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THE HOUSE WAS VERY UGLY—ONE OF THOSE NARROW THREE-story Queen



Anne houses with scalloped siding and aturret. Back in the nineties some other woman, perhaps,
had occupied the turret bedroom and considered it romantic. Sometimesin the late afternoons1'd
lean my arms on the windowsI and stare down through the green leaves of thetulip tree,
watching for Hugh to turn into this quiet street, and I'd remember that tower rooms were the
traditiond vintage pointsfor wives of soldiering husbands. There were half adozen other wives
waiting in that house for their men, but | knew that none of them waited with my peculiar feer.

Asamatter of fact, Hugh and | felt oursalves very fortunate to be in that house. Hugh was
neither an officer nor an officer candidate, and the landladies in that town upheld army tradition
by dmost never mixing enlisted men with the officer caste. But our landlady bad a streak of
romance and rebellion. She aso had a soft spot for the enlisted paratroopers, who seemed to
represent for her the essence of the crazy wildness Southern women find so attractive in men.
Moreover, | was ableto fal into Southern speech at will. | had only to remember the tones of my
grandmother's voice, and my tongue obligingly produced the sounds that made my landlady
happy; my voice grew higher and drag-gingly swest, and the rhythm of the words changed subtly.
One used amost any weapon to acquire aroom in those days. in that town. Mrs. Allen, our
landlady, had grown wry fond of me amost immediately.

The officers wives were not in the least fond of me. We smiled coolly at each other when we
passed on the stairway. They were punctilious about alowing me my turn in the bathroom, but
the only conversation I'd ever had with any of them was once when the tall dark one ran out of
cigarettes and borrowed a pack from me. Shewasin agreat hurry to get back to her room and
only paused long enough to tell me that the turret room was charming, redly charming. Her
enthusasm darmed me. | was afraid she wanted it for friends and might influence Mrs. Allento
make us move. But then | recalled Tall Dark's New Jersey accent and knew how unlikely it was
that Mrs. Allen would ever be siwayed by crisp consonants.

| ought to have been very londly, | suppose. | was homesick for mountains and desert and
distance, and | was often sickened by that hate and fear, so papable in the South it oppressed
oné'sbreathing at times, but | wasn't lonely. Unless there was a night jump scheduled, Hugh
came swinging down the street every afternoon, having been deposited at the corner by the bus
labdlled Jordan, which one must dways remember to pronounce Jordan. Later the two of us
would sdly forth for the evening medl, since the turret room had no cooking facilities. So, except
for the recurring dream that tortured me most nights, the evenings were good. | never told Hugh
about the dream, and when | cried out in my deep, he woke mewith deepy little kisses,
murmuring al our familiar lovewordstill | dept again. | roused briefly when hisaarm clock rang
at four A.M. and lay blinking at the brightness of the overhead light while Hugh dressed, listening
to the heavy sighing with which Hugh greeted another day of soldiering. Watching his meticulous
lacing of the paratrooper boots had such ahypnotic effect on methat generdly | fell adeep again
and never even heard his departure.

Mrs. Allen gave me coffee in the late mornings. She kept her coffee pot full dl day, and | was
freeto help mysdf. Severa timesaday she stood at the foot of the stairway and summoned me
with her fluty, penetrating voice to come have a"dope” with her. Bottled coladrinksin the South
were S0 strong they made mefed asif my scap werefloating, and | rarely managed to down
more than one aday, while Mrs. Allen easily disposed of Six or eight.

When Mrs. Allen wasn't drinking coffee or cola, which she drank always standing up, staring
exhaugtedly at the kitchen sink, she was following the colored maid around, exhorting and
pleading in asweetly despairing voice audible al over the house. Iriswas a sullen-faeed young
woman who never swept the corners of rooms, but plied her broom in aimless circles while she
gazed inscrutably at the cobwebs hanging from the high ceilings. One often met Iriscarrying a
mop bucket full of cold, greasy black water and dragging a string mop that resembled atumbled
heap of dark worms, some of which detached themsdavesto Me coiled inwaiting al adong the
hall. Sometimes there was an ominous silence between the two women that kept me confined to



my room, despite my longing for coffee. There were days, | knew, when the widowed Mrs.
Allen woke up "suffering” and dosed hersdf liberdly with bourbon. The kitchen wasn't a pleasant
gpot on such mornings. But after afew hours1'd hear Irisand Mrs. Allen laughing
together—shrieking, rather—their laughter so much aike | couldn't distinguish one voice from the
other. 1'd go down then and have my coffee before | dressed to leave the house for alate
luncheon.

| was one of an army of wivesthat invaded the streets at that hour. Most of them walked in
pairslike schoolgirls, egting together, shopping together, sharing little private jokes, and
occasondly quarrding with the bitter intendty of bored women. | came to recognize many of
these couples, and we all smiled and nodded, but | had no desire to join them or to link myself
with any of the other unattached women who made tentative effortsto form an dliance. My
reluctance was, | suppose, akind of snobbery, but it was dso an effort to maintain some
semblance of my normd, civilian lifewhich had never depended on just thet type of feminine
companionship.

| explored the town on foot and by bus. | spent hoursin thelibrary, and once | rented alight
arplane and flew mysdf high over thetown for an hour and ahalf of blissful solitude, till the mist
from theriver cut down on thevisibility. It looked like a very clean, orderly world from up there,
but | knew better. The war was going badly for us at that time, and any day now Hugh's group
would be shipped out. In the meantime they were practicing night jumping with full equipment,
and with this step-up in the training program my nightmare dream became more insstent, more
de-tailed.

| became less and |ess able each morning to shake off the horror of the dream. Mrs. Allen
began to chide mefor looking so poorly. Even Iris, who had ignored me for the most part, began
to cluck asoft, wordless counterpoint to Mrs. Allen's mournful inventory of al that waswrong
with my appearance. | was much too pale, they assured me; my eyes|ooked like two burnt holes
inablanket, and I'd better get mysalf to adoctor before my bones started poking out of my skin.
Irisfollowed me back to my room one day carrying the mop bucket and the squirming mop, with
the avowed intention of doing up my room for me. At her insstence | retreated to the bed while
she smeared the middle of the worn linoleum with liquid that resembled svamp-water. Her eyes
flashed with something like friendlinesswhen | offered her acigarette and asked her to st down a
minute and talk to me. She dropped into the straight chair, asfar away from me as she could get
inthat small room. For awhile we smply smoked, avoiding each other's eyes, both of us
overcome by acute embarrassment.

Finaly Irissaid, "Y ou 'bout worried sick?’

| shook my head. "I keep having the samedream,” | said. "It's so real—I can't forget it in the
daytime. It hauntsme. | know it'ssilly tolet it bother me so much..." My voicetraled off, and |
tried to find something in the room to look at, because Iris eyeswere unreadable.

"Isit area bad dream?’

"Horrible," | said. We stared earnestly a each other then for along moment, and something
gtirred between the black woman and me—a tenuous thread of communication that seemed to
dispd al the barrierswe'd each put up. | forgot that | was not superstitious, and | redlized | was
asking for help. | can't be sure, but | think Irisforgot for an instant that | was white and too
knowr-it-all to be deserving of help. In any case her response came amost automaticaly, asif she
were unable to stop herself.

"Tdl Iris..."

| drew adeep breath and told her. | told her about the inky night sky and the droning airplane
and the tense men lined up in the aide of the plane, waiting for the signd light that would tell them
they were over their drop area. | told her about Hugh, standing in the open door, just behind the
lieutenant who was to lead off the jump. | saw the first man whisked out the door with Hugh right
behind him.-I saw their grimacing faces when the opening shock hit them—somewhat



comparable, | told Iris, to hitting a padded brick wall at 85 milesan hour. But thiswasal right,
thiswas normd. It dways happened when they hit the end of the satic line and the chutes
opened. | told her about the expanse of white silk that billowed over Hugh's head for amoment,
beforeit partidly collapsed; of how he shook the lines, his head strained back, hisvoice cursing
in the sudden slence; of how, findly, the chute blossomed out again, but with two panels blown.
Beside him and above him men called to each other—some laughing with the relief from tension.
One man, far off in the windy darkness, wastaking coaxingly to his parachute, "Come on, baby,
baby... sweet baby."

Suddenly avoice warned, strident and angry, "Slip to theright! Hot damn, they've dropped
usover thetrees..." Hugh reacted ingtantly, tugging at hislines. He began to oscillate. He seemed
to be dropping faster, swinging hi agreat arc. Never mind. Get set for the landing fdl, knees
dightly bent and together, shoulders hunched for the rolling tumble, head down, chinin. Wasthat
the ground? Don't tense... He never saw the jagged, heavy fence post. His back was turned to
it, and he could not know that it was danted toward him waiting like agiant fork. Only the
watcher in the dream saw the fork spear the man through the back and emerge, glistening and
gticky, through historn chest. There wasn't any outcry from theman at al. 1t was the dreamer
who cried out in horror and grief. The man hung there, impaled, while the uncollgpsed chute
danced angrily whereit touched the meadow, tugging unmercifully at the dead man and the fence
post...

Iris shuddered and opened her eyes. | found I'd been staring at one of the brass knobs at the
foot of the bed, but | hadn't known | waslooking at it. My eyes had been turned inward to the
dreadful vison that was becoming morered than anything elsein my life. It was queer how the
dream gathered detailsto itself astime went by. At first I'd seen only the body on the fence post.
| hadn't known it was Hugh. Little by little the dream had devel oped backward from that
moment, till now it was asif | were accompanying Hugh in the airplane, jumping beside him,
watching and listening, hovering near himin terrible anxiety and hel plessness.

There was something else about the dream that frightened me. Hugh rarely spoke of hisjob to
me. Wasit possible for meto have gathered so much knowledge about hisjumps from thelittle
he'd said? Perhaps. After dl, I'd done alittle night-flying; 1'd even worn a parachute when |
practiced spins, but 1'd never been inside a plane of the type the troopersrodein. I'd never
jumped out of an airplanein my life and hoped | never should. Still . . it wasjust barely possible
that | might imagine how it was. | think it was this daytime reasoning that had kept me free, for a
long while, of the suffocating panic | now experienced.

Iris brought me a cigarette and lighted it with shaky hands.

"What... what do you think, Iris?" | asked.

"It sound bad tome," Irissaid. "Y ou tried prayin'?'

| shook my head. "I... thetruthis, Iris, | don't know how."

Irislooked at mein surprise. "Ain't you got faith?"

"l guessnot..." | turned away from Iris eyes. They had the look that said | was a strange
breed of cat.

"Don't you believein nothin'?" | could tell by her voice that Iriswas not so much censuring me
asindulging her curiogity.

"A few things... maybe. Bad things, mostly, | guess. Obvioudy I'm beginning to believein this
rotten dream.”

"Yeah," Irissaid, and it was comment enough.

"You got any ideas?' Iris asked, after along silence.

"None" | said. "l can't very well go to Hugh's commanding officer and ask him please not to
make Hugh jump any more, because I've had a bad dream."

"No," Iris acknowledged. ™Y ou reckon your man could play sick?'



"Hewouldn't do it. Anyway, I've never told him—I won't tell him—about the dream.”

"Youdidright there" Irissaid. "It would only fret him... When he gonnajump again?"

"I don't know. In afew days, | guess. Hell tell me beforehand.”

"Well, now, ligen," Irissaid. "They is something you can do.” She looked at measuringly.

"Y ou got twenty dollars? That'swhat it costs—twenty dollars. And you gottado just like | say.
Y ou just give me the money, heah?I'll fix it al up so's you don't need to worry. Now, ligten..."

I listened with akind of numbed distaste to the ingtructions Iris gave me. When shefinished |
protested that | could never, never believe in such foolishness—or magic, whatever she wanted
tocdl it.

"Y ou don't haveto believe" Irissaid. "They's otherswill do the believin'. Y ou just paysthe
money. And anybody could do the rest of it—them two little bitty things | told you. Lordy! Ain't
you willin" to spend any amount to save your man?'

| got up and found my purse and gave Irisatwenty-dollar bill. | didn't believe for aminute
that she could help me. any more than she'd helped me aready, Smply by listening to me.

!l gottago,” Irissaid. "Remember, tomorrow, you listen for the strawberry man.” She stood in
the open doorway with the mop and pail. Just before she closed the door, she spoke again, her
voice dy and amused. "Don't be surprised noneif you start believin' in it yourself. Most folks
does believein the power of atwenty-dollar bill."

The next morning | got up and dressed much earlier than usud. When | went down to the
kitchen, it was empty, but | heard Irisand Mrs. Allen in the front part of the house. | didn't want
to seelristhat day, so | drank my coffee hurriedly and sped back to my room to wait for the
Negro peddlers whose digtinctive calls would soon sound in the quiet street.

The first one to appear pushed a barrow filled with fresh black-eyed peas. "BACK! Ah,
peace..."the man called, with a poignant, sorrowful cry. He got agood response from the
housawives or their maids. | leaned on my window-slI to watch. After ten minutes or so of
dlence, the street wasfilled with the cry of the strawberry man. " Star bees? RIPE star bees..." It
was acharming, plaintive question and answer. Often when 1'd been lying haf-awake listening to
it. I'd tried to imagine just what astar bee looked like, tempted to empty my purse for aswarm
of them. Thismorning, though, the call meant something else to me, something dark and dien and
faintly disgusting. Whatever it was | was buying from the man, | was certain it wasn't anything so
nice as star bees.

He had rested his barrow directly beneath my window, and stood there asif waiting for my
appearance. | called down to him and gestured stiffly when he looked up at me. On my way
down to him | was glad not to meet anyone on the stairs. The house seemed suddenly deserted.

The strawberry man, | saw, was very old. He pulled along, wrinkled earlobe by way of
greeting me. From an inside pocket of historn old coat he produced asmall gray envelope and
handed it to me.

"Irissent me," | said unnecessarily, since | dready held the envel ope.

He nodded and seemed to look far beyond me. ™Y ou f'm Arizony?'

"Yes," | said. "Have you been there?!

"Cowboys," the old man murmured. "And Indians...” He nodded positively at me asif to
assure me that the world held endlessriches. Then the old, yellowed eyesfilled with tearsand his
pendulous lower lip trembled "Some say ..." Helooked athousand questions at me, asif doubt
tormented him.

"Oh, it'strue," | answered, and hisface lighted with delight. | turned away then, because |
didn't want the strawberry man to seein my eyesthat the cowboys and Indians | knew were not
intheleast like the godlike creatures he dreamed of, that the mythical men he revered were
exactly as numerous as star bees, and truth more elusive than either.

Back in my room | opened the smdll .envelope and examined its contents—three pieces of



white rice paper, scrawled al over with red ink. | recognized the paper as leavesfrom abook of
cigarette papers. | couldn't make anything of the scrawled writing. If there were words written on
the papers, they werein no language | had ever seen. Some of the words seemed to flow into
minute, scratched pictures, one of which may have been arooster, another agoat. But, according
to Iris raeiterated ingtructions, it wasn't apart of my task to decipher the markings. My task was
much smpler; | had only to chew up the papers and swallow them.

"Youvegonethisfar,” | told mysdf. "Why balk now?" The papers went down more easily
than | had expected. The next part was even smpler. | fished two pennies out of my change
purse and dipped them into the envelope.

| left Mrs. Allen's house then and took a bus to town. From the bustermina | walked eight
blocksto theriver. From the pedestrian's walk on the bridge | threw the envelope with its
penniesinto the muddy water. Afterwards | ate agood lunch and went to amovie, and | felt
strangely quiet and peaceful.

| had scarely returned to my turret room when Mrs. Allen called meto the telephonein the
downdairs halway.

"It'sHugh," Mrs, Allen told me. "l expect he'sgoing to be ddlayed this evening.”

"Sorry, darling,” Hugh said. "I'll be late tonight. They've scheduled another jump. Y ou'd better
go have dinner without me. I'm not sure just what time I'll get back. They've got awhole mob of
us stacked up here at Mdfunction Junction.”

Malfunction Junction was the paratroopers wry name for the airport.

It was along evening. | wasn't hungry enough to go out to edt. | drank coffee with Mrs. Allen
and ate acandy bar | found in our room. | tried to read, but | was unable to bring to my reading
the same quality of attention | usually devoted to it on the nights Hugh jumped. But that fact was,
inaway, ardlief. | hated ever to use reading asone usesadrug. | sat in my room and tried to
decideif | wasasfearful as| had been over past jJumps. Y es, but with a difference. What wasit?
For onetiring, | was ableto sit ill without the anchor of abook. For another, | had made some
kind of contact with the future, with tomorrow, by my imitation of an act of faith. Unable to
believe for mysdlf, | was yet ableto believe that somebody, somewhere (more primitive, more
gullible) wasbdlieving in my stead. As| say, it wasavery long evening, and | had plenty of time
for thinking—thinking with adifference.

At ten o'clock when thetdl, dark girl from New Jersey knocked on my door, | was ableto
answer without any show of fear. How many times 1'd waited for Hugh, terrified that somebody
would come knocking to tell me he was dead.

Seeing my light, she said, she'd come to borrow cigarettes again. She was appedingly
shamefaced about it, remembering that she'd never paid back the first package. It took me afew
moments to redlize that she hadn't really come for that reason. After I'd shared my cigarettes with
her and invited her to sit down, she admitted shed met Mrs. Allen hovering in the hdlway, and
that Mrs. Allen had asked her to step in and keep me company for alittle while.

"My husband's away thisevening, too,” thegirl said. "Isn't thisadull holeto be stationed in?"

We tdked for an hour and then parted with shy friendliness.

At midnight | was dill gitting in the lumpy old wing chair, numbly waiting for the sound of
Hugh's boots on the stairway. At two A.M. when he opened the door, | knew at once that
something disastrous had happened. Hugh was very pae. | remember thinking that he looked
exactly asif somebody had dusted his face with flour. He came to me at once and put his head
againgt mine. His hands gripped my shoulders so hard | wanted to protest, but | didn't. | beganto
cry very quietly, and for long minutes neither of us said aword.

Finaly Hugh said, "Three of them drifted into theriver. All drowned. Lots of them landed in
the trees, but none serioudy injured. Two mafunctions... one man with astreamer hit the ground,
dill nipping at hislines. Weydled a him to pull the chest pack. It was asif he couldn't hear us...



Wasit windy here?Very windy over there acrosstheriver... | came down by afence. You
know those barbed wire fences they have out in the country here? Like military entanglements,
amost. Therewas ajagged post... somebody yelled at me. My God, baby, it was close... What
gtartled me—everybody, you know, was yelling tonight—it sounded like you. Whoever it was,
someredl young kid, | guess, he called me by my first name. He saved my life. It wasa
loused-up jump from the word go. The pilot must have seen what he thought was the ground
signa—yprobably some farmer's lantern—and he thought he was over our drop area. It took
hoursto find everybody. Darling, darling, don't cry..."

Sowly Hugh relaxed enough to begin undressing for bed. He talked softly, monotonoudy,
though, dl the time he was unlacing hisboots. "L ook, here and here, at the riser burns on my
neck... And my helmet fell down over my face—separated from the helmet liner. Took me
forever, it seemed, to shoveit back so | could see anything. The opening shock was bad tonight.
| blew two panels. Shook one old boy right out of hisboaots..."

Hugh pulled off one of his own boots, and a penny rolled out. He stared &t it in disbdlief, then
dowly pulled off the other boot and shook it. Another penny rolled across the floor.

"Now what stupid idiot did that?' Hugh was shaking with anger. " Anybody knowsit's
dangerous as hell to do silly, superdtitious things like that—those damn pennies could have buried
themsdvesin my feet if they'd got turned sideways.”

That wasthe last jJump Hugh madein the States. A week later he was shipped out for
Europe. | should have been very happy if 1'd known when | said goodby to him that 1'd see him
againintwo years, that he would be the same Hugh, alittle quieter and older, but otherwise
untouched.

| gave up the turret room to friends of the tall, dark girl from New Jersey. | told Mrs. Allen
and Irisgoodby and went home to the desert to work and wait. Mrs. Allen sent me a Christmas
card that year and enclosed a note from Iris. It read:

They is a kindygarten for faith, too. You just swallows the good words and casts your
bread on the waters. That was all | meant to teach you. All that fancy stuff was just plumb
foolishness, like you said. The strawberry man is my daddy. It was me drawed the pictures
with red ink. It was me and my daddy that prayed. Excuse me, but your letter don't make
any sense to me. | never put no penniesin your mister's boots. How could I? | thought they
went in the river? Please answer, because them pennies are fretting me. Best wishes from
Iris.

STICKENEY AND THE CRITIC
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| WISH | HAD THOUGHT TO THROW STICKENEY A LIVE chicken on Midsummer
Eve. Therésno sensein doing it now, but if I'm till aive next year, I'll be sureto remember, I've
been tossing live chickens a Stickeney for over 50 years, once ayear around Midsummer Eve,
giveor take aday. Stickeney isno stickler for the absolutely correct day. (Now isasgood atime
asany totdl you that | hate and despise puns, but I'm getting old, and as my joints stiffen | seem
to grow lax in other ways.)

I've been sitting out on the east veranda, staring down the road that leads to town, smoking
my pipe and waiting for the law to show up. I've been expecting the Town Marsha, but it could
just aswell bethe F.B.l. becausethis affair hasinternational complications. But the road is empty
and dusk isdrawing down, s0 here| am in the parlor writing out the whole thing while there's
time. | wish | could believe the disgppearance of the Englishman will go unnoted, but the truthis



Mr. Cecil Cholmondeley was very well known in some circles. But | go on hoping, knowing Ml
well "man livesin hope and diesin despair.” Thisisadirect quotation from my father, who settled
here in Oklahomawhen it was Indian Territory; who, in fact, already had Mother staked out here
on thisvery land while he lined up with the othersin the Land Rush and pretended he wasn't one
of those " Sooners' who had sneaked in before the sgna. My mother had orders to shoot
anybody who came nosing around and did shoot Father in the leg before she recognized him.

The reason Father wanted thisland so much has alot to do with Stickeney, though nobody
knew about Stickeney at the time. Indians had camped on thisland before the soldiers moved
them out, but somebody had been here before—long before. Certainly it wasn't the Indianswho
had built the ancient stone barn or dug the huge stone-lined well. Father, in hisforaysinto the
forbidden territory, spotted the barn, the well, and the cleared acres and was determined he'd
have the place come hell or the U.S. Army, He got it, with Mother's hel p, and, moreover,
steered his brothers and their wives onto nearby homesteads so that | grew up surrounded by
kinfolk, thinking | was cousin to every morta soul on earth. After awhile even had Indian
relatives asthe Indians drifted back among us, and it was one of these, avery wrinkled old
squaw (relative by marriage), who named for usthe thing in the well.

"Stickeney," she pointed at the well, backing away and twisting her face into horrible shapes.
She chomped her toothless old gums together and repeated the word. " Stickeney ... bad
Stickeney."

Father found out soon enough that there was something strange about the well, stranger even
than itsSze or its stonework or itslocation in what was supposed to be unsettled wilderness. At
first he used the barn to stable the team, and the well for awatering trough for al the stock, since
Mother refused to use the water from it, even for scrubbing. The well wasn't like any well she
had ever seen, and she didn't like the look of the water. In thefirst place the water level came
within inches of the ground surface and had an aily, black look. The stone coping around the well
wasjust over afoot high, and you could see degp enough into the water to note the green-dimed
sonesthat lined it. The whole thing had adiameter of fifteen feet, and when Father tried to sound
it he had to give up. Thewell was as near bottomless as ahole could get in thisworld, he said.
Before aweek went by Father lost amule to the well.

It happened just about twilight, as I've heard Father tdll it. He heard this mule squedling and
gplashing and got there just in time to see the mule dragged under. Dragged under. Thewater in
the wd| swirled for an hour beforeit finally quieted down. Father ingsted the mule had falenin
and been dragged to the depths of the earth by awhirlpool. Just aplain, cussed whirlpoal, he
sad, that happened to rise up in hiswell from subterranean rivers or something. That'swhat he
told Mother. But that night he screamed in his deep, and the next day he started fencing the well
away from the barn. Eventually he tore the old barn down and our big house (this very one) hasa
foundation of its stones—stones with strange carvings. The well was fenced off in one corner of
the acre used for the kitchen garden. My father's new barn was as far away from the old well as
he could conveniently placeit.

| am the fourth son of my father and was, | am told, avery ordinary bottle baby. | forgot to
tell you that my family nameisBottle. My full and real nameis Abstain Bottle, because my
mother had afiendish sense of humor. | have been called Ab al my life, and | forgave Mother
long ago. An ordinary Bottle baby walks at eight and one-half months, talks fluently and clearly at
no later than ten months, and teaches himsdlf to read before the age of four years. Thislast is
accomplished by the reading aoud of Hawthorne's Tanglewood Tales by some adult, over and
over until the child knows them by heart. Then comesthe glad day when light is shed over the
mystery of words, and the child comprehends instantly the relationship between lettersand
sounds, and is ever afterward cgpable of reading anything but modern criticism. (Thismethod is
no longer practised except by far-flung remnants of the Bottles, though | once divulged the entire
procedure to the University of Oklahomawith no thanks received whatsoever.)



Y ou havedl heard of my cousin DeWitt Quintan Bottle.

That is, you have heard of him if you have heard of peoplelike T. S. Eliot, E. E. Cummings,
or of poetry or poets. Just let somebody mention poets, poetry, or even the words avant garde
and eventudly my cousin's namewill bob up. I am not claming heisworthy of mention with the
poets | have named, but other people have certainly named him in exactly the same tone and the
same breath. DeWitt Quintan Bottle, for al that, was not up to the standard for Bottle babies. In
thefirs place, he didn't walk until he was thirteen months old, and even at eighteen months of age
still talked baby talk and his grammar was atrocious. | happened to be around to hear the first
poem he ever composed, which turned into afamily joke so well remembered that it helped to
drive DeWitt away from hisfamily and country to settle in England and write poetry just for spite.

DeWitt used to vigit at our house as a child, and it wasthe duty of al the children around the
place to keep the chickens out of the kitchen garden, and particularly out of the enclosure that
held the old well and Stickeney. Chickens were known to disappear with loud squawksiif they
hopped upon the old well curbing, and it was no good covering the well, because Father tried
that. The boardsjust got smashed, somehow.

Dewitt wasterrified of Stickeney and loathed chasing chickens anyway. Hewas just eighteen
months old, with long ydlow curls, and his pantsfaling off when he siood in front of Mother
defiantly refusing to help. He cried:

"Poor little baby,

Tant wak hardy
Won't drivetzickies
Out of Aunties gardy."

Thereyou are. DeWitt'sfirst poem. He never lived it down. Bottles everywhere knew al
about it and at family reunions and dinner parties and funeradsit is till repeated with laughter.
When he was fifteen DeWitt couldn't stand it any longer. Heran away. Quit farming for good.
We were near enough the same age that DeWitt snesked over to our house to tell me goodbye.
Sad | washisonly friend in the family. All the other Bottles, he said, were down on him because
he was backward. He'd show them, he said. All the other Bottle cousins thought hewas a
coward because he was scared to desth of Stickeney. What he said was true enough. All the
other Bottle kids would stand around the old well and chant until the water Sarted
swirling—gently at first, then faster and faster. When the water was redly whirling good wed
tossin alive chicken. It was afavorite Sunday afternoon sport while the grown people napped in
the parlor. But not DeWitt. Wetold him over and over that Stickeney liked uskids, and if heldd
just throw in one chicken Stickeney would like him, too. But DeWitt went chasing off to England
and became a poet.

That was nearly 50 years ago. Dewitt's dead now, and famous as all get out. And poor old
Stickeney just gets one live chicken ayear. The new crops of Bottle kids don't even know about
him. I've sort of kept him quiet, apersond pet. you might say. | never married, and kinfolk don't
vigt theway they used to. Asamatter of fact, I've only had one visitor in the last few weeks...
Cecil Cholmondeey wasthe fellow's name. Fussy little man who wrote modern criticism.
Wanted to do abook, he said, al about DeWitt's early influences. Wanted to drink in DeWitt's
background, walk in DeWitt's footsteps, so to speak. | welcomed him. Told him to look around.
Recited DeWitt'sfirst poem. Warned him away from the old well. He wanted to know why. Told
him DeWitt was dways scared to desth of it. Just that. We had an early dinner, and | wasfedling
deepy, but Cecil wanted to stroll around the place.

"It'sdl so unspoiled,” he said. "So primitive, redly. Oneforgetsthat Americaisnot adl glitter
and dazzle. | shall walk about, quoting Bottle's " better bits and fed my way into the place. All



right, Sr?"

"Sure" | said. "Help yoursdlf. Just stay away from the old well, though. It's not a heglthy
spot—too damp and weedy. Might be snakes."

That was the second time | warned Cecil away from thewell. Just for the record. Cecil left
with me a copy of anew magazine hed brought along called New Articulations, open at apage
which featured one of DeWitt's poems, and underneath it acritical review by Cecil himsdlf. | read
DeWitt's poem first, before | went on to read Cecil's review. | was astonished. Not at the poem.
DeWwitt's poems are dl much of amuchnessto me, | confess. But Cecil'sreview... well, |
wanted to tell him athing or two when he came back. Hereis the whole thing, poem and review,
just so you'll know what 1 mean.

Early Departure
by DeWitt Quintan Bottle

Inthewel

feathers?

Hoating (aily

wretched

Theswirling sweling
Thevoicdess YELLing

All the down-yonder (ing)
Infinitely pondering
fear-blown the future

wafts one away (clackety-trackety)
Don't forget to tip the porter.

DeWwitt Quintan Bottle in Perspective

A Review of Early Departure by Cecil Cholmondeley

The discovery of this Bottle poem, found in his papers after his death, should in the opinion of
thisreviewer, secure DeWitt Quintan Bottle's position as the most penetrating commentator on
thisage. Other poets have, it istrue, commented (in aminor key) on the same theme—the
inflated ground-swelling trauma of man face to face with himsalf—but none has shown so much
dature, poise, and peculiar excellence of craftsmanship. The "wel" symbol (obvioudy the
Exigentiaist mirror image) combined with the shockingly distraught "feathers' impaeswith one
word avast socid falacy (man'sflight-wish exposed for what it is). "Floating” and "oily" are
meagnificently playful examples of Bottle's expanding metaphor technique. The stark "wretched"
uncoilslike anaked snake to hiss at us before we invoke the sensuous beauty of "The swirling
swelling"—dliteration being one of Bottles most incrementd effects, achieving greet dengty ina
manydoored room. "The voiceless YELLing" isakey passage. For sheer wantonnessthisis
unsurpassed. Thereis good meat (and somelovely gritle) in the next two lines. Herewe
discover unity imposed upon experience, demongtrating a powerful sense of sdlf-involvement.
Thelast lineisapoignant prayer. A great poet's last and most strenuous act towards
sdf-discipline.

| read thisreview over once again and got so mad | couldn't wait for Cecil to come back, but
gtarted out looking for him. | wanted to tell him about Stickeney, and then chant at Stickeney until
the water started whirling, and then ask smart-aleck Cecil if he hadn't read awhole hdll of alot
into DeWitt's poem that DeWitt had no notion of. It was just afancied-up poem about



Stickeney, and about DeWitt's leaving home and riding atrain for thefirst time. | went scomping
aongtill | heard Cecil declaming De-Witt'slast poem in the kitchen garden. In spite of dl | told
him Cecil was out there beside the well. Dark was coming on and | tried to hurry, but my knees
were iff and | heard the splashing and Y EL Ling before | could get there.

Onething I'd like to know isjust what angered Stickeney. Was it DeWitt's poem, or the
critic's English accent, or just that I'd forgotten to toss him a chicken for along, long while? One
thing | know, I'm not going to go ask Stickeney. Not while the water'swhirling like that. HE's just
too doggone excited. That water's been whirling afull week. Ever since Cecil wastaken, so
sudden-like. And the old chant we used to chant at Stickeney keeps coming back to mind.

"Feg, fig, foe, fum

| smell the blood of an Englishman.
Beheadlive, or be he dead,

I'll grind his bonesto make my bread.”

