of Samhain, the more frightening the Celtic Lord of Death became. There were hints of human sacrifice as tribute for good crops and prosperity. There were various dark tales of horrible deaths and evil perpetuated in his name. There was just no way to lighten him up. Peter tried making him into a character with a black cloak and pumpkin for a head—but when he read over what little he had written, the Lord of the Dead was just too scary for children. It just seemed that no matter what he tried to make the Samhain character do, he always ended up surrounded by death.
The real stuff.
And if little kids didn't like one thing, it was the real stuff.
He stared at a sketch he'd made of Samhain to help him, with the folds of his bright pumpkin head set back into the dark shadows of his cowl, a horrid sickle grin on his cut-out face, a spark of terrifying fire deep in the ebony eye sockets, stark white bone hands reaching from beneath the folds of the cloak, and shivered.
"Hell," he muttered to the picture, at the end of his rope, realizing that it just wasn't going to work, "I'd even pay tribute to you, Sam, if you'd help me finish this damn story."
Suddenly, as if a switch had been thrown, it came to him.
Sam.
That was it!
Call him Sam.
Almost before he knew it, he was tearing through the story, and, in what seemed like no time at all, it lay all but finished in front of him.
He came out of what felt like a trance, but what must actually be, he realized, a mixture of waning work-adrenaline, the remains of a Scotch hangover, and just plain tiredness. Through the window above his desk, the sun had already circled the globe and come up over the back of the house. Brighter than it had been the evening before, when it had hovered in the living room window, it now resembled a happy pumpkin.
By the clock, he saw that it was eight in the morning.
I worked five hours straight. Amazing.
Three tiny shadows passed by the window in front of the sun, hovering briefly before the screen, and he saw that they were yellow jackets. Briefly, he remembered the newspaper story from the day before. A shiver started, but was suppressed by tiredness.
He stretched, suddenly remembering Ginny.
I hope she just drifted off to sleep, and didn't wait for me.
He rose, stretched as if his frame had been locked into a sitting position for a year, rubbing his eyes while yawning, and left the office, tramping upstairs.
He thought of making coffee, but knew he would never stay awake while it brewed.
In the front hallway, he walked around Ginny's pile of belongings, noting with curiosity that the front door was open.
Upstairs, Ginny was not in the bedroom.
She was nowhere in the house.
On the pile of her belongings, perched like a bird, was a note: Peter I'm sorry, but I have to leave...

"And there's a possibility the note may have been written the previous night, before your reconciliation?"
"Yes."
"Thing I don't get is, Mr. Kerlan: why'd she leave without her things?"
Detective Grant had been nice enough in the beginning, even solicitous; but now, standing with the man in the front hallway of the house, Peter sensed a change in the atmosphere, an aggressiveness that hadn't been present before. At first all the questions had been about Ginny, where she might have gone, why she would have left, but now, Grant couldn't seem to take his eyes off the pile of belongings in the hallway. Peter could tell it stuck like a wad of gum to the roof of the man's mouth.
"I told you, detective, we had a fight Sunday. A big one. I was sleeping on the couch when she came home, and when I woke up all of her stuff was in the hallway—"
"She packed while you were asleep—"
"Yes. And when I woke up we started the fight all over again. By the end of it we had squared things away, I thought. Ginny went up to bed and I went down to my office to work—"
"This was late, almost midnight—?"
"Yes."
"And you worked through the entire night—" Grant said, referring to his notes. "And when you went upstairs—"
He looked up at Kerlan from his pad, and for the first time Peter sensed a faint belligerence from the man.
"When I went upstairs she was gone."
The detective snapped his fingers. "Just like that?"
"Yes."
"Left her belongings, her car, just took off after you had supposedly settled everything?" He gave a twist in emphasis to the word "supposedly," making it sound almost sinister.
"That's exactly right."
"And you called us after you spent yesterday looking everywhere she might have gone, including her sister; an..." he consulted his notes "...uncle in Chicago, her best friend from college, and even your own mother." He glanced sideways from his notebook at Kerlan. "Your mother?"
"My mother and Ginny are very close. I could see her going there, yes. Ginny's own parents are dead."
Grant nodded briefly, went back to his notes. "You called all the local motels and hotels. . . that about the whole story?"
"Yes."
Grant straightened his heavy frame, turning his notebook to a new page. "Well, maybe not exactly, Mr. Kerlan. I'd like to fill in a few blanks, if you don't mind."
"Anything you want."
"All right, then. Let's see..." Grant was running his eyes down a notebook page, flipped back to the previous page and did the same. His eyes, which were bright blue in a rough, stubbled face, making them startling, pinned Peter suddenly.
"Let's start with you being asleep on the couch on Sunday. You were taking a nap?" Again the emphasis on a word, this time "nap," which made Grant sound incredulous.
"I'd had a few drinks, and was sleeping that off."
"Ah." This seemed to satisfy Grant and he went on searching his notes. Kerlan had the feeling that the detective already had laser sharp questions in a neat list in his head, and was only scanning the notebook for effect.
"You had two fights with your wife that day?"
"One at breakfast time and then another that night."
"You fought a lot?"
"Recently, yes."
"Marital. . . trouble?" Grant let this hang in the air, waving his pencil in a little circle to make the question more than it was.
"I've been having trouble with my work. It carried over."
"Any other obvious difficulties? Money? Sex life? You having an affair, maybe?"
Kerlan blinked, surprised at the question. "No. Nothing like that."
"Nothing like that." Grant nodded to himself, making a note on his current page. "You drink a lot, Mr. Kerlan?"
Again, he was taken aback. "No. Occasionally I have a few."
"Have a few. . . You ever hit your wife? Slap her around?"
Now Peter became angry. "No."
Grand nodded, made a note.
"You can't think of anywhere else she might have gone, anyone else she might have gone to see?"
The detective eyed the pile of goods stacked in the hallway for perhaps the twentieth time. "Any idea why she left her stuff behind, Mr. Kerlan?"
"That's the part I don't get."
"Me too. If you were running away, would you leave all your things behind after spending the time and trouble to stack it all up in the hallway by the front door?"
"No, I wouldn't."
Suddenly the detective straightened again, turning it into a stretch. He flipped the notebook closed and pocketed his pen in the side pocket of his jacket. His tie was loosened, Peter noticed.
Without warning, Grant smiled, making Peter blink.
"Thanks, Mr. Kerlan. I've got everything I need for now. We'll check over everything you did, and widen the motel and hotel search a little into the next county. It's kind of early yet to be too worried. I'll be in touch." He suddenly winked, and held out his hand. "If she shows up give me a call, will you?"
Peter went to shake the hand but then saw that there was a business card in it, which he took automatically.
"I will, detective."
"Do that." Grant turned on his heels and was out the front door and into his sedan almost before Peter could answer. Peter saw him light a cigarette as he climbed into the car.