I'm downright ashamed of Stickeney. But it's my fault—I should have tossed him achicken on
Midsummer Eve. Thething is, now he's had ataste of English blood, I'm not sure helll be content
with chicken.

All the Bottles are of English descent.

| do hope, though, it's just ataste for modern criticism Stickeney has acquired. God knows,
he's quite cgpable of swalowingit.

STAIR TRICK
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DAY AFTER DAY THE BARTENDER DID HISFOOL'S ROUTINE of aman going
downgtairs. Theregular customersloved it. Of course there weren't any stairs, but sooner or later
somebody would call down thelong length of bar, "Dick, old boy, I'd like a bottle of that
Chateau Margaux '29 to take home to the wife. How about it?"

After twenty years of it, Dick could recognize hiscue. "Certainly, sir,” hed say gravely. "It
won't take me aminute. Y ou'll excuse mewhile | step down to the cdllar?!

Theregularswould grin and nudge the newcomers, the uninitiated. "Waichiit," they'd say.
"Just watch this." And the newcomerswould set their facesin accommodating linestinged with
the resentment of those who aren't in on the joke, and watch Dick carefully. Dick, hisbald head
gleaming in the overhead light, would start his stately descent into the cdllar, until, step by step,
the bald head had disappeared from view.

"What's so hot about that?* Nine times out of ten some disgruntled stranger would challenge
theregulars. "Hell, | can ill walk down afew gairs."

"Just wait. Just wait and listen” Gleefully the regulars would shush the unimpressed stranger
until reluctantly he subsided and listened. Nobody knew, or cared to inquire too closdly, just
what it was Dick had rigged under the bar for his sound effects, but they were good. One heard
therattle of achain lock, the squeak of the heavy door at the foot of the steps, aclicking light
switch, and then the ssone-muffled tramp, tramp of Dick's feet to the wine racks. Some hesitation
then followed while the customersimagined Dick selecting the wine asked for, then they heard
him crossing the sone floor. They heard again the click of the light switch and the door closing
behind him with a hollow booming sound, the rattle of thelock, and Dick (aheavy man) was



cimbing the gairs, puffing alittle. Ashe gradudly came into view, one often saw awisp of
cobweb trailing across the bald head, and in hisarms he cradled a dusty bottle. The bottle was
awaysthe same, but the puzzled stranger didn't know that.

"Now!" the regulars would shout. "Look! Look!" Everybody would raise himsdf from his bar
stool to peer over the bar, pointing at Dick'sfeet and the floor he stood on, the stranger along
with the rest. It was aways a pleasure to watch the stranger's face as he took in the solid cement
floor that showed through the datted walkway running unbroken behind the bar. Thegrin
breaking on the newcomer's face dways started out allittle sickly, but aslight dawned and the
illuson faded, the usud verdict was, "I'll be damned." And everybody was happy.

"Let's seewhat you got in the bottl€”. .. but the regulars were quick to explain, low-voiced,
that Dick was funny about the bottle. It was just an old empty bottle, but Dick didn't go handing
it around. If you wanted to get snubbed, try making agrab for it.

Dick, asaways after held finished the sair trick, just stood there for awhile, holding the
empty bottle, and anybody looking at him would have been surprised at the expression on his
face. Nobody really looks at a bartender. The man behind the bar is either asmile or amild
grouch, and in any case, apair of willing hands—reaching, setting down, polishing, ringing the
cash register. Even the bar philosophers (the dreariest customers of all) prefer to study their own
facesin the backbar mirror. And however they accept their reflected images, whether
shudderingly or with secret love, it isto this aoof image that they impart their whiskey-wisdom,
not to the bartender. Dick knew that. For twenty years he had watched his customers with
growing bewilderment. Hissmall, kind eyes assessed hisworld, and found it very londly.

Occasiondly Dick, too, took note of his own face in the backbar mirror, but most of al he
used the mirror for watching The Game. The Game went on and on, year in and year out, but
Dick never tired of watching it. Just as the customers smiled and narrowed their eyes at hisstair
trick, wanting to believe, so too did he take in dl the nuances of The Game, and even after
twenty years of it he kept on wanting to believe. Nightly he assured himsdlf that people do fdl in
lovein bars... well, anyway, that one couple... Maybe. He hoped so.

Dick was dmogt used to the londiness of hisroom in the musty old hotel. Every night when
he unlocked his door he found the steaming foot bath waiting. How many bellboys had he trained
to that attention? Too many, perhaps... Oh, well, there was the evening paper on the arm of the
shabby easy chair, and the dipperswaiting for hisfeet to emerge from the good hot water. A
wife now... might remember he liked hot teawaiting, too, but then again she might not relish such
tasksaround 1:00 A.M. And, anyway, what was the use of wondering about that? It certainly
wasn't very likely at this point that Dick would ever marry. Marriage happened to other men.
Wéll, didn't it? He would gladly have married if the chance had ever ... happened. How esedid
you get married? Nobody sets forth with the thought: 1'm going to find somebody, today, for
ingtance, and get mysalf married. No, it wasn't that way at all.

First, somebody catches your eye. Y ou look at each other, past the mask, beyond all the
thingslife doesto cover people up, hide them, and your eyes meet in afar placethat's familiar to
each of you. And that's afrightening thing. That's the beginning of The Game, and the feer is part
of the fascination. The Gameisredlly just hide and seek, until neither can bear to hide any
longer/But you can't play The Game until you meet the right pair of eyes. Now, can you?

Dick had looked into alot of eyes, but none had been right. He had watched hundreds of
people experience that shock of recognition, though. That's how he knew so much about it. Well,
admit it... He'd aso seen it assumed, counterfeited. He'd watched the Hunters of both sexes
mark their prey. Usudly they avoided their own kind, but sometimes, like jungle beasts mesting
on anarrow path, they chalenged each other. Then it was a battle to the death. Whenever this
happened in Dick's bar, he could dmost fed the charged atmosphere. Y ou could seethat it
affected the customers, too. The laughter grew louder, the drinks went down quicker, and
quarres sprang up in theroom like little fires. A good time for the stair trick. .. it helped to clear



theair.

Thisnight Dick had gone through the routine and was till puffing from hisexertions, just
standing there, holding the empty bottle with that strange look on his face, when somebody down
a theend of the bar cdlled to himin ahigh, clear voice:

"“Tel me, bartender, what'sit likeinthecdlar?"

Dick turned dowly towards the voice and his hands shook so much hewas afraid he'd drop
the bottle. Nobody else had ever asked that question. Laughter and head-shaking admiration
were supposed to be the end of it. Thiswoman, now... She only came around once or twicea
month. How did she know the cellar was... very red to Dick? He hurried to set the empty bottle
before her so that she could examine it—the emptiness of it, the carefully preserved dust and
cobwebs.

“Thecdlar..." Dick sad. "It'snice.”

Shelifted her ook to his. "I know," she said.

Their eyesmet in thefar place, and yet Dick trembled with unbelief. She was aHunter, and
Hunters were clever enough to find your far place, or to pretend they had.

"You'realiar," Dick whispered. "Y ou don't really know."

Thewoman tucked adark lock of hair behind her ear and smiled a him. "Don't believe me,”
shesad. "Forget it. I'mjust tight. But... tell me, inyour cdlar... have you found the door to the
other Sde?’

"I don't know what you mean." Dick moistened hisdry lips and glanced up and down the bar
and out to the crowded tables. The customers were engrossed in their own talk, their glasses
amog full.

The woman sighed and shook her head a him gently. "Youre afraid,” she said. ™Y ou know
what | am, and now—this minute—I'm drunk enough to admit it. Also drunk enough and crazy
enough to try to find theway out... Y ou know you can't go through the door alone? Even if you
findit?"

Dick looked long at her before he nodded his head. Y es, he knew. And here, at last, wasthe
woman, if only he could believein her.

"Aren't you londly, too?' the woman asked softly. "Don't you want me? I'd be different
beyond the door... What do you think I've been hunting for, al these years?'

"Why didn't you spesk sooner?' Dick whispered. "Yearsago..."

"Y ou wouldn't look at me," shesaid. "Y ou'd never really look a me."

That wastrue. He was afraid of the Hunters, and most afraid of the few quiet, lovely women
who did not look the part. Like this one.

"l can't believeit," hesaid. ™Y ou don't want me." He shook his head dazedly.

Thewoman tried to smile. "All right," she said. "l was crazy to think you'd listen, that you'd
believe... | don't blame you. And now the hell withit, | don't beievein anything a dl.” Shedid
down from the high barstool and turned to walk away.

"Wat."

For amoment she hesitated, then turned again to face him. Helooked at her soft red mouth
and the cloud of dark hair, and at the dender, sweet body before he alowed himsalf to ook
againinto her eyes. She faced him asif he were Judgment, and she standing up pleading for
mankind. Her eyes admitted everything. The meanness, the drab chesting, dl the niggling
subterfuges, the hurt, the fear, and yes... thelove, to balance them al—to write them dl off.

"Comewith menow," hesad.

Quickly then she ducked under the hinged serving board and was beside him on the datted
walkway behind the bar. He took her hand and smiled at her and together they went down the
dairs.



There was the old bottle standing on the bar—that was the first thing noticed. Then
somebody heard the creaking of the door. Sombody else heard it chained and locked again from
the other Sde, and as sounds died in the room, almost everybody in the bar heard the muffled
steps of the two of them crossing the stone floor. But they didn't stop at the wineracks. The
regularswill tell you that. They went beyond—far beyond—any point Dick had ever reached
alone. Until at last the footsteps ceased—Dbrought up short it seemed before the last barrier. And
then there was time enough and silence enough for every man in the bar to remember blank
closed doors and the sour taste of failure.

The sghing had aready begun—thethin, singy ahhh for thislatest defest—when they heard
the sound that was new and triumphant. Not one of the customerswill swear it was music he
heard, but every last one of them swears he heard Dick open the door to the Other Side... and
closeit again behind him.

MINISTER WITHOUT PORTFOLIO
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MRS. CHRISWELL'SLITTLE ROADSTER CAME TO A SHUDDERING halt. Here
was the perfect spot. Only one sagging wire fence to step over and not acow in sight. Mrs.
Chriswell Wasterrified of cows, and if the truth weretold, only alittle lessafraid of her
daughter-in-law, Clara. It was al Clarasideathat her mother-in-law should now belurking in
meadows peering at birds. Clara had been ddlighted with the birdwatching ides, but frankly, Mrs.
Chriswel was bored with birds. They flew so much. And asfor their colours, it was uselessfor
her to speculate. Mrs. Chriswell was one of those rare women who are quite, quite colour-blind.

"But, Clara," Mrs. Chriswell had pleaded, "what'sthe point if | can't tell what colour they
ae?'

"Wdl, but, darling,” Clarahad said crisply, "how much cleverer if you get to know them just
from the digtinctive markingg"

Mrs. Chriswell, sghing alittle as she recalled the firm look of Claras chin manoeuvred hersdalf
and her burdens over the sagging wire fence. She successfully juggled the binoculars, the heavy
bird book, and her purse, and thought how ghastly it was at sixty to be considered so uselessthat
she must be provided with harmless occupations to keep her out of the way.

Since Mr. Chriswell's death she had moved in with her son and hiswifeto face alife of
enforced idleness. The servants resented her presence in the kitchen, so cooking was out. Clara
and the snooty nursemaid would brook no interference with the nursery routine, so Mrs.
Chriswell had virtudly nothing to do. Even her crocheted doilies disgppeared magicaly soon after
their presentation to Claraand the modern furniture.

Mrs. Chriswell shifted the heavy bird book and considered rebelling. The sun was hot and her
load was heavy. As shetoiled on across the field she thought she saw the glint of sun on water.
She would sit and crochet in the shade nearby and remove the big straw cartwhed hat Clara
termed "judt thething.”

Arrived a thetrees, Mrs. Chriswell dropped her burdens and flung the hat willy-nilly. Ugly,
ridiculous thing. She glanced around for the water she thought she'd seen, but there was no sign
of it. Sheleaned back againgt atree trunk and sighed blissfully. A little breeze had sprung up and
was cooling the damp tendrils on her forehead. She opened her big purse and scrambled through
the muddle of contentsfor her crochet hook and the ball of thread attached to a half-finished
daily. In her search she came across the snapshots of her granddaughters—in colour, they were,
but unfortunately Mrs. Chriswell saw them only in various shades of grey. The breeze was getting



stronger now, very pleasant, but the dratted old cartwhed mongtrosity was rolling merrily down
the dight grade to the tangle of berry bushesafew yards away. Well, it would catch on the
brambles. But it didn't. Thewind flirted it right around the bushes, and the hat disappeared.

"Fddle" Mrs. Chriswell dared not face Clarawithout the hat. Still hanging on to the bulky
purse, she got up to give chase. Rounding the tangle of bushes, sheran smack into atall young
meanin uniform.

"Oh!" Mrs. Chriswell said. "Have you seen my hat?'

The young man smiled and pointed on down the hill, Mrs. Chriswell was surprised to see her
hat being passed from hand to hand among three other tall young men in uniform. They were
laughing at it, and she didn't much blame them. They were standing beside alow, slvery aircraft
of some unusud design. Mrs. Chriswell studied it amoment, but, redly, she knew nothing about
such things... The sun glinted off it, and she redized thiswas what die had thought was weter.
The young man beside her touched her arm. She turned towards him and saw that he had put a
rather lovely little metal hat on his head. He offered her one with grave courtesy. Mrs. Chriswell
smiled up at him and nodded. The young man fitted the hat carefully, adjusting variouslittle
ornamental knobs on the top of it.

"Now we cantak," hesad. "Do you hear well?"

"My dear boy," Mrs. Chriswell said, "of course| do. I'm not so old as dl that." Shefound a
smooth stone and sat down to chat. Thiswas much nicer than birdwatching, or even crochet.

Thetal young man grinned and signdled excitedly to his companions. They too put on little
meta hats and came bounding up the hill. Still laughing, they deposited the cartwhed in Mrs.
Chriswell'slgp. She patted the stone by way of invitation, and the youngest |ooking one of the
four dropped down beside her.

"What isyour name, Mother?' he asked.

"lda Chriswell,” she said. "What'syours?'

"My nameis Jord," the boy said.

Mrs. Chriswell patted his hand. "That's anice, unusuad name." The boy grabbed Mrs.
Chriswel's hand and rubbed it against the smoothness of his cheek.

"You are like my Mother's Mother," the boy explained, "whom | have not seenin too long.”
The other young men laughed, and the boy looked abashed and stedlthily wiped with his hands at
atear that did down hisnose.

Mrs. Chriswdll frowned warningly at the laughter and handed him her clean pocket
handkerchief, scented with lavender. Jord turned it over and over in his hands, and then
tentatively sniffed at it.

"It'sdl right,” Mrs. Chriswell sad. "Useit. | have another.” But Jord only breathed more
deeply of thefant perfumeinitsfolds.

"Thisisonly the thinnest thread of melody,” he said, "but, Mother Ida, it is very like one note
from the Harmony Hills of home!" He passed the handkerchief dl around the circle, and the
young men sniffed a it and smiled.

Mrs. Chriswell tried to remember if she had ever read of the Harmony Hills, but Mr.
Chriswell had awaystold her she waslamentably weak in geography, and she supposed that this
was one of her blank spots, like where on earth was Timbuktu? Or the Hellandgone
people-were always talking about? But it was rude not to make some comment. Wars shifted
people about such alot, and these boys must be homesick and weary of being strangers, longing
to talk of home. She was proud of herself for redizing that they were strangers. But there was
something... Hard to say, redlly. Theway they bad bounded up the hill? Mountain people,
perhaps, to whom hills were mere springboards to heights beyond.

"Tel meabout your hills," she said.

"Wait," Jord said. "'l will show you." He glanced at hisleader asif for gpprova. The young



man who had fitted her hat nodded. Jord drew afingernail acrossthe breast of hisuniform. Mrs.
Chriswell was surprised to see a pocket opening where no pocket had been before. Redlly, the
Air Force did amazing things with its uniforms, .though, frankly, Mrs. Chriswell thought the cut of
these abit extreme.

Carefully, Jord waslifting out a packet of gossamer materid. He gently pressed the centre of
the packet and it blossomed out into voluminous clouds of featherweight threads, held loosdly
together in awave like agiant spider web. To Mrs. Chriswell's eyes the mesh of threads was the
colour of fog, and dmogt asinsubstantial.

"Do not be afraid,” Jord said softly, stepping closer to her. "Bend your head, close your eyes,
and you shdl hear the lovely Harmony Hills of home."

There was one quick-drawn breath of amost-fear, but before she shut her eyes Mrs.
Chriswell saw thelovein Jord's, and in that moment she knew how rarely she had seen thislook,
anywhere... anytime. If Jord had asked it of her, it wasdl right. She closed her eyes and bowed
her head, and in that attitude of prayer she felt a soft weightlessness descend upon her. It was as
if twilight had come down to drapeitsalf on her shoulders. And then the music began. Behind the
darkness of her eyesit rosein mgesty and power, in colours she had never seen, never guessed.
It blossomed like flowers—giant forests of them. Their scents were intoxicating and filled her with
joy. She could not tell if the blending perfumes made the music, or if the music itsdf created the
flowers and the perfumes that poured forth from them. She did not care. She wanted only to go
on forever listening to dl this colour. It seemed odd to be listening to colour, perhaps, but after
al, shetold hersdf, it would seem just as odd to meto seeit.

She sat blinking at the circle of young men. The music wasfinished. Jord was putting away
the gossamer threads in the secret pocket, and laughing aoud at her astonishment

"Did you likeit, Mother Ida?' He dropped down beside her again and patted her wrinkled
face, dill pink with excitement.

"Oh, Jord," shesad, "how lovdly... Tel me..."

But the leader was calling them dl to order. "I'm sorry, Mother Ida, we must hurry about our
business. Will you answer some questions? It is very important.”

"Of course,” Mrs. Chriswell said. Shewas dtill feding abit dazed.

"If | can... If it'slikethe quizzes onthe TV, though, I'm not very good &t it."

The young man shook hishead. "We," he said, "have been indructed to investigate and report
on thetrue conditions of this... of theworld." He pointed at the aircraft glittering in the sunlight.
"We havetravelled al around in that dow machine, and our observations have been accurate. .."
He hegitated, drew a deep breath and continued. "... and perhaps we shall beforced to give an
unfavourable report, but this depends agreat ded on the outcome of our talk with you. We are
glad you stumbled upon us. We were about to set out on aforay to secure someindividua for
questioning. It isour last task.” He amiled. "And Jord, here, will not be sorry. Heis sick for home
and loved ones." He sighed, and dl the other young men echoed the sigh.

"Every night,” Mrs. Chriswell said, "I pray for peace on earth. | cannot bear to think of boys
likeyou fighting and dying, and thefolks a home waiting and waiting..." She glanced dl around
at their ligtening faces. "And I'll tell you something dse” shesaid, "'l find | can't redly hate
anybody, even the enemy.” Around the circle the young men nodded at each other. "Now ask
me your questions.” She fumbled in her purse for her crochet work and found it.

Beside her Jord exclaimed with pleasure at the sight of the haf-finished doily. Mrs. Chriswell
warmed to him even more.

Thetal young man began his grave questioning. They were very smple questions, and Mrs.
Chriswell answered them without hesitation. Did she believein God? Did she believein the
dignity of man? Did she truly abhor war? Did she believe that man was capable of lovefor his
neighbour? The questions went on and on, and Mrs. Chris-well crocheted while she gave her



answers.

At lagt, when the young man had quite run out of questions, and Mrs. Chriswell had finished
the daily, Jord broke the sun-lazy silence that had falen upon them.

"May | haveit, Mother?' He pointed to the doily. Mrs. Chriswell bestowed it upon him with
gresat pleasure, and Jord, like avery small boy, stuffed it greedily into another secret pocket. He
pointed at her stuffed purse.

"May | look, Mother?'

Mrs. Chriswell indulgently passed him her purse. He opened it and poured the litter of
contents on the ground between them. The snapshots of Mrs. Chriswell's grandchildren stared up
at him. Jord smiled at the pretty little-girl faces. He groped in the chest pocket and drew out
snapshots of hisown, "These," hetold Mrs. Chriswell proudly, "are my little Ssters. Are they not
liketheselittle girls of yours? Let us exchange, because soon | will be at home with them, and
there will be no need for pictures. | would like to have yours."

Mrs. Chriswell would have given Jord the entire contents of the purse if he had asked for
them. She took the snapshots he offered and looked with pleasure at the sweet-faced children.
Jord till tirred at the pile of possessions from Mrs. Chriswell's purse. By the time she was ready
to leave he had talked her out of threeillustrated recipes torn from magazines, some swatches of
materia, and two pieces of peppermint candy.

The young man who was the leader helped her to remove the pretty little hat when Mrs.
Chriswell indicated he should. She would have liked to keep it, but she didn't believe Clara
would approve. She clapped the straw monstrosity on her head, kissed Jord's cheek, waved
goodbyeto the rest, and groped her way around the berry bushes. She had to grope because her
eyesweretear-filled. They had sdluted her so grandly as she left.

Clards usudly sedate household was in an uproar when Mrs. Chriswell returned. All the
radiosin the house were blaring. Even Clara sat huddled over the onein thelibrary. Mrs.
Chriswell heard aboy in the street crying "EXTRA! EXTRA!" and the upstairs maid almost
knocked her down getting out the front door to buy one. Mrs. Chriswell, deepy and somewhat
sunburned, supposed it was something about the avful war.

Shewasjust turning up the stairs to her room when the snooty nursemaid came rushing down
to disappear kitchen-wards with another newspaper in her hand. Good, the children were aone.
Sheld stop in to see them. Suddenly she heard the raised voices from the back of the house. The
cook wasydlling a somebody. "1 tell you, | saw it! | took out some garbage and there it was,
right over me!" Mrs. Chriswell lingered at the foot of the stairway puzzled by al the confusion.
The housemaid came rushing in with the extra edition. Mrs. Chriswell quietly reached out and
took it. "Thank you, Nadine" she said. The nursemaid was till staring at her as she climbed the
dairs.

Edna and Evelyn were sitting on the nursery floor, a candy box between them, and shrieking
at each other when their grandmother opened the door. They were cramming chocolatesinto
their mouths between shrieks. Their faces and pinafores were smeared with the candy. Edna
suddenly yanked Evelyn's hair, hard. "Pig!" she shouted. ™Y ou got three more than | did!”

"Children! Children! Not fighting?' Mrs, Chriswell was delighted. Here was something she
could cope with. She led them firmly to the bathroom and washed their faces. " Change your
frocks," shesad, "and I'll tdl you my adventure.”

There were only hissing accusals and whispered countercharges behind her as she turned her
back on the children to scan the newspaper. The headlines legpt up at her.

Mysterious broadcast interrupts programmes on all wavelengths Unknown woman saves
world, say men from space. One sane human found on earth. Cooking, needlework, home,
religiousinterests sway space judges.

Every column of the paper was crowded with the same unintdlligible nonsense. Mrs.



Chriswell folded it neetly, deposited it on the table, and turned to tie her grandaughters sashes
and tdll her adventure.

"... And then he gave me somelovely photographs. In colour, hesaid... Good little girls, just
like Ednaand Evelyn. Would you like to see them?'

Edna made arude noise with her mouth pursed. Evelyn'sface grew saintlikein retdiation.
"Yes, show us," shesaid.

Mrs. Chriswell passed them the snapshots, and the children drew close together for the
moment before Evelyn dropped the pictures asif they were blazing. She stared hard at her
grandmother while Ednamade agagging noise.

"Green!" Ednagurgled. "Gaaa. .. green skind"

"Grandmother!" Evelyn wastearful. "Those children are frog-col oured!™

Mrs. Chriswell bent over to pick up the pictures. "Now, now, children," she murmured
absently. "We don't worry about the colour of people'sskins. Red... yellow... black... wereall
God's children. Asaor Africa, makes no difference..." But before she could finish her thought,
the nursemaid loomed disapprovingly in the doorway. Mrs. Chriswell hurried out to her own
room, while sometiny worry nagged at her mind. "Red, yellow, black, white," she murmured
over and over, "and brown... but green...?" Geography had always been her weak point.
Green... Now whereon earth...?.

BIRDS CAN'T COUNT
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EVERYBODY HASHISOWN WAY OF WEATHERING A HANGOVER. Maggi€'s
husband's way was to ignore the whole matter, stoutly denying, if pressed, that he suffered at dll.
Maggie never denied Mark the right to this brave pretense, but she had long ago noted that on
such daysthe family car needed agreat dedl of tinkering with, which necessitated Mark'slying
down under it or in it for several hours. Maggie refused any such face-saving measures. Right
after break-fast on the day after the party she took to her bed, fortified vith massive doses of B1,
adull book and, for quiet companionship, Gomez, the cat.

Thewindow cooler hummed invitingly in the darkened bedroom; the curtainsbelled out in the
breeze, and Maggie, shedding everything but her dip, climbed gratefully into bed. The book was
cdled Hunting Our Feathered Friends with a Camera, and Maggie, who knew nothing of
photography or birds, began to read it in the hope of being bored into sudden deep.

Sleep had been very dusive lately. It was silly of her to become so disturbed over shadows. ..
or, more often, the lack of shadows. But how to explain her uneasinessto Mark, or to anybody?
Once, last night at the party, sheld come very close to asking her friends for help or, maybe, just
sympathy—the talk had turned to ghosts and hauntings—»but luckily she'd called back the words
before they'd formed. The whole thing was too nebulous to talk about. From the first, Mark had
labeled it paranoiac, laughing a her wide-eyed account of something that looked at her in the
bathroom, trundled after her to the bedroom, then watched her in the kitchen while she pared
potatoes. When Mark had asked where for Pete's sake was there room in that small kitchen for
asecret watcher, Maggie had shut up. Not for worlds would she leave herself open to Mark's
delighted shouts (she could just hear him) by answering that question.

"If I'd said: 'on top of therefrigerator,’ " Maggie thought drowsly, "I'd never have heard the
last of it."

... The hunting urge is deeply ingrained in man. It is no longer necessary to hunt for



food; take a camera in your hands and stalk your prey. The prime hunter, anyway, from
the days of the caveman, has been the artist, tracking down and recording beauty... Allow
your children and yourself the thrill of the chase; satisfy this primitive urge with a safe
weapon, the camera. Patience... do not harmthe nests... natural setting... build yourself a
blind... patience... catch themfeeding... mating ... battling ... patience... quick exposure
... patience...

Maggie dept.

Minutes later she woke to find Gomez, the cat, sitting on her ssomach. She and Gomez, good
friends, regarded each other gravely. Gomez, aware that he had her full attention, tossed his head
ittidhly.

"Y ou woke me," Maggie accused.

"Mmm-ow-rannkk?" He was giving her the three-syllable, get-up-and-feed-me treatment.
Maggie was supposed to find this coaxing irresistible.

"Blast and damn,” Maggie said gently, not moving. Gomez trod heavily towards her chin.

"All right," Maggie muttered.

"But sop flouncing. Whoever heard of aflouncing tomcat—"

Both Maggie and Gomez froze, staring at something closeto the ceiling.

"Doyou seeit, too?' Maggierolled her eyes a Gomez, which so terrified him heimmediately
began evasive action—bounding off the bed, sumbling over her shoes, caroming off her desk,
fdling into the lid of her portable typewriter, hisfavorite degping spot. Gomez cowered deep in
thelid, one scalloped ear doing radar duty for whatever danger hovered.

"That's my brave, contained cat." Maggie crooned through her teeth. Sheraised herself up on
her elbowsto stare a one corner of the celling; her eyes moved dowly with the dow movement
there. But was it movement? Strictly speaking, it was not. Only some subtle shifting of thelight in
the room, she thought. That was dl. The ceiling was blank and bare. Gradually the tumult of her
heart subsided. Maggie caught sight of her face in the dressing table mirror. She wasinterestingly
pae

"It'sdl donewith mirrors, Gomez, and who's afraid of amirror? Neither younor I... acar
went by, or acloud. Take one cloud, amirror, and ahangover; divide by... Wait aminute. | just
thought of something.”

Gomez waited, rdlaxing somewhat in histight-fitting box. Maggie sat cross-legged in the
middle of the double bed slently pursuing an eusve memory.

Whiteface... tents... carnivd... yes, the spider lady! It was one of thefirst dates | had with
Mark, and how much | impressed him, because | saw through theillusion at once. Therein the
tent, behind aroped-off section, sat ahuge, hairy spider with the head of awoman. The bead
turned and talked and laughed with the crowd, but glared a me when | began to point out to
Mark the arrangement of the mirrors. It was al smple enough and fairly obvious, but not to
Mark. Not to most people. Later, over coffee and doughnuts, | explained rather proudly to him
that magic shows, pickpocket shows, that kind of thing, were aways dull for me, because | could
see S0 clearly what was redlly happening—that the way to look, to watch, was not straight on,
but in afunny kind of oblique way, head tilted. Mark squeezed my hand then and made one
remark about a crazy female who goes through life with her head on one side, seeing too deeply
intothings...

It isniceto remember young love, Maggie thought, but I'm losing the track of that thought.
Ohyes... and then during the war there was the generd a Mark's training camp—he definitely
lacked my peculiar ability—who came to check on the trainees camouflaged foxholes. Mark
wrote me abouit it. The old boy cursed them dl for inept idiots who couldn't decently camouflage
aflea, and then, right in front of the whole company and still curaing the obviousness of their
efforts, stepped straight into one of the concealed holes and broke hisleg. So...?



Maggie lay back on her bed, her usua abstracted ook considerably deepened. Her mind
whedled around to the party last night. Something said or done then nagged at her now. What
wasit? It had been agood party. Nobody mad or sad or very bad. The summer bachelor had
flitted about like an overweight hummingbird stedling sips of kisses... and amost drowned in the
blonde, bless her. A mercurid young man had explained to Maggie what a bitch hisfirst wife
was, while staring rather gloomily at his second... Thetalk had ranged from ghoststo sex, from
religion to sex, from flying saucersto sex, and everybody had come out strongly on the side of
the angels and sex. Therocket engineer believed passonately in the flying saucers, but—that
was it!

Hed said: "Maggie, it'sslly and sweet of you to hope for a deus ex machina, cometo save
civilization, but have you consdered we may mean nothing to them emotionaly? Haven't you
ever watched ants struggling with aload too big for them? How much did you care? Evenif, like
God, you marked thefal of every sparrow, you might sSmply be conducting asurvey or
expressing colossal boredom, like the people who delight in measuring things. Y ou know what |
mean—if so and so werelaid end to end..." and right there the talk had turned back to sex.

"S0," Maggie said aoud. "I'm being watched. Catalogued. Maybe photographed. Either that,
or I'm nuts, loony, dtrictly for the birds." She grabbed the dull book and began to read again, not
quite sure what she was looking for. She studied the photographs in the book, and for the first
timeit struck her how sdlf-conscioudy posed some of the birdslooked. "Hams," Maggie
dismissed them. "Camerahogs." She glanced at hersdlf in the mirror, hesitated, then got up and
combed her hair and lipsticked her mouth. In the mirror she could see Gomez peering cautioudy
from the typewriter lid towards a spot over the window cooler. The shadowy coolness of the
room lightened for amoment, and Gomez' eyes registered the change, but Maggie didn't mind.
She was posing sultrily and liking the effect. Maggie had decided to cooperate for the time being
and give the unseen watcher an eyeful.

Mind you, shewasthinking furioudy, if thisis camouflage, it's out of my class... maybe
out of thisworld. Then how am| to prove it? It might be easier just to go quietly nuts...
But I've got too much to do this week to go crazy. Next week, perhaps. What am | saying!
Fie on this character, whoever it may be. With my tilted, eagle eye | will ferret him out!

Cbeered, she began to do sitting-up exercises. Next, she stood on her head. Unfortunately
she couldn't see anything, since her only garment fell down around her ears.

Mark opened her bedroom door and peered in.

"Good God, Maggie!" he said. "What's up?'

Maggi€e's heed emerged from the folds of the dip, and shelay full length ontherug. "Just a
game" shesad. "Wantaplay?'

"Please, Maggie," he said plaintively. "Not just now. I've got to go polish the car.”

"ldiot," Maggie sad. "I'm studying photography... | think. Go away, you're gpt to ruin the
exposure.”

"l am not,” Mark said doggedly. "It'salovely exposure, it'sjust that | have to—"

"—polish the car!" Maggie threatened him with ashoe. Mark sighed and withdrew, closing
the door gently behind him.

Maggie got up and dressed in shirt and shorts and tried the headstand again. Gomez watched
her with wide, startled eyes. Next she bent down and peered back between her legswhile
turning dowly to survey al four sdes of the room. Nothing. Wesrily she sat amoment on the rug,
rubbing her aching brow. Her eyesfelt sandy, and she rubbed them, too. She glanced at Gomez
and saw that helooked like two cats, one barely offsetting the other, like a color overlay ona
magazine page that wasn't quite right. She rubbed her eyes harder to dispe theilluson, and just
then she saw the watcher.

She and the watcher Stared at each other across the intervening space and across thelittle



black box the watcher held. Even now hisimage was not clear to Maggie. One moment he was
there, the next he was a something-nothing, then he was gone.

Maggie rubbed furioudy at her eyes again and brought him back to her vison. Thistime she
was able to hold him there, though the image danced and swam and her eyes watered alittle with
the effort. It wasjust like any illusion, she thought; once you know the trick of looking at it, you
fed stupid not to have seen it a once.

"Peek-a-bo0," she said. "'l seeyou. But stop wiggling.”

The watcher's expression did not change. He continued to gaze at her raptly. But all the rest
of him changed. He reminded Maggie of mirages shedd seen, Unking and flattening mountain
tops. Was he human? A moment ago, he might have been. But now he was agreat whirl of gray
petals with the black box and the staring eyes remaining still and cool in the center. The eyes
were large, dark and unblinking. The gray petals now drooped like melted wax and flowed into
diffening horizontd lineslike astylized Chrismastree, and the liquid eyes became twin sars
decorating its apex, with the black box dangling below like agift tied to abranch. Thetree
dissolved and turned into a vase-shape, with ddlicate etchings of light on the gray that reminded
Maggieof finelace.

Maggie got up purposefully and walked towards the fluidly shifting image. The watcher
ghrank into asmall square shape that was like awindow open onto cold, danting lines of rain.
Maggie reached out ahand and touched the solid plaster wall.

"Nuts," Maggie said. "l know you're there. Come out, come out, and welll dl take tea™

The watcher's gaze now turned toward her feet, and his form lengthened and narrowed so
dragtically that he reminded Maggie of nothing so much as abarber pole with gray and white
stripes. The barber pole grew an appendage that pointed downward. It seemed to be pointing at
Gomez, who had seated himsdlf just where Maggie might most conveniently step on him, and
was yawning as unconcernedly asif the watcher did not exist, or asif he were quite used to him.
The watcher grew another appendage, raised the black box, and just then atiny shaft of light
touched Gomez on the nose.

Maggie watched carefully, but Gomez did not seem to be hurt. He began to wash hisface. "Is
it acamera, then?' Maggie asked. No answer. She looked wildly around the room, grabbed up
the framed photograph of her mother-in-law and showed it to the watcher. The staring eyes
looked dubious. But by dint of using her eyebrows and dl her facid muscles Maggiefindly made
her question clear to him. One appendage disappeared into the black box and drew out atiny
replicaof Gomez yawning. It was a perfect little three-dimensiond figurine, and Maggie coveted
it with dl her heart. She reached for it, but the wavering barber pole drew itsdlf up gtiffly, the eyes
admired thefigurine afew moments, glared haughtily at Maggie, and the figurine disappeared.
Maggie's face expressed her disappointment

"What about me?* Maggie pointed to hersdlf, pantomimed the way he held the box, then
touched her own nose lightly. The eyes at the top of the barber pole gazed at her blandly. The
barber pole shuddered. Then the watcher pantomimed that Maggie should pick up Gomez and
hold him. Maggie did, and again the little shaft of light hit Gomez on the nose.

"Hey!" Maggie said. "Did you get me, too? Let me see” No response from the watcher. "Oh
well," Maggie said, "maybe that one wasn't so good. How about this pose?' She smiled and
pirouetted gracefully for the watcher, but the watcher only looked bored. There's nothing so
disconcerting, Maggie thought, as abored barber pole. She subsided into deep thought. Come to
think of it, Gomez had been with her each time she'd sensed the presence of the thing.

"Blast and damn,” she said. "'l will not play asupporting role for any cat, even Gomez." She
made fierce go-away motions to the image-maker. She shoved Gomez outs de the bedroom. She
created ahogt of nasty faces and tried them on for the watcher. She made shooing motions asiif
he were achicken. Findly, in aburst of inspiration she printed the address of the Animal Shelter



on acard and drew pictures of catsdl around it. She held it up for the barber poleto read. The
eyes|ooked puzzled, but willing. The little black box was being folded into itself until now it was
no larger than an ice cube. The barber pole swelled into a caricature of awoman, awoman with
enormous brandy-snifter-s ze breasts and huge flopping buttocks. The eyeswere now setina
round, doughy, simpering face that somehow (horribly, incomprehensibly) reminded Maggie of
her own. The watcher then, gazing straight at Maggie, mimicked al the nasty faces shed made,
stood on his (her?) head, peered between hislegs, smiled and pirouetted, pretended to leer at
himsdlf inamirror, and then, very deliberately, indicated with one spiraing finger atop his head
that Maggie was nuts. He gave her onelook of pure male amusement and disappeared.

"Come back and fight,” Maggie said. "'l dare you to say that again." She rubbed her eyes
without much hope, and she wasright. The watcher was gone.

Rather forlornly, Maggie took to her bed again. "It's the worst hangover I've ever had,"
Maggie moaned. " So maybe | wasn't looking my best, but it's abitter blow..."

Theworst of it was, she could never tell anybody, even Mark. What woman could ever admit
she had less charm than a beat-up old tomcat? "Buit I've found out one thing,” Maggie thought. "I
know now what dogs and cats stare a when people can't see anything there..." But she dmost
wept when she remembered her old day-dream—of watchers lovingly studying and guiding
mankind, or at least holding themselves ready to step in and hel p when the going got too rough.
Suppose, though, the watchers cons dered mankind no more than servants to the other animals?
Feeding and bathing them, providing warm houses and soft, safe beds...

It was asickening thought. Maggie harbored it for two minutes, and then resolutely dismissed
it from mind.

"Fiddlesticks! He wasn't that stupid. In fact, he was adamn smart-aleck. So he liked Gomez.
So what? Maybe he'sawoman-hater."

She settled back against her pillow and opened the bird book:

Remember, birds can't count. When you build your blind, let two people enter it. Let
one person go away, and the birds will return without fear, thinking they are safe, In this
way, you will get good, natural pictures of our friends eating, fighting, and mating...

Mark opened the bedroom door and walked in. "Maggie?’

"Hmm?" Maggie went on reading.

"l couldn't polishthecar..." Mark grinned & her.

"Why not?' Maggie dropped the dull book with dacrity. She knew that grin.

"| kept thinking about that new game you were playing... Sometype of photography, did you
say? Then | know the perfect namefor it."

"What?"

"It'scalled see-the-birdie, and it isn't anew game a al—it'sjust part of an old one.”

Maggie stretched luxurioudy and made an gpparently irrdlevant remark: " So long, hangover."

THE WORD
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| CAN TELL YOU WE WERE FRIGHTENED WHEN THAT WOMAN opened the
door. Goddess-tdll, she was, like dl those people. It isonly when they are children their size
does not frighten one... much. Even hunger, | think, could not have driven usforth from our
hiding place to mingle with those giantsin their crowded streets, but on that night Lodi hed
dipped back to report that the streets were thronged only with the little ones. We decided to



chanceit. Dorion would be yet three days repairing the ship, he said, and his fingers had dowed
and grown clumsy because of hishunger.

Lodi blamed himsdf bitterly for the hunger that gnawed at the four of us. Lodi isagood
leader, and |, for one, would follow him anywhere, but Mun and | sometimes haveto St on Lodi.
Literdly, I mean. For ingtance, while Dorion grumbled over hisrepairs and paid no attention at all
to anything else, Mun and | had been forced to listen to Lodi explaining over and over just how it
happened that he forgot to fill the emergency food bins. At last Mun nodded wegrily a me. So
Mun sat on Lodi'shead and | sat on hisfeet and we took turns feeding back his own sad story,
with variations.

"Old Yaud cdled you in to explain an entry in our ship'slog. How could you explain it when
you couldn't even read it?' said Mun.

Therewewere," | took up therefrain, "just ready to take off from Big Ship with amillion
detallsto attend to, and you off in old Y aud's office buttering up the old idiot instead of checking
theloading!"

But we couldn't keep Lodi down.

That'swhy 1'd rather be on his observer ship than any of the twenty-three others attached to
Big Ship. What if hiscrew isaways being caled to scuff the green carpet in the council
chamber? With Lodi as our leader (and he tromping &l over rules and regulations) we bring back
the clearest, closest viewings of dl. Tiu, who never leavesthe Big Ship, but sits before the view
screens day after day, blessesLodi for hisdaring and pleads for usin the council chamber.

Now Lodi squirmed out from under us and got to hisfeet. "Shut up aminute," he said, and
looked at Dorion who was driving himsdlf at the repairs despite hisdowing fingers. Then Lodi
beckoned for Mun and me. We left the comparative safety of the ship and sscumbled after him. |
amost envied Dorion left groaning over hiswork. It was very dark outside the ship, but Lodi
knew the way. Every night since the forced landing Lodi had snesked into the nearby town with
the small, portable viewtaker hed persuaded Dorion to make for him. Tiu, we knew, would be
ddighted with these views. While we waked we imagined among oursaves how hisround belly
would shake with hiswhoops of joy, and of how he would speak up in the council chamber,
dowly and powerfully in our defense. It was comforting to remember Tiu at this moment.
Because we were breaking the strictest rule of dl. Lodi wasignoring it, and my empty belly and |
saw no reason to remind him of the fact that crews are supposed under dl circumstancesto stay
inside the ship.

It wasalong walk. But at last Lodi hated us and made us lie down in some deep shadows
while he crawled ahead to assess our position. Mun and | communicated our nervousness silently
and lifted our headsto peer at the lights ahead. | remembered the giantswho lived there, and |
shuddered. | had never seen one any closer than ship'slength away, staring goggle-eyed at us
through the window of hisaircraft.

Suddenly, | felt something rubbing against my hand. My heart dmost stopped before | saw it
wasasmal, mewing animd that meant no harm. | scratched its neck as | would have scratched
the neck of a pprrr a home. It liked it.

Lodi sounded the clear-ahead whistle. Mun and | stood up and walked forward into the
lights. | saw, from &far, Lodi standing calmly on awalk jostled by acrowd of children. All dong
the street the light standards showed dozens of strolling children, but none of the frightening big
ones. Not one of the children paid much attention to Lodi, | saw, other than to point at him and
dare amoment, smiling, before they moved on.

"It'sdl right, Cled," Lodi reassured me, though he did not speak aoud. Lodi, too, was
nervous. "They dl havefood. All of them. Smdl it?" He waved hisarm encompass-ingly. "Do
you seethey aredl carrying sacks full of food? Watch them. They go up to ahouse, knock, say
acertain word, and more food is put in their sacks. It'sacurious procedure, and | am even now



recording it with the view-taker." Ashetaked silently, coaxingly, we edged nearer to him. Lodi
grabbed Mun impatiently and pulled him aong by the hand. | was shaking with fright dl theway
to my toenails, but | plodded beside them.

"And are we, God forbid, to rob these children of their full sacks?' | have followed Lodi into
many atrouble-making, council-shaking act, but | would not rob even agiant's child.

"No, no!" Lodi glared a& me. "Have yet led you into the unlawful 7'

Mun and | clutched each other and snickered. Lodi dropped Mun's hand and stalked ahead.
Another kind of anima, much larger than the mewing one (or we), came running up to Lodi,
wagging itstail and licking Lodi on the chin. Lodi kept pushing it away and petting it timidly al at
the sametime. The anima then ran around and around Lodi keeping him prisoner and almost
knocking him off hisfeet. Ahead of usachild turned and whistled. The anima went bounding
away.

"Thank God," Lodi muttered. "I thought | had been chosen for Only-Love. Think how Dorion
would have cursed if 1'd been forced to return to the ship with that great beast. Now watch and
extend your hearing." We dl paused before alighted house, and sheltered by the hedge, watched
agroup of children who waited before the open door. The light poured out on their upturned
faces, and | gasped at the sight. One of the children bore the face of aman aged in wickedness.
Another that of a polished skull. One child straddled a broom and wore a high, peaked hat and
had the face of atoothless crone. "Oh, pity their parents!” | cried out. Lodi hushed me so that we
might hear the secret word. A man giant came to the open door. The children al screeched
together, so that it was difficult to sort out the syllables.

"How sad that they have the voices of children with such faces!”

Lodi shushed me again while we watched. The man put a piece of food into each sack. The
children pushed and shoved each other in their eagerness. One child spilled dl the contents of his
sack and, wailing, stooped to retrieve them. And, oh then! Hisfacefdl off. | mysalf wailed at the
horror of it. Lodi stuffed his hand against my mouth, and then | saw that undernesth the
face-that-fell dwelt another gentler face, like any child's.

"Did you hear theword?" Lodi hissed.

"No, did you?' Mun reached out and dragged L odi into the shadow.

"Clang-heads!" Lodi whispered heatedly. "1 will give you the word, but where oh where are
your ears? Cled must needs make the night ghastly with howling. Oh, yes, your lungs are
ever-present, your mouth is ever-moving, your belly ever-calling, but who, who isit that doesthe
head work, always and forever? Who, | say, makesit possible for you two honk-headsto stay in
Observation? Who?'

"Tiu," | answered him. Lodi stopped raving and started giggling. We dl sat down in the midst
of the hedge and giggled. When we could stop, we got up and walked to the last house with a
light. Lodi whispered the word to us, but we pushed him into the leading position, so that it was
he who knocked on the door.

A light came on over our heads. The door opened. Goddess-tall was that woman standing in
the doorway. Mun grabbed my hand, and my heart dmost stopped again. But she was beautiful,
that giant woman. She smiled down &t us, and Lodi, who is susceptibleto al the nuances of love,
flapped his antennae in shy acknowledgment.

"Triggertree?' Histhin, sweet voice gave him away. Lodi wasin love again and, asusud,, it
was mutual. He lifted his eyesto the woman and she kndlt before him. Just like that. That's Lodi
for you. | poked Mun in theribs. Mun started to giggle again.

"Oh, you darlingg" the woman's mind said. And I'd swear it was the same kind of thing she
said aloud. She kept murmuring at us, and we caught the no-sack concept, and you should have
seen Lodi pulling hisface into amournful no-sack-poor-little-thing to match her mind-talk. She
loved it, that one. And Lodi wasn't hdf trying. Just then in the middle of al that exclamatory



murmuring of hers| caught a concept that froze me to the marrow. Trandated into words it was
enough to set usal trembling again. Do you know what that woman's mind was saying to us, not
about us, but right to us?

"Oh, the darling little men from Mard Seetheir cunning little costumes... Y our mother must
have worked hours... And did you comein alittle space ship al that way just to say ‘trick or
treat’ at my house? And did you think | wouldn't give you anything just because you forgot your
sacks? Wait, just wait. I've got just thethingslittle Martianslikel”

She stood up suddenly. Mun and | fell back in fright. But she didn't seem to notice. She went
darting deeper into the house, while we stood there frantically communicating, al mind-talking a
once, with Lodi louder and stronger than Mun or |, trying to keep us from bolting and running
like hell shipwards. We stayed, but you can't dwaystrust Lodi's judgment when hesnewly in
love. He was stamping hisfoot and silently cursing us when the woman came back. She had
three enormous sacks stuffed with food. We staggered as she placed them in our arms. | could
smdll thefood, and some of my panic stilled. Food does that, you know.

"Now go home, darlings,” the woman said in effect. "It's getting late, and your mother will
worry." | thought of Dorion sweeting back in the ship with never athought for us. But | wastoo
scared to giggle. | ran with the heavy sack. Out on the street | stopped to look back. Mun was
right behind me, but that Lodi! He had his arms around the woman's neck. She was knedling
before him and kissing him right between the antennae! | heard her call as he broke away from
her a last. "Be sure to come back next year. Don't forget!”

And do you know, we may do that, if Tiu ever gets us out of disciplinary confinement. He's
working at it. We had some of the food left when we got back to Big Ship. Tiu saysany
civilization that can cook like that can't be dl bad... or mad. Lodi, who wastoo full of loveto be
afraid, kept his ears open, and he says the woman mind-named the things as she placed them in
the sacks. Every day now while he plucks glucklings for Morden he namesthem over likealove
song. "Popcorn, peanuts, apples, candy, doughnuts, cookies, cupcakes, dandy!" | don't know
which waswhich. Neither doesLodi. But I'm going to remember that word Triggertree. Nobody
has ever kissed me right between the antennae. Lodi saysit's wonderful.

THE DAY OF THE GREEN VELVET CLOAK
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EXACTLY ONE WEEK BEFORE SHE WAS TO BE MARRIED TO Mr. Hubert

Lotzenhiser, owner of the Fast and Friendly Loan Company, Mavis O'Hanlon went shopping
and, among other things, bought avery expensve mistake. She knew it was a mistake the
moment the sledady counted out the meager change from two fifty-dollar bills—amost the last
of Mavis savings. Still, the green velvet cloak was quite the loveliest mistake Mavis had ever
made. For ingtance, it in no way resembled Hubert, her biggest mistake to date. Mavis, weaving
her way through the crowded department store aides, glanced briefly in the direction of the
exchange desk, then down at the smart box that held the green velvet cloak. No, it was
impossible. Asusud, the very thought of gpproaching the exchange desk turned her kneesto jely
and st ten thousand butterflies to panic flight in her somach. Mavisknew very well what Hubert
would say of such timid behavior, if he wereto find out about it. (She certainly had no intention of
telling him.) In the Six years of their engagement Hubert had devoted a cong derable amount of
time and effort to what he called "fibering-up" Mavis character. She had been subjected to many
long, dull lectures on the advantages of sdf-discipline, which, so far asMavis could see,
conssted chiefly in forcing hersdf to do al the things she most didiked so that she could turn out



to be exactly like Hubert.

Under Hubert's tutelage Mavis had shudderingly tried pot-gardening, dog-paiting, and
automobile-driving. She was miserable. She balked the night Hubert cameto dinner in her
gpartment and inssted she pursue and kill the two cockroaches the grocer had sacked with the
potatoes. She grew so heady with her rebellion that night that she amost broke the engagement.
Infact, she was triumphantly convinced she had, till Hubert showed up the next night and
overwhelmed her with his bland assumption that dl waswell. It was dl so difficult. She could not
clearly recall how she had come to be engaged to Hubert in thefirst place. Fortunately, Hubert's
excessvely cautious nature had demanded along engagement. Unfortunately, the long
engagement period was now drawing to a close, and Mavisfound it more and more difficult to
tell Hubert what abig mistake hewas.

After the night of the cockroaches, Mavis had given up her role of the grim quarry dave
scourged to her dungeon and gone happily back to being her old chicken-hearted, unfibered sdif.
Now she wished she hadn't. If Hubert's character-building had succeeded, how smpleit would
be now to tell him (in effect) that she wasturning himin at the exchange desk! (But for whom
could she exchange him?)

That was afruitlessline of thought. Epecialy since she couldn't even bring hersdlf to
exchange a perfectly usdess (but perfectly beautiful) green velvet cl oak—which no power on
earth could induce her to wear in public, even supposing she should ever have occasion for
wearing it. It wasimpossible to picture hersdlf garbed in thelong Victorian garment, sailing into
some nightclub on Hubert'sarm. Mavis hadn't the courage to bring it off, for one thing. For
another, it demanded an escort as unlike Hubert as was humanly possible.

When she | eft the department store, Mavis headed straight for the Book Nook. After
mentally wrestling with two enormous mistakes she felt she deserved asmall reward. In Mavis
opinion chicken-hearted people were frequently in need of small rewards—for the thingsthey did
and the things they did not do, for success and failure, for joy and despair, and for dl
in-betweenness,

When she could find it the Book Nook was her favorite second-hand bookstore, and
second-hand books were her favorite small rewards. The place was a narrow, dark cave
sandwiched between a red -estate office and a surgica-supply shop. She was never quite certain
of the address. Sometimes, when it had been months since her last visit, she would return to find
that the redl-estate office had unaccountably changed into a cubby-hole that sold sneeze powder
and exploding cigars, and when she turned into what ought to have been the Book Nook, she
ended in anightmare of trusses, bedpans, and menacing garmentswith alot of dangling harness
attached.

But on the day of the green cloak the redl-estate office displayed its usud ugly photographs of
property nobody wanted, while the surgica supply shop offered a choice of legs or crutches, and
she found the Book Nook huddled between them.

Therewas anew proprietor in charge. But then, there often was. At first glance shefound him
avast improvement over his predecessors, though this one was badly in need of ashave. Still, the
new man was young and he didn't have acold. Till then it had been Mavis experiencethat all
second-hand booksellers suffered from heavy colds and a startling resemblance to stone images
squatting on ancient tombs. This one, however, went so far asto raise hisheed, blink hiseyes,
and glance pleasantly (if vaguely) in her direction.

Proceeding carefully in the half-gloom, Mavis eased her way into the ol d-books section,
which in places like the Book Nook mostly meant nineteenth-century trash. After agrubby half
hour she emerged with aprize: a chatty description of a European tour made by awedthy
American girl intheyear 1877. Mavis had once known aman who collected cigarette lighters
that looked like guns or miniature bottles or outdoor privies—he didn't care, just so they in no
way resembled cigarette lighters. Live and let live, Mavisthought. Cigarette lightersheld no



charmsfor her, but Victorian travel journdsdid. Like most collectors she began with sheer
greed, trying to cover too much territory, and ended with despair and not enough money. For
sometime now, she had limited hersdlf to feminine journasthat spanned (roughly) the years
between 1850 and 1900. Asfor why she ever began collecting them at al... Hubert had asked
her that. She had tried answering him with the truth: that people do not live by reason aone—that
they only make up reasonsto stop other people asking silly questions.

Hubert wasn't pleased with her answer at all, at al. In the end she was forced to retreat
behind the conversation-killing remark that history was fascinating. Even Hubert respected
history.

When she brought the book to the new proprietor's desk, he blew the dust from it and leafed
through it while Mavis waited with money in one hand and tried to steedy her smal mountain of
packages with the other.

"It's marked seventy-five cents" she said. "Right there, on theflyleaf." Shelaid the money on
the desk, but the young man ignored it. He was reading a page in the middle of the book. He
closed the book, hisfinger ill marking his place, and looked back to check the author's name.

"Sara..." hesad. "Only think of Sarals keeping ajournd so faithfully. It's exactly wheat I've
been looking for. Thank you... thank you." He glanced up at Mavis and smiled very sweetly and
went back to hisreading. She stared down at the top of his head which resembled amedium
grade of sheared beaver, Her feet began to hurt. Impatience always settled in Mavis fet.

"Y ou want to keep it?" she asked, leaning periloudy forward to glare at him over her
packages.

"Oh, | don't think that's necessary or even desirable..." He chewed nervoudy at hislower lip.
"But | redlly ought to read it—or anyway, part of. Now, here's anice question of ethics: If oneis
atimetraveler and discoversin the future that one's sister's best friend has been keeping ajourna
that oneis certain to find onesdlf in, how far is one allowed to read ahead? | mean, of what isto
happen, but has not yet happened?’ He pondered amoment while Mavis stared a himin
bewilderment.

"| rather think," he continued, "that it is perfectly fair for meto read up to the point of my
departure, don't you?'

"Oh, by dl means," Mavis said, but her sarcasm was ost on the young man.

"Y es, herewe are, steaming up the Rhine, awhole party of us." He began to read aoud from
the book: "We broke our journey at Konigswinter long enough to climb up to Godesburg
Castle. While strolling back T. G. kept us merry with fantastic predictions for the future. J.
gaily accused him of having drunk too deeply of the wine at luncheon or of having
consulted the raggletaggle gypsies who waylaid us near the castle. T. G. only laughed and
shook his head. J. asked mock-scornfutty if he had traveled much into the future. T. G.
answered her that he wished he could, more than anything. Mrs. Smmons then exercised
her authority as chaperone and begged us to cease our wild talk. Yes," helooked up from
the book and nodded at Mavis, who was standing before him with her mouth open. "That's
exactly the way it was. And then we climbed the Drachenfels and afterwards floated past
thirty-three crumbling castles. It must have been two days later when we reached Heidelberg.
That'swhere | excused mysalf from sightseeing and succumbed to a bookshop.” He suddenly
stopped talking and fell to reading again the way a hungry man attacks his dinner.

Mavis began unloading all her packages onto the desk. He might well be crazy, but she
wanted that book. Short of grappling for it, she saw no way of getting it but to wait for it. She
moved around behind the desk, drew up a chair and sat down beside him; she took off her shoes
and wiggled her toes. The Book Nook was very quiet, dark, and cool. There were no other
customers. She could wait till closing time—still two hours away. Surdly it would not take him
that long to finish Sarasjournd.



The young man paid no attention to her, other than to move his chair afew inchesto alow her
to squeeze in beside him. Heread slently and swiftly for ten minutes, then began groping around
on the desk top without lifting his eyes from the page. The hand paused asif it were surprised
when it camein contact with Mavis packages.

"1 could stack them here on thefloor,” she said, "if they'rein your way."

"Not a dl. Thethingis, | believe my cigar caseisunder them.”

Together they lifted the stack. No cigars. The young man ran his hands through the medium
grade of sheared beaver and |ooked desperate.

"Here, have acigarette.” Mavis opened her purse and handed him the package, first taking
onefor hersdlf. Shewaited for himto light it, but when she saw that no light was forthcoming she
fished out abook of matches. Only then did she glance up at hisface. His eyebrows had climbed
amogt as high asthe sheared beaver.

"Oh, I say! You... Well, | cdl it brave of you. There are ladies, | know, who... who smoke,
but to doit in public and carry tobacco about with you... | cal it brave!™

Nobody else had ever called Mavis brave. She warmed to him. But honesty was strong in
her. "Millions of women smoke. Hubert hatesit. But, of course you're teasing me... Forgive me,
but | do think you're the strangest owner the Book Nook has ever had. If you've finished withit,
I'll take the book and go. The money ison the desk.”

The young man lighted both cigarettes before he answered. "My dear young lady, | am not
the owner of the Book Nook. There was nobody at all here when | arrived in that little alcove
back there. It was pitch dark, and | dept on the floor till daylight. That was three days ago. This
morning | broke the lock on the front door—the back door isboarded up and nailed solid. |
took a short but nerve-racking walk and then crept back into this safe but cheerless hole. It was
then | noticed asign on the street side of the door. It said 'Closed till further notice." It's till there,
| believe. When you camein, | was considering, rather desperately, what | should do next. | do
think it was clever of you to find exactly the book | needed! 1'd been looking, but there are so
many books, and dl so higgledy-piggledy..."

Mavis gtared and stared at him, while belief in him grew and grew. For thefirgt time she
noticed that his crumpled clotheswere very Ivy League. "Areyou redly out of Saras journd?
... 1 mean, how did it happen?’

"I redly am, Miss—please, what isyour name?' Mavistold him. "Mineis Titus Graham, and |
ought this minute to be in Heidelberg, and it ought to be the year eighteen seventy-seven. | don't
quite know how it happened, except that | went into abookshop and | found a new book of
short stories by ayoung German whose work | admire. He writes fantastic stories about the
future, and | quitelose mysdf in them, you see. Only thistime | lost mysdlf indeed.

"l had settled myself in alittle reading acove they have there and had begun reading the book.
You see, I'd fully intended to buy it and take it back to the hotel with me, till | discovered I'd left
al my money in my room. Very embarrassing, but the proprietor ingsted | look it over, anyway. |
did, and suddenly, here | was."

"But, Mr. Graham, how will you get back?'

"Presumably by reading in this time something that closely relatesto the other time”

"But will it work?'

"l... I hope s0." The young man closed hiseyes and swayed alittle, asif he were suddenly
dizzy. He clutched at the edge of the desk, and histeeth began to chatter. His palor was
daming.

Maviswas on her feet a once, scrambling to put on her shoes. "What isit, Mr. Graham? Are
youill?"

"Not at dl. It'sjust the cold in here. Don't you fed it?"

"Cold nothing!" Maviswasfuriouswith hersdf. "Y ou're sarving, of course. What awitless



idiot I am! No money—here three days in this dreadful honking, hooting, cruel city. Frightened,
too, I'll bet! But not showing it. Oh, Mr. Graham, you are S0 brave! Here..." She dragged the
green velvet cloak fromitsbox. "Let mewrap you in this, and then I'll go get somefood. 11l be

right back." She was halfway out the door when he caled to her.

"Y ou are so kind. So very kind. When you come back, don't be darmed if you don't find me
here. I'll try reading the book in the little alcove back there. Perhaps that will help.”

"Oh, Mr. Graham, dear, take the book and try! Try hard, and I'll hurry."

But again hisvoice stopped her.

"l say... | know thisisrather presumptuous of me, but | wonder... That is, I've never met a
woman like you before. Y ou didn't turn ahair when | told you about me—when | wasfrom. I've
daydreamed a great deal about the New Woman of the future, so free, so untrammeled and
brave. | mean, would you—if you could—go back with me? If we tried reading the book
together? I'm saying this badly, but | could take you to my sster... And after awhile, if you
wanted to... Miss O'Hanlon, will you marry mein eighteen seventy-seven?'

Mavis stood in the doorway, her heart pounding. Oh, wouldn't it be wonderful to go back
with him—back to atime she'd fit into? Back to the long sunlit days when an hour was awhole
hour long, not like these modern ten minute hours. She knew very well from her persistent
reading of Victorian journals that something queer had happened to time even before she was
born. And to people. There used to be room enough in the world for al kinds of people—the
inefficient, and the chicken-hearted... Maybe, with time enough, she could fiber-up her character
in her own way. Mightn't she even, in Titus Graham'sworld, appear to be not only
strong-fibered, but perhaps atrifle fast? There, she could wear the velvet cloak... and no more
problems about Hubert. Hubert. Hefell into her dream the way a boulder might crash into
delicate glass cagtles. She drew herself up astall as she could, and for the first timein her lifefelt
little tendrils of strength lacing across her spine.

"l thank you, Mr. Graham, dear, from the bottom of my heart. | am honored, but | cannot go.
Y ou seg, | have not beenin thisworld al that you think | am. I'm atimid rabbit of agirl—not the
New Woman you've imagined meto be. A poet once said, There grows no herb of help to heal
acoward heart,’ so there's no sensein my chasing through timeto look for it. What 1'd better do
isstay here and hed mysdlf. Anyway, | mean to try. But right now | must go get you somefood.”

"In spite of what you say, | should like you to know, Miss O'Hanlon, that my faith in your
courage remains unshaken."

They were the last words Mavis ever heard from Titus Graham. Spoken words, that is. When
she returned with the sandwiches and coffee, he was gone. In the smdl acovein back she found
Sarasjournd, and after ashort but sharp battle with her conscience, she gathered the book up
with her packages. After dl, she comforted hersdlf, she had left the money for it on the desk. She
put the sandwiches and coffee inside the box that had held the green velvet cloak and set them
outside on the curb for the trash collector. Resolutely then she left the Book Nook and walked
severd blocksto find atelephone. Though her voice and hands were shaking, shefinaly
managed to phone the police to tell them that someone should see to relocking the Book Nook's
front door. When they asked for her name, she hung up.