He watched the detective pull out of the driveway over a mat of yet-raked leaves. In the last two days the trees had denuded themselves completely, leaving a riot of reds and yellows on his lawn. Peter idly noticed that the Meyers' had cleared and bagged their own front yard, the neatly clipped grass of which showed yellow green. Their three pumpkins had settled into a neat row—smallest at the top, fattest of the three at the bottom. In their picture window were Halloween cut-outs: a jointed white skeleton with a toothy grin, a black-clad witch riding a broomstick angled up toward a sickle reddish moon.
Halloween was only five days away.
And it was still too damned hot.
He turned away from the front door, confronted by the mute pile of Ginny's belongings.
For a moment, tears welled up in his eyes.
Ginny, where are you?
I thought we had fixed it? I thought we were okay?
The boxes, the suitcases, the bags of clothing, remained mute.

He first felt not a sting, but the vague, insistent, faint, tiny itch of an insect on his leg.
He swiveled in his armchair, bending his left leg and at the same time brushing at the itch; something small, dark and solid dropped from his leg and melded with the carpet beside his desk. It wriggled there for a moment, righting itself in a tiny lifting of small wings, and he bent to examine it, suppressing a sudden shudder.
It was a hornet, not much past pupae stage, its tiger stripes muted into almost orange and black.
He remembered the story in the newspaper; the children stung by a legion of hornets from a nest they had disturbed—
"How in hell—" he said, lifting his carpeted slipper almost without thinking to grind the insect into the carpet before it could advance or, possibly, take flight.
Supressing another shudder, he drew his foot away, dragging it across the carpet to rid the slipper's bottom of the creature's remains. A diminishing line of bug guts, looking dry and powdery and papery, trailed the low cut gray rug till they came to a point and disappeared.
Have to clean that later, he thought, turning back to his work.
The basement office's single screened window was open above his desk, and for a moment he idly heard a buzz and looked up.
There, outside, was a fat bumblebee, just bumping the screen before lumbering airily off.
Before turning back to his work he let his eyes roam over the screen, looking for torn corners or holes; there were none.
Didn't get in that way.
He turned back to his work, which was still going well; after sending the Halloween story to Parade magazine on Monday he'd discovered he had more to say on the subject of Samhain—or, as he called his own cute little version, Sam.
Almost immediately the phone rang, and he clutched his pencil, almost throwing it down angrily, before dropping it on the desk and, with a sigh, picking up the receiver.
"Yes?"
It was Revell on the other end of the line, asking after him.
"I'd be doing a lot better," Peter said, trying to keep the testiness out of his voice, "if I didn't have people like you bothering me."
Revell said with false concern, "I'm just worried about you, Pete."
Are you?
"Thanks for the concern."
"You heard anything more from the police?"
"No. They don't have anything new."
Unless Ginny 's with you after all, you bastard.
"Well, let me know if you need anything," Revell said. "I—"
Peter cut him off. "I really have to get back to work."
"Nothing wrong with that. Take your mind off what you're going through. Actually, that's the reason I called—"
Of course it is, you bastard. He recalled what Ginny had said: "He would drop you in a second if you stopped producing..."
"I've got to go. I'll call you soon."
Like hell I will.
He half-slammed the phone down, stared at the wall next to his desk.
Something was crawling up it, above the wooden filing cabinet that held his printer, muted orange and black stripes—
"What the fu—"
He reached out a palm, hit it flat; the hornet, still whole, tumbled from the wall behind the metal filing cabinet and was lost to view.
He was on his feet, pushing his swivel chair back and pressing his head against the wall to try to locate the insect behind the cabinet; unable to, he stalked from the office in anger and went to his messy workbench at the other end of the basement, pushing objects aside—a power screwdriver, coffee tin of miscellaneous nails—until he located a flashlight. He turned back toward the office, flipping the flashlight switch, which produced a click but no lightbeam.
"Shit!"
He reversed stride, rummaged through the wreckage on top of the workbench, then pulled drawers open until he found an opened four pack of D cells; he unscrewed the flashlight's top, turned it over impatiently, dropping one of the two batteries within from his waiting palm to the floor where it rolled beneath the bench.
"Shit! Shit!" He kicked the bench once, pulled back his slipper to kick it again before breathing deeply and turning his attention to the new batteries, which he shoved viciously into the flashlight's tubular body before screwing the head back on and flipping it on once more.
Light shone this time, blinked out until he smacked the tool against his palm, hard.
The beam stayed on.
He strode back to the office and played the beam on the wall above the filing cabinet. Getting closer, he was about to shine it behind the cabinet when he saw an immature hornet crawling over the printer's paper tray, and another on the wall beside it.
He cursed, put the flashlight down on the desk, looked for something to hit the insects with, and found a recent trade journal, which he rolled up, smacking the two hornets with it.
One dropped away to the rug; the other lay squashed against the printer's paper stack.
Wary now, he looked in increments behind the printer, saw another insect making its way up the wall behind, and what looked like two others below it, showing movement.
Shivering, he drew back, moved away from the desk and toward the office's door, his eyes glancing at the rug, the walls, the ceiling.
He closed the door behind him, dropped the rolled up magazine and climbed the steps to the house's first floor two at a time.
He made his way to the front door, pushing his way past piles of Ginny's clothes, Ginny's books, her cds.
He yanked open the front door, pushed open the screen, descended the porch's four steps and walked quickly to the western rear corner of the house, which fronted his basement office and the bedroom above it.
The cable television and phone line entry, as well as the house's gas main, were clustered near the side corner. He examined them, seeing no entry for an insect where the wires and gas line led into the house's siding; everything was sealed and caulked.
He moved closer; a hornet flew past him, then another, and he spotted the entry, below the siding level. He watched a moment, saw a hornet fly to a spot near the corner of the house where foundation met siding, land and crawl underneath the siding.
Edging closer, he crouched nearly to the ground, turning his head to examine beneath the siding.
There was a gap there in the wooden sill plate on which the house rested above the concrete foundation; it looked like the two boards which met at the corner had either not been properly butted, or that the butting board had shrunk, leaving an opening into an area between the house's first floor and basement.
"Jesus," he said, as a hornet crawled out from the space, flying past him with a rush as another crawled into the opening.
They had obviously built a nest back there.
"Damn."
Filled with fury and resolve, he got to his feet, returned to the house and kicked his slippers off in the living room, looking for his deck shoes; they were nowhere to be seen and he searched down the hallway, almost reaching the back bedroom before finding the shoes nestled one against the other just outside the bedroom door.
He slipped them on, checked the pockets of his shorts for his car keys and then moved back outside, slamming the house door behind him.
I'll take care of you, you bastards.
He got into his Honda, nearly leaving rubber as he backed out of the driveway, and was back in twenty minutes with two cans of Hornet and Wasp Killer. Barely reading the instructions, he pulled the safety tab from the top of one can, shoved the thin, hard plastic straw that came with it into the can's top nozzle and shook the can as he marched back to the outside corner of the house.