Once safely & home again, Mavis gave in to fatigue and dull discontent. Something strange
and wonderful had happened to her, and yet everything was discouragingly the same. Shefelt
there ought to be some glow left, some magic light that would ater her forever. But what was
different? There was ill Hubert to contend with. There was ill the fact that shed spent dmost
al her money on the green velvet cloak. What, she wondered, had happened to it? And, oh, if
she could only know that Mr. Graham was safely home again and no longer hungry. Her eyesfell
on Sarasjournd... Of course!

She found the entry dmost immediately. Sara had written in Heldelberg in June, 1877:



After a frantic three days search by our whole party and various Heidelberg officials,
T. G. reappeared yesterday and set our fears at rest. He was quite unharmed, but tired and
hungry and looking very seedy. None of us endeavored to question himtill he had enjoyed
some food and rest. Today the physician tells us that he evidently contracted a fever and in
his delirium wandered about the city, in a state bordering on loss of memory. It is pitiful to
think of poor T. unable to find his way back to his friends and family. The fugue, asthe
doctor called it, has now passed, and we are assured he will recover fully. T. G.
remember s nothing, he says, except that somewhere he met a young woman who was kind
to him, giving him her cloak because he was shivering. He had it with him when he
returned and will not yet permit it to be removed from his sight. He has got it firmly in his
head that she was an extraordinarily beautiful and fearless creature, quite unlike any
other young lady of his acquaintance. It is most provoking.

He has always admired strong-minded females. Fortunately, | feel myself growing daily
mor e strong-minded... The cloak is of green velvet and of a quality that proves its owner
(whatever her other attributes) to have been a lady of excellent taste.

For amoment, Mavis had read enough. Without at al intending to, Sara had given her enough
glow to go on with. Bravely or not, Mavis could at least live her life with good taste. And it was
never good taste to marry aman you didn't love. So much for Hubert. Mavis reached for the
telephone and summoned him to their last meeting. While she waited for hisarriva she made
further plansfor the future. She would continue her collection of journas. It would be delightful if
now and then she ran across references to Saraand Titus. Of course, they'd marry. Or had
married. Mavis hoped so; certainly shedidn't mind. In fact, Mavis had no regrets at al, except
when she thought of the beautiful green cloak. Never mind, Sara could haveit. Maviswould save
her money and buy hersdlf another, because it hadn't been amistake at all.

Then why, Maviswondered, with everything so negtly ordered, did shefed like aleftover
pancake in an otherwise empty refrigerator?

Shewas crying alittle and telling hersdlf that she would not cry when her doorbell rang. Mavis
was surprised that Hubert had arrived so quickly; he wasn't due for another hour yet. The young
man standing before her had hair that resmbled a superior grade of sheared beaver, and in his
hands he carried a package heavy with red wax sedls.

"MissMavis O'Hanlon? May | comein?| come on avery strange errand, and it will take
timeto explain. Forgive me, my nameis Titus Graham, the Fourth, if it mattersto you." Heran his
hands distractedly through the sheared beaver. Mavis remembered to close her mouth—gone
suddenly dry—samiled, and invited him in. When he was seated he began again. "'Y ou aren't going
to believe this, but my great-grandfather—by the way, he was Titusthe First. Look, | know I'm
not making sense yet, but—that is, when my great-grandfather died in nineteen thirty-five, anong
his effects was this sedled package with aletter of instructions concerning it. The letter inssted
that the package not be opened, but that in a certain year—on this very day—it should be
delivered to aMissMavis O'Hanlon in this city. Preferably by his unmarried grest-grandson,
Titus Four. That'sme—oh, | told you. Yes... well, asamatter of fact, part of my inheritance
from him wasto be withheld till these conditionswerefulfilled. | was pretty young when he died,
but | do remember him, and | liked him very much. So, you see, aside from the rest of the
inheritance, I'm pleased to do as he asked—am | going too fast for you?"

Mavis cleared her throat and shook her head and brought out a quavery no. TitusIV was
looking at her with the quality of sympathy that |eads to soothings and murmuring and makes
peopleforget they are strangers. Mavistried to make her smile repressive but encouraging, cool
but warming, hello-but-not-yet. It emerged, she was sure, as a positive leer, which she wiped off
at once.

"W, then," Tituswas saying, "it wasfairly easy to find you. Luckily, you are the only person
of that name in the city. But now comesthe hard part. In order to keep the contents of this



package you must, before opening it, correctly identify what'sinsde. Miss O'Hanlon, | know this
isslly and impossible, but can you tel mewhat'singde this package?!

"l can," Mavis said. (Stone-faced and unflinching before afiring squad, an investigating
committee, aquizmaster, Six detectives, and the income tax bureawl. .. brave, cool, dert, snapping
her fingers under Hubert'snose... waving himinto Limbo: Guardd Tekehim away...)

"MissO'Hanlon?'

"What? Oh! The package, yes. It contains a perfectly beautiful green velvet cloak.”

Titus stared at her with deepening interest. Y es, but how did you know? Not that you
wouldn't ook lovely in agreen velvet cloak. It'sthe kind of thing that would suit you very well.
Oh, I don't mean you need clotheslike that, or anything—that is, with or without clothes—that's
not what | mean at dl!" He grinned wickedly at her. "Put on the cloak, please? And get me out of
thishole I've dug for mysdf.”

Mavis broke the seals and opened the package. Somebody had done amiracle of packing,
folding the cloak around soft old rolls of the finest lawn to keep the aging velvet from cracking.
When she shook out the cloak the room was filled with the scent of roses and lavender, of far-off
sunlit daysin gardens sheldd never know. Mavis smoothed the velvet with trembling fingers, then
carefully drew the cloak over her shoulders. "It needs another dress," she said, "and | could lift
my hair, likethis

"Do," Titussad. "And we could have dinner at that German place with paintings and red
plush.”

"It'shardly faded at dl," Mavis murmured. "And I've got that cream-colored portrait dress|
was going to be—wheat timeisit?"

"Oh, it'searly yet. Plenty of time. | want to hear everything. How you knew what wasin the
package, and how—"

"No," Mavissaid. "Not now. There'sjust timeto dress and get away before—I don't believe
in Last Mestings, do you?'

"Never," Titussaid. "First Meetings, yes. Last Meetings, outlawed. | dmost forgot; therésa
message that goes with the cloak. Titusthe First said to tell Mavis O'Hanlon: What's past is
prologue. Doesthat mean anything specid to you?'

" fervently hope s0." Mavis grinned back at him while sprinting for her bedroom. "Ten
minutes," she called back...

Time paused, asif for adeep breeth, before they were caught up in it again and whirled
away, S0 that al the hours of their life together seemed thereafter foreshortened, nostalgic, and as
perfectly beautiful asthe green velvet cloak.

WINNING RECIPE
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MISSMERSEY CAME DOWNSTAIRS ONE MORNING TO FIND the wastebasket
malicioudy sucking away yesterday's mail before she was ready to discard it. The caendar clock
announced the hour in asurprising fa setto, and Miss Mersey recognized the insolence the house
machines reserved for her done.

| ought to be firm, she thought. But her chin trembled asit aways did when shefdt timid.
And MissMersey so often felt timid. She had no businessfedling that way in the enlightened and
peaceful year 2002. Her brother kept telling her so, but the more he stamped and yelled; the
worse she got.



Miss Mersey shut off the wastebasket and stood quietly before the smugfaced clock, thinking
of bulliesin generd and of the house machinesin particular. She hated and feared every one of
them. The house was full of mechanica thingsthat sucked, chewed, or blew. Half her dayswere
spent warily punching buttons, moving levers, and reading the tapes the machines stuck out at her
like tonguesto list their complaints and needs. And lately they seemed to sense her fear of them,
spitting and hissing a her with abully's contempt for weakness. Her brother John wasa
well-meaning man, she thought, but he couldn't resist gadgets.

" Show some gumption, Clare!™ John bellowed when she complained wistfully that she would
rather do the housework hersdlf. "Forward! That's the watchword. Fancy not having house
machines nowadays. Brace up, show some spunk, some spice!” And often as not, John would
stamp right out and buy another machine, even more complicated and frightening—to help, he
said, spice up her character.

Her brother came bounding in now, loudly demanding breakfast. The clock announced the
hour with precise, baritone dignity.

"You'relate again, Glare," John Mersey grumbled. "Can you rush things abit? Now, none of
your faderds, please. Y ou spend too much time in the kitchen. 1've been thinking—we ought to
streamline that department, too. Asamaiter of fact, | know just thething." He carefully avoided
the stricken look Miss Mersey threw at him.

Until now, John had never interfered with the cooking arrangements. His Sister was a superb
cook, and John was aman who enjoyed hisfood. Asfor Miss Mersey, cooking was her life.

Into it she poured dl her imagination.

John ignored dl her timid protests and findly admitted that the gadget was dready ordered
and paid for, and would be delivered at any moment. "The Kitchen Autocrat,” John told her
while he ate, "will cook anything. Now, Clare, stop sniveling. You'll get used to it. It doesn't
require askilled operator. It thinksfor itsdlf. You'l see”

With John fed and 'copted off to the city (where his Sster suspected he bullied his
employees), Miss Mersey sat in the living room and waited for her doom to arrive. She wept a
little and thought a great dedl, and after awhile she was surprised to fed a stubborn resistance
crowding out her usud timidity.

"Thistime" shewhispered, "John'sgonetoo far. I'll fight. | don't know just how. But no
matter what kind of monster he's bought, I'll fight it to the finish.”

Miss Mersey was belatedly discovering that sometimes courageis born of timidity pushed too
far. Science, she thought, smply did not take into account people like hersdlf. If sciencetook a
giant's stride one year, it took two strides the next. And who knew if science might not one day
build mechanica ssters? Johnwould like that. Miss Mersey'sjaw hardened.

It was then that she became aware of pounding noisesin the kitchen. Her hands fluttered with
sudden fear. Had one of John's machines gone berserk? Her heart raced, and she was hafway
through the door to the garden before she redlized she was running away.

"No." Her face grew pink, and sheraised her chin. It was probably only the ddlivery men with
the thing John had ordered. She marched sturdily to the kitchen. "Remember, Clare," shetold
hersdlf, "gumption, sounk, spice.”

The two young men in the kitchen grinned at her while she stared at the massive meta
contraption that covered three of the wallsfrom floor to celling. The Autocrat resembled stedl
filing cabinets piled one on top of the other. Through the window, she could see her former
kitchen gppliances set haphazardly in the yard besde along van.

"l hopewe didn't sartle you, MissMersey," one of the young men said. "Mr. Mersey said we
should just walk in." And when she still stared, the young man shuffled hisfeet and looked at the
calling. "Thisisagrest little gadget. One of the few crestive-thinking machines rel eased for
civilian use" He darted aquick look at the pamphlet in hishand. "It sayshere: Thereis, of



course, a limited creative area. While the Kitchen Autocrat is guaranteed by the
manufacturer to give excellent service, even extraordinary service, the housewife is urged
to refrain from demanding the impossible. Not too much, as yet, is known about machine
psychology. The manufacturer cannot be held responsible for the resultsif the Autocrat is
subjected to unusual frustration” Heread afew more wordsto himsdlf. "Oh, yeah, I'm
supposed to give you theingtruction book. I'll tell you what: Y ou just go study this book while we
finish up in here. Won't take long." He pushed Miss Mersey gently through the door and closed
it. The pounding noises began again, but Miss Mersey didn't hear them. She wastoo busy going
over the words of the man's speech. She had her weapon.

When the men were gone, Miss Mersey stood before the Autocrat, ready to measure her
foe. In one hand she held some of the most difficult of al the recipes she possessed— ong,
tedious ones requiring hours bf human labor. In the other hand she held the instruction book,
rapidly rereading it.

Soeak clearly, the book ordered, into the microphone on panel G7. MissMersey found
pand G7 and suffered instant stage fright. The book in her hand shook dightly, and she squared
her jaw again. The Autocrat, she read, will skillfully substitute when any ingredient called
for is not to be found in its storage space. Miss Mersey decided to play fair. Sheloaded the
maw of the machine with avast quantity of food from her supplies. Then for an hour sheread
recipesinto the microphone, daring the machine to equd her own artistry.

In exactly 37 minutes, the Autocrat disgorged such an array of food that Miss Mersey was
forced to removeit or hersdf. The kitchen was not large enough for the banquets the Autocrat
laid before her. And every dish was perfect. Moreover, the Autocrat surrendered the food dl
ready on serving dishes, and beautifully garnished. Miss Mersey caled a'copter to ddiver it dl to
the Children's Hospitadl and wearily began again.

As she stood before the machine, watching the glow of thetiny red lights on the panels,
listening to its chuckling purr, sheimagined that thelittle red eyes were watching her with
amusement.

"Just you wait," shetold the pand. "I'm not licked yet. Takeapig,” she ordered loudly, "from
threeto Sx weeksold..." MissMersey had no intention of thrusting apoor little pig into the
Autocrat. The machine was supposed to be so wonderful at substitutions—let it worry over the
imposshility of congructing ababy pig. Thistime the Autocrat grumbled alittle (while Miss
Mersey hummed swesetly to herself), but at the end of two hours out popped avery creditable
imitation of roast piglet—and with an gpple in its mouth. Now it was the Autocrat that hummed
sweetly while MissMersey wept. ..

It was amost time for John to come home. Miss Mersey sat drearily in the middle of the
kitchen floor, surrounded by pickled oysters, quenelles of grouse, boned turkey and squirrel
potpie. All smulated, to be sure, but delicious. She could just hear John's crowing remarks. "Not
jealous, are you, Clare? Come, come. Show some spice. Trouble with your character, my girl, is
too much sugar, not enough spice.”

Suddenly Miss Mersey felt she had been raised to amountaintop and had there received a
vison. Trembling, she stood again before pand G7.

"Recipefor little boys" she cried in triumph. " Snips and snails and puppy dogs tals. That's
what little boys are made of!"

The Autocrat's panels glowed afiery red. The hum changed its pitch and became asren wall.
Miss Mersey fled to the safety of the garden. Above theterrible clashing and grinding sounds that
followed her, there came adeafening roar. The explosion threw Miss Mersey to her knees, and
then dl wasquiet.

Out of the sllence, Miss Mersey haughtily addressed the empty garden. "1 hope John's
satisfied. It was spice he asked for, and from now on, it's spice he's going to get.”



LETTERS FROM LAURA
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Monday

Dear Mom:

Stop worrying. Thereisn't abit of danger. Nobody ever diesor gets hurt or anything like that
whiletimetraveling. The young man a the Agency explained it dl to mein detail, but I've
forgotten most of it. His eyebrows move in the most fascinating way. So I'm going this weekend.
I've dready bought my ticket. | haven't the faintest ideawhere I'm going, but that's part of the
fun. Grab Bag Tours, they cal them. It costs $60 for one day and night, and the Agency supplies
you with food concentrates and water capsules—awhole bag full of stuff they send right ong
with you. | certainly do not want Daddy to go with me. I'll tell him al about it when | get back,
and then he can go himsdlf, if he still wantsto. The thing Daddy forgetsisthat al the history he
readsis mostly just apack of lies. Everybody says so nowadays, sincetimetravel. HEd spoil
everything arguing with the natives™ telling them how they were supposed to act. | haveto stop
now, because the young man from the Agency is going to take me out to dinner and explain
about insurance for thetrip.

Love, Laura
Tueday

Dear Mom:

| can't afford to go first class. The Grab Bag Tours are not the leavings. They're perfectly all
right. It'sjust that you sorta have to rough it. They've been thoroughly explored. | mean
somebody has been there at least once before. | never heard of anative attacking agirl traveler.
Just because | won't have aguide you start worrying about that. Believe me, some of those
guidesfrom what | hear wouldn't be very safe, either. Delbert explained it al to me. He'sthe boy
from the Agency. Did you know that insuranceisavery interesting subject?

Love, Laura
Friday

Dear Mom:

Everything is set for tomorrow. I'm so excited. | spent three hours on the couch at the
Agency's office—taking the hypno-course, you know, so I'll be able to speak the language. Later
Delbert broke arule and told me my destination, so | rushed over to the public library and read
bits here and there. It's ancient Cretel Dad will be so pleased. I'm going to visit the Minotaur in
the Labyrinth. Delbert says heisredly off the beaten track of thetourigts. | like unspoiled things,
don't you? The Agency hasaregular little room al fixed up right insde the cave, but hidden, so
asnot to disturb the regular business of the place. The Agency isvery particular that way. Time
travelers, Delbert says, have to agree to make themsel ves as inconspi cuous as possible. Delbert
saysthat will be very difficult for meto do. Don't you think subtle compliments are the nicest?
I've made mysdlf adarling costume—I sat up lateto finishiit. | don't know that it's exactly right,
historically, but it doesn't redly matter, snce I'm not supposed to leave the cave. | haveto stay
closeto my point of arriva, you understand. Delbert says|'m well covered now with insurance,
so don't worry. I'll write the minute | get back.

Love Laura
Friday
Dear Prue:
Tomorrow | take my firgt timetravel tour. | wish you could see my costume. Very fetching!



It's cut so that my breasts are displayed in the style of ancient Crete. A friend of mine doubtsthe
authenticity of the dress but saysthe charmsit shows off are really authentic! Next timel seeyou
I'll lend you the pattern for the dress. But | honestly think, darling, you ought to get one of those
Liff-Up operationsfird. I've been meaning to tell you. Of course, | don't need it mysdf. I'll tell
you al about it (thetrip I mean) when | get back.
Love, Laura
Monday

Dear Prue:

| had the stinkiest time! I'll never know why | |et that character at the travel agency talk me
into it. The accommodations were lousy. If you want to know what | think, it'sal agyp. These
Grab Bag Tours, third-class, are just the leavings, that they can't sal any other way. | hate
sadlesmen. Whoever heard of ancient Crete anyway? And the Minotaur. Y ou would certainly
expect him to be ared-blooded he-man, wouldn't you? He looked like one. Not cute, you
know, but built like abull, practically. Prue, you just can't tell anymore. But I'm getting ahead of
mysdif.

Y ou've heard about that funny dizzinessyou fed for the first few minutes on arrival? That part
istrue. Everything is supposed to look black at first, but things kept on looking black even after
the dizzinesswore off. Then | remembered it wasacave | wasin, but | did expect it to be
lighted. | was lying on one of those beastly little cots that wiggle everytime your heart beats, and
mine was beating plenty fast. Then | remembered the bag the Agency packsfor you, and | sat up
and felt around till 1 found it. | got out a permarlight and attached it to the solid rock wall and
looked around. The floor was just plain old dirty dirt. That Agency had me stuck off in alittle
acove, furnished with that sagging cot and afew coat hangers. The air in the place was rather
gae. Let's be honest—it smelled. To console mysdlf | expanded my wrist mirror and put on
some more makeup. | was wearing my costume, but | had forgotten to bring acoat. | was
freezing. | draped the blanket from the cot around me and went exploring. What aplace! One
huge room just outside my cubbyhole and corridorstaking off in dl directions, winding away into
the dark. | had a permarlight with me, and naturally | couldn't get lost with my earrings tuned to
point of arriva, but it was weird wandering around al by mysdf. | discovered that the corridor |
wasin curved downward. Later | found there were dozens of levelsin the Labyrinth, Very
confusing.

| wasjust turning to go back when something reached out and grabbed for me, from one of
those alcoves. | was thrilled. | flicked off thelight, dropped my blanket, and ran.

From behind | heard aman'svoice. "All right, sis, wéell play games.”

WEél, Prue, | hadn't played hide-and-seek in years (except once or twice at office parties),
but | was still pretty good at it. That part was fun. After atime my eyes adjusted to the dark so
that | could see well enough to keep from banging into the walls. SometimesI'd deliberately
make alot of noiseto keep thingsinteresting. But do you know what? That character would
blunder right by me, and way down at the end of the corridor hed make noiseslike "Oho" or
"Aha" Frankly, | got discouraged. Finaly | heard him grumbling hisway back in my direction. |
knew the dope would never catch me, so | just stepped out in front of him and said "Wdlll?' You
know, inthat drawly, sarcagtic way | have.

He reached out and grabbed me, and then he staggered back—like you've seen actorsdo in
those old, old movies. He kept pounding his forehead with hisfist, and then he yelled, " Cheated!
Cheated again!” | amost dapped him. Ingtead | snapped on my permarlight and let him look me
over good.

"Wdl, Bugter," | said very coldly, "what do you mean, cheated?'

He grinned at me and shaded his eyesfrom the light. "Darling," he said, "you look luscious,
indeed, but what the hell are you doing here?"



"I'm dght-seeing,” | said. "Areyou one of the sghts?*

"Ligten, baby, | am the sight. Meet the Minotaur.” He stuck out this huge paw, and | shook it.

"Who did you think | was?' | asked him.

"No who, but what," he said. "Baby, you an't no virgin."

Widll, Prue, redlly. How can you argue athing like that? He was completely wrong, of
course, but | smply refused to discussit.

"l only gobblevirgins" hesaid.

Then he led me down into hisrooms, which were redly quite comfortable. | couldn't forgive
the Agency for that cot, so when | spied hislovely, soft couch draped in pae blue satin, | said,
"I'll borrow that if you don't mind."

"It'sal yours, kid," the Minotaur said. He meant it, too. Y ou remember how pale blueisone
of my best colors? There | waslolling on the couch, looking like the Queen of the Nile, flapping
my eyelashes, and what does this churl want to do?

"I'm smply starved for talk," he says. And about what? Prue, when aworking girl spends her
hard-earned savings on time travel, she has aright to expect something besides politics. I've
heard there are men, afew shy ones, who will talk very fast to you about science and all that
highbrow stuff, hoping maybe you won't notice some of the things they're doing in the meantime.
But not the Minotaur. Who cares about the government aroom'slength gpart? Lying there,
twiddling my fingersand yawning, | tried to remember if Daddy had ever mentioned anything
about the Minotaur's being so persnickety. That's the trouble with books. They leave out dl the
important detalls.

For instance, did you know that a midnight every night the Minotaur makes agrand tour of
the Labyrinth? Hewouldn't et me go dong. That's another thing. He just says"'no" and grinsand
meansit. Now isn't that atypica maetrait? | thought so, and when he locked mein hisrooms
the evening looked like turning into fun. | waited for him to come back with bated breeth. But
you can't bate your breath forever, and he was gone hours. When he did come back 1'd fallen
adeegp and he woke me up belching.

"Please" | said. "Do you haveto do that?"

"Sorry, kid," he said. "It'sthese gaunt old maids. Awful souring to the somach.” It seemsthis
windy diet was one of the thingswrong with the government. He was very bitter about it dl.
Tender virgins, he said, had aways been in short supply and now he was out of favor with the
new regime. | rummaged around in my wrist bag and found an anti-acid pill. He was ddighted.
Can you imagine going into atransport over pills?

"Any cute males ever find their way into this place?" | asked him. | got up and walked
around. Y ou can loll on acouch just so long, you know.

"No boyd!" The Minotaur jumped up and shook hisfist a me. | cowered behind some
hangings, but | needn't have bothered. He didn't even jerk me out from behind them. Instead he
paced up and down and raved about the liestold on him. He swore held never eaten
boys—hadn't cared for them at al. That creep, Theseus, was trying to ruin him politicaly. "I've
worn mysdlf thin," heyelled, "in al these years of service—" At that point | walked over and
poked himin hishig, fat somach. Then | gathered my things together and walked out.

He puffed along behind me wanting to know what was the matter. "Gee, kid," he kept saying,
"don't go homemad." | didn't say goodbyeto him at dl. A spider fell on him and it threw himinto
ahissy. Thelast | saw of him he was cursing the government because they hadn't sent him an
exterminator.

Well, Prue, so much for the bogey man. Timetrave in the raw!

Love, Laura
Monday
Dear Mom:



Ancient Crete was nothing but politics, not abit exciting. Y ou didn't have asingle causeto
worry. These people arejust as particular about girlsasyou are.
Love Laura
Tueday
Dear Mr. Delbert Barnes.

Stop cdling meor | will complainto your boss. You cad. | seeit dl now. Y ou and your fine
talk about how your Agency "fully protectsitsdients” That'savery high-sounding namefor it.
Tdl me, how many girlsdo you talk into going to ancient Crete? And do you provide dl of them
with the samekind of insurance? Mr. Barnes, | don't want any more insurance from you. But I'm
going to send you aclient for that trip—the baggiest old maid | know. She has buck teeth and
whiskers. Insure her.

Laura

P. S. Jugt in case you're feding smug about me, put thisin your pipe and smokeit. The
Minotaur knew, | can't imagine how, but you, Mr. Barnes, are no Minotaur .

THE LAST PROPHET
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IT WAS SAID OF REGGIE PFISTER THAT HE HAD AN UNCANNY knack for
appearing at the best and noisiest parties, wherever in the world they might be. To those scribes
who reported the cavorting of international society, Reggie was as much afixture asthefat
ex-king, though not nearly so colorful. Reggie, too, wasfat and rich; but nobody hung on his
words, nobody scrambled to join hisretinue. Reggie didn't have any retinue. Hostesses
welcomed him for the reason that unattached, digible males are aways welcomed; but because
of hiswell-known hobby and his penchant for droning on about it in asoft, flat monotone, people
tended to avoid him whenever possible.

At very large parties, however, there were dways afew who were unaware of his reputation
as an amiable bore. Across the room from him somebody would be struck by hislikenessto a
jolly (but spiritua) monk; somebody dse (usudly femae) would recal acres of oil wellsal
labeled Pfister; or occasondly somebody's attention would be caught by the significant way
Reggie glanced at hiswatch, then wrote in aworn little notebook. These were the people who
threaded their way to histable.

Reggie's face dways glowed with delight when this happened. Hopping up excitedly, Reggie
pushed chairs about, signaled waiters, shook hands, and bounced on histoestill his guests,
dizzied by his siwooping, flight-like gestures, collgpsed in their chairs gratefully. For the first few
minutes Reggie was content to |et the others talk—not becauise Reggie had findly learned to
approach potentid listeners warily (he hadn't), but because he liked the fedling that at any
moment now he'd have the opportunity to present these smart, sophisticated people with some
real news!

When he decided the time had come, dmost any casual remark was enough to set Reggie
going. Somebody might say, "It'sadull party,” or, "Weren't you in Rome |ast week?"

Then Reggie would say: "That's avery interesting question. I'm glad you brought that up..."
And away held galop on his hobbyhorse while his guests stared at him and nudged each other
under thetable. ... I'm sure you've noticed it," the flat voice would be hurrying now. "Everybody
has noticed it at one time or another, but nobody does anything about it—Ilike the westher,
hmmm? But | have. Done something about it, | mean. For fifteen years've kept recordsoniit...
right herein thislittle old notebook. I've goneto the noisiest parties—trying to play fair, you



know. Must be scientific about these things, or a project's worthless. Worthless. As of this
moment, I've recorded 12,938 occasions it has happened, dl personaly witnessed. No doubtfuls
included, you understand. If theré's so much asagiggle, say, from the terrace, I'm utterly ruthless
with mysdf. | don't record it, though | am often tempted... yes, yes, very tempted. My record is
four in one twenty-four hour period. | should so much liketo makeit five..."

There was dways one at the table who had failed to follow Reggiestricky trangition. In fact,
in his eagernessto plunge into his subject, Reggie often forgot to lead into it at al. Asked what
the hell he was talking about, Reggie would laugh and dap histhighs, and then take out his
handkerchief and blow his nose. This seemed to have a sobering effect on everybody. Reggie,
leaning carefully over his untouched drink, would tap the table with a pudgy forefinger, sare one
by oneinto the glum faces around him, and ask aquestion,

"Haven't you ever noticed those dead-glent ullsthat fall on groups of people? At aparty like
this one, for instance. Sooner or later thisvery night ther€lll come those few seconds when
nobody is saying anything. When it happens, glance a your watch. Y ou know what time it will
be? Twenty minutes after the hour." The pudgy finger lifted asif to halt protests. Nobody
offered any. "Now mind you, some people will tell you that it also occurs at twenty minutes to the
hour. I'll "be honest with you. Sometimesit dees. But out of 12,938 recorded instances, that has
only happened, in my experience, 119 meady times. That clearly indicatesto mejust onething:
human fdlibility. Y ou discount human frailty, ordinary wear and tear, and the naturd blurring after
so long atime of the built-in blueprint for the human brain, and I'll guarantee that, from the
beginning, we were supposed to be quiet at twenty minutes after every hour.”

At this point, Reggi€'s listenerswould be drooping listlessy over empty glasses and staring
out at the gaiety around them with the sour faces of castaways watching a ship disappear over
the horizon. But the waiters were heaving into view with drinks. Reggie saw to that. Almost
anybody with afresh drink before him will pause long enough to tekeasip or two. Reggie
counted on their doing so. Because now he was approaching the great heart of the matter. It was
imperativethat this time Reggie be alowed to finish what he had to say. But first he must fill them
in, he thought, on some of the background.

"I'vetracked thisthing al over theworld." (Reggie never varied his background-opener.) "
spent years hunting out the wisest men in every corner of the globe. To every one of them | put
the same question: Why? Why? Most of them just laughed a me... Now, I'm not blaming them.
| can see how, just at first, my question might sound pretty unimportant to abusy man—the
world being in the shapeit is, and dl. Their mistake was, they didn't ponder it long enough. If
they'd bothered to think about it awhile, they'd have seen asclearly as| do that, given the
answer to what makes people fall silent at twenty minutes past the hour, wed have alot of
other answersto some pretty deep questions. Like, who are we?for ingance, and isthere a
God?Well, To make along story short, | finaly ran across a couple of old magi, real wise men
of the Eadt, likein the Bible. They study the stars and charts and ancient old tablets and books,
you know. So | asked them, and they didn't laugh. 'Come back,’ they said, 'in seven yearsand
welll try to answer your question.' So back | went, seven years later—that was a couple of years
ago—and | find just this one feeble old man ill dive, but he had the answer for mel

"Now | don't ingst that you believe it. The answer, | mean. Y ou people can look onit asa
theory, if you like. But I'll frankly admit that | regard it as a prophecy. That poor little old man...!
After hispartner died, hed worked on alone. He had alot of dignity. The day before he died he
took my hand and told me how lucky | was—said | was chosen to publish the good news and
dert mankind. That made me fed good. But you have no ideahow difficult it il People don't
seem to beinterested. Oh, they'll listen politely enough for awhile, but they never wait to find out
theanswer..."

It was on the Rivierathat Reggi€'s voice hated just at this point—one of those eveningswhen
he was most hopeful of reaching his hearers. For amoment the whole room was quiet. Except



for thewind that could be heard in the oleanders outside, the hush was complete. But only for a
few seconds. Even while Reggie was consulting hiswatch, noise flowed back, with awoman's
laughter bobbing atop the wave.

"You seel" Reggie crowed. "Twenty minutes after twelvel" But his guests were gone.

That kind of thing was always happening to Reggie. In Cairo or New Y ork, in Madrid or
Washington, D.C.—especiadly in Washington, D.C. It was there that Reggie had the devastating
experience of barely opening his mouth when severa people said, "I'm glad you brought that up,”
and what with al of them talking politics very fast and loud, completely drowned out Reggi€e's
soft drone.

In Hollywood Reggie got only asfar asthe two magi, when apert starlet inssted there should
be three magi, and where was Reggie from?

"Why, I'm from East Fairview, Pennsylvania," he admitted shyly.

Whereupon the starlet dragged him off to a bedroom and draped him in a bedspreed,
proclaiming him for the rest of the evening as the third wise man from the East. The other two,
shesad, were ahdluvalot brighter. They'd aready given up and gone home.

In San Francisco Reggie poured out his story to afascinated audience, up to the moment
when he was about to divulge the prophecy. But in San Francisco everybody inssted on the right
to think (and prophesy) for himsdlf, and it dl ended in the hurling of some high-class vocabulary
and fidicuffs

Reggie boarded afast plane hometo East Fairview, having wired his housekeeper to uncover
the furniture in the drawing room and prepare for abig party. Heinvited dl hisrelativesand
inlaws, hisold school churns, and the girls heéld | eft behind him. It was a very nice party. For the
firgt timein hislife, Reggie was ableto record five dead-slent lulls; but even thistriumph was
questionable, since he later discovered that none of his relatives ever spoke to each other
anyway. And asfor relating the prophecy, Reggie hadn't a chance. He had forgotten that a
prophet iswithout honor under his own rooftree.

Back againin New Y ork, Reggie faced the fact that time was running out. There's something
about an unshared hotel room, he thought, that presents any fact in the dreariest possiblelight.

Silently he addressed hisimage in the bureau mirror: Heream I, alongly man, with astory to
tell. I have news, and nobody listens. I'm fat and funny-looking and my voiceisal wrong. Until
fifteen yearsago | led a perfectly usdless existence. I'm not very smart; somebody else had to
give meadl the answers. I've shared food with people, and drinks, and room-space, but I've
never shared agreat experience. I'd like to share this. I'm the only man alive who knows. ..

Suddenly Reggie Pfister remembered that he was arich man. He remembered it in apirit of
humility. If nobody would listen fredly, then perhaps he could pay to be heard.

The psychiatrist's office was cool and quiet, except for the murmuring of the two nursesin the
receptionist’s cubicle. Reggie was very early for his appointment; he had been anxious to escape
the hotel room and the bureau mirror. There was another patient waiting too, ayoung woman
with the blank, unwritten-on face of achild. Reggietried not to stare at her. He had the fedling
that it might be bad form to show undue interest in patients waiting in the outer rooms of
psychiatrists. But the young woman troubled him. She was very pale, and shewastrembling. She
turned the pages of the magazine she held with the excessve quietness and caution of achild who
has been scolded too often and too harshly. Reggie, stedling little pegps at her over hisown
magazine, saw that she was crying. He had never before seen anybody weep in just that way.
Two little unbroken streams of tears poured smoothly down her face and dripped onto her soft
collar. She was scarcely making a sound.

Impulsively Reggie went to Sit beside her. He glanced at the receptionist’s cubicle. He and the
girl were out of the line of sght of the nurses. They would have had to lean out their little window
to watch the two patients; besides, they were now discussing hats. No interference there, Reggie



thought, and hetook the girl in hisarms.

Shefitted againgt him without resstance, pressing her head againgt his shoulder. After awnhile,
when her trembling had subsided, Reggie wiped her eyes and her nose and smoothed back the
fine, sraight hair. He was rewarded with asmal, tentative smile.

"I'm 0 frightened,” the girl whispered, leaning very closeto Reggies ear, asif shewereteling
an important secret.

"Tdl mewhy," Reggie whispered back.

"All the paths are dark,”" the girl said, "and | am afraid to turn comers.”

"Yes" Reggiesad. "And what €se?'

"When | cry out in the night, nobody answers... and... and there are beastsin the forest who
devour children, even very good children. Not abit likein stories... Will you tdl measory?”

Reggie's eyes closed dmost involuntarily, asif he wanted to contain for the moment hisfierce
joy. He shifted hisarm then and drew her closer to him.

"Ligen..." he said. "Once upon atime—a very long time ago, when the world was young, a
father gathered his children around him and said, 'l must go away for atime. | have work to do
far away—so far that, though | shdl travel faster than your good thoughts, yet will | not have
reached the reelm when your children's children are old. | do not like to leave my children
fatherless, but | am needed elsawhere. | leave with you my boundless love, and lest you grow
weary with longing for counsd, | bid you be silent and listen at such times every day—"'

Reggie paused and smiled down at the girl's rapt face. "And then," he continued, "the father
set akind of little clock humming in every child's head, with the timesfor listening clearly marked,
so none could forget. Then he said, "When | have finished my work, | will come home.' He
kissed every child goodby and asked them al to be good, and then he went away."

"Did the old witch get them?' the girl asked inadarm.

"The old witch?' Reggie asked.

"Y ou know. It's part of the game... Thefather says, 'I'm going downtown to smoke my pipe,
and | won't be back till the broad daylight. Don't let the old witch get you.' Then the children are
supposed to say Tick-a-lock' so they'll be safe behind the locked door. But mostly they forget
that part,” the girl mused.

Reggie nodded. "Yes, | expect these children forgot it, too. By and by, they, or their
descendants, forgot anumber of things. They forgot thetrick of listening in acertain, specia way;
so that, asthe father traveled farther and farther, and hisvoice grew smdler and smaler, findly
they couldn't hear him at dl. But thelittle clocks ill kept humming—every child ever after was
born with one built-in—and every day people still fell Slent a the right times though they no
longer knew why."

Thegirl gtirred in hisarms. "And then what happened?”

Reggie sghed. "The next part hasn't happened yet. In the meantime the world grows darker
and darker without counsel, and you and | are afraid of the beastsin the forest... But dmost any
day now," Reggiesface brightened, "'something very nice will happen. Y ou really mustin't be
afraid, because—" Reggie struggled for the right words to phrase the prophecy, but found none.
Thegirl waited quietly. Intheir cubicle, the two nurseswere silent, too. Reggie stared at the clock
onthewal. Twenty minutes after Three.

Suddenly, out of the silence, there was agrest noise, as of the ripping of an enormous cloth,
big enough to shroud the world. Then came amighty rolling-back sound, asif the sky had parted
and curled back onitsdlf like two haves of ascroll. Light poured down into the waiting room,
and the weight of it bowed the heads of al within. Therewas asound like bells, and asound like
thunder. There was an immutable sound like power, and ajoyous sound like glory. Reggie heard
and noted the chill undertones of justice, but was most aware of the tender tones of love. Both
the light and the sound grew and grew till they merged and became the VVoice:



My Dear Obedient Children, | am Coming Home...

There was a cessation of sound, and only the light remained. Then one of the nurses
screamed, and the scream died away into along, sobbing wail. This very human ululation brought
Reggi€'s head up sharply. The old distress cdll of the pack found an instant responsein his
quickened heartbegt, and in the prickling down his backbone. It brought Reggi€'s head around to
gtare downward through the window behind him, however briefly. Still holding the girl, Reggi€'s
arms were now wooden and unaware. His mouth was dry and he swallowed spasmodicaly to
rid it of the metdlic taste of adrendin.

Below him the pack squirmed and crawled like maggots seeking an opening into the dark,
swest body of the earth, Reggie saw enacted with terrible clarity al that wasanimal in
humankind. Under arising accompaniment of wordless babble the monstrous pantomime
unrolled for him. Reggiewaslost in it and part of it, tooth and claw, till suddenly he caught sight
of aman with hisback to awall, hisarms and head raised defiantly, not againgt the howling mob,
but against the sky. The puny, clenched fists of the man were so sad and so wonderful that
Reggie amiled... Therewas something in the gesture that returned al Reggie's humanity to him.
The pack moved on, but Reggie turned and looked at the girl.

Bathed in the great light, her face showed no fear. When her serene eyes met his, Reggiewas
able for amoment to meet her gaze without faltering. Except that... Hiseyes closed in shame for
the niggling little shred of vanity and disgppointment he waswrestling with. If only | could have
had another minute... hethought.

"You aretroubled,” shesaid.
"It'snothing redly,” Reggie said. "It'sjust that | wanted to tell you something, but time ran

MR SAKRISON'SHALT
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IN THOSE DAYSTHE OLD KATY LOCAL WASTHE MAGIC CARPET that
transported me from one world to another. Summertime only truly began the moment the
conductor lifted me aboard and urged me to "<t still and be abig girl." He was never impressed
with the fact that 1'd been traveling two days al aone and on much bigger trainsthan the Katy.
When he had asked after my mother and told me how anxioudy my grandparents were awaiting
my arrival, he'd pass on down the aide to mysterious regions forward, and 1'd be left to spy al
about the coach for Miss Mattie Compton.

As often as not, there was no sign of Miss Mattie, and the only other occupants would be
somnolent old men in apaca coats who roused now and then to use the spittoons. Usually her
absence meant Smply that the conductor had not yet found time to g ect her bodily from the Jm
Crow car, but sometimes | was forced to conclude that she was resting at home that day. At
such times my disappointment would be intense. And while the Katy huffed and rattled past the
cotton fields and muttered gloomily over the shady creeks, | had nothing to do but hold mysalf
steady on the dick straw seat and stretch my eyes wide to keep awake.

But mostly | was fortunate enough to catch the Katy on one of Miss Mattiesdays. I'd see
just thetip of apink ribbon bobbing over the top of the high seat, and I'd hurry down the car to
didein beside her. Or perhaps the door to the coach would open and Mr. McCall, the
conductor, would appear with Miss Mattie in hisarms. Shewould be hanging aslimply asabit of
old mosquito netting, staring sweetly into Mr. McCall's annoyed red face. Hed plump her down
bes de me and then, accommodating himself to the Katy's swaggering roll, dam out of our car



again without aword.

Miss Mattie and | never bothered with formal greetings. The bond between uswas so
well-established that we always took up again just where wed Ieft off the year before. She might
sometimes call me by my mother's nameinstead of my own, but | didn't mind. (It wassuch a
pretty name.) Almost immediately, out of the confused, jackdaw clutter of her conversation, her
recognition of our shared dedi cation would emerge, and once again we'd plunge deeply into talk
of Mr. Sakrison. Interruptions were frequent, as frequent asthe Katy's stops dong the line.
When the Katy squedled jerkily to ahalt and sat there panting, we'd press our noses against the
dirty window (with its hegped up piles of cod dust dong the sill) and Sare slently at the scene
outside. Then, for alittle while after each of the stops, I'd have to pat Miss Mattie's handstill she
stopped whimpering.

Miss Maittie was pretty when she wasn't whimpering. Her face was soft and pink with fine
little crumpled lines, and her blue eyes were younger than the rest of her. Sometimes when she
wastdling over and over again about Mr. Sakrison's strange disgppearance in that young
chirruping voice, | would forget that Miss Mattie was close to Sixty yearsold.

She dwayswore little crocheted white gloves that somehow lent an air of dignity to the rest of
her ill-assorted costume. "Outlandish,” people termed Miss Mattie's get-ups. She mixed the
styles of thirty years back with anything modish that took her fancy. In order to take Miss
Mattie's fancy apiece of wearing apparel had only to be pink and fluffy. Chapel Grove's
inhabitants never forgot the day Miss Maitie gppeared with a pair of pink "teddies’ pinned to her
gray curls. The wispy it of lingerie hung gracefully and shamelesdy behind her poor addled heed
for al the loutsin town to see, and they followed her to her door taunting her with ugly words.

In the main, Chapd Grove treated Miss Mattie kindly enough. She was even pointed out to
vigitors. But nobody ever bothered to hide the grinning and nudging that broke out wherever she
appeared. There were humorists, too, who liked to josh her about Mr. Sakrison, saying rude,
insulting things of him, till Miss Maitie collgpsed into adamp, sobbing little hegp a their feet. At
such times | suffered aqueer, ill-defined conviction that Chapel Grove would like to make me
cry, aso. Beneath the surface kindness | sensed their suspicion that | was, in some way, as
different asMiss Mattie. Even my grandparents thought it was too bad that | must grow up
elsawhere, and everybody smiled a my aien "accent.” No matter how joyfully each summer |
threw mysdlf into the very heart of dl the youthful activitiesthere, | was avare of asubtle reserve
that kept me circling just outside the true center. (Didn't they redlize | belonged? Why, 1'd been
bornthere!... But so had Miss Mdttie.)

Miss Mattie and | were both made to feel Chapel Grove's disapprova of those who do too
much traveling around. Severa times each year she went all the way to the State Capitol to ask
therallroad officidsthereto help locate Mr. Sakrison. But most of her journeys were made up to
the city where one transferred to the Katy for the last four hours of thetrip to Chapel Grove. The
Katy rattled up there mornings and returned in the late afternoon. At least twice each week Miss
Mattie boarded her for the round trip. Once arrived, Miss Mattie usudly just stayed on board, if
the trainmen would let her. She had no interest in the city at all. It wasthe journey back and forth
that was important.

Onthelast journey we shared, the conductor did not lift me aboard the Katy or tell meto be
abiggirl. | wasabig girl. At least | thought | was. | certainly towered over tiny Miss Mattie, and
| was very conscious of the hard little buds that were my breasts—hal f-ashamed and half-proud
of the way they strained under thetight voile dress.

Miss Méttie was having one of her rare"clear” spells. She called me by my own name and
traced for me, through mazy genedlogical thickets, her fourth cousinship to my mother. Thisdidn't
sartle me; one way or another | was related to everybody in the county. But | was startled and
disappointed to hear her talking like al the other adults | knew. She seemed tired, too, and | was
suddenly shaken by adreadful fear that one day soon she'd give up her search and admit defest.



"Oh, Miss Mattie, please,” | said, "tell me about Mr. Sakrison.”

Sheturned to look at me, and | amost cried out when | saw shewas cringing asif | were one
of the town bullies eager to strike the poisonous blow. | stared back at her till the tears spilled
down my cheeks.

"Youvegrown sotdl," shewhispered. "l wasafrad..."

Both of uswept openly then with agreat flutter of white handkerchiefs, and afterwards| was
glad to see that the weary, grown-up look had faded from her eyes. With our heads very close
together and Miss Mattie's hand in mine, shetold methe story again for thelast time.

"Y ou remember, my dear—I'vetold you so often—he had the loveliest ingtincts. | never
knew a'Y ankee could be anything but a beast, but he was so kind, so gentle... | didn't mean to
fal inlovewith him. They say such horrid things about traveling men,'specidly Y ankeetraveling
men. He walked me home from church that night. Wouldn't comein, since | was—to Chape
Grove'sway of thinking—living aonein that big house. But he kissed me... We stood under that
old catal patree, you know the one. He hugged me so hard he crushed the roses | was wearing,
and the smdll of the bruised petds hung over uslike afog. We made our plansand | packed dl
night. Had every nigrain the house pressing and mending.... The night went so quickly, and dl of
uswere happy, caling back and forth and singing snatches of songs.

"Early inthemorning | put on my pink organdy and Mr. Sakrison caled for me and we
caught the Katy to go up to the city for the wedding. It was a ddirious kind of morning. I've
never known the Katy to dide so smoothly aong. There was something different, too, about the
way the sunlight danted acrossthefields. | remember thinking that if | could shift thoselong
shadows just afraction, the way you do avase full of roses, I'd see alovely new view. And there
was a new, wonderful taste to the air and even to the coffee I'd put up for us!

"After awhile we both felt quieter insde and Mr. Sakrison held my hand and talked of al his
hopes for the future. Not just our future, either. He spoke his piece for the wholeworld. | was so
proud of him. I'd never heard anybody speak so sadly about the nigras—their want and their
fear. They were picking in thefieldsthat day, | recdl... He put wordsto thelittle sick fedings|'d
had at times, and | began to catch hisvison... some of it, but not all. Not then.”

The Katy whistled long and mournfully. Miss Mattie interrupted herself with "Hush!" and
pressed her nose against the window to seeif this, at last, was the station shel'd been hunting for
al thoseyears. But it wasnt.

"You see" shesaid, "'l wastoo happy to know or care which hdt it was. The Katy would
stop, asit always does, at every cow pasture amost. Sometimes Mr. Sakrison would swing off
to light hiscigar, though | never minded the odor of cigars... Delicious, isn't it? But he said the
scent caught inmy hair, and he couldn't have that. He said my hair smelled of breezesin the
springtime... And then the Katy stopped at the dearest little hat! We had been aboard about
two hours, | think, so it would have been amost hafway to the city. | had never noticed the place
before, but then | hadn't been to the city often.

"Thefirgt thing that caught my eye was ahuge camdliabush in full bloom, ared one. The
fallen petas had heaped up in aring around it, you know the way they do. | asked Mr. Sakrison
to step off and cut one of the blossoms for me with his pocket knife. I didn't think the station
measter would mind, and there wouldn't be time enough to ask politely. But the queerest thing!
TheKaty just sat and huffed and puffed for the longest spell, it seemed. And things outside
moved dow as molasses. There was a park with alittle blue lake, and swans dipping their
heads... and children playing. Ever so many children, and dl so nicely dressed, even thelittle
darkies. There were adults strolling there, too, all mixed in together, dl colors. | wasn't abit
surprised, somehow, but | wondered at the dow, graceful movement of the scene. It waslike
grasses waving under water.

"Then | noticed the station itsdlf. It was afunny little brick, octagona building. Over the door



to thewaiting room it didn't say white, you know. It said: waiting room, One and all. And then,
while Mr. Sakrison was till cutting the blossom, out of the station house came a colored
gentleman. He walked up to Mr. Sakrison and pounded him on the back and they shook hands,
and | thought to my soul they were going to embrace..." Miss Mattie paused and bit her lipsand
twisted her hand from mine.

"Do you know, that made me angry? | looked hard at Mr. Sakrison, and for amoment he
looked like any other Yankee... atotal stranger. It wasthe anger that kept me sitting there
garing ingtead of joining him. | wouldn't fee angry now. Even then—I like to remember—I
fought it down and called and waved to him. But he only looked around in a puzzled kind of
way... and walked off into the park with the man. The Katy started up again with the terrible
crashing sound and fairly flew away from there.

"l waslooking back, you know, and trying to reach the emergency cord... and weeping. |
saw judt thefirst few letters on the sation sign. It said 'B R O' something. In the city | waited and
waited, but Mr. Sakrison didn't come. They told me the only hat between Chapd Grove and the
city that had the letters B R O was Brokaw. | hired abuggy and drove back there, but it was
only atumble-down old hat without a station house—just one of those sheltered seats..."

Miss Mattie ways stopped her story at this point, as she did now. Again we murmured over
al the pleasant names we could think of that the halt might have possessed. Asusua Miss Mattie
argued strongly for her favorite. But | didn't think the word Brotherhood was pretty enough.
Whilewetalked | wasrecdling the rest of the sory—the part of it | knew from adifferent
viewpoint. Chapel Grove's verson wasthat the Y ankee traveling man had meant to fool her from
the start. She had probably given him money, they said. Her folks had Ieft her agreet pile of it.
And (here they pulled down their mouths) he never had any intention of marrying her and had
escaped at the first opportunity. Miss Mattie had come home then and shut herself up for months.
When she did show her face again it wasthe silly, addled face she wore now. Look at the crazy
things she did—likeriding the Katy up and down the line for thirty years amost every day,
looking for the hat that swallowed Mr. Sakrison!

In thelong gloaming that day the Katy made many halts, and | sared fiercely with Miss
Mattie in utmost concentration a each one, hoping wed recognize something to tell usthisone
wasB R O.

Sure enough, we found it. It was | who spied the swans, so white in the dusk, but it was Miss
Mattie who saw the camellia bush and the man who waited beside it. When the Katy stopped
Miss Mattie was off as quick asawink, but she needn't have hurried, because the Katy just
stood breathing there for along time. | saw a petd on the camelliabush fal and fall—forever it
seemed—before it touched the ground. | saw Miss Mattie leaning on the man'sarm, and they
turned and he waved his straw hat at me, dow assow. And, oh, Mr. Sakrison waslovely... but
s0 was Miss Mttie. She was young and plumped out, especidly in the bosom, and | was
suddenly ashamed and crossed my arms over my chest. | was watching the swans arching their
necks when the Katy started up again very quickly asif she were getting away under full steam.
Only then did I remember to look for the tation sign, but | wastoo |ate.

In Chapel Grove that summer it was anine days wonder the way poor old Mattie Compton
had stepped off the Katy and disappeared without atrace. Since | wasthe last person who saw
her, | wasforced to tell again and again the dull facts of how the Katy stopped at a station whose
name | neglected to notice, and of how Miss Mattie got off there and didn't get back on board.
That was al | reported. Grandmother finally put a stop to the questions with her appedl to the
ladiesthat | was"at that delicate age,” and Miss Matti€'s disappearance had upset me.

It hadn't, of course.

But there were thingsin Chapel Grove that year that did upset me. Most nights | saw thefiery
crass burning on schoolhouse hill. Grandfather went about tight-lipped and angry, cursing
"flap-mouthed fools™ | lay awake sometimes and listened to the hounds baying down in the



bottom-lands, and | wished with al my heart for money enough to ride the Katy every day, up
and back, till 1 found the halt called B R O. There, I'd run, run and be gathered to Mr. Sakrison's
heart... and Miss Matti€'s.

The Katy loca wasretired years ago. Theré's afine high-way now to the city, and they say
everybody in Chapel Grove drivesthere often sinceit's so near. | hear everything has changed.
But | read in my newspaper last week how they've locked the doors to the schoolhouse and
barred with guns and flaring anger the way to the hill, and | redlize how terribly far Chape Grove
dill isfrom Mr. Sakrison's halt.

THE WILD WOOD
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IT SEEMED TO MARGARET ABBOTT THAT HER CHILDREN, ASthey grew older,
clung more and more zedoudy to the family Chrissmas traditions. Her casua suggestion that, just
this once, they try something new in the way of a Christmas tree met with such teen-age scorn
and genuine darm that Margaret hadtily abandoned theidea. She found it wryly amusing that the
body of ritual she hersdlf had built painstakingly through the years should now have achieved
sacrosanctity. Once again, then, she would have to endure the secret maaise of shopping for the
tree a Cravolini's Christmas Tree Headquarters. Shetried to comfort hersaf with the thought
that one wretchedly disquieting hour every year was not too much to pay for her children's
happiness. After dl, the episode aways came far enough in advance of Christmas so that it
never quite spoiled the greet day for her.

Buying thetree a Cravolini's began the year Bonnie was four. Bruce had been only atoddler,
fat and wriggling, and so difficult for Margaret to carry that Don had findly loaded Margaret with
the packages and perched his son on his shoulder. Margaret remembered that night clearly. All
day the Abbotts had promised Bonnie that when evening came, when al the shop lights blazed
insgde the fairy-tae windows, the four of them would stroll the crowded streets, stopping or
moving on at Bonnie's command. At some point along the way, the parents privately assured
each other, Bonniewould grow tired and fretful but unwilling to rdinquish the dazzling street and
her moment of power. That would be the time to alow her to choose the all-important tree,
which must then of course, be carried to their car in triumph with Bonnie as vaiant, proud helper.
Once she had been lured to the car it would be smple to hurry her homeward and to bed. The
fragrant green mystery of thetree, sharing their long ride home, would insure her deepiness and
contentment.

Asit turned out (why hadn't they foreseen it?), the child showed no sign of fatigue thet
evening other than her captious regjection of every Christmas tree pointed out to her. Margaret,
whose feet and back ached with Bruce's weight, swallowed her impatience and shook out yet
another small tree and twirled its dark bushiness before Bonni€'s cool, measuring gaze.

"No," Bonnie said. "It'stoo little. Daddly, let's go that way." She pointed down one of the
darker streets, leading to the area of pawn-shops and narrow little cubbyholes that displayed
cheap jewdry. These, in turn, verged on the ugly blocksthat held credit clothiers, shoe repair
shops, and empty, boarded-up buildings where refuse gathered ankle-deep in the entrance ways.

"l won't," Margaret said. "Thisisglly. What's the matter with thistree, Bonnie? It isn't so
gmall. We certainly aren't going to wander off down there. | assure you, they don't have
Christmas trees on that street, do they, Don?"

Don Abbott shook his head, but he was smiling down at his daughter, alowing her to drag
him to the street crossing.



Like a damn, lumbering . Bernard dog, Margaret thought, towed along by a simpering
chee-ild. She stared after her husband and child asif they were strangers. They were waiting for
her at the corner, Don with the uneasy, sheepish look of aman who knows hiswifeisangry but
unlikely to make ascene. Bonniewas gill tugging at his hand, flashing sweet, smug little smiles at
her mother. Margaret dropped the unfurled tree with afurious, open-fingered gesture, shifted
Bruce so that he rode on one hip, and joined them.

Thetraffic light changed and they al crossed together. Don dowed and turned a propitiating
faceto hiswife. "You dl right, hon? Here, you carry the packages and I'll take Bruce. If you
want to, you could go St inthe car. Bonnieand I, welll just check down this street alittle way to
make sure... She saysthey've got some big trees someplace down here." He looked doubtfully
down at his daughter then. " Are you sure, Bonnie? How do you know?"

"l saw them. Come on, Daddy."

"Probably she did see some," Don said. "Maybe last week when we drove through town.

Y ou know, kids see things we don't notice. Lord, with traffic theway it is, who's got time to see
anything? And besides, Margaret, you said she could pick thetree. You said it wastimeto Sart
building traditions, so the kidswould have... uh... security and dl that. Seemsto methetree
won't mean much to her if we make her take the one we choose. Anyway, that'stheway | figure
it

Margaret moved close to him and took hisarm, squeezing it to show both her forgivenessand
gpology. Don smiled down at her and Margaret's whole body warmed. For along moment she
alowed her eyesto challenge hiswith the increased moisture and blood-hest that he called
"smoky," and which denoted for both of them her frank desire. He stared back at her with
derted maetension, and then conscioudy relaxed.

"Well, not right hereand now,” hesaid. "See me later.”

Margaret, reassured, skipped afew steps. This delighted the children. The four of them were
laughing, then, when they found themsalvesin front of the derelict store that housed Cravalini's
Christmas Tree Headquarters.

Perhapsit wastheir gaiety, that first year, that made Cravolini's such a pleasant memory for
Don and the children. For thefirst few minutes Margaret, too, had found the dim, barny place
charming. It held abewildering forest of upright trees, aidesand aides of them, and the odor of
fir and spruce and pine was atingling pleasure to the senses. The floor was covered with damp
sawdugt, the stained old walls hung with holly wreaths and Della Robbia creations that showed
red artistry. Bonnie had gone whooping off in the direction of thetaler trees, disgppearing from
sight so quickly that Don had hurried after her, leaving Margaret Sanding just inside the door.

Shefound herself suddenly struggling with that queer and eusive conviction that "this has
happened before.” Not since her own childhood had she felt so strongly that she was capable of
predicting in detail the events that would follow this moment. Already her flesh prickled with
foreknowledge of the touch that would come... now.

Shewhirled to stare into the inky eyes of the man who stood beside her, his hand poised
lightly on her bare forearm. Y es, he was part of the dream she'd returned to—the long,
tormenting dream in which she cried out for wholeness, for decency, and love, only to have the
trees closein on her, shutting away the light. "The trees, thetrees..." Margaret murmured. The
dream began to fade. She looked down across the packages she held at the dark hand that
smoothed the golden hairs on her forearm. | got those last summer when | swam so much.

She gtraightened suddenly as the dream ended, trying to shake off the languor that held her
whileastrange, ugly man stroked her arm. She managed to jerk away from him, spilling the
packages at her feet. He kndlt with her to pick them up, his head so close to hersthat she
smelled hisdirty, oily hair. The odor of it conjured up for her (again?) the smal, cramped room
and the bed with the thin mattress that never kept out the cold. Onionswere browning in olive oil



there over the gas plate. The man standing at the window with his back turned... He needed
her; nobody else needed her in just that way. Besides, Mama had said to watch over
Alberto. How could she leave him alone? But Mama was dead. ... And how could Mama
know all the bad things Alberto had taught her ?

"Margaret." Don's voice called her rather sharply out of the dream that had again envel oped
her. Margaret's sigh was like a half-sob. She laughed up at her husband, and he helped her to her
feet, and gathered up the packages. The strange man was introducing himsdlf to Don. Hewas
Mr. Cravolini, the proprietor. He had seen that the lady was very pale, ready to faint, perhaps.
He'd stepped up to assst her, unfortunately frightening her, since his step had not been
heard—due, doubtless, to the great depth of the sawdust on the floor. Don, she saw, was
listening to the overtones of the apology. If Mr. Cravolini's voice displayed the smallest hint of
insolence and pridein the lies he was telling, then Don would grab him by the shirt front and
shake him till he stopped lying and begged for mercy. Don did not believe in fighting. Often while
he and Margaret lay warmly and happily in bed together Don spoke regretfully of his"wild-kid"
days, glad that with maturity he need not prove on every street corner that he was not afraid to
fight, glad to admit to Margaret that often he'd been scared, and aways held been sick
afterwards. Don approved of socid lies, the kind that permitted people to live and work together
without too much friction. So Mr. Cravolini had made a mistake. Finding Margaret aone, hed
made a pass. He knew better now. OK. Forget it. Thus Margaret read her husband's face and
buried very deeply the sharp, small stab of disgppointment. A fight would have ended it, for
good. She frowned alittle with the effort to understand her own chaotic thoughts, her vision of a
door that had dmost closed on anarrow, stifling room, but was now wedged open... waiting.

Don led her down one of thelong aides of treesto where Bonnie and Bruce were huddled
besidetheir choice. Margaret scarcely glanced at the tree. Don was annoyed with
her—half-convinced, as he dwayswas, that Margaret had invited the pass. Not by any overt
signal on her part, but smply because she forgot to look busy and preoccupied.

"Don't go dawdling aong in that wide-eyed dreamy way," held said so often. "I don't know
what it is, but you've got that look—as if you'd say yesto asquare med or to a panhandler or to
somebody's bed."

Bonnie was preening hersdlf on the tree shed chosen, chanting amaddening little refrain that
Bruce would comprehend at any moment: "And Bru-cie did-unt he-ulp..." Already Bruce
recognized that the Sngsong words meant something scornful and destructiveto hisdignity. His
face puckered, and he drew the three long breaths that preceded his best screaming.

Margaret hoisted him up into her arms, while Don and Bonnie hagtily beet aretreat with the
excuse that they must pay Mr. Cravolini for the tree. Bruce screamed hisfury at aworld that
kept trying to confine him, limit him, or otherwise squeeze his outsize ego down to puny, civilized
proportions. Margaret paced up and down the aideswith him, wondering why Don and Bonnie
weretaking so long.

Far back at the rear of the store building, where the lights were dimmest, Margaret caught
sght of adisplay of handmade candles. Still joggling Bruce up and down asif she were churning
butter, she paused to look them over. Four pale blue candles of varying lengths rose gracefully
from aflat base moulded to resemble ashesf of laurdl leaves. Very nice, and probably very
expensve. Margaret turned away to find Mr. Gravolini tanding immediately in front of her,

"Do you like those candles?' he asked softly.

"Whereis my husband?' Margaret kept her eyes on Bruce'sfine, blonde hair. Don't let the
door open any more...

"Y our hushband has gone to bring his car. He and your daughter. The treeistoo largeto carry
sofar. Why areyou afraid?"

"I'm not afraid..." She glanced flegtingly into the man's eyes, troubled again that her



knowledge of hisidentity wavered just beyond redlity. "Have we met before?' she asked.

"l dmost saw you once," Cravolini said. "l was standing a awindow. Y ou werereflected in
it, but when | turned around you were gone. There was nobody in the room but my sigter... the
stupid cow..." Cravolini spat into the sawdust. "That day | made acandlefor you. Wait." He
reached swiftly behind the stacked packing boxes that held the candles on display. He had
placed it in her hand before she got aclear look at it. Sickeningly pink, loathsomely dick and
hand-filling. It would have been cleaner, more honest, she thought, if it had been afrank
reproduction of what it was intended to suggest. She dropped it and ran awkwardly with the
baby towards the lights at the entrance way. Don was just parking the car. She wrenched the
door open and half fell into the front seat. Bonnie had rushed off with Don to bring out the tree.
Margaret buried her facein Bruce's warm, sweet-amdling neck and nuzzled him till he laughed
aoud. She never quite remembered afterwards the ride home that night. She must have been
very quiet—in one of her "lost" moods, as Don caled them. The next morning she was surprised
to see that Bonnie had picked one of Cravalini'slargest, finest trees, and to discover the
tissue-wrapped pae blue candles he had given Bonnie as a speciad Christmas gift.