Want to eat this? Enjoy it!
He stopped before the spot, watched a hornet alight and then crawl into the hidden opening, watched another crawl out and fly off. He crouched, thrusting the can's nozzle forward and awkwardly trying to fit it under and into the opening.
The hard plastic straw missed, sliding away as a hornet, angered, crawled out, followed by another.
Flinching, he pressed the nozzle, watching the acrid spray cover the two insects; they froze and dropped to the ground.
And now the rest of you bastards.
Still spraying, he crouched lower, his eye level below that of the foundation, and found the opening.
He angled the nozzle's straw in and tightened his grip on the can's trigger.
A single hornet fought its way out, dropped immediately to the ground. Another, coming from the outside, circled the opening, caught a whiff of escaping spray and also dropped.
He emptied the can, pushed himself back as three returning hornets began to circle the hole widely; one of the insects ventured into the hole, immediately retreated and then dropped to the ground. There was a long stain of spilled pesticide spray down the foundation under the hole, which began to dry as he watched.
A cloud of hornets circled the sprayed opening, darting toward it, landing tentatively on the lowest level of siding over the opening, took off again.
He shook the can, let a final spray cover them; all but one dropped to the ground as the remaining one flew off.
That'll take care of you.
Breathing deeply, the adrenalin rush that had sustained him for the past hour receding, he went into the house, scooping up the second can of insect spray where he had deposited it on the front stoop, in time to hear the telephone begin to ring.
It was Bill Revel! again.
"Pete, I'm sorry to bother you again but you didn't let me finish before. Parade was so wild about that Halloween piece you did that I showed it to Doubleday and they flipped. They'd like you to do more, and turn it into a book. We're talking high five figures, maybe low six for this one—"
"I'll think about it."
"Jeez, what's to think about? Just say yes and I'll take care of the rest. They're talking about publishing next Halloween, cash register dumpster display, a real push. These characters of yours could become perennials—you could turn one out every Halloween, have the kids waiting in line—"
"I said I'd think about it—"
"I know you're worried about Ginny, bud, but this one could set you up with a guarantee every year for the next five years at least. Can I at least negotiate a three-book deal?"
He said nothing, and Revell went on: "The characters are great, Pete! A real Halloween character! Named Sam no less! And I love Holly Ween! I've got feelers out already to television, and I think we can expect a big bite on that—half hour like 'It's the Great Pumpkin, Charlie Brown.' We're talking ancillary—lunchboxes, tees, the whole nine—"
"Do whatever the hell you want!" Kerlan shouted, and slammed down the phone.
He gripped the receiver tightly as he suddenly began to cry.
If she wasn't with Revell, she was with someone else.
And he'd driven her away.
She's gone and I know it.
Gone for good.
He let the second can of bug spray slip to the floor as he covered his face with his hands and wept, and kept weeping.

After trying to watch television, and trying to eat, he went to bed early and as a consequence rose early the next morning.
With a tepid cup of instant coffee in his hand, he made his way down to the basement office.
Even before reaching it, the faint, acrid smell of bug spray tickled his nostrils.
"Christ," he said, wincing as he walked into the room; it was even worse than the faint, musty odor the basement room sometimes held in the summer months, when the foundation walls behind the sheetrock covered studs picked up humidity from the ground. The smell had been particularly noticeable this year.
He stood up on his swivel chair, cursing sharply as it tried to turn sideways with his weight, then leaned out over his desk to open the room's single casement window.
"Shit," he said, recoiling; in the casement box were the bodies of five small hornets, all but one seemingly dead; the live one moved feebly, its small wings opening once, then again. Behind the casement, somewhere behind the room's wall, he heard a faint buzzing sound.
He climbed down from the chair, nearly ran to the workbench area, and returned with the basement's wet-vac.
He plugged the vacuum into the wall socket between his desk and the printer stand, turned it on, and angled the hose nozzle up into the casement, sucking up all of the hornets.
His eye caught movement by the printer, and he saw another small insect body crawling up the wall over the machine.
I thought I wiped you bastards out yesterday!
He covered the hornet with the sucking nozzle, then looked wildly around the walls, then at the floor.
"Shit!"
There was a cluster of dead bodies fanned out in the corner just to the left of the printer stand, where a heat register ran across the wall at floor level; two live hornets were just crawling out of the bottom of the register itself.
"Shit! Shit!" he said, fighting an uncontrollable chill, thrusting the vacuum head around the area and plugging it into the corner under the register as far as it would go.
He heard the tap of insect bodies rushing up the vacuum's soft plastic accordion hose and into the wet-vac's drum.
Another crawled out onto the rug from behind the printer stand, and he speared it, then put the nozzle back into the corner. He kept it there, feeling another tiny body sucked up into the machine, and then another.
He gave up all thoughts of work, and fled the office; at the doorway he saw a feebly moving hornet on the rug by the sill, and mashed it with his foot, closing the door behind him.

"Sounds weird enough, Mr. Kerlan, but they all sound weird to me. One time—"
"Can you come today?" Peter said into the phone, cutting the beekeeper off before he went into yet another anecdote. "This infestation is in the place I work, and I need it taken care of."
"Sure," the other said, slowly. "I suppose I can be there this afternoon. We'll take care of you."
"I hope so," Kerlan said, slamming down the phone.

He stole a glance into his office, opening the door a crack. By now all sorts of nightmares preyed on his mind: the room filled with flying insects; a swarm waiting for him, covering him as he opened the door—
All inside seemed quiet; the casement window threw a rectangular shaft of light against the far wall's built-in bookcase.
He opened the door wider, listening for buzzing.
Maybe I wiped them out after all.
His relief was short-lived; as he stepped toward his desk his foot covered three squirming hornet bodies, and he saw a few more scattered here and there, some unmoving, others moving as if drunk; there were three or four on the walls, also, and more, perhaps a dozen, covering the casement's window itself, silhouetted dots against the light.
He reached for the wet/dry vac, recoiled as a hornet brushed his hand as it fell from the hose; others were crawling over the instrument's drum, one hiding coyly by one of the rolling wheels.
Once again he fled, and closed the door.

"What you've got there is a classic case of wall infestation," the bee-keeper, whose name was Floyd Willims, said. He looked like a beekeeper, was tall and thin-haired and preoccupied when he stepped from his dirty white van; and now even more so, dressed almost comically in a pith helmet whose brim was ringed with mosquito netting; from the back of his van he pulled a thick pair of rubber gloves from a soiled box. He held up the gloves for inspection. "Triple thickness," he said, almost proudly; "stingers can't get through." After retrieving a powder filled canister and what appeared to be a pump hose from the van, he turned back to Kerlan and said, "Proceed!"
Kerlan had already showed him the corner of the house where the hornets had gained access; they returned to that spot now and the beekeeper knelt, put the thin end of the hose which led into the canister in the opening, and began to puff powder into it.
"This'll kill 'em dead," he said. "Whichever ones return will carry the powder into the nest and spread it to the others."
As if on cue, as the bee-keeper removed the hose from the opening a hornet alighted and crawled into it.
"Now let's have a look at the nest," the bee-keeper said, heading for the house with Kerlan.
They had already studied the office on the bee-keeper's arrival, and the bee-keeper had helped Kerlan move furniture so that the upper corner of the wall, behind which the bee-keeper said they would find the nest, was exposed; luckily, there would be access through a nearby panel, behind which the house's electrical box was located. To either side of the box was packed insulation, which the bee-keeper began to remove.
The smell of insect spray became stronger in the room.
The bee-keeper lay the strips of insulation on the floor; Kerlan was repulsed to see hornets crawling feebly over the pink spun glass fibers of its back.
The bee-keeper held up a strip, examined the five hornets on it carefully.
"You zapped them pretty good with that off-the-shelf stuff you sprayed into the nest yesterday," he said. "If you'd gotten them at dusk, when they were all in the nest, you might have killed them all. What we're looking at are the dregs, I think."
"How did they get in here to begin with? How many openings does the nest have?"
Willims had shown him a picture of a typical paper hornet's nest; a nearly round structure with a single opening, usually at the bottom.
"They either made another exit, or left an opening near the top," he said. "This isn't quite a typical nest. They were drawn to the light in your office." He pointed to the baseboard, the corner of the floor where the heat register butted the wall. "There's an opening down there, I'm sure. Doesn't take much, just a quarter inch." He squinted through his mosquito netting at the molding along the rug where the printer stand had been before they moved it. "There may be others. Like I said, a quarter inch is all they need."
An involuntary chill washed over Kerlan as a hornet crawled onto the bee-keeper's glove and onto his shirt sleeve. The bee-keeper regarded it for a moment and then flicked it to the floor. "Like I said, you must have hit them good. if they were healthy they'd be all over us, because of the light." He turned to Kerlan as if having a sudden thought. "Sure you don't want to leave?"
"I'll stay, if you think it's safe."
The bee-keeper laughed. "Safe enough. If they pour out of the walls when I remove the rest of this insulation, I'll yell and you can run."
Kerlan's eyes enlarged in alarm but the bee-keeper added, "Not likely to happen."
At that moment the bee-keeper pulled the last strip of insulation out with a grunt.
Nothing happened; the bee-keeper angled his head, aiming a flashlight up into the exposed cavity, and called back, "Yeah, you hit 'em pretty good."
Kerlan leaned over, trying to see; pulled back and a fist-shaped clutch of dead hornets fell from the space between the open cavity and the bee-keeper's body.
The bee-keeper angled his arm up into the cavity.
"I'll. . .get it out if I can—"
He pulled a huge chunk of dark papery gray material out of the cavity, let it drop to the floor.
"Nest," he said in explanation. It was followed by a bigger chunk, mottled and round on the inside; within it's crushed interior were dead hornets and a few feebly live ones.
"Ugh," Kerlan said.
"Pretty big nest," the bee-keeper said, continuing to pull sections of the structure out. Mixed with the leavings now were the familiar honeycombed sections that Kerlan knew contained the pupae. Most but not all were empty. "About the size of a soccer ball. They built it right up in the corner beneath the floor above. As they built the nest it forced the insulation back. Amazing critters."
He continued his work, and Kerlan shivered.
An hour later the office was more or less back to normal, and Kerlan was writing the bee-keeper a check.
"You'll want to caulk that hole they used in a couple of weeks," Willims said. "That powder I sprayed around it will take care of any stragglers."
"Why not plug it now?"
"Well, you could, but there could still be a few females outside the nest; they'd just start another one."
Kerlan had forgotten that each nest held a queen.
"Didn't we kill off this nest's queen?"
"You can be pretty much certain of that. But even so, any female can become a queen. They'll just start another nest." He grinned. "Summer's not quite over, you know. I'll be getting calls like yours 'till mid-November, if the heat holds out."
"Christ."
The bee-keeper folded the check and turned toward his dirty white van. Kerlan had a sudden thought.
"You're sure my nest is dead?"
The bee-keeper shrugged. "Pretty sure. You may see a few strays wander out of your baseboard gaps looking for light, but believe me, that nest is dead. Only other problem you could have is if two females got in there originally and the second one started another nest somewhere else inside the wall, farther down." Seeing Kerlan's eyes widen he laughed. "Not likely that happened, though. Plug the gaps in the baseboard if you can; you can use a wad of scrunched up cellophane tape. Call me if you have any more problems."
Kerlan nodded as the van drove off.
A single yellow-jacket brushed by his face as he entered the house.

The next morning he entered his office to work. The evening before, he had moved along the edge of the baseboard where he could get at it, pushing cellophane tape into anything that looked like an opening. By the baseboard he had found a huge hole surrounding the heat pipe which let into the register; around it were tens of dead yellow jackets and a very alive spider as big as a thumb nail, feeding on them.
There was a sour smell emanating from the vent; a mixture of fading bug spray and the strong damp smell from the cavity behind. After recoiling he cleaned the area out with the wet/dry vac and then plugged it with insulating material. The smell receded.
He vacuumed the rug thoroughly, sucking up dead hornet bodies, and then replaced his furniture and turned on his computer.
There came a tapping at the casement window above him and he started, looking up. It was just a fat bumblebee, probably the same from the other day, which ambled sluggishly off.
He let out a deep breath and turned to the screen.
He typed out the words Sam Hain and the Halloween that Almost Wasn't and suddenly, for the next hours, he was lost in the characters as words poured out of him in a torrent. Nothing like this had happened to him in the last twenty years. Page after page scrolled down the screen, and he knew they were all good. He finished one story and the ideas for two others came into his head unbidden. He typed so fast his fingers began to ache—something he hadn't felt since the days of electric typewriters, when the constant kickback of the keys would rattle his knuckles and literally make his fingers sore. It was a marvelous feeling. And still he wrote on, completing outlines for two more stories before finally letting himself fall back into his swivel chair, breathing hard. It was as if he had run a marathon, and he couldn't believe the mass of material now stored on his hard disk.
Without thinking, he sent it all as an attached file to Bill Revel!, with a curt note: "Like I said, do whatever the hell you want."
He knew that would keep the bastard busy for a while, and off his back.
Even now, he felt another itch at the back of his brain, which would turn into more work tomorrow. He knew it. It had been so long since this had happened to him, this creative torrent, that he'd forgotten what it was like.
Oh, Ginny, if only you were here now! The problem's gone! I can write again!
It was the only sour note in what had been a marvelous day. He looked up at his casement window and saw that night had fallen, and that a waxing moon was rising. It looked huge and orange-tinged, and even that gave him a new idea for a story: Sam and Holly and the Halloween Moon.
Quickly he wrote it down in outline, and when he looked up again the moon was high and the clock said it was midnight.