Every year after that Margaret promised hersdf that thisyear shed stay at home on the
tree-buying night. But something aways forced her to go—some errand, alast bit of shopping, or
Don's gtern injunctions not to be silly, that he could not handle Bonnie, Bruce, and the biggest
tree in town. Once there, she never managed to escape Cravolini's unctuous welcome. If she sat
in the car, then he came out to spesk to her. Much better go inside and stick close by Don and
the children. But that never quite worked, either. Somehow the three of them eluded her; she
might hear their delighted shouts two aides over, but when she hastened in their direction, she
found only Cravolini waiting. She never duded him. Sometimes on New Y ear's Day, when she
heard so much about resolutions on radio and television, she thought that surely thisyear shed
tell Don at least some of the things Cravolini said to her—did to he—enough, anyway, to assure
the Abbots never going back there again. But she never did. It would be difficult to explain to
Donwhy sheld waited so long to speak out about it. Why hadn't shetold him that first night?

She could only shake her head in puzzlement and distaste for motivationsthat weretangled in
along, bad dream. And how could awoman of amost-forty explain and deeply explorea
woman in her twenties? Even if they were the same woman, it wasimpossible,

When Cravolini's " opening announcement” card arrived each year, Margaret wasjolted out of
the peacefulnessthat inevitably built in her between Christmases. It was asif atorn and raw
portion of her brain hedled in the interim. But the door was still invitingly wedged open, and
every Christmas something tried to force her inside, Margaret's spirit fought the assailant that
seemed to accompany Mr. Cravalini (hovering there beyond thelights, flitting behind the trees),
but the fighting left her weak and tired and without any words to help her communicate her
digtress. If only Don would see, shethought. If there were no need for words. It ought to be
like that.... At such times she accused hersdlf of indulging in Bruce's outgrown baby fury, crying
out againg things asthey are.

Every time she saw Cravolini the dream gained in redlity and continuity. Hewas very friendly
with the Abbotts now. They were among his "oldest customers,” privileged to receive his
heartiest greetings aong with the beautiful candles and wregaths he gave the children. Margaret
had hoped this year that she could convince Bonnie and Bruce to have adifferent kind of
tree—something modern and alittle startling, perhaps, like tumbleweeds sprayed pink and
mounted on atree-shaped form. Anything. But they laughed a her bad taste, and were as
horrified asif she weretrying to bypass Chrigmasitself.

| wonder if I'll see her thisyear, Margaret thought. Alberto's sister. She knew so much about
her now—that she was dumb, but that she had acute, morbidly sengtive hear-ing—that once
sheld heard Cravolini murmuring hislust to Margaret, because that wasthe time the
anima-grunting, laughing sounds had come from the back of the store, there where extratreeslay



stacked againgt thewall. Her name was Angela, and she was very gross, very fat, very ugly.
Unmarriageable, Alberto said. Part of what Margaret knew of Angelacame from Alberto's
whispered confidences (unwanted, oh unasked for!), and the rest grew out of the dream that
lived and walked with Margaret there in the crumbling building, beginning the moment she
entered the door, ending only with Don's voice, calling her back to sanity and to another life.

There were sdf-revelatory momentsin her life with Don when Margaret was able to admit to
hersdlf that the dream had power to call her back. Shewould like to know the ending. It waslike
atoo-short book that left one hungry and dissatisfied. So this year she gave way to the children,
to tradition, and went once again to Cravalini's.

Margaret was aware that she looked her best in the dull red velveteen suit. The double golden
hoops a her earstinkled alittle when she walked and made her fed like an arrogant gypsy. She
and Don had stopped at their favorite smal bar for severa drinks while the children finished their
shopping.

Maybeit'sthe drinks, Margaret thought, and maybe it's the fedling that tonight, at last, I'll
settle Mr. Cravolini, that makes me walk so jut-bosomed and proud. Don, aready on hisway
with her to Cravolini's, had dropped into a department store with the mumbled excuse that
aways preceded his gift-buying for Margaret. He had urged her to go on aone, reminding her
that the children might be there waiting. For once, Margaret went fearlesdy, dmost eagerly.

The children were not waiting, but the woman was. Angela. Margaret knew her ingtantly, just
as shed known Alberto. Angela stared up and down at Margaret and did not bother to hide her
amusement, or her knowledge of Margaret's many hot, protesting encounters with her brother.
Margaret started to speak, but the woman only jerked her head meaningfully towards the back
of the store. Margaret did not move. The dream was beginning. Alberto iswaiting, there
beyond the stacked-high Christmas trees. See the soft, springy nest he has built for you
with pine boughs, Margaret stirred uneasily and began to move down the aide, Angelabeside
her.

| must go to him. He needs me. Mamasaid to look after Alberto. That | would win for myself
acrown in Heaven... Did she know how unnatural abrother Alberto is? Did she know how he
learned the saven powers from the old forbidden books? And taught them to me? He shdl have
what he desires, and so shdl |. Here, Alberto, comes the proud, silly spirit you've won... and
listen, Don and the children are coming in the door.

Margaret found the soft, springy bed behind the stacked trees. Alberto wasthere, waiting.
She heard Don call for her and struggled to answer, struggled desperately to riseto go to him.
But she was so fat, s0 heavy, o ugly... She heard the other woman'slight, warm voice
answering, heard her happy, foolish joking with the children, her mock-protestations, as dways,
at the enormous tree they picked. Margaret fought wildly and caught alast glimpse of the
Abbotts, the four of them, and saw the dull, red suit the woman wore, heard the find, flirtatious
tinkling of the golden earrings, and then they were gone.

A whole year | must wait, Margaret thought, and maybe next year they won't come. She
will seeto that.

"My sigter, my love..." Alberto crooned at her ear.

THE LITTLE WITCH OF ELM STREET
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THELITTLEWITCH OF ELM STREET
NINA HIT OUR NEIGHBORHOOD HARD. OF COURSE WE'D BEEN warned, but for



thefirst day or two we found it impossible to believe that such abeautiful child could be seven
kinds of unmitigated hell. My first introduction to Nina came one day late in the spring. | was
vigting Mrs. Pritchett who lives next door. I'd made the mistake of telling Mrs. Pritchett that |
never seemed to get caught up on my housework. Sheinsisted that | come right over to seejust
how she organized her day. | never could resist expert demonstrations. Every year at the county
fair I buy little kitchen thingumbobs that look perfectly easy to operate. Under my hand, though,
they turn into Awful Myderies.

For two hours I'd been watching Mrs. Pritchett squaring corners and quieting ruffled surfaces
and in every room obliterating evidence that Mr. Pritchett or any living thing had ever passed that
way. Poor Mr. Pritchett, | thought. On EIm Street Mrs. Pritchett's living room was referred to as
"the living reproach"—to therest of us. Neither Mr. Pritchett nor the Pritchett infant was alowed
to impede the smooth progress of her day. All of Mrs. Pritchett's days clicked and purred,
turning out nice square little compartments labeled "cleaning.” "baking." "baby.” "marketing.” In
the nursery | watched her bend over the baby's pram and tuck in another half inch of blanket on
the right hand side. Thisexactly centered the knot of blue-ribbon trimming under Master
Pritchett'schins,

Madter Pritchett, himsdf, remained inert, except for the dow blinking of hiseydids. After
seven and one half months of perfect, ordered existence the Pritchett infant had taken on the
exact look and deportment of ajustice of asuperior court. Mrs. Pritchett whedled him out to the
sunny porch and left him to hisjudicia contemplation of aworld that might, or might not, show
cause.

| recalled how my own children at that age had screamed for attention. Just the same, |
thought, they didn't in the least resemble stuffed sausages. Back in the living room Mrs. Pritchett
was lifting the taut sofa cushions and narrowly ingpecting the crevices dong the sofaarms. Once,
two years ago, she told me, she'd found an orange seed buried there—damning proof, |
gathered, that in her brief absences Mr. Pritchett's besetting sin till twitched in him. | was glad to
hear it. Hewould eat orangesin the living room, she said, though he no longer piled the ashtrays
high with orange pedls. He couldn't. Mrs. Pritchett had made him stop smoking and removed the
ashtrays. Poor Mr. Pritchett.

Even expert demongrations pal, especialy when accompanied by little lecturesin miniature,
caculated to imbue me with the Pritchett Housekeeping Doctrine, which | knew very well was as
diento meas Druidic rites, and about aslikely to be put into practice. | was ready to go when
the doorbell rang.

Two figures confronted us. One was a thin, spectacled girl of about twelve, whose hair
straggled out of careless braids to hang curtain-like over her high forehead. She maintained afirm
hold on aleather leash which was attached to afour-year-old beauty, adimpled dumpling ina
blue pinafore. The dumpling's smile was enchanting. Here, | thought, is perfection. One smply
overlooked the fact that the tiny girl's elbows were bandaged (so were both knees) and that a
ydlow-and-green bruise lay like adap adong one round cheek.

The older girl blew at abothersome strand of hair and wrapped another loop of the leash
around her arm.

"This," she said, pointing to the Vision, "is Nina. Weve just moved into that new housein the
next block and I'm calling on dl the neighbors to warn them—it's only fair. Epecialy those with
children.”

She peered curioudly past the astonished Mrs. Pritchett into the Pritchett living room.

"Mindif | comein?It'squite safe, redly. It'sanew leash, you see, and in any case Ninahasa
thing about me. She aways has had. Isn't it lucky? But of course,” she said, "I can't be with her
congtantly. Therésschool and al... That'swhat I'd like to explain to you if | may? Thank you,
weld loveto comein.”



Mrs. Pritchett and | fell back before this determined advance. | sat down again. The morning
began to look like fun.

"What aneat room!" the child said. "Isthe whole house like this? Y ou must have a
compulsion or something. | know al about the beastly subconscious, you see. My brother, her
father," shejerked the leash indicating Nina, "isaprofessor at the University. By theway, my
nameis Garnet Bayard." She stuck out arather dirty little hand first to Mrs. Pritchett, then to me.
The handshake was quick and down, as the French do it. She seated herself composedly in the
best chair, with the radiant Ninaleaning againgt her bony knees.

"It'sthisway," she said, bending confidentially toward us. "Ninaexpresses her aggressons
very readily without any regard for painful consequences. For hersef, | mean. Hencethe
bandages. Naturally she doesn't care how painful the consequences are for her victim.
They—that is, her parents and the psychiatris—believe that thisis Smply aphase and that it isup
to them to try to provide her with 'inanimate objects to vent her aggressions on. Persondly, I've
grown alittle bored with this phase. I've been with my brother and hiswife since Ninas birth and,
frankly, shewas ever thus. | loathe sounding reactionary but until psychiatry becomes more of a
science'—Garnet lifted her eyebrows and shrugged her shoulders—"one may aswell resort to
witcheraft. Asamatter of fact, | find the study of witchcraft afascinating one. My brother hasa
very nice collection of old books on the subject—"

But Mrs. Pritchett, whose mouth had been opening and closing without any sounds emerging,
findly found her voice.

"| don't understand. What wasit you cameto... warn usof?'

Garnet looked at her in surprise. "Why, | came to warn you about Nina. She bites. She kicks.
She pinches babies. She aims her tricycle a the behinds of nice old ladies and never missesthe
target. She'shel on wheds." Garnet turned to smile at me. "I am addicted to plays on words. |
think even bad puns are ddightful, don't you?"'

Mrs. Pritchett was sputtering. "Y ou... you mean she attacks people without any provocation?
What are her parentsthinking of ? Have they no control over her at dl?

"They've got me," Garnet said, "and the leash. Asto what they're thinking, does one ever
know? About anybody, | mean. Pamela—Ninas mother—is lying down at this moment reading
Proust. One would suppose reading Proust would set her to dithering around in haf-forgotten,
somewhat mucky old impressions. What it actually doesto Paméais put her to deep. She's
rather tired with the moving, and the sight of al those un-unpacked boxes and barrels smply
drove her to Proust. It'sthat kind of day.”

Mrs. Pritchett, | saw, had reached the hand-wringing stage. "But what do you expect us—the
neighbors—to do about it?"

Garnet studied her for amoment and then spoke soothingly.

"About Nina? Nothing, except for keeping your gate closed and latched. And when you're
out walking look behind you frequently. Shel's amazingly quiet when approaching her prey.”

It was dmost lunchtime. | had to run dong, much as| hated to, but | went away cherishing
the picture of Mrs. Pritchett's face as she listened to Garnet in horrified fascination. Mrs.
Pritchett's eyes, | thought, looked asif she were suddenly confronted by far, disorderly vistas. |
decided this was an even nicer spring than usud. Of course, our neighborhood wasn't exactly dull
before Nina's and Garnet's arrival, but there wasn't much scope for righteousindignation. True,
we women aways reacted when the Pritchetts were mentioned. Some of us clucked our tongues
and some of us grinned, but we dl joined in the chorus to murmur, "Poor Mr. Pritchett..." Living
next door to them, | saw agood deal more than most. Like Mrs. Pritchett sweeping the front
walk right behind Mr. Pritchett every morning as he left the house, asif she were determined to
erase hisirresolute footsteps. | could hear her delivering firm lectures—not miniature ones,
either—yet | had never once heard Mr. Pritchett answer back.



At partiesI'd heard ribald speculations as to just how Master Pritchett happened. They had
been childlessfor the six or seven years of their marriage, and when Mrs. P. began to appesar in
neet, dark maternity dresses some of the gayer couplesinssted she was about to deliver hersalf
of New Man—arobot-like creature somewhat resembling an efficiency expert, but minusvocal
cords.

I'm afraid we were dl disappointed that the baby hadn't upset the rigid routine of that
household. Some of the women had begun to say, "Y es, but wait till he startswalking or trying to
feed himsdf!" Asfor me, | had no such hopes. | was certain Mrs. Pritchett was more than a
match for her son. | had watched the dow metamorphosisin Mr. Pritchett. He hadn't dways
been an object of haf-scornful pity to hisneighbors. Y ears ago he had exchanged books with me
and sometimes afew words at twilight, standing on his neet patch of lawn, gazing wistfully at our
toy-littered yard, tumbling children, cats and dogs. We talked then of beer and pigeonsand
amateur painting in oils. He. wasfond of al three but Mrs. Pritchett banned them as"messy."” He
sad lovely, unexpected things sometimes, like the evening | told him about my strugglesto
messure our windows correctly for new curtains. | had tried it four times, | told him, and the
inches came out exasperatingly different each time.

"Yes," hesmiled a mewarmly, "there's something queer about measuring tapes. | believe
they hate us, and sometimesthey can't resst making fools of us—for being so slly asto imagine
we can tame even asmdl chunk of space or fenceitin.”

| went inside my house and looked a my measuring tape with new eyes. Mr. Pritchett's
words only served to degpen my own conviction that the world was afearful and wonderful
place, and that in it anything could happen and the very best thing for me to do wasto stay limber
enough, to enjoy it.

| harbored the uncharitable wish that Ninasfirst attack would be on Mrs. P. but the initial
assault, unhappily, was directed toward my own two children. While | bandaged and soothed,
the story emerged between sobs. Nina had ridden them down on her trike while they were
knedling unaware, playing marbles. The severest injury, | saw, wasto their pride. It was
unthinkable that afour-year-old girl should dare assail boys of eight and ten. And, by George,
she wouldn't catch them that way again. The sobbing stopped while they showed each other just
how they'd show her. Here | stepped in to separate them before they forgot that thiswas amere
demongtration and to point out how extreme my scorn would beif they ever stooped to fighting a
four-year-old girl.

"But what'll we do?' they wailed. "Y ou want usjust to lie down and let her ride that old trike
al over us? Be smashed to smithereens?'

I remembered Garnet'swords. "'Keep looking behind you. If you see her coming, get out of
theway. Run!"

I got nothing but rebellious looks for this advice but in two weeks it was standard operating
procedure for every child in the neighborhood and for most of the adults. The adults who didn't
use evadive tactics soon learned to. She bit the postman on the thumb, hanging on like aterrier.
She butted fat Mr. Simpson in the belly. Twice. She broke up every knot of children she found
by pedding furioudly into their midst. | became accustomed to the sound of terrified shrieks and
pounding feet. | knew Ninahad appeared on the block. And throughout al the commotion and
blood, Ninakept smiling her entrancing smile. We mothers began to long for summer when
school would be dismissed and Garnet could take full charge.

Wedl agreed that Nina suffered as many injuries as anybody. More, redly. | rarely saw her
when she wasn't swathed in bandages. She didn't talk much, even in Garnet's care, and of course
nobody paused to converse with her otherwise. We hesitated to call on her parents, since some
of thefirst callers had been alittle put off by the Bayards reception of them. Nina's mother, |
heard, was alanguid woman who lived in awelter of books and dust and who, a the mention of
Ninas crimes, ether bristled or laughed heartily. Professor Bayard's laughter at his daughter was



rather hollow and it was remarked that he had severa bruises on his shins. That was one of the
things that made the callers uncomfortable: the professor at home wore nothing but apair of
shorts and one or two of the older ladies didiked the sight of his peaked, naked little chest. And
thetalk, they said, waslike nothing they'd ever heard before. Very erudite, but dso full of very
strong Anglo-Saxon words. | thought the Bayards sounded like fun, but | wastoo busy just then
to seek them out.

And anyway Garnet sought me out often enough to keep me informed about the Bayards,
though mostly, to my ddlight, her talk ranged farther afield. Ninawas never amenace when
Garnet brought her. She sat playing with the boys outgrown toys and picture books, the perfect
picture, hersdlf. | was charmed. Garnet, however, pointed out that even bulldozers occasiondly
run out of gas.

Garnet'stalk had much the same effect on me that Mr. Pritchett's once had. | recognized the
fact that she was some kind of genius and might one day startle the world with her originality and
fire. But at twelve she was content to startle me—her quick mind grasping, sorting, and
discarding, her tongue curling around new words shed just learned, framing her newest thoughts
in mint conditon. | liked her because she was interested in dmost everything: people, cats, pies,
dars, or theway to scrub afloor. | just this minute redlized that Garnet, dl along, was meant to
be apoet. There was atime, though, when | saw her asretributive justice or just plain witch.

It began—this period—the day Garnet came rushing in to tell methat she had finaly, in her
study of witchcraft, discovered a possible curefor Nina.

"l am convinced," shesad, "that sheis, in old-fashioned terminology, harboring adevil. Why
not? Isn't that what the psychiatrist istrying to lure out of her with hislittle dolls and toy furniture?
He givesthem to her so shélll build aworld in miniature and then react to it, while he watches.
Shereacts, dl right. Smash. Crash. But why? He could have come over here and watched her in
thisonefor al he'slearned. Do you know what our bill for bandages done amountsto? Shell kill
hersdf if we don't do something quick.” Garnet pushed excitedly at her hair; "Why, any day now
she may begin attacking people in automobiles.

"I haveto get back. | |eft Pamelaat her eterna bandaging. No, Nina hasn't attacked anybody
today. Not yet. Pam and | decided last week that Nina adores being bandaged... Sheld just
intercepted aman on abicycle and afterwards she apparently felt she rated an extra big bandage,
though dl she needed was a smdl piece of tape. How she howled! So we're
experimenting—wrapping her likeamummy severd timesaday. | havent much faithinit, and
Ninakeeps protesting there isn't any'red.' Have you got a bottle of ketchup? We don't keep it on
hand. Pameathinks people who eat ketchup ought to be cast into outer darkness, but | likeit..."

| found abottle of ketchup and humbly passed it on to Garnet.

"l hope you're on thetrack of her trouble,” | said. "This bandage idea sounds good to me.
Maybe she hurts hersaf so her mother will fussover her."

Garnet shook her head impatiently. "That'stoo smple,” she said. "Besidesit'stoo utterly dull.
By theway, | need afew... uh... herbs. For the spdll, you know—the exorcism. I've been
collecting stuff for two days now, and what a pile of junk. Have you got any rosemary? Good. I'll
take some of those poppy seeds, too. | haven't told Pam about this witchcraft thing. My brother
wouldn't care, | know. Hed laugh. But Pam can be very primitive-mother about Ninaat times.

Y ou'd be surprised. They're going to afaculty party tonight, so just as soon as| wave them on
their way, I'm going to set the scene and do the deed.”

| wasadarmed. "Garnet! Y ou're sure you won't hurt her? Y ou aren't going to feed Ninaany
gueer messes or potions?”

"Of course not. I'm smply going to seet her in the middle Of a chalked pentacle and then
work my abracadabra. Actualy, I'm combining three different spells—just the best features of
each." Sheturned to go, then hesitated. "Thething is, you aren't likely to bein the vicinity of our



house this evening, are you? It has occurred to me that Ninas devil might hunt for another host.
The book doesn't say anything about that. Just to be on the safe Side, why don't you keep your
family in the house between seven and seven thirty PM.?

| promised and Garnet | ft.

Asthe witching half-hour approached that evening | felt alittle nervous. | believel
hal f-expected the sound of a great explosion, followed by a mushroom-shaped cloud.

It wasn't till alittle after eight o'clock that | received thefirgt hint that Ninas devil had perhaps
found anew host, though neither Garnet nor | can ever be certain.

Garnet phoned meimmediately after her "ceremony.”

"Of course it worked. Ninawas Sitting there calmly trying to mash her fingerswith her rubber
hammer, smiling like an angdl. | was dashing around rather madly, you know, lighting incense,
waving my hands and chanting, flinging little bags of herbs hither and yon, when suddenly the
blinds on the big picture window fell with adreadful clatter. Nina began to scream like crazy. |
fdt alittle shaky, mysdf, but dl the lightswere on and | sill had afew detailsto attend to. Nina
kept screaming her piercing screams and drumming her hedl's on the floor—a perfect devil's
tattoo. Just as | finished the spell, somebody rang the doorbell. When | answered it Mr. Pritchett
dashed over and picked up Ninabefore | could explain anything. He was passing by, you see,
and heard her screaming and was afraid sheéd hurt herself again.

"He couldn't help seeing me through the window and | guess he thought 1'd panicked or
something. But, ligten.... thething is, Ninastopped crying immediately, and she hugged him,
instead of kicking him... and, well, Mr. Pritchett was breathing hard and looking rather pale, so |
offered him adrink of Pam's gin and he took it! Not only that, when heleft just now he was
murmuring something about beer and pigeons and every man's right to express himself! Now,
redly, what do you think?"

When | hung up, | thought, poor Mr. Pritchett—one drink of gin bringing out al those stifled
littleloves. | felt so said | |eft the warm peacefulness of our lived-in living room and went out
back to look at the stars. After awhile | was sure | heard Mr. Pritchett singing arollicking
drinking song and was astonished to see him standing in his kitchen doorway, pitching empty
beer cans out into the darkness. Behind him | could see Mrs. Pritchett clutching her chest, her
mouth open, her voice slent.

Of course, EIm Street these daysisn't exactly dull. But thereé's no longer much scope for
righteousindignation. Some of us cluck our tongues over that mischievous Pritchett boy and
some of usgrin. And there are people, | hear, who object to Mr. Pritchett's pigeons as a messy
nuisance, but | like to see them whedling againgt the sky.

Y esterday when | ran over to see poor Mrs. Pritchett for amoment, | found the living room
ashtrays (as usud) full of orange pedls. There was an empty beer can on the floor, too, half
hidden by the ruffle on the easy chair; But there was aso anew look in Mrs. Pritchett's eyes, asif
she was contemplating some long, exciting vistaand finding sherather liked it.

"Mr. Pritchett,” shetold me proudly, "hasjust received an important promotion. I'm not a bit
surprised—he's such aforceful man!™

The Bayards, I'm sorry to say, have moved away. The bandage idea must have worked its
magic on Nina, or perhapsit was the psychiatrist. The people around here fill miss her. There
isn't, after dl, so much beauty in the world that one grows resigned to parting with it, particularly
when it's accompanied, asit wasthese last few years, by Ninas kind of sweetness.

But it's Garnet | missmost. So stout of heart, so origina and altogether delightful. Though
there was atime when | looked on her with afedling akin to fear. For who wants retributive
justiceloose in his neighborhood, or even awitch?



A DAY FOR WAVING
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EDEN SLEPT ASALL CHILDREN SLEEP, WITH SODDEN ABANDON. Shelay asif
mired in some dark pond till the light and heet of the summer day dragged her to the surface.
Once awake she made no effort to submerge again. There were frightening shadowsin the pond,
and sometimesit seemed to Eden that sheld spent the whole night battling them. Theredlly
frightening part of her dreams was the way vague, bewildering daytime fedings turned into things
at night. How did it happen, for instance, that the hot, dissolved feding of jealous|ove turned then
into Eden's own hand, squeezing to deeth alittle yelow chicken?

The disturbing thought of the baby chicken brought Eden out of bed to search for her mother
and grandmother. The house had alate-morning quietnessthat Eden didiked. It meant the
grownups had set the day going without her and now Eden would have to run hard al day to
catch up and belong. From the back of the house she heard the complaining sound of the opening
of the oven door, and she darted kitchenward. But it was only Lyle, looking fragile and dour in
his Huck Finn bib overals and no shirt. The two children looked at each other without intensity
and with compl ete acceptance. With no word spoken Eden felt suddenly oriented. She whirled
and ran for the east veranda

Here she found her mother and grandmother sitting far apart in the stretched-out silence. The
tension that had been building in the house for weeks lay between them, and Eden felt caled
upon to commit some small naughtiness to assert hersalf. She dammed the screen door behind
her and danced across the warm stones right off the low porch into the four-o'clocks.

Her grandmother, she knew, was watching from her chair just out of the sun path. The pam
leaf fan in her hand ceased its dow waving and made imperious, chopping motions.

"About time, young lady. Y our mother and | have been up for hours. Get yourself out of my
four-o'clocks. WheresLyle?"

"He's got his head poked in the oven.”

"Y our breskfasts are on the table, covered. If you young'nswould get your lazy selves out of
bed mornings you could egt acivilized med inacivilized way."

Eden put on her pouring-water-off-a-duck's-back look. Mama Hawthorne regarded her
grandchild with pretended distaste, pulling her mouth down and raising one eyebrow. "I could
wipethat smirk off your face, if | wasamind to. Y our mother may be ableto let your upbringing
dide, but | can't.”

Eden ignored her and glanced a her mother, who sat on the steps examining her long, perfect
legs bared to the sun. Reba smiled a her daughter and murmured asif by rote, "Go eat your
breskfast. Mind your grandmother..." She seemed to rouse alittle then, enough to add, "Wash
and dress. And don't forget to brush your teeth. After you've eaten I'll take acomb to your hair.”

"Teeth." MamaHawthorne snorted. " Which reminds me, Reba," her voice rose to weighted
meaning. "1s old snaggle-tooth till hanging around? Twas him | suppose you were out with last
night till al hours. Y ou're mighty quiet thismorning, whichisdwaysasuresgn.”

"Of what?' Eden planted herself between her mother and grandmother, till trying to edge her
way into the current that flowed between them.

MamaHawthorne fanned alittle faster. Her face reddened with determined effort. "Ask your
mother," she said stubbornly. "It would take the recording angel to keep up with her lovelife, and
though nobody made me a gift of the details, | have eyesto see with, whatever your mother may
think."

"Rebal" Eden thrilled. "Are we going to get married again?' She began to dance acrossthe



porch, hoping to fal in the four-o'clocks, but Mama Hawthorne grabbed her by the gown tail and
held her fadt.

"Nonsense!" she bellowed. "Who on God's living earth would marry a snaggletooth dentist?”

"Rebawill! Rebawill! Won't you? Please?' Eden squirmed away from her grandmother.
"Then well moveto the city and have ahouse dl our own, like when Daddy was dive." Eden
searched for other words that would tell more clearly dl the thingsit would mean, but she could
not find them. They seemed part and parce of the bewildering fedingsthat would never embody
themsdvesin the daylight.

Reba only smiled her dow smile and stroked her legs.

Just outside the hedge two flowery hats bobbed up and down, going past. "Hush!" Mama
Hawthorne hissed. "Y ou needn't publish your mother's foolishnessto dl the neighbors. Reba, pull
down that skirt. They may turn in. Eden, get yourself out of sight—you're practically naked.
Marry again, indeed! Y our father would turn over in hisgrave at theidea of your being bossed
by atoothy stepfather... and bossed you'd be, Missy! No running around half-naked in the
middle of the morning. No deeping late for you! Hounded from pillar to post you'd be—and
likely half your teeth snatched out just from spite..."

While she spoke Mama Hawthorne rose ponderoudy from the creaky chair. Eden watched
her smooth out her face and prepare asmilefor the flowered hats, in case they turned in. Mama
Hawthorne seemed to be trying the smile for size, Eden thought. Suddenly she recognized the
emotion in her grandmother'sface. It was the samejealous love that Eden knew so well, and she
wondered if Mama Hawthorne felt asif she were squeezing afluffy chick to death. Eden wanted
to comfort her grandmother, and she moved close and leaned against Mama Hawthorne's great
bulk, hiding her face againgt the starchy cotton dress that smelled of sachet and atoo-hot iron.

"They've goneon," MamaHawthorne said. "That'sablessing.” The smile went back into
hiding. "I'll say this, Eden. Unlessyou get in there and eat your breskfadt, therell be no vigiting the
cemetery for you today."

Eden hugged her grandmother in afierce excess of love, grateful for the warm permissiveness
that lay just under the harshness of her words.

" Stop squeezing, Eden! Y es, we're going to the cemetery. WEI take alunch, and I'll weed
around my sster Lil—and Hawthorne, maybe, if the mood'son me.”

"And my father, too?'

"Likedy!" Mama Hawthorne snorted. " After the way he used to whack me on the bottom and
then yell 'gelatine at thetop of hislungs. Weed him yoursdlf.”

Eden joined Lylein the dining room, whereivy clustered so thickly outside the windowsthe
room was shadowed with undersea color. She made happy, swimming motions through the green
gloom to reach the round oak table. Lyle sat with his back to the windows. Eden wouldn't have
turned her back to those windows for sacks of nickels and dimes. Once, long ago, she had seen
agreen dragon peeking in at her. It didn't make any difference how many timesthey told her she
had probably seen amountain boomer, if anything. She could never forget the horrid, flat head
and the nasty "Aha, little girl" ook in his beady eyes. He had come straight out of the worst of her
dreamsto confront her when she felt safest. Since that time she had never been completely sure
that the two states of being might not a any moment mingle. The possibility both fascinated and
terrified her.

But now the dining room was not frightening. The table was, asusud, covered over with a
white linen cloth, bumpy with the bottles and big bowls under it. Lyle had laid back onelittle edge
of the cloth to get to his plate. He was eating steadily and with his eyesriveted to the king of
hearts he had taken to carrying around with him.

Lylewasusudly avery slent little boy, but when he did talk, good for explaining
things—particularly the kinds of things Eden found most bewildering. He was brief and assured



(Eden did not like explanations to be long-drawn-out) and he was only six weeks older than she
was. Very young to be her uncle, but just the right age for understandabl e explanations.

Eden laid back the cloth to find her own plate. She ate cold biscuits buttered and honeyed
hours ago, cold sausage, apple sauce, some bread-and-butter pickles, and when Lyle still did not
look up, tilted the coffegpot and drank from the spouit.

"I'll tell,” Lyle growled. He turned the card around and looked at the king of hearts who il
stubbornly faced to the-left.

"Rebaand | aregoing to get married again," Eden challenged.

Lyleglared at Eden darkly and went back to staring at the card. "Y ouwont,” he said. "I've
told you, you won't."

"Why? Has the king winked yet?" Eden asked.

"Threetimes" Lylesad. "If thisend of him winksyour father will come swooshing up out of
hisgrave a four fifteen in the morning.”

"Phoo—why?'

"You know why." Lyle gritted histeeth, at Eden and crossed his eyes. "He hates dentigts.”

"What will he do to the dentis?'

"Hell wring him out like adishrag.”" Lyleturned horribly limp and wobbled his head with his
tongue hanging out.

Eden chewed thoughtfully at another cold biscuit. "Phoo..." Shetried to draw her mouth
down at Lyle, as MamaHawthorne did, to prove her disbelief, but her month began to tremble
uncertainly. Could it be? Lyle knew all about ghosts, certainly... Lyle's ghosts often bobbed up in
her dreams. Mightn't even aghost know the squeeze-a-chicken fedling? Probably. And Lyle,
imitating the denti<t, looked dreadfully squeezed. Did something dither through the twisted ivy
over thewindows? A hand fell heavily on Eden's shoulder. She screamed and dived under the
table.