He stumbled upstairs, past Ginny's things, and walked down the hall to bed, where he dreamed of black and orange things, and a cute character named Sam Ham, a squat fellow that looked like a comical skeleton with a wide happy grin and a spring in his step, who danced through a children's Halloween world with his blonde-curled friend Holly. It was a world of orange and yellow and red, of perpetually falling leaves that danced and dervished, and trick or treat bags that were always open and bottomless, and Jack o'lanterns that never sputtered or grew burned black inside or soft rotten, and winds that were blustery and just cold, and the clouds that made the fat full moon wink, and a night that was always All Hallows Eve, with hoots in the air, and scary costumes that weren't really scary at all
and in the dream Sam Hain changed, even as the night changed, as he grew from a fat happy children's character into a monstrous terrifying thing, black and tall and cold as space, his bone hands bone white and hard as smooth stones, his eyes deeper than black empty wells, his grin not happy but ravenous, his breath ancient and colder than space, and sour with death as he bent to whisper into Kerlan's ear something soft and horrible, and which made him scream even as it filled him with joy—
Two days, it said. You'll see her in two days.
He awoke, covered in sweat, with the moon higher than his window and the night suddenly chilly, and for a moment he thought he saw something that looked like Ginny lying on the bed next to him, something which turned to writhing tiny balls of dust and then vanished.
He sat up in bed breathing heavily, drenched in cold sweat, eyes wide with fear, and then he lay down again, and the room grew warm, and he slept again, dreamless.

The next day he sat in front of his screen again, oblivious, until a sound, a tiny insistent buzzing, made him look up.
He already had outlines for two more Sam Hain stories, and was in the middle of a third. Groggily, he glanced up at his window and saw a hornet buzz by outside the screen.
He went back to work, but the tiny insistent buzzing remained. It was like an itch at the back of his mind.
If anything, the weather had grown even hotter. The radio, which he had listened to briefly while making coffee, mentioned a record-breaker of eighty-two degrees for this date, October 30th. The leaves on the front lawn were wilting, turning dry and crackly like they normally did in deep winter. The Meyer kids, he barely noticed, were now all in shorts and short-sleeve shirts.
As he worked, the faint buzz remained, but he tuned it out, and kept tapping at the keys.
Sometime in early afternoon, after ignoring two phone calls, he hit a lull and reached blindly for the phone when it rang again.
"Yes?" he said curtly.
There was a slight pause, and then a voice said: "Mr. Kerlan? This is Detective Grant."
For a moment that meant nothing to him, but then he focused on the name.
"Are you there, Mr. Kerlan?" the detective asked.
"Yes, I'm here."
"I was wondering if you've heard from your wife."
He remembered the dream from the night before. "Have you heard from her?" he said with hope.
Again a pause. "No, I haven't. Frankly, I don't see why I would. I'm just checking in to see if by any chance she made contact with you, or anyone else you know."
"I haven't heard from her."
"That's too bad." Another pause, which Kerlan waited patiently through.
"Mr. Kerlan, do you mind if I ask you a few more questions?" Peter's attention now was on everything Grant said. His hands left the keyboard reluctantly. "Sure, go ahead."
"Thank you. I was.. .wondering if perhaps your wife had gone to.. . someone other than a family member?"
"Like who?"
"Someone...perhaps she was..." Grant laughed with slight embarrassment. "I don't know quite how to say this, except to just say it." Peter waited.
"Mr. Kerlan, was your wife having an affair?"
He instantly thought of Revell.
"Who told you that?"
"Well.. .1 shouldn't say this, but one of her relatives told me that there had been some. . . friction between your wife and yourself lately over the question of her, perhaps, seeing someone else..."
A kind of relief flooded through him; he'd thought perhaps the detective had dug up facts when, in fact, he had obviously been talking to Ginny's big mouthed sister, who would have known about their problems.
"Did Ginny's sister Anna tell you that?"
Grant said, "Well..."
"If she did, there's nothing to it. I had a fit of jealousy but there was nothing behind it."
"That's what your agent said when I talked to him, but you never know with these things. People try to.. .keep things quiet sometimes..."
"Revell."
"Yes, William Revell. So as far as you know your wife wasn't having an affair with Mr. Revell?"
"Absolutely not."
"But you did think she was, for a time."
"For a brief time, yes. I was wrong."
"Jealousy, you said..." Grant replied, and Peter could picture the man consulting his cursed note pad, flipping pages...
"Is there anything else, detective? I'm busy—"
"Just a few more questions. Unless you'd like me to drop by later..."
Peter sighed. "That's all right. I'll answer whatever you want now."
"Thank you for taking the time, Mr. Kerlan. Now..."
Peter could hear the rustling of notebook pages. He waited.
Grant finally said, "Ah. What I wanted to know was, if it's possible, I mean, could it be possible, that your wife is not missing, but has been murdered?"
Peter's vision went black for a moment. "What?"
"What I mean is," Grant said, in the same casual tone, "do you think it's possible?"
"Murdered? By whom?"
"That's the question, isn't it? But what we've got here, Mr. Kerlan, is a woman who threatened to run away, who may have had an affair, and, when she did finally leave, did not go anywhere logical, to family or friend, or even to the man with whom she may have been having an affair—"
"I told you, there was no affair. You talked with Revell, didn't you say?"
"Oh, yes, he was very helpful. Told me just what you're telling me now. But what I'm thinking is that, if there was the perception of an affair, even for a time..."
"Detective Grant, I may be dense but I'm not that dense. Are you telling me you think I killed my wife?"
"Not at all!" Grant gave a falsely hearty laugh. "Did I say that?"
"Not in so many words. But the way you're talking..."
Another pause. "Let me put it this way, Mr. Kerlan. Usually when we have this kind of situation, a missing person the way we have here, a few logical possibilities present themselves. The most logical in this case is that your wife left, and went to someone close to her. That hasn't happened. Another logical possibility is that she took off on a whim, and went to a faraway place, on an airplane, perhaps, or a train or bus. Since she didn't take her car, this is the way we think. We've checked on this end as far as we could, and that doesn't seem to have happened. And if it had, usually after two or three days she would have contacted you, or one of the other people close to her, to talk or just to let someone know she was all right. This is the kind of logic we use. After those two scenarios are excluded, there's another which often presents itself. That is, of course, that she never left at all. That she was..."
"Murdered. By me."
"Or someone else, Mr. Kerlan. Is there anyone else we should be looking at?"
"Could it have been a random thing, a serial killer—"
He had the feeling Grant almost laughed, but instead the detective said, "That's not a logical scenario at the moment, Mr. Kerlan. Like I said, is there anyone else. . .
"No. Nobody I can think of."
"Then if you were me, and thinking logically..."
"You think I killed her. You think I went into a jealous rage, and murdered her, and hid her body, chopped it up with an ax, put it in a blender..."
Grant wasn't laughing on the other end of the line, and Kerlan suddenly realized the man might take him literally.