Mama Hawthorne's feet marched al around the table while her hands gathered dishes and
slver. "Nerviest child | ever saswv—Come out of there, Eden!—but eatslike afield hand. Lyle,
move."

An hour later thefour of them walked Indian file down thelane. The beesin thelong line of
locust trees made it ahumming, yellow road, dancing in the heat. Severd times each summer they
al made the pilgrimage to the family cemetery. Eden had dways enjoyed going there, till recently.
She liked playing with the ornaments on the children's graves, but today she wasill at ease,
remembering her queer dreams and Lyl€'s threatening words.

MamaHawthorne wasin front calling back things to Reba. Lyle and Eden, both of whom had
been combed and scrubbed to the point of rebellion, dawdled asfar to the rear asthey dared.
Mama Hawthorne carried the lunch basket and atrowel. Reba carried a striped blanket to sit on.
She was dressed up quite alot, Eden saw. Eden carried her straw hat in her hands and tried to
kick sand back into Lyl€e's shoes. Mama Hawthorne talked and grunted her way over atileand
cut across afield, with Rebafollowing silently, careful of the sheer georgette dress. Eden
clambered after Lyle, who was trying now to keep close to Reba. Lyle devel oped these sudden
passionsfor Reba, sometimesin the middle of church, even. Then held walk on everybody's feet
to get to where she was sitting. Eden hated him to look calf-eyed at her mother.

After these occasions she could hardly wait to shout at Lyle, "I love her the most!" Then she
would, for atime, hate both her mother and Lyle because they were brother and sister. Lyle had
explained they were more kin to each other than Eden wasto elther of them.

Now, trotting fast to keep up, Eden yelled at Lyle, taunting him. "Rebaand | are going to get
married! Firgt thing you know were going to moveto the ci-ty!" Lyle hesitated, while Reba
walked on, dowly, beatifully.

"It'sadoubleugly liel" Lyle blocked the way. "Just aword, one more word," he yelled, "and



I'll makethe king wink hiseyel"

"Dont doit!" Eden blinked hard. She sought and found adiversion, offeringitto Lylelikea
bribe. "Don't do it, Lyle, and I'll tell you what. When we get to the cemetery I'll nibble apiece of
Great-great-grandmaCole! | promisel will."

"Y ou wont. Cowardy cat. Y ou never do."

"I will, I will! Thistimel will. How does she taste?"

"Likeacedar chest amdls” Lylegrinned wickedly. "And alittle something else.”

Eden gulped and kept her breakfast down. She followed the others through the little back
gate of the cemetery. They climbed alow hill by way of asunken brown path. It seemed cooler
when they got to the top. Reba spread the blanket carefuly between two mounded gravesin the
shade of agiant old cedar tree which grew exactly out of the middle of one of the mounds. Eden
glanced fearfully at the cedar, and then read the inscription on the danted tombstone. For certain
sure this tree was Great-great-grandma Cole. Though Eden had known and accepted it all her
life, today she hated the very thought of the tree. On the other sSide of the blanket was mysigterLil,
whom Mama Hawthorne had come to weed. Eden was relieved to see that mysisterLil had not
yet turned into any kind of tree. Just afew green weeds, she was, outlined with little red flowers.

MamaHawthorne put on her gardening gloves and changed her hat to a pink sunbonnet she
had brought aong in the lunch basket. "How mysisterLil loved the color red! That'swhy | planted
al this verbenahere, dmost a perfect match for the red ostrich-plumed hat we buried with her.”

Eden scarely bothered to listen. Thiswasjust the beginning of the litany MamaHawthorne
recited over mysisterLil. Presently it would turn into an account of how mysisterLil died of heart
failure the night before her wedding, and of how al the lovely trousseau had been crammed into a
specia-sze coffin with her. Eden waited only for her mother's inevitabl e three words before she
ceased listening atogether:

"How disgudtingly vulger..."

Eden removed hersdlf from Gregt-great-grandma Col €'s shade and went to visit the children's
section. Here the mounds were dl patted out to the approximate length of the child who lay
buried there. After measuring herself againgt alikely looking one, Eden discovered she had
surprisngly outgrown "Margaret Clara Cole, aged seven years, four months, and five days' since
her last vigt. Margaret Claras play-pretties consisted of acunning marble rabbit, threelarge
seashells, and adall-size china pitcher. Eden polished the rabbit on the hem of her dressand
rearranged the shdlls. If she had dared, she would have stolen the pitcher, but Lyle had painted
only too clearly thefate of alittle girl who once upon atime stole a play-pretty from acemetery.

"What happened?' Eden had asked scornfully.

"Worms" hesad.

"Worms?'

"Camein the night. From the grave. Up on thelittle girl'sbed. Carried her off. In pieces.
Down into the hole. In the coffin. Left her there”

Rebawas |eaning againgt the trunk of grest-great-grandma Cole, waving at Eden. "Come and
ed," shecdled.

But Lyle was sticking right beside her, Eden saw. She pretended not to hear her mother.

Rebacameto get her, done, taking her by the hand. She said, "After we edt, | may go for a
littleride." She squeezed Eden's hand with the secret message.

"Dentist?' Eden whispered.

"Mmmhmm," Rebahummed.

"But what will MamaHawthorne say?"

Rebalifted her chin to the sun.

"Shejust wantsus dl to live together... dways. Partly because the money goes farther that



way. Partly because she wants you and Lyle together. And it's more fun to boss three people,
instead of just one."

It was along explanation, and Eden felt anyway that none of it was exactly thetruth. "Tell me,
Reba. Was Daddy ever jedous of you? Y ou know, that hot, nasty feeling when you want to kill
somebody?'

Rebalaughed with her head back, her eyelids closed soft and thick. " Jedlous, honey? Lord,
yes. Crazy jealous. But never asbad as| was..." Eden scarcely heard the last part of Rebas
answer. Shewas garing at Lyle, cramming whole boiled eggsin hismouth, leering a Eden with
secret knowledge. Mama Hawthorne was till wielding the trowe!.

"Well, Reba," she said, "you haven't so much as set foot near your man's grave. Out of sight,
out of mind, | suppose. Lyle, eat your lunch and leave the eggs aone.”

"l haven't noticed you weeding Papa.”" Reba sniffed at a sandwich and gently pulled off the
crusts.

"Y our Papawas that stingy he wouldn't even feed aweed. His grave's as clean asawhistle.”

Lylewas pressing something into Eden's hand. She looked down &t it and immediately
stopped chewing. It was alittle gray-green wad of foliage off Great-great-grandma

Cole. "Reba," shesaid dowly, "I think I'm going to be sick.

"Nonsense," Mama Hawthorne pounded her on the back, "Y ou eet like afield hand."

Eden lay flat on the blanket, squedling. "I wont! | won't eat even asmidgin of her!”

Mama Hawthorne loomed over her asbig asamountain. "Lyle, do you have anything at
dl—theleadt little thing to do with this?"

"No'm." Lyle crossed his heart.

"Nerviest child | ever saw." She reached down and pried open Eden'sfist. She extracted the
gray-green wad and threw it away. "MybrotherTom used to do me the same way." She passed
out some more sandwiches.

Eden heard the "ooga... oogd' of the car horn out on the road. Rebarose smiling and
smoothing at her dress.

"Dentist!" Mama Hawthorne boomed the word like a curse. Rebamoved away, waving at
them. "Watch out for those long yellow fangs," MamaHawthorne yelled after her. "If he ever
bitesyou, you'l die of thefrothing fitd"

When Rebawas out of sight, Mama Hawthorne stopped yelling and spread a newspaper on
the other sde of great-great-grandma Cole. "I'll leave you young'ns the blanket. I'm going to
close my eyesfor an easy space of time, and | bid you do the same.”

Eden molded hersdlf againgt the earth and closed her eyes, but she could not deep. Mama
Hawthorne was snoring gently. Lyle pinched Eden'sarm for attention.

"Ssd... listen, Eden," he whispered. "Do you hear it?"

"What?' Eden sat up and looked al around.

"That moaning sound.” Lyle widened hiseyesa her and clutched her arm. "That's your father.
He's crying because Reba has gone of f with the dentist. | expect he has abroken heart. She
didn't even vist hisgrave. You haven't looked at it, either. It'sdl clawed up, that grave. He's got
alittle space open now, but it keeps getting bigger dl thetime. Tonight hell heave and shove and
openit dl theway. Then you'l be sorry, you and Reba. But the dentist will be the sorriest. If you
weren't such acoward, you'd go and tell him to hush that groaning. Mama's gonna be awful mad
if hewakesher up.”

Eden listened so hard her ears hurt. She heard Mama Hawthorne's soft snoring and thewind
inthe top of great-great-grandma Cole, and yes, a soft roaring that might or might not beinside
her head. Shelay down beside Lyle, huddling very closeto him, trying to dow her heartbeats and
the churning in her somach. Lyle was murmuring "coward... coward..." in amonotone that



presently soothed him to deep. Eden lay asif pierced with fright. Now that Lyle was adeep she
was certain she could hear her father moaning.

"| expect he has abroken heart,” Lyle had said. Eden could not bear the thought. Her throat
and chest ached with it, momentarily crowding out the fear. She was up and away before she had
timeto think, running swiftly down along avenue of tombstones toward thefar corner of the
cemetery which held her father's grave. There was scarcely room in her chest for both the pain
and the harsh sobs she tried to contain. When shetripped and fell headlong she lay still amoment
clutching at the long grass. She felt too heavily tired to get up and go on, but she must. It had all
happened as she had known it would one day—the nightmare world had invaded the daylight.
Lovewas not love, but ugly squeezing hands shutting out the sunlight. Lylewasnot just old Lyle;
he was her tormentor. Mama Hawthorne was not her warmly loving grandmother, but afat,
bossy old woman with hate in her heart. And death was not quietly beautiful deep. It was bones
and worms and turning oneself into atree or clawing agrave from inside. Eden trembled with
loathing for the earth shelay on.

The handsthat lifted her up were gentle and strong. Eden, too exhausted to struggle, lay
passively inthe man'sarms.

"Baby," the man said, "you mustn't. Y ou've got it wrong. Whatever it is; it'swrong. It must be
to put you down likethat. .. looking like that. Spill it thisinstant Tell me, Eden, baby."

Eden told him dl of it from the beginning, and while she talked the man eased himself down to
lean lazily againgt atombstone, with Eden lying across hislap, her head cradled againgt hisarm.

When she had finished the man pointed at the degp sky and let hisarm sweep al around the
quiet ftillness of the cemetery. "Look," he said, "how smooth and empty. Death islike that.
Nothing better or worse. But you know that churning sensation you get when you'rewith Lyle
and MamaHawthorne? That'slife, but only asmdl part of it. Y our grandmother isn't dways
jedlous and spiteful, isshe? That'sjust love turned alittle blinky, like milk not quite sour. Shelll
get over it; so will Lyle. He needs agood shaking though, for those horror stories. Still, I'll bet
he's scared himsalf alot worse than he has you, at one time or another. And your belief aided
and abetted him. Hop up, | want you to go look at your father's grave."

Eden drew back alittle, but the man smiled and firmly led her to the smooth, undisturbed
grave.

"Can you remember your father?' he asked.

Edentried. It wasalittle like snking into the deep pond of deep, but without the fearful
shadows Lyle had introduced. A smile emerged and afedling of handslifting her high. Nothing
else. After atime even those were gone, and Eden was distressed that she could remember only
the face of the dentist, whose smile was not nearly astoothy as Mama Hawthorne said.

She looked up to find the man had been watching her face. He swung her up for amoment
and held her close before he put her down. Eden wished hewould do it again, though ordinarily
shedidiked being captured and held in thisway. It happened so often to he—every time Reba
took her into the town. This man must be another of the many kinfolk, al of whom felt privileged
to grab a her when she passed them on the Street. He had that privileged, family look, and quite
certainly he knew dl about her.

"| can't remember much,” Eden said. "Was he very jedous, do you know?'

"Y our father? Not unduly, | think. Truth to tell, he and Rebamade agame of it. They had a
lot of fun, it ssemstome.”

"Then you don't think hed mind if Rebamarried the dentist?’

"Lord, no! | think he'd be very surprised to know she hasn't married long before this! Reba. ..
unmarried? Incredible. Such awaste, you know. And it would be so unflattering to her dead
husband, if she didn't remarry. One good marriage deserves another."”

"But if heloved her very much, wouldn't he just hate the dentist?"



"Why should he? If heloved her very much—and he did, | can assure you of that—hed only
want her to be happy, with or without the denti<t.”

"I'm glad,” Eden said, "l used to bejedous... But I'll change if we moveto the city, won't I?"

"Of course. Y oull go on changing. All through your lifether€ll be dayswhen suddenly you'l
know it'stime to move on to something else. Days for waving goodby to al the good and bad
and then facing ahead for what comes next. Sounds exciting, doesn't it?"

Eden nodded and the man began to move dowly away. "Tdl Reba," he called back, "that I'm
tremendoudy pleased with our joint production.” He waved goodby to Eden and then gestured,
drawing her attention to the road.

Eden turned and saw Reba approaching. She wanted to cdll for the man to wait and talk to
her mother, but he disappeared over the brow of the hill just as Reba came to stand beside her,
taking Eden's hand.

Rebawas staring past Eden with agtartled look. "Who was that ?'

"I don't know," Eden said. "One of the cousins, | guess. A nice one. He told me how glad
Daddy would be if we married again. Reba, are we going to marry the dentist?"

Rebalooked distractedly down at Eden. "Y es, we are. But didn't he say anything else... that
man?'

"He sad to tell you he was pleased with the joint production. Something likethat." Reba
stood with an unbelieving look on her face that filled Eden with impatience. She pulled her mother
along, hurrying her back toward Mama Hawthorne and Lyle. Eden could hardly wait to crow her
triumph over Lyle.

But somehow she didn't want to when she saw him. By bedtime that night Lyle and Mama
Hawthorne had achieved the goodby look, with just a hint of new-found compensations mixed in
withit.

"Il never have to share the pony again,” Lyle murmured deepily to Eden by way of a
goodnight.

Eden thought reluctantly that there would be no pony in the city. Never mind.

Everytimeyou left aplace, you left something.

Lyle crept back into her room for alast, hissing threat, "Watch out, Eden, the ghosts are
waking tonight..."

"l no longer believein ghosts," Eden said primly. Just before she sank gratefully into the dark
pond she remembered that al day long it had been awaving kind of day.

THE GAY DECEIVER
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THE CROWD PRESSED TIGHTLY ALL ALONG THE PARADE route. Far away down
the street VVerna could hear the band music, but so faintly she knew the parade was till severa
blocks away. Skillfully she maneuvered her thin body through the crowd till &t last she stood
directly behind the smal children who lined the curb. On both sides of the street the children
made an animated edging for the empty parade route, bouncing small bottoms up and down on
the curbs, twigting, nudging, caling, laughing. A few were dready tired with the waiting and
excitement, and were roaring their discomfort monotonoudly, but most of these, Vernanoted,
were not bothering to produce any redl tears, asyet. Their mothers, she saw, were aso well
aware that the howls were not the dl-out, serious kind that had to be dedt with strenuoudy. A
gmall shaking sufficed, or an admonitory pat, perhaps, with afew shaming words.



In a minute, any minute now, Papa Frolic will come, Vernaslently promised the bawling
youngsters, and then you'll hush your ugly racket. Asif on cue, she heard then the high, sweet
trilling sheld been waiting for. Sheleaned far out over the childrenttill she caught sght of him
down at the end of the block, advancing aong the parade route, the balloons dancing and
graining over his head; and Papa Frolic dancing and prancing under them, asif it werethe
balloons themselves that propelled him. He was wearing hisyellow and red ouitfit today. His hat
was high and pointed in the crown and made of sewn-together diamond-shaped pieces of red
and yellow lesther, as was the jacket he wore. Besides the balloons, which were yelow, red,
pink, blue, green, purple, and gold, he carried afistful of dender red caneswith little yellow
pennants which waved in the spring breeze.

Hewas delightful to look at, but oh he was even more wonderful to hear. Now all the
children had grown quiet to listen, their eyes round and shining, dl turned upon him. Even
knowing, asVernadid, al about the chesp little tin whistle that was hidden ingde his mouth, she
could gtill imagine that there were smdll, brilliant birds hidden under his cap, peeking out through
hiswhite curls, or ese hidden inside the beautiful jacket, and perhaps singing their song through
his buttonholes.

As he drew nearer though, one stopped wondering where the birds were hidden. It didn't
matter where they were; it was what the birdswere telling in their snging that charmed away
onescuriosty. All dong the Street, Pgpa Frolic had paused, till whistling, sdlling his baloons and
canes, leaving in small, reaching hands the bobbing and weaving pretties. Sometimes, if the
grownups asked, he reached into aback pocket and sold one of the whistles, exactly like the one
ingde hismouth. Vernawas scornful when this happened. Silly fools. Did they think they could
ever make music like his? They'd find out. A few, wavering, sour-sounding bird noiseswasall
they'd ever produce out of those whistles. Papa Frolic was the only person in the world who
could make awhistle sound like sunlight danting on agreen meadow, with baby lambs|egping
around and amillion flowers bending to asoft wind. He could make it sound like puffy white
clouds, too, with pink-winged baby angedl's sound adeep on top of them. But best of al, when he
wanted to, or when Vernabegged and nagged himinto it, he could turn thewhistling into a
flowering lane with trees arching overhead, and the lane would beckon, with its leaf shadows and
speckled sunlight, toward a dear, green-painted door set in agarden wal. Behind that wall lay,
one knew, that long-ago place called home. Not, of course, the home (if you could call it that)
that Verna had been born into, or the crowded, dirty places shed grown up in. What alaugh, to
think anybody would want to go back to that. No, the lane and the doorway at the end of it
which Papa Frolic conjured up was the secret way that led to Vernasrea home, the one she had
been born remembering. When shetried to explain it to him, Papa Frolic dwayslaughed and
nodded and quoted some old puzzling poetry by aman named Wordsworth, trying to convince
her that everybody was born with some miserable homesickness and longing for aplace they'd
never see.

"The soul" held quote, ... cometh from afar;

Not in entire forgetful nessf

And not in utter nakedness,

But trailing clouds of glory do we come..."

It made Vernafed cheated and angry to think other people wanted to find her old home.
They had no right there; it was hersdone. She digtinctly remembered. .. well, not distinctly,
maybe, but she could dmost remember what it had been like, and she certainly did not recall
sharing anything with anybody. Coming from afather-deserted, charity family of seven squdling
kids she'dd had enough of sharing to last her therest of her life.

It was a a parade like this one that VVerna had first seen and heard Papa Frolic. The only
difference was, it had been held in abig old dingy, smoky city, and the skies then had been
overcast, not bright and blue as they were today out here in the west. Verna, with three other



walitresses, had stood in front of the greasy-spoon restaurant where they all worked, to watch the
parade go by. Big dedl. Thefat, dobby boss had generousy waved them out to see the Sights,
since nobody obvioudy was going to eat in his deazy joint when they could be watching a
parade. Papa Frolic had moved into Vernas sight with dl the color and impact of a steam
caliope. Then when he stopped right in front of her and began to whistle up the vison of the lane
and the door that led home... and handed her afree balloon, that was enough for Verna. She
told him to wait—begged him to wait, and while he sood there whigtling that calling, calling song,
sheld run into the restaurant, dragging off her cap and apron, and flung them at the boss, right in
histeeth, and |eft the place forever.

She'd been travelling with Papa Frolic now for three years. He had been very casual about
accepting her. She could come adong or she could Say, it didn't matter much to him, hed said.
She was useful, though. She kept his clothes clean and mended. She cooked—not very
well-—and cleaned the filthy light-housekeeping roomsthey rented in every town. Nights she
dept beside him in the sagging double beds that were the samein dl the towns. Mogtly, in his
way, hewas good to her. He taught her to drive the old station wagon they travelled in. Hetried
to teach her about food and music and poetry. Sometimes at night when he was restless and
edgy hetold her stories from history, though Verna privately didn't care much for history. So
much of it was dark and bloody. He was good at telling stories, though. He made Verna seethe
little crooked medievd streets, with the timbered housesjutting out, the tall towers, and the stone
bridges humped over therivers.

She was lucky, she knew, and she ought to have been perfectly happy, but she wasn't. She
didn't mind that he was so much older than shewas, and knew so much she'd never know. It
wasn't that at dl, and redlly, he was exciting to be with. Moreover, Vernaloved their life of
travelling from town to town, year in and year out. They tried to hit al the mgjor fairs, horseraces,
parades, festivals, and town celebrations. In three yearsthey'd been in amost every statein the
union. They travelled light and easy, too, without any permanent possessions to speak of except
thetin trunk that held Pgpa Frolic's collection of musica insruments—"pipes,” he called them.
The trunk wasfull of every kind of reed, wood, or metal pipes you could imagine. Some of them
were very old, real antiques and "collector'sitems,” Papa Frolic said. Sometimes on moonlit
nights when the whole world felt hungry and yearning, he selected one and played far into the
night, while Vernalay quietly on the bed and walked closer and closer to the door at the end of
thelane,

Shedidn't want to leave him, ever, no matter what... Anyway, she didn't know anything, for
sure. It could be coincidence—the horrible things that happened in the towns they'd passed
through. She'd first noticed it about ayear ago. She had tried to tell hersalf to forget it, to stop
reading the newspapers, to comfort herself with the nice new dresses be was dways buying her,
to stop thinking. Lately, though, she hadn't been degping well. Twice Papa Frolic had waked to
find her pacing the floor, slently wringing her hands. He didn't likeit at dll, and shewasalittle
frightened of him when he got angry.

And right here he was, pausing right in front of her, studying her face, hisclear blue eyes
narrowed but smiling;. Now he was handing her a pink balloon over the heads of the children on
the curb, who gazed up a him with awed, but loving, regard. Verna shivered asif the spring wind
had turned suddenly cold. But, as dways, she took the balloon from his hand, and managed a
gay laugh and even bobbed alittle thank-you curtsy to him. Then, without pausing, she presented
the pink balloon to the youngest child near her. It was a crowd-pleasing gesture that sold almost
the whole stock of balloons and afew more of the canes. When Papa Frolic moved on down the
line, Vernadipped out of the crowd and hurried away just as the leading band in the parade
appeared. She wasn't in the mood for a parade today.

Shewould walk back to their room, leaving the station-wagon in the car park for Papa
Frolic, who would return to it from time to time to replenish his supply of baloons and canes. He



would not come back to their room till dusk. After the parade was over he would cover the
town—certain sections of it—on foot. Sometimes he whistled hisway through the nicer parts of
the towns, sdlling his baloonsto the kids who wore clean clothes and aways had plenty to e,
but he preferred to walk through the dum areas, where the kids swarmed in the Streets and dleys
and followed him for blocks, dancing to hismusic. Maybe PapaFrolic redly liked kids. Inthe
dum sections he gave away more balloons than he sold.

On her way home Verna paused at a newsstand to buy al the newspapers of adl the
surrounding towns, including the towns they had just come from. Papa Frolic liked to read about
things that had happened after he left atown, aswell asthe news of fairs and celebrationsin the
next townsthey were going to. Verna, after circling the block twice, findly identified the drab
house they had taken rooms in the night before. Sometimes, moving so often, she got confused as
to just which house she belonged in. It was funny theway al townslooked aike when you
alwaystook rooms on the wrong side of the tracks. Just once, she thought, | wish we could stay
in adecent place... someplace clean and shiny with starched curtains, agood bed, and no bugs
to kill. But thiswasthe kind of neighborhood Papa Frolic liked best. He preferred to stay, held
sad, right in the center of amelting pot where there were lots and lots of children of many
different racia backgrounds, Wel, thiswas certainly it.

From the dirty kitchen window Verna surveyed severa unsavory backyards while she
washed a head of |ettuce under thetap. They weredl dike, and dl drearily familiar. Gray,
sagging washing on aline, old cardboard boxes stacked around full of junk, rusted bedsprings
leaning againgt atumble-down shed, old worn-out automobile tires, empty bottles, chairswith the
suffing hanging out, old refrigerators with burnt-out motors, rags, paper, weeds, and children
everywhere. Only the children and weeds seemed dive, whole, and flourishing. Vernafixed
hersdf abologna sandwich with lettuce and drank aglass of milk. She put the remainder of the
meset, milk, and lettuce back into the big old almost-empty refrigerator that took up most of the
kitchen space. In the living-bedroom she shuffled through the newspapers she had laid on thetin
trunk and selected two or three to read while she lay down to rest. Her eye was caught once
again by the name painted on thetin trunk. H. P. Froelich. That's Papa Frolic's real name, she
thought again in wonder. Wouldn' it be funny if people caled me Mrs. Frodich instead of Mrs.
Frolic? 1 can't even say it right—not to please him. That's why he changed his name, he said. So
many people like Vernawere too stupid to pronounceit right.

She kicked off her shoes and folded the limp, dank-smelling pillowsinto abackrest and idly
scanned the top newspaper. After amoment she stiffened and threw it onto the floor. Thereit
was again. Almost identical to the headlines she'd read | ess than amonth ago, and had been
reading far too frequently in the past year or two: TOTSDIE IN OLD REFRIGERATOR. She
wouldn't read the details. They were dways the same, more or less. No evidence of foul play.
Some slly notion made the little kids crawl insde the old, junked boxes and pull the door to
behind them. Vernalay along while with her eyes closed and her teeth gritted, but it was no use.
Findly she had to run to the bathroom to be very sick. When she crawled back onto the sagging
bed shefell adeep at last from sheer exhaustion.

She woke as he opened the door. She had dept along time; dusk now shadowed the room.
He turned on the over-head light, and she heard the scratching and scuttling noises made by
cockroaches as they scrambled back into hiding. She shuddered to think that some of them may
have crawled onto the bed with her.

Papa Frolic came through the door with arms full of paper sacks from the supermarket. He
was whistling softly between histeeth, and he kicked the door to behind him with acheerful
finality that told her hisday had been asuccessful one.

"Up, up, Verna, my dear. I've brought rye bread and cheese, onions and liverwurgt, pickles
and beer. How'sthat? | remembered your favorite meal, and as soon as| get rid of these
wretched cockroaches well est."



He carried the sacks to the tiny kitchen, and Vernaheard him unpacking them.

"Think this sack will be big enough?' He stood laugh-1ng in the kitchen doorway, while he
spread open alarge brown paper sack, and folded over the edges so it would stand firm on the
floor. "Have we got a garbage can out back?"

"Theresacan out by the back step,” Vernasaid, ill not moving from the bed.

Papa Frolic |eft the brown sack standing open in the middle of the kitchen floor. He moved
over to thetin trunk, opened it, and selected asmall, dender pipe. Back in the kitchen he began
to play athin, thread-like melody. Verna pressed her hands against her earsto keep out the
sound of scuttling insect feet, but she didn't redly try to shut out the sound of the flute. Asaways,
sheloved theway it caled and promised and cgjoled. To her mind it called up damp, warm
forestswith dripping green ferns, and just yonder adecaying doorway ... But what it said to the
cockroaches might not bethat at al. In any case, she knew what was happening. All the
cockroaches were emerging from the damp, greasy wals and marching up and over thelip of the
sack. In afew moments Papa Frolic would twist the neck of the sack, put it in the garbage can
outside and st it afire. He had done thisin amost every placethey'd ever sayed.

Vernajoined him at the supper table (now guaranteed free of vermin, as he said), but found
shewas not at dl hungry. While he ate heartily Papa Frolic talked of the parade, the crowds, and
of hisday'stake, Vernaremained sllent and withdrawn.

"Anything in the papers?’ he asked & last.

"Therésathree-day square dance festival in Phoenix," Vemasaid.

"Well makeit,” PgpaFrolic said. "l like Phoenix. Now? where's the Albuquerque paper?'

"Onthefloor by the bed. | read something in it that made me sick... judt... sck. PapaFrolic,
what do you suppose makes kids crawl into old refrigeratorsto die?’

He stopped chewing for amoment, then laughed and swallowed and took a big draught of
beer. "Why not?' hesaid. "My dear Verna, I'vetold you, children are born with a shadowy
recollection of a sweet, warm home that's the essence of ease and ddight. Show them any old
door or opening that looksto their eyes asif it might lead them back there, and in they go,
pleased and eager. WWho knows what a child sees when he opens the door and crawlsin? But |
forget—you do know. If you found your lane, wouldn't you want to explore it?*

Vernanodded, her eyeswide and staring. "Yes," she said, "they see something... Papa
Frolic, do you make them seeit, with your piping?"

He raised his eyebrows and finished hisbeer. "It doesn't concern you, Verna."

"But why do you do it? In Albuquerque there was alittle boy five, holding histhree-year-old
gster'shand... They found them three days later."

"Hush, Verna™

"What did they ever do to you?' Her voice wasrising, and the muscles of her face were
twisting uncontrallably. "What kind of mongter are you, anyway?'

He had stopped eating and drinking and had pushed his chair away from the table.

"Verng, I'm not any kind of mongter. I'm smply aman with ajob to do. Long ago, | made a
vow... abargain, if youlike, and | am fulfilling that vow. Did you ever hear of atown called
Hamlin? Hamlin, Germany? The city fathers there owed me adebt, which they have never paid.
Think. Use your head, you silly child. Yes, | took their children, al of them, but do you think they
stopped having children after we went away? These few children you're worrying about are the
srays, the descendants of those people. When | finish with them, I'll go back to Hamlin once
more..."

"Youll get caught..." Vernawas backing towards the door. “They'll kill you for it. The
police... youll die. Youll pay. I'll bet you amillion, million dollarsyou'l never get away withit.
Mel..."

"I'll takethat bet," Papa Frolic said, and he moved closer to her, smiling.



Belatedly Vernaremembered that he rarely lost abet, and that he never forgot a debt or
forgave a debtor.

Papa Frolic was opening the door of the big old empty refrigerator that took up too much
spacein thetiny kitchen, and now he was playing the pipe.

A RED HEART AND BLUE ROSES
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I'M AWAKE, | ARGUED WITH THE SPECTATOR WHO WATCHED dl my dreams
and commented on them with amusement or distaste. If | were adeep how should | know what
timeitwas? And | did know, clearly. It was that reasonably quiet hour in the hospita after the
vigtorshave dl straggled out, when ones dinner is till only arattling promise far avay down the
corridor. | was awake. But the Spectator only pointed silently into adeep chasm where alarge
Hospital till hunted Lewis Carrall's Shark.

"They sought it with thimbles,” the Spectator urged, "They sought it with care...”

| obediently took up therefrain, "They pursued it with forks and hope; they threstened itslife
with aralway share—"

"My desar, are you very sick?' The warm, motherly Voice called across the dark bluevoid |
was peering into.

"Ohno," | was cheerful abouit it. "They charmed it with smilesand soap.” | opened my eyes,
and after amoment or two | woke up. In the next bed alarge pink woman had raised hersdlf up
to Stare at me.

"Y ou were adeep again,” she accused mein aplayful tone. "Off and on you've said some
queer thingstoday, but | haven't minded abit. It's taken my mind off my troubles, Did you know
your husband was here, and you dept right through the whole visting hour?”

| considered thisfact, turning it around and around to look &t it. "He wore the wrong tie with
that striped shirt." | wastriumphant and positively awake.

"Y ou were quite bruta about it," she agreed, "but he seemed awfully pleased.”

| lay quietly for awhile, asif | wereresting smugly after immense effort.

"When did you comein?" | struggled to stay awake long enough to hear the answer, but her
first words eluded me.

"—daysago," the woman was saying, "but they only moved mein herewith you this
morning. Y ou were adeep. They had mein aprivate room, but they findly decided what |
needed least wasto be done. | keep having nightmares, you see, about a tattooed—"

"—tgpioca pudding, or you could have Jelo, if you'd rather." The nurse was being firm about
something. Her arms were faintly yellow and stringy with muscle. | sat up and ate the tapioca
pudding.

The woman in the other bed was eating heartily from aloaded tray. She kept dipping her fork
into something dark brown and succulent looking, and | suddenly felt quite pitiably betrayed and
hungry. | drank a cup of tea, well sugared. "I'll have the Jdllo, too," | said, but the nurse and the
tray were both gone.

"—sonintheNavy." It was morning, and the woman was shrugging into apink bedjacket.

"Why, my son'sin the Navy, too!" | hauled mysdlf up to lean woozily againg the pillow, and
dared at her asif the hairbrush she was flourishing were afairy wand.

"1 know, dear, that's just what | was saying. Y our husband told me. My son isn't in the Navy.
Hesinthe Army. They think that may be the source of haf my trouble. The nightmares, you



know. Y ou see, my father and al my uncleswere Navy. | married outside the Service, but I'd
always supposed our son would choose to be Navy when thetime came. Well, hedidnt, at al."
She sighed and picked stray hairs out of the brush. "He's been rather a disgppointment in some
ways. His math wasn't good enough for Annapolis or West Point. Next year when hefinishes his
tour of duty he wants to gpprentice to amortician. Now, redlly, what kind of ambition would you
cdl that?'

"An eminently respectable one?" | hazarded.

She shook the hairbrush at me admonishingly. "My, we are feding better, aren't we?"

Wewere. After I'd wolfed ameager breakfast | was buoyed up enough to tell my roommate
al (and more) than she wanted to know about my son in the Navy. "He's on one of the new
Polaris submarines,” | bragged. "Born and brought up on the desert, as he was, that boy lived
and breathed Navy from babyhood, almost. And asfor being underwater, we could never make
him swim on the surface, and then in high schoal he joined askindiving club, and they al sat
around for hours on the bottom of aswimming pool."

"Does he get home very often?' She was frowning down at her fingernails.

"Not often,” | said mournfully. "And he's dreadful about writing letters. But far too handy with
thelong distance telephone. Collect, of course.”

"Of course. Clay's exactly the same." We nodded at each other solemnly, two middle-aged
motherswith equaly enormous phone bills.

"But tell me, does your boy ever bring any of his service buddies home? To say, | mean, in
your house."

"Hehasn'tsofar,” | said. "But | wouldn't mind if hedid.”

"That'swhat you think," she said darkly. "Y ou'll need to be very careful. | daresay there's
more than one orphan in the Navy. If that'swhat hewas..."

"Who?'

"Surely | mentioned him yesterday? That boy—that man—that thing Clay brought home with
him Christmas beforelagt.”

"l can remember Chrigmas beforelagt,” | said, "but yesterday...."

Shelooked at mein astonishment. "But you had your eyes open, and you even made one or
two rather pungent comments. Do you mean to tell me you were adeep dl day?"

"Oh, hardly adeep. What | was doing, | think, was concentrating on holding now, without
alowing the last now and the next now to get away. It was very difficult. It took two handsto
hold one now, and the other two kept falling away. I'm redly very sorry. And the funny thingis|
can actudly jugglethree oranges..." | hesitated and decided to be honest. " Sometimes.”

She snorted, but | knew | wasforgiven, "My desar, think nothing of it. It's entirely appropriate
that only a six-handed woman could hear and understand the truth about Damon Lucas. | think
he was some kind of fiend. My husband thinks he was a natura-born sponger. Rhoda—that's my
daughter, she's nineteen and extremely pretty—thinks he's one of those weirdieswho preyson
older women. Clay says smply—and | quote—'the guy's kookie." Y ou see? Even the people he
happened to can't agree on what he was. Maybe, in different ways, were al biased." She paused
to rub out the frown between her eyes. 'l wouldn't care abit if that could just be the end of it—a
family mystery—uwith dl of us stting about now and then idly speculating about him. Why, he
might even, intime, have turned into afamily joke."

"Why hasn't he?' | was bitterly regretting al those hours yesterday devoted to that silly
juggling game, when | might have been fitting together highly-colored bits of ajigsaw puzzle.

"How could we possibly turn him into ajoke when he keeps turning up again? And each time
getting younger and younger?'

| was getting desperate. "Will you bevery kind," | said, "and start al over again at the very
beginning and go dong dowly, because I'm beginning to need six hands again.”



"Of course | will. Y ou poor darling, how thoughtless I've been." Her face smoothed out and
shesmiled a measif | werethree years old with al my buttons buttoned into the wrong holes.
Shelooked so much like everybody's secret ideal of motherhood | suddenly wanted to lay my
head on her full bosom and cry away a heartful of tears. Moreover, | was sarving in this horrible
hospital and nobody cared. | blew my nose and blinked my eyes clear and spoke coldly to the
caling.

"Youredlize, | hope, that they have forgotten to give usany lunch.”

"Well, dear, it'sonly nine o'clock.” She got out of bed and fished in the drawer of her
nightstand, then padded barefoot across the space between the beds. "Do have some of these
chocolates. In fact, it would be agreat favor to meif you'd eat al of them. I'm getting much too
fat. But hide them from the nurse, won't you?' She legpt hurriedly back into bed, keeping asharp
watch on the door.

"I don't even know your name." | had eaten three chocol ates before she'd stopped sighing
and settling hersdlf in bed.

"It's Pemberton. Katie Pemberton, age over forty and hipsto match. Y ou'd think, wouldn't
you, that with afigure like mine I'd be perfectly safe from strange young men for the rest of my
days? Well, | thought o, too, till Damon Lucas started following me around like alap dog. At
first sght we dl thought he was handsome, in ablond and bland kind of way. Rhoda was
prepared to be quite taken with him, | know, but after he'd been staying with usafew hoursit
became painfully clear that he wasn't taken with her. Infact, | don't believe he ever actually
looked at her. Now, you can't call that normal, not for an unattached young man of twenty-sx,
and certainly not when the girl isas pretty as Rhoda. Philip thought—he's my husband—well,
Philip got to worrying that maybe he was one of those you-know-whats, but after questioning
Clay very closdly and watching Damon when Clay was around, he soon saw that Damon was, if
possible, even less taken with Clay than he was with Rhoda. It began to look asif he positively
didiked Clay, and with every day that passed he seemed to didike Clay more and more. By that
time we were al uneasy about Damon, for one reason or another. Sometimes, for no discernible
reason, a all."

Mrs. Pemberton sighed, and stared at the only picturein the room, adoe-eyed Christ
blessing little children. "It was aqueer kind of Christmas, | assure you."

"Why did Clay ever invite him? Had they been such good friends as dl that?"

"Oh, no. Clay had never seen him before they met in the waiting room at the bus sation. Y ou
see, it wasthisway: Clay hadn't serioudy expected to get a Christmas furlough, but at the last
minuteit came through, just too late for him to get any plane reservations. Two airlinesweretied
up by strikes, and the others had waiting lists mileslong, so Clay phoned home—collect, of
course—to tell me held take abus. He told me later the bus station was mobbed by servicemen
of dl branches, al trying to get home for Chrissmas. Here and there in the crowd were soldiers
and sailors who owned cars and who were wandering about looking for ridersgoing in their
direction to help pay driving expenses.

"Clay thought he might get home faster that way and began to look around for aride going
west. Findly, afdlow in civilian clothes came up to Clay and said he was driving to Phoenix,
which of course was perfect for Clay, who jumped at the offer. But for once Clay used enough
common senseto look over the car—an amost new racing Corvette—to take down the license
plate number, get the fellow's name, and phone home again to tell me his plans and relay the
details. Evenif I'd openly disapproved, | doubt if Clay could have turned down that ride. On the
phone he was lyrical about his chance to drive such a car—they were to spell each other at the
whed!. | didn't gpprove, redly. Cdl it ingtinct or smply my conviction that they'd drive much too
fast for safety. Anyway, | didn't likeit. But it was Chrissmastime, and Clay's till such achild, in
someways. | just told him to be careful and then started praying the minute he hung up.”

"Wasthere an accident?' | sincerely hoped not, but the fact remained that | wasfull of



chocolates and contentment. 1t was blissful to liein bed while alarge pink mother told me stories.

"Not a serious accident. In New Mexico it was snowing, and Clay, who was driving and has
had no experience of icy roads, skidded them into aditch. They were stuck there seven hourstill
the Highway Patrol came aong and lent them ashove to dig themsalves out. Even with that delay
they made the trip—over two thousand miles—in an incredibly short time. | gather they barely
paused for food and gasoline, and the only deep they had was what one could snatch while the
other drove. When they arrived on Saturday afternoon they were both red-eyed, muddy, and
exhaugted. It would have been inhuman of us not to offer Damon, dong with Clay, ahot bath,
food, and some deep.

"Philip hurried to set up acamp cot in Clay'sroom and got out Clay's old deeping bag to
make an extrabed in ahurry. Clay'sroom issmal, you see, and isbuilt like a sea captain's cabin,
very compact and shipshape—when heisn't in it—but with just the one bed. We'd remodeled
the room that way when Clay was only ten, and | till hoped held be Navy. Well, never mind
that... After they'd showered and shaved and demolished ham sandwiches and several quarts of
milk they both went to bed, and we didn't see them any moretill late that evening. | had given up
hovering around their closed door when findly Clay emerged, blinking and grinning and starved
to death. Damon was still adeep in Clay'sbed. While broiled Clay a steak he told me abit
about Damon—all Clay had learned about him during the long hours of driving.

"Damon, he told me, was just out of the Navy, twenty-sx years old, single, and planning to
settlein Arizona, preferably up in Phoenix, where he had adistant relative, a second cousin, |
think it was, whom he'd never met. The only relative he had |eft Snce his parents had been killed
in ahighway accident afew months back—a L abor Day accident, in fact. Clay, | could see, was
quite haunted, as | was, by Damon'slondy future and particularly by the bleakness of thisfirst
Christmas since his parents death. Their estate had been settled quickly and their home sold
amost immediately after the double funeral. Damon had purchased the car with part of the
insurance money and had enough left to spend a few months looking around for the right job and
the place where he wanted to live.

"While he wastelling medl this Clay ate the steak, alarge green sdlad, and half a pecan pie.
Long before he got to the pie and coffee | knew | was going to ask Damon to spend Christmas
with us. | dso knew that Clay would have been horrified at any other conclusion, in spite of the
fact that he admitted he was not in any way drawn to Damon personally. Damon had beenin
another service, was severd years older, and in Clay's own words was 'kinda funny—peculiar.’
Clay's unspoken attitude was smplicity itsalf: Homeless cats, dogs, and humans had to be fed,
warmed, and comforted at any season of the year. At Christmas they were to be especidly
cherished, just because!’ It isthis'just because quality in Clay that keeps me wavering between
parental despair and delight... | wouldn't have let him down for worlds."

Mrs. Pemberton found atissue and blew her nose. She glanced sharply a meto make sure, |
think, that | was till awake. | nodded at her urgently and after amoment she continued.

"Most house guests are disturbing, in my opinion. Even when they're the considerate kind.
Theresadifferent feding about the rooms. Theresa... wdll... adifferent smel inthear, dmogt.
One's possessions begin ether to look dreadfully shabby or too shinily new. And al a once
family habits and customs begin to seem dovenly or just plain slly. I'll admit that there are two or
possibly three people | know who can stay in my house and not affect my lifein any way except
to increase my pleasure and excitement. But even that can be wearing. Y ou know the old saying
about fish and guests beginning to smell after the third day. In Damon's case | should say he
began to smell three seconds after he findly woke up and joined usdl in theliving room.

"To begin with, after brief nodsto Philip and Rhoda—he ignored Clay—he addressed himsdlf
solely to me. That's a pretty good bed,’ he said. "The room's okay, too, but that cot sorta
crowdsit up. | took it down. Junior, here, can deep in that other bedroom | found at the end of
the hal. The bed in there€'sloaded with Christmas junk, but | guess he's big enough to unload it."



Then he rubbed his hands together briskly and gestured with his chin towards the kitchen. |
suppose | wasjust dtting there staring a him with my mouth dropped open, because he walked
over and chucked me under the chin. 'Well, c'mon, Mom,' says he. 'Feed me, your new boy's
hungry!™

"1 hope you told him off good” | said. "I think I'd have stamped on histoes and ordered him
out of the house."

"] wanted to,” Mrs. Pemberton said grimly. "There was along slence while each of uswaited
for somebody elseto do or say something, but we were so gppalled thet findly al we did was
gigglealittle, and then pretend we hadn't. Then, hardly knowing what | meant to do, | got up and
|eft the room, with Damon following close behind me. Philip got up and followed Damon. | went
straight back to Clay's room, gathered up the folded camp cot, carried it into the spare bedroom,
st it up—with Philip's help—and then unloaded all the wrapped Christmas gifts off the spare
room bed onto the cot. Then with Philip and Damon till watching every movel made | carried
Damon's suitcase into the spare room and plopped it down hard. 'Y ou'll deep here,' | said,
That's the kind of stupid mistake people make when they're angry and off-balance.”

"Why do you say that?1 think it was avery naturd thing to do.”

"Don't you see? It gave Damon afoothold... implied hewas staying. | suppose ever sincel'd
talked to Clay about asking him for Christmas 1'd been idly thinking how I'd put Damon into the
gpare bedroom, and under the stress of the moment | just did the next thing I'd planned to do. It
was automatic, like picking astray thread off the living room rug when the houseisonfire. | saw
at once by thelook on Philip'sface that 1'd done the wrong thing.

“Tonight," Philip told Damon. Y ou can stay here tonight. In the morning no doubt you'll want
to continue your trip.’ There was no mistaking Philip's meaning. Damon straightened up and
stopped grinning. He turned rather pale, and his eyeslooked hurt and bewildered. 'l hope |
haven't stepped out of line, gr,' he said. 'It was ajoke—afunny—I planned it in the room when |
woke up. My folksand | used to kid alot that way. | guessit was being in area home again that
got me going like that.' He started to say something about ‘Mom' and choked up and stopped
taking.

"l could see Philip was softening. Philip comes of avery gentle breed with atradition of
hospitdity that's all-embracing. It must have cost him agreat dedl of effort to speak out to
Damon in theway he had. 'Very well, Damon," he said. 'Come aong now and well find you
something to eat.’ Philip left the room, and for just a second or two Damon and | were dlone. We
stared at each other and Damon shuffled hisfeet in aqueer kind of little dance step, and started
grinning again. 'Pop'sared nicelittle man," he said softly, 'Redl nice.' Then hewinked at me and
waked out. Later, when Philip and | were getting ready for bed, | tried to tell him about that
wink and something of my didike and distrust of the man, but none of it sounded very menacing
to Philip. 'He's been badly brought up,' Philip said, 'but it's Christmas, and he'slonely and lost.

Y ou can seethat. Heisn't exactly our kind, as you say, though that does sound very snobbish,
Katie. | think we ought to let him stay, so long as he behaves respectfully to you.' It was Damon's
lack of respect for Philip that was bothering me, but | didn't say that. It isn't the kind of thing you
like to point out to your husband.

"All thistook placejust five days before Christmas. Nobody ever actudly asked Damon to
stay. It just seemed to be taken for granted by al of us, including Damon. | was very busy
cooking and cleaning. The children were out agreet ded ... Clay, tearing around in my car seeing
hisfriends and Rhoda, doing research in the University library for apaper she had to hand in after
vacation, or ese shopping for me. Philip, of course, was at work al day. Damon scarcely |eft the
house at dl, though the children asked him aong, often. He treated their invitations with such
obvious contempt, | marvelled a their good mannerstowards him. But, then, dl of uswere
grangely patient with him. | should certainly call it patience, in the beginning. Later, | thought it
looked morelikefear... He douched around after me most of the day, wearing atight, skimpy



T-shirt and an old pair of Clay's Levis. His own clothes were at the dry-cleaner's, and he seemed
to have just the one set of civilian clothes. We never saw any sign that he till had his Navy
uniforms. He never talked about the Navy, either. The only way you could tell which service hed
been in was by the repulsive tattoo on hisleft arm. It was abig, dripping red heart, enclosing a
blue anchor, and undernegath it the word, MOM, in red |etters entwined with blue roses. He
seemed very proud of it."

Mrs. Pemberton lay quietly for awhile, asif stricken by the memory of the bleeding heart.
Before she could raly hersdlf to continue, our doctors arrived together, hearty and jocular, and
both in atearing hurry. With some prodding from the nurse who accompanied him, | managed to
give my doctor a hating report of my behavior for the past twenty-four hours. He seemed to be
ashored with it as| was, but as he left he gave me a paternd pat on the head, by way of
forgiveness.

“Tomorrow well get up.” he caroled, and | ft.

| scrupuloudly tried not to hear the conversation going on five feet away from me, but |
couldn't help overhearing the parting remarks which Mrs. Pemberton's doctor was ddiveringin
louder tones, asif reassurance for his patient lay mainly in drowning out her own faintly protesting
voice.

"Fine, fine" hewasroaring. "And if al goeswedl again tonight you can go home tomorrow.
There's not athing on earth wrong with you that time won't take care of, Haw, Haw. Timeand a
letle sf-discipline, Katie. Now, buck up and take your medicine like the big girl you are, and
put that silly notion of yoursright out of your mind. Fgawd's sake, girl, you're saner than | am
and healthy asahorse. Control! That'sdl you need... Wéll, then, stop thinking!" He plunged out
of the room, flashing afine set of teeth in my direction.

For some minutes | refrained from looking at Mrs. Pemberton. From the sounds of tissues
being pulled from the box and variouslittle sniffings, | felt sure shewas crying. After awhile,
though, she poured hersalf aglass of water with so much banging of the vacuum pitcher, and then
plumped her pillow so vicioudy | knew shed recovered from her tears and was in the process of
passing through anger to resignation. It didn't take her very long.

"Oh, wdll..." shesighed. "Jm awayswas atactlessidiot, but heisagood doctor. And it's
true—I'm feding better. Last night isthefirst night in weeks | haven't screamed my lungs out,
waking from that nightmare. Y ou're lucky not to have heard me. They say | wall like abanshee,
enough to lift the hair right off your head.”

| was suddenly enlightened. "Has the nightmare anything to do with Damon?"

"It has everything to do with Damon," Mrs. Pemberton said. "When | findly toldhimtogo |l
hoped and prayed that would bethelast of him, but it hasn't been.”

"Y ou kicked him out?"

"On Chrismas Eve," she nodded. "We had aghastly scene... just Damon and |. The children
were out, Philip wasin bed adeep. Of course, that scene had been building up in mefor days. It
takes alot to make me explode that way, and alot iswhat 1'd been taking. ..

"Medtimes, for instance. While | was preparing the meals, Damon would hang over me and
watch every move | made. He was always sampling and meddling. If | wanted a certain butcher
knife, Damon was sure to be fiddling with it, testing its sharpness or poking it into my chopping
block. Sometimes he sang bloody baladsin ahigh voice—all about drowning somebody ina
river after choking her to deeth, and most troubling of dl, there were timeswhen held giggle
seadily for long, long minutes about nothing at dl. At the table he talked very little, whichwasa
blessing, but he ate S0 greedily and with so much noise that it was difficult to carry ona
conversation. He grabbed, you see, and he took food right off Clay's plate, while Clay was
talking. And suddenly, out of the silence, hed laugh in that queer way, and aways he kept his
feet moving, asif he were dancing, even as he sat. Then, if somebody commented on thefood. ..



like, Thispieisddicious, Damon would swell visbly and say, 'My Mom madeit. Shelikesto
cook for her sailor boy.' What kind of answer do you make to aremark like that? One, | mean,
that doesn't sound surly and ungracious. I'm not redlly old enough to be Damon's mother, and the
way hekept caling me ' Mom' grated on me. More than anything ese, it kept suspicion sirring in
me. If your mother had been dead only four months, do you think you could call any other
woman'Mom' so easily?"

"Probably not," | said.

"Then there was the incident of the Chrissmastree. The children have aways decorated it S0
carefully. They take agreat ded of pride in some of the old ornaments we have. Some are lovely.
Some arerather awful... Therésacdluloid doll, for one thing, that hasto have a prominent place
on the tree, smply because we've dways had it. Damon stepped on it and mashed it flat. Not
quite an accident... When Rhoda hung it, anyway, Damon got very loud and scornful. He kept
sneering a their work and finally announced that next year we were going to have an duminum
treewith no ornaments at dl, just lights. Before | could remind him that next year he wouldn't be
with us, he dammed out of the room.

"There were dozens of littleincidents of that kind. Little things, maybe, but al together, very
disturbing. When Clay and | tried to talk he was aways butting in, awaysthere, trying to draw
my attention away from Clay, growing louder and louder and more excited. Clay only had a
ten-day furlough, and | began to despair of ever having amoment alone with him. Often Clay
would give up trying to talk to me and go to hisroom to nap behind alocked door. Somehow, in
that house of aways-open doors, we'd al begun to shut oursavesin. In Clay's case | could see
reason in it. Damon had begun to raid Clay'swardrobe of al hiscivilian clothes, even after
Damon's own clothes had been cleaned. Clay would be trying to dressfor a party and would
discover hisbest white shirt stuffed away, soiled, in Damon's room. Knowing Damon would be
therefor Christmas, | did extra shopping, of course, so hed have some gifts under thetree. |
bought clothes for him, since he seemed to need them. One afternoon | locked mysdlf in my
bedroom so | could wrap them nicely. | aso wrapped alovely, bulky gold-colored swester for
Clay asan extra surprise—one held especidly admired in a store window, one day when he was
with Rhodain town. When | finished | put dl those gifts with the others under the tree.

"l had baking to do that day, and for once Damon, was somewhere esein the house, and |
was thankful. Just before dinner he came swaggering in, wearing al the clothes I'd wrapped for
his Christmas gifts, plusthe gold sweater I'd bought for Clay. 'l don't likewaiting, Mom," he said.
'l saw my name on the packages.' | was so rattled | began to doubt myself. Maybe | had put
Damon's name on Clay's swesater. Anyway, | wasn't sure, so | let it go. But the next morning |
sent Rhodato town to buy an identica swester for Clay.

"By Chrisimas Eve | was strung up tight asthe strings on afiddle. The children left witha
crowd of young peopleto go caroling and to aparty later. Philip and | turned out al the lights but
thetree lights, drew up our chairsto thefireplace, and listened to Christmas music on the hi-fi.
Damon, to our surprise, had roared away in his Corvette dmost immediately after dinner. The
house was beautifully peaceful without him. My doubts and fears began to melt away. About ten
o'clock Philip went on to bed, but | decided to Sit up awhile to savor more of the Christmas
peace. Around eleven o'clock Damon walked in. | admit what | was doing may have looked silly
by some standards... The children have these old, beat-up, felt Christmas stockings they ill
hang up at the fireplace every year. | had dready stufied Rhoda's with cosmetics and hair-rollers
and thingslike that. For Clay's| had shaving things, combs, pencils, and other odds and ends. |
was standing there smiling at Clay's sock, which was stuck together inside the toe, where years
ago he'd deposited some haf-chewed candy he didn't like.

"Damon sidled over, wrenched the sock out of my hand and dropped it on thefire. Beforell
had time to feel shock or anger, | rescued the sock and saw that it wasn't scorched much, then |
whirled on Damon asif | were abuzz saw. What did he mean by acting like that, | wanted to



know. And what in hell gave him theidea he could move into my house and ruin my Christmas? |
wasn't very ladylike about it. | may have used even stronger language. .. When | reached the
point at last where | could hear again and see, Damon was trembling and mumbling, aspaeasa
ghogt. Hewastrying, | think, to say something about Clay's being too old to hang up a stocking.
That was enough to set me off again, and | can't remember al thethings| said. When | ran,
down alittle, Damon was still mumbling and had shucked out of the gold sweater and wasrolling
up his shirt deeveto show me hisleft arm. It took awhile for me to focus my eyes and see what
he was trying to show me. Hed spent the evening in some nadty little tattoo parlor, having an
addition made to that horror on hisarm. It now read: Mom, | love you.

"He was saying over and over, 'l did it for you, see? Y our Christmas present... | did it for
you.' Well, | smply broke down and howled. I fill don't know if | was laughing or crying.
Damon danced around me sort of tentatively, talking so fast | could scarcely make out what he
was saying. After my hysteriasubsided alittle | began to listen very carefully, and thisisthe kind
of thing | heard." Hehad it al planned out; my children were amost grown up, ready to leave
home for good. He would take their place. He would get ajob and take care of me, aways.
Evenif the'old man' died | wouldn't haveto be alone, ever. Nothing could make him leave me,
ever, ever, ever. | was hisMom, He had chosen me. Out of the whole world, he had chosen me.
| was his, and he was mine, for the rest of our lives.

"It waslike a chant. He kept repeating himsdlf, and the horror kept growing in metill | thought
I'd scream. When | couldn't stand it any longer | ran out of the room, wildly, just to get away
from hisvoice. | wasterrified that he would follow, but he didn't. | could hear himintheliving
room, gill chanting. | washed my facein cold water at the kitchen sink and dried it with a paper
towel. Then | went to the spare room and packed histhings. | let mysalf out the back door and
piled dl his stuff into the Corvette. Then—quietly—I came back into the house and woke Philip.
Eventudly the two of uswere able to persuade Damon to leave, but there were some hideous
minuteswhen | thought we'd haveto cal the police... or an ambulance complete with
drait-jacket. | couldn't deep that night, | was so afraid he'd come back."

"Did he?'

"No. He never came back to the house. | don't know where he went that night. He must have
|eft town. For weeks we kept watching in traffic for hisred Corvette, but we never saw it again.
And for weeks | kept remembering his words—like athreat—just before he drove away. 'Y ou'll
seeme again, Mom. Y ou ain't ever gonnaberid of me, oneway or another.”

"Haveyou seen him agan?"'

Mrs. Pemberton bit her lower lip and looked a me with troubled eyes. "Not exactly,” she
sad at last. "'l may aswell tel you therest of it, and if you decide I'm crazy you can ask for
another room."

"I heard your doctor say you were saner than heis. I'll take the chance," | said.

"Very well then, dear. Six months later, when wed just begun to forget Damon, or to get over
him, a any rate, Philip got along-distance phone cal one night from the San Diego police. Our
twelve-year old runaway son, they said, had been picked up hanging around outside a tattoo
parlor, and would we please come and get him or send the fares for him and an accompanying
socid worker. The boy had told them his name was Damon Pemberton, and that he was our
son... our name and our address, everything. It took time to convince them we had no such son.
We even had our local police department phone them to verify our statements. In the meantime,
we learned, the boy had escaped from the detention home they'd put him in. We don't know to
this day who or what the child was... or who put him up to it.

"The San Diego episode happened in June. In August Philip and | spent aweekend at the
Grand Canyon. We were staying at that lodge right on the rim of the canyon. It was after dinner,
and Philip was reading his paper in the lobby. | went out to watch the sunset, and | was stralling
down the path dong the rim. Behind me | heard somebody running in my direction. Then | could



tell it was achild, gasping and crying, being chased by someone. | turned around just intimeto
brace mysdlf asthelittle boy in front threw hisarms around me, hiding hisfacein my skirt. He
grabbed me with such force | amost lost my balance, A bigger boy had dowed down when he
saw me and was hanging back. Thelittle boy peered around at the big one who'd been chasing
him. 'My Mom will fix you, he said. "Y ou big old dumb nut.' The big boy turned and ran off, out
of sght. The child gave me abig squeeze, then, and said, 'Mom, | loveyou.' While | wastaking
that in, hejust sort of melted away into the dusk, but | could hear his running feet, and | could
hear him laughing. He was wearing asailor cap, and just as he twisted away | saw he had an
enormous tattoo on hisleft arm.”

"Oh, surely not!" | said. "Or it was probably one of those transferslittle boys ddight in
plastering themsalves with, They do look like tattoos.”

"Maybe," Mrs. Pemberton said. "Then last September Philip and | went fishing in the White
Mountains. Now that we're older we don't bother about camping out. We rent amotel roomin
Show Low and Philip drives out very early to the trout streams and lakes. On thisday | stayed
behind, because | wanted to write some letters and wash my hair. It was still very early inthe
morning, not many people about. I'd had coffee with Philip a an al-night place on the highway
and walked back to our motel aone. | hadn't been back in our room long before | heard akind
of scrabbling noise outside the door. | thought it was amaid, perhaps, though it was far too early
for them to be coming around or ayardman, raking the car park, | was Sitting at the little desk,
watching the door, when | saw apiece of paper come diding under. Somekind of advertising, |
thought. But when | picked it up | saw it waslined paper torn from a child's school tablet. On it
was drawn, in red crayon, adripping heart, and in staggering block letters, like those of achildin
the second grade, it read Mom, | love you. | don't know how long | stood there staring at it. |
remember how the paper shook in my hands. | opened the door and looked out. Therewasn't a
soul firring in the courtyard of the motel. | left my door open and ran out to look up and down
the main street. Almost ablock away avery smal boy in asailor suit wasjust turning the corner,
crying asif hisheart would break. By thetime | got to the corner, hewas no longer in sght.”

Mrs. Pemberton was sitting up in bed, half turned towards me, her eyes pleading with me for
some answering word.

"Oh," | said reluctantly, and then hunted for something to add to it. " Coincidence?’ | offered.

"l don't believeit," Mrs. Pemberton said sadly. "Oh, | want to. Y ou don't know how much
I'd like to think that I'm reading dark significance into unimportant little happenings. A few weeks
ago | started having nightmares. .. brought on, | know, by far too many of these so-caled
coincidences, far too frequently occurring, and far too shattering in their impact on me. | haven't
dared to, tdll anybody, even Philip, dl the things I've half-seen and half-heard.”

"Doyoufed...wdl... persecuted?" | asked.

"l did for along time. | felt hunted, and | wasangry. And at last | was afraid. Afraid to walk
down agtreet, afraid to answer the telephone, even afraid to deep after the nightmares began.”

"Wha isit in the nightmare that frightens you so much you scream?’

Mrs. Pemberton glanced at mein surprise. "Why, it'sthe baby, of course. | find it, you see,
on my doorstep, and it's so sweet, so warm and talcum-powdery, and I'm so ddighted with it.
Then, as| hold it and rearrange its clothing—such delicate, lovely clothing—the blanket falls
away and revealsthat hideous tattoo on the baby'sarm..."”

Wedidn't talk much more that day. Luncheon trays arrived and were carried away—-mine,
at least, very much lightened. Flowerswere delivered and exclaimed over. Visitors sdled through
our doorway, rested uneasily on the two chairs, or stood first on one foot and then the other, and
findly, in great relief, hurried away. When the long day brought us once again to thet fairly quiet
hour before dinner, | asked Mrs. Pemberton the question that had been troubling me.

"If you no longer fed resentful or persecuted, how do you fed?



"I've been puzzling about that,” she said. "Y ou know, the nightmare has changed. That'swhy
you've never heard me scream. It isn't areal nightmare anymore. It'sjust adream about a gift.
Something fragile and of great vaue, which somebody has brought to me after great exertions
and dangers. | accept it, but with immense reservations. My fingersrefuseto close around it. |
dropit, and it breaks, But it doesn't shatter like glass. It just liesthere and bleeds... All that's|eft
with me when the dream ends—the residue, you might say, for the daylight hours—isjust
sadness. Weary sadness, that'sal."”

After bregkfast the next morning a pretty nurse's aide brought in the wheelchair for Mrs.
Pemberton's departure. While the girl waited and watched, smiling at us, Mrs. Pemberton told
me goodbye.

"I don't redly need this" Mrs. Pemberton gestured to the whedlchair. "But this hospitd is
snigterly determined that no discharged patient walk out of here on his own two feet.”

"More Snark hunting,” | said. She patted my hand warmly and was wheeled away.

"I'll be back inamoment,” the nurse's aide called to me from the doorway. "To get you up in
achair, And | hear you're to go home tomorrow, too."

When shereturned | asked anxioudy, "Do you think Mrs. Pemberton will bedl right?!

"Right asrain," thegirl said. "Shewas only in here for some tests and observation. After all,
sheisalittle old to be starting another baby."

"Oh... yes" | sad.

"She'salittle scared, | think. But, you'll see, shelll perk up more and more, and by thetime
that baby arrives, shelll be convinced there's not another baby like hers, anywhere in the world."

"Oh, dear Lord," | said. "l hope not."
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