"I write horror fiction for a living, detective."
"Yes, I know." The voice was a bit harder-edged.
"I didn't chop her up and put her in a blender."
Silence.
"Should we be talking further about this, Mr. Kerlan? With perhaps a lawyer present?"
"I didn't kill my wife, detective."
Almost all of the civility was gone from Grant's voice. "Didn't you, Mr. Kerlan?"
"I didn't."
"Can you blame me for thinking such.. .well, horrible thoughts?"
"I can't, but you're wrong. If Ginny is dead I didn't kill her."
"Do you think she's dead, Mr. Kerlan? After what I've said?"
His voice caught. "I don't know. I hope to God she isn't."
"I'll be in touch, Mr. Kerlan," Grant said, and there was an ominous note to his voice.
The line went dead.
Tomorrow, Peter thought, the previous night's dream coming into his head. He said I'd see her tomorrow.

He worked the rest of the day and into the evening in a fog. Two more complete Sam Hain outlines rolled across his monitor, along with sketches for three more which already begged for his attention. And all the while he heard the faintest of buzzings, going so far as to stop his feverish work at one point and search his office. But no matter where he searched the buzzing was faint and out of reach, and finally he went back to pounding the keys until exhaustion made him stop, with yet another moon, even fatter, rising across the window over his desk.
Without eating, he fell into bed and dreamed again of the black shrouded specter, the bleach-bone fingers gripping his shoulder, the whispering voice, dry as August in his ear: Tomorrow...

He awoke to Halloween.
Even after all that had happened, the day was somehow different than all other days. He noted a slight cooling in the air, and saw with surprise that the sky was the deep sapphire blue of a true Autumn day. The radio promised dropping temperatures all day, into the forties by dusk. Perfect Halloween weather.
Across the Street the Meyer kids were busy, along with every other kid on the block. The streets and lawns were full of children, mounting decorations, stringing pumpkin shaped lights, transforming the neighborhood into the festival of orange and black it always became. Pumpkins seemed to have sprung up everywhere—not only on stoops and porches but in windows, perched on flower boxes, back decks, and, at one house, lined along the entire front of the house, an orange army guarding the lawn and fallen leaves. At the house next to the Meyers, a huge spider web of pale rope was being erected, pinned from the highest bare tree limb and stretching to the house's gutter, anchored in three places on the ground to make it stretch like a sail; two boys were hauling a huge and ugly black plastic spider from the garage to set in its lair.
A steaming mug of coffee in his hand, Peter watched the frantic progress that would continue all day and culminate in a wonderland of Halloween by the time the moon replaced the sun.
He felt the first tendrils of cold weather coming, and shivered for many reasons, turning to go down to his office and work.
When he entered he heard insistent buzzing, and the chill down his spine broadened.
It's got to be in my mind.
He sat down before his monitor and began to work.
Another Sam Hain outline. And another. Sam and Holly on Mars. Sam and Holly Meet the Undergrounders. Sam and Holly and the Halloween Comet.
The buzzing wouldn't go away.
Morning melted into afternoon. Through the open casement window he heard shouts and laughter, and, finally, felt a cold breeze which deepened to the point where he had to close the window. For the first time since the previous winter, the house was chilly. Somewhere upstairs he heard the heat tick on.
Have to close those windows later.
At the casement window, leaves rattled against the screen, and something else bumped it and stayed.
A hornet.
He stared at it, as another joined it, crawling, half flying, almost hopping, from the left of the window to cling to the screen.
What the—
The hornets, looking sluggish, crawled off, one of them making an attempt at flying before falling back with the aid of the wind to cling to the screen before dropping from sight.
He remembered what the bee-keeper had said: that they would be active until the first cold spell, which would slow them down and then kill them off.
Another hornet appeared, and another.
With effort, he turned his mind back to the screen and continued to work, pausing to bundle what he had done for the day and send it as an attachment to Revell. He was rewarded with an almost instantaneous return email which effused: "keep 'em comin', son! They love everything I've showed them so far! You'll be doing these wonderful things for the next ten years—THE KIDS WILL EAT THEM UP!"
He erased the message and went back to work.
In the back of his mind, like a growing hope, was the promise of the dream, that today he would see Ginny.
Please, he thought, please let her come back.
But the buzzing sound increased, becoming insistent, almost angry now. He paused once, thinking to do anything necessary to make it stop—rip the walls out, burn down the house, but the computer screen drew his eyes back:

Sam and Holly and the Texas Tornado.
Sam and Holly Meet the Leprechauns.
Sam and Holly and the Hornets of Doom.

He stopped, breathing hard, and stared at the screen.
That's it, he thought. Enough.
He pushed himself away from the desk, turned in his swivel chair and got unsteadily to his feet.
The buzzing sound was getting louder.
"Stop!" he shouted, putting his hands to his ears.
He pushed himself from the office, stumbled to the basement stairs, somehow dragged himself up to the main floor.
The house was dark, and cold, and suffused only by orange light from outside.
For a moment he was disoriented. Then he remembered it was Halloween.
He staggered to a window, closed it, and looked out.
A wonderland of orange met his eyes.
The lights in the neighborhood had been lit—strings of them in trees and across gutters and around door frames, orange and white. And all the pumpkins had been carved and lit with flickering light—the world was filled with sickle grins, some with crooked teeth, all with round or triangle noses and evil triangle eyes. As he closed another window he could smell pumpkins, their scooped insides sweet-cold and wet, the smell of whispered cinnamon, allspice.
For a moment he was lost in the smell and lights, and tears ran down his face and he was cold and helpless
Ginny, come back to me!
The doorbell rang, a jarring, booming sound, and he stood rooted for a moment before stumbling over Ginny's things in the hallway to get to the door.
Maybe it was her!
God, please!
He yanked the door open, throwing on the porch light as he did so, and blinked at two miniature pirates who held open pillow sacks out to him. "Trick or treat!"
He stood staring at them for a moment, and then the smaller, bolder one thrust his sack out again and demanded, "Trick or treat, mister!"
"Just.. . a moment," he blurted, turning to stumble into the kitchen where he rummaged in an overhead cabinet where he knew they kept the candy they had bought on sale weeks before. He saw flour and unopened cans—and then, behind them, his fingers found the bags and he pulled them out.
Two were filled with candy bars melted from the recent heat—a third contained miniature boxes of jawbreakers. He tore that bag open, took two handfuls of candy and went back to the front door.
The smaller pirate was scowling; his buccaneer friend already turning away.
"We thought you was gonna welch," the little one said.
Peter pushed open the door, thrust a multitude of tiny boxes into the pirate's bag. He followed it with his other handful.
"For your friend," he said.
"Thanks, Mister!" the kid shouted, turning away to consult with his compatriot. Peter looked out to see the street filled with children in groups, cars and vans moving slowly up one side of the Street and down the other, ferrying other costumed congregations.
He went back to retrieve whatever candy they had, and spent the next hour stationed at the door, pushing candy into the open mouths of trick or treat bags.
He noticed one car parked in front of his house that didn't move with the others.
A curl of cigarette smoke rose from the open window on the driver's side, and he noticed the man sitting there looking his way now and then.
It looked like Grant, but he couldn't be sure.
The night grew colder, more blustery; leaves began to dance around the few remaining children, until the groups trickled to a few older uncostumed kids, out for fun with shaving cream cans or rolls of toilet paper.
Then, abruptly, it was quiet. The vans, engorged with little riders, drove off, leaving only the single car in front of Kerlan's house, and the curl of smoke.
Some of the lights went out; pumpkin flames were snuffed by the wind, leaving the block quieter, more eerie.
He closed the front door; locked it; closed the remaining windows, found a sweater in his bedroom and went back down to his office. It was cold inside—and was filled with the sound of buzzing.
When he stepped into the room, his foot crushed something alive and wriggling on the carpet.
A hornet.
Others were moving over the rug, crawling slowly up the walls from behind the couch; one made a feeble try at flying up toward the light but fell back, exhausted, to land on the coffee table which held manuscripts in front of the sofa.
"What in God's name—!"
He ran to his desk, jabbed at the phone, rifled through the stacks of papers on his desk, looking for the phone number of Willims, the beekeeper.
A hornet was crawling tiredly across the front edge of the desk, and he swatted it angrily to the floor.
There were more yellow jackets, scores of them, moving toward the desk from the far end of the office, more climbing up the walls—
He found the number, punched keys, waiting impatiently.
Be there, dammit!
A sleepy voice answered the phone, yawned "Hello?"
Peter identified himself, and almost shouted into the receiver: "They're back, dammit! All over the place! What the hell is going on?"
The bee-keeper yawned again. "Fell asleep in front of the TV," he explained. "Watching 'Frankenstein Meets the Wolfman.' Good flick." He laughed. "Don't get many trick or treaters. Kids are afraid of bees." Another, more drawn-out yawn. "You
say they came back? Impossible. We killed that nest dead."
"Then what the hell is happening?"
A pause. "Only thing I can think of is that there was a second nest, like I mentioned to you. Real unusual, but it does happen. Two females, probably from the same brood originally, established nests near each other. This ain't the original nest we're talking about, but a whole new one. Wow. Haven't seen this in a long time."
"Can you get rid of it?"
"Sure. What's probably happening now is the cold is killing off the drones. You must have missed a spot in the baseboard, and they're being driven from the nest to the light and heat in your office. Why don't you look for the opening in the baseboard while I get over there—plug that up with tape and that'll take care of your office. Then we'll find the new nest and knock 'em out in no time. They're on the way out anyway." He laughed shortly, giving a half-yawn... "Wow. Two nests. That's somethin' ..."
"Just get over here!"
Peter slammed down the phone and stalked to the sofa. He moved the coffee table in front of it, then angled the couch out, away from the wall.
A mass of sluggish hornets were clustered on the rug in front of a gap in the baseboard.
More in anger than in fright, he grabbed a wad of papers from the coffee table, rolled them into a makeshift tube and cleared the front of the opening of hornets. They moved willingly. He ran back to his desk, retrieved a length of cellophane tape, and, with a practiced motion, wadded it as he went back to the baseboard.
Already another hornet, followed by yet another sluggish insect, was crawling through the space.
Peter thrust the wadded cellophane at the opening, pushing the two new intruders backwards as the hole was plugged.
The sound of buzzing was very loud behind the wall.
And now, being this close to the wall, he noticed another sound.
A rustling movement, a thin sound as if someone was scratching weakly against the other side of the wall.
And then a pained, tepid whisper:
"Peter..."
"What—"
He stood up, brushing a few slow-crawling hornets from the wall and put his ear flush against it.
It came again, the thinnest of rustling breaths heard behind a thick chorus of buzzing: "Peter, help me..."
"Ginny!" he shouted.
"Yes..."
"My God—"
"Peter..."
He drew back from the wall, balling his fists as if he would smash through it—then he turned, throwing open the office door and dashing through and up the stairs. He ran for the back sliding door, nearly tripping over Ginny's things in the hallway, his mind feverish.
"My God, Ginny..."
He pushed himself out into now-cold night, a full October chill hitting his face as he shouted, "Ginny!"
The backyard was lit by the sharp circle of the moon, by a few orange and white lights still lit in houses behind his, visible through denuded oaks. A pumpkin on a back deck railing, now carved, was still lit, the candle within it flickering wildly in the chill breeze, making the features wild.
"Ginny, where are you!"
He heard a rustle to his right, against the house, in darkness.
He stumbled down the back deck steps.
"Ginny!"
"Here, Peter, help me..."
Breathing heavily, he found himself standing before the garden shed, its bulk looming in front of him. The sound of buzzing was furious, caught in the cold wind.
"Peter..."
He screamed, an inarticulate sound, and pulled at the shed's door, which wouldn't budge.
My God, she must have been caught inside the shed. The door must have closed on her and trapped her inside!
His mind filled with roiling thoughts. He pulled and clawed and banged at the door, trying to open it.
"Help me please, Peter. .
"Jesus!" The door wouldn't move. He looked wildly around for a tool, something to pry it open with—and then spied the short handle of a spade lying close by on the grass.
He picked it up, noting faint scratches on the spade's face—this must have been how Ginny had gotten the door open originally...
"Peter..."
"I'm coming!"
Mad with purpose, he pried the spade into the thin opening between wooden door and jamb, began to work it back.
There was a creaking sound, but the door held firm.
"Dammit!"
"Peter, please..."
He hammered on the handle of the spade, driving it deeper into the opening. He angled it sideways and suddenly the wooden handle broke away, leaving him with the metal arm which had been imbedded in it, attached to the blade. He pushed at the blade, getting faint purchase but shouting with the effort.
"Dammit!" The handle slipped, slicing into his hand, but he ignored the pain, the quick line of blood, and kept pushing and banging.
The door gave a bit, but still wouldn't open.
Buzzing filled his ears, an angry sound now—he realized that when he opened the door the hornets might rush out at him but he didn't care.
He drove the thought from his mind.
"Peter. .
The voice was growing fainter.
He shouted, and became aware that lights were going on around him—still he beat at the handle.
The door gave way another fraction; it was almost open—
"Jesus! Open, dammit!"
With supreme effort, which caused the broken metal handle of the spade to push painfully into his open wound, the door opened with a huge groaning creak and flew back on its hinges.
"Ginny!"
"Peter..."
There was darkness within, a seething fog of flying things—and then something stumbled out into his arms, something white and alive, a human skeleton with a skin made of hornets. Writhing alive orange and black insects covered her skull, her arms, her fingers which gripped him tightly as he stumbled backwards screaming in its embrace. The thing walked with him, holding him tightly, hornets making Ginny's face, boiling alive in the empty eye sockets to make eyes, and hair, and lips on the skeletal mouth.
The mouth moved, the opening jawbone hissing with the movement of hornets. The writhing face showed something that was almost tenderness.
"Kiss me, Peter Kiss me..."
He screamed, pushing at the thing which would not let him go, aware suddenly that there were others nearby. He turned his head to see Detective Grant and the bee-keeper Willims standing side-by-side, rooted with horror to the spot they stood in, flashlights trained on him.
"Kiss me, Peter Samhain let me come back. The Lord of the Dead let me come back but only for tonight. Only for Halloween. I never stopped loving you..."
And now Peter felt the first stings as the hornets began to peel away from Ginny's skeleton, covering his own face, attacking him—
"Help me!" he screamed.
Ginny melted away in his aims, the bones collapsing to a clacking pile as Peter fell to the ground, covered in angry hornets. Through his burning eyes he saw the bee-keeper standing over him, wide-eyed, waving his arms, his flashlight beam bouncing, shouting something which Peter could no longer hear through his swollen ears, his screaming mouth filled with soft angry hornets, his throat, his body covered inside his clothing.
He gave a horrid final choking scream, and was silent.

"And that's the way you'd like the record to read?" District Attorney Morton said. He was shaking his head as he said it—but then again, he had been shaking his head since the informal inquest had begun two hours ago.
Detective Grant spoke up. "This will be sealed, right?"
Morton laughed shortly, a not humorous sound. "You bet your ass it will be. We're lucky nobody from the press got wind of this." He looked sideways at the bee-keeper. "We're not going to have any trouble from you, are we, Mr. Willims?"
The bee-keeper nearly gulped. "Are you kidding? If Detective Grant hadn't been standing next to me, do you think the bunch of you would have believed me? I'd be in a looney bungalow at Kiliborne right now."
Morton nodded. "Yes, you would be. But since the two of you saw it—"
The bee-keeper gulped again, and Grant nodded curtly.
"At least I don't think he killed his wife," Grant said. "It looks to me like she got herself stuck in that gardening shed, and the hornets got to her." He looked at Willims, and suddenly everyone was looking at the bee-keeper.
"You want me to tell you this all could happen? Sure, I'll tell you—but I still don't believe it. Could hornets strip a human body clean in a few days? Well, maybe. Usually hornets won't eat human flesh, but if the opportunity presents itself, I guess they might. They probably stung her to death after she got trapped in the shed. And then the body was in there with them. . . so, sure, I guess it could happen."
"And what about the supposed..." Morton consulted the papers before him. "...mobility of the skeleton.. . ?" He let the question hang, and Grant finally spoke up.
"The damn thing looked like it stumbled out of the shed. But it could have been a trick of the light. If the skeletal remains had been propped against the door when Kerlan opened it, which would have been consistent with his wife's trying to get out of the shed until she was overcome by the hornets, then, sure, it could have tumbled out into his arms."
He looked over at the bee keeper, who looked at his shoes. "Yeah, I guess that's what I saw too."
Morton addressed the bee-keeper: "And the hornets covering Mrs. Kerlan like skin—that could have been a 'trick of the light' too?" "Well..."
Willims looked up from his shoes to see Grant glaring at him. "Sure, I guess so. And I guess the words we heard her say could have been in our minds—"
For a moment he looked defiant, before collapsing. "All right. It was all in our heads."
"Fine," Morton said. He had gained a satisfied look. He turned to the medical examiner. "Jim, you're okay with the cause of death in both cases as being extreme toxic reaction to hornet stings?"
The M.E. nodded once. "Yep."
"And there was nothing the two of you could have done to save him?" he asked Grant and Willims.
The bee-keeper said, "By the time we got to him he'd already been stung hundreds of times. I was able to get some of them off, but it was too late. The weirdest thing is that they wouldn't respond to light, which threw me. When I shined my flashlight on them they should have flocked to it."
"But they could have been so angry at that point that they would have ignored the light, correct?" Morton said sharply.
"I guess so. But I still say they should have attacked the light, and left Mr. Kerlan alone."
"But you're fine with the way we wrote it up in this report?" Morton said, daring the bee-keeper to contradict him.
"Yes, I suppose so."
"Good. Anything else?" Morton patted his knees, making as if to rise, daring anyone in the room not to let him end the proceedings.
There was a glum silence. Once again the bee-keeper was staring at his own shoes.
"I want to re-emphasize, Mr. Willims, that you aren't to speak to anyone of what went on in here today. We're all sworn to secrecy. This record will be sealed. Whatever was said in this room remains in this room. I don't want to see anything in the newspapers about humans made out of yellow jackets or..." Here he consulted his notes again, Samhain, the Lord of the Dead. You understand?"
Without lifting his gaze, Willims answered, "Sure."
Letting a hard edge climb into his tone, Morton said, "If any of this finds its way into the press, or anywhere else outside this room, I'll know who to call on, won't I, Mr. Willims?"
The bee-keeper nodded. His gaze shifted momentarily to Grant, but the detective's face was blank; he had obviously decided the best course of action for himself.
"Just so you understand," Morton continued. "There are licenses and such in your profession, and I would hate for you to have trouble in that area."
The bee-keeper nodded.
Morton's tone switched suddenly from hard to hearty. "All right, then—that's it!" He stood and stretched, glancing at the M.E. "Jim—lunch?"
"Yep," the M.E. said.
On the way out of the room, the District Attorney put his arm briefly around the bee-keeper's shoulder and said, "Just forget about it, Willims. Chalk it up to professional strangeness."
Willims looked up at the D.A., and for a moment his face was haunted.
"The thing I can't get over" he said, "is the stuff she was saying about the Lord of the Dead, how she'd been brought back only for Halloween—"
Morton's scowl turned to an angry frown. "I warned you in there, Willims—"
"I heard you," the bee-keeper said resignedly. "Believe me, I heard you."
Morton removed his arm from the other man's shoulder, giving him a slight shove forward. "Just don't forget what I said."
They were in the marbled hallway of the court building, leading toward the revolving doors to the outside world. Morton watched Willims go through them, slouching with unhappiness.
I'll have to watch that one, he thought.
The M.E. came up behind him and tapped him on the shoulder. "Meet you at the restaurant," he said laconically. "I've got to dip into my office upstairs for a minute."
The M.E. peeled off into another hallway, his footsteps echoing away on the polished stone floor.
After a moment, the D.A. composed himself into his public face of smiling bluster, and drove through the revolving doors.
Outside it was cold and bright, early November chill making the recent October heat wave a memory.
The D.A. shivered, wishing he had remembered his topcoat. But the restaurant was only a block away.
He began to descend the wide stone steps of the courthouse, which led to the street, when something small and striped orange and black, an insect, brushed by his ear and settled lightly there.
He heard the faintest of whispers before he swatted it away—as if someone were talking to him from a far distance. Later he would wonder if he had heard at all what it said:
"Next Halloween..."
